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Synopsis: A mail order bride from England
arrives at a small, remote cabin in the woods surrounding San Diego
and waits for her fiancé to arrive, feeling lost and isolated
standing there. He eventually shows up and they are married, but a
far different life evolves down the road as she copes with
loneliness, boredom, the animals in the woods, and the dangers of
frontier life.

 


 


As Sarah’s mother had lay dying, in the final
stages of a disease with a name Sarah could not pronounce, she told
her that Sarah’s only chance for a good husband and a comfortable
life would be found through a marriage broker.

Mother and daughter had lived a hard life.
The death duties after her father’s passing ten years prior had
left them all but destitute. Where there was once a comfortable
life, there was now poverty and little hope for the future.

After her mother passed, a very numb Sarah
went to see the marriage broker. Everything was arranged so quickly
that she barely had time to mourn her mother. Within a month she
was on a ship bound for America in the company of a multitude of
women in similar circumstances. A week after landing in New York
she was standing in a wood shack in the California woods. This was
to be her matrimonial home.

Sarah looked around the small dark cabin she
had been shown to. Quite small, she thought, and quite dirty. She
looked at the cot sitting in the corner and shuddered. Stepping
outside, she scanned the area immediately surrounding the wooden
structure. Trees of a type with which she was not familiar cocooned
the house and further out was a fence. Not the type of fence she
was accustomed to, but a fence made of wooden posts and wire of
some sort.

Her husband-to-be would be along shortly, she
had been assured. As she waited, she wondered if perhaps she had
made a mistake leaving London for this godforsaken place. But it
was sunny and there was an abundance of flora and fauna as she had
been promised by the broker, who claimed to have been there on
several occasions. But, where were the people?

 


 


The train from New York had passed through
several of what she assumed passed for cities in this part of the
world, but when she arrived in San Diego, she found only a small
settlement, wooden sidewalks and not a building over two stories
tall, and only a handful of people going about their business under
the bright California sun. She had to admit that the few people she
had spoken with were very pleasant and quite friendly, but she was
now alone in the wilderness waiting for her groom, and not a soul
in sight. There was no sound of human life for that matter.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the clatter
of hoof beats.

“Howdy,” the man on the grey steed shouted as
he rode into the yard. It was her betrothed, James Elliot. She
recognized him from the photograph she was carrying in her bag. He
was a ruggedly good-looking man who had been born and raised in the
area. He appeared to be about six feet tall and was as trim and fit
as an athlete.

“Mr. Elliot, hello. Or I guess I should say
‘howdy’. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance at long
last.”

“Please, you can call me James. It’s nice to
meet you too. Finally.” He dismounted and unsure of what to do, he
grabbed her hand and shook it.

She looked startled and he took notice.

“I’m sorry, wasn’t I supposed to shake your
hand? I’ve never done this before.”

“Nor have I. I’m not sure what I expected. I
have not met many men in my nineteen years.”

“Well I haven’t met many women in my
twenty-two years, at least none that didn’t get paid for being with
me. Oh I’m sorry, that’s not really something I should be saying.
Anyway, I guess we will have to learn the ropes together. You have
a funny way of talking, did you go to school?”

“Yes I did, until my father died. My mother
was a schoolteacher before she was married, so proper English was
drummed into me from an early age. Do you find it off-putting?”

James smiled. “I don’t think so, but then I
don’t really know what ‘off-putting’ means.”

“It means something you dislike.”

“No, not at all. It’s nice to hear fancy
talk. It’s like music. Sorry I didn’t meet you at the train station
when you got here. I had some cows to tend to. The boss has given
me four days off so we can get married. Preacher in town will marry
us. There won’t be time for much of a honeymoon, just a quick trip
to Mexico. There’s a lot of work this time of the year and the boss
can’t spare a man for too long.”

“That’s fine. Is this where we will be
living?”

“Yup. This is home sweet home, for now
anyway. I want to build us something nicer and bigger when I have
the money. I’m hoping I can do it next year sometime. I just moved
in here from the cowboy’s quarters yesterday and I didn’t get a
chance to fix it up at all. It will do for now, right?”

“I suppose a woman’s touch would help. It’s a
little dirty and dark in there. I can think of a few ways to
brighten it up. My mother and I went through something similar
after my father died. There are a thousand little ways to brighten
up a house and I think my mother taught me most of them!”

She smiled and James broke into laughter. It
was a nervous laugh.

“So, you are a cowboy? A real cowboy?”

“Yes ma’am. Or I guess I should say ‘yes
miss’. You won’t be a ma’am until we see the preacher. Yes, I am a
cowboy, or a cowpuncher – that’s what some folks call us. I want to
have my own spread some day. For now I work for the boss. But I
guess you know all this, don’t you? I told you in my letters.”

“Yes you did. And you did a splendid job of
describing it. I just have one question though -- where are the
people? I haven’t seen or heard anybody since that fellow dropped
me here.”

“Oh everybody’s busy working right now so
you’ll meet everyone at the wedding celebration. They’re planning a
big party for us. Well, actually it’s going to be us and another
couple, same situation as we are. Bride is from England too. She
got here yesterday morning and they were married in the afternoon.
Everybody decided that we should have our party with them. Should
be a lot of fun and a lot of people coming.”

“It sounds delightful. I’m afraid I have not
attended many parties these past few years. There really hasn’t
been a reason to celebrate anything. I’m looking forward to this.
When we will be seeing the preacher? That is what you call vicars
here in America, correct? Preachers?”

“Preachers, pastors, ministers, priests,
chaplains -- I’m not sure what the difference is, but I was brought
up calling them preachers.”

Sarah laughed and said, “How amusing. I’m not
sure either and yet here we are, the two of us, with two biblical
names – James and Sarah – and we have no clue as to what to call
our religious leaders. It’s funny!”

James joined in the laughter, but unsure of
what he was laughing at. He liked her, and if she found it funny
then so did he. He had a lot to learn about his new bride, that
much he knew.

Sarah asked, “Did you say we were going to
Mexico for a honeymoon?”

“Yeah, it’s close. A little bit south of
here. It’s not much, so don’t expect anything fancy. It’s pretty
much the same as here, except there’s Mexicans who are very nice
folks. Damn good food, too. Excuse my cussing, I’m not used to
being around women. I’ll get better, I promise.”

“Dear sweet James, I spent the last decade
living in east London, so I can probably teach you a curse word or
two. I’ve heard it all; so don’t give it another thought. But I do
appreciate your concern. A honeymoon in Mexico -- what a surprise.
Now I should like to freshen up, maybe bathe. Where might I do
that?”

James blushed at the thought of this tall,
willowy blonde woman having a bath. After some stuttering, hemming
and hawing he said, “Creek is out back. That’s where we bathe. In
the creek.”

“And what might a creek be?”

“Uh, it’s a little river, a stream. Just out
back of the cabin.”

“Well, you look dusty yourself, and you smell
of horse. Did you want to bathe as well?”

“You go first, I’ll get the horse and buggy
ready while you are bathing and then I’ll clean myself up. We can
go see the preacher after that. Does that sound okay?”

“Perfect! Is the water cold?”

“At this time of the year it’s quite nice,
but it does cool off some once winter gets here. It’s not that bad
though and winter doesn’t last long.”

To her delight, Sarah found the water warm
and refreshing. This was certainly better than the cold water flat
she had shared with her mother. It might be quite acceptable, she
thought. A beautiful stream, beautiful setting and – she had to
admit – a beautiful man.

Perhaps her mother had been correct.

 


 


The church where they were married surprised
Sarah. It was much nicer than what she had been expecting and the
preacher certainly took his duties seriously. The ceremony had been
much more religious than what she had anticipated and it appeared
that the good people of San Diego were a devout lot.

 


 


That night, at the wedding celebration, Sarah
was introduced to the other newlyweds. The groom, Frank, was much
like James, a boy-man was the phrase that kept coming to mind, but
the bride was a child. Her name was Lucille and she was from the
south of England. Orphaned when she was three years old, she had
been sent to live with relatives in London, who by all accounts,
did not want her. She escaped their clutches when she was thirteen
and took employment as a hotel maid. Within three years she had
managed to save enough money to come to America on her own and had
lived in New York until she made the acquaintance of an
enterprising marriage broker. She was charming and sharp-witted and
Sarah could see them becoming good friends.

The honeymoon, as promised, had been brief.
The Mexican people were delightful and the food was something new.
Sarah was not sure what to make of it at first but once they were
back at their home, she found herself craving it. She mentioned
this curious fact to James.

“Yeah, it does that to you. There’s a
restaurant in town that serves up very good Mexican food. If you
get the hankering, just tell me and we will treat ourselves.”

Once James had returned to his duties on the
boss’ ranch, Sarah set out to put their home in order. Within a
couple of days she had transformed it into a livable and charming
house, reminiscent of an English country cottage. She started
making plans for flowers and a vegetable garden, having been told
that she would be able to garden year round here – something that
was not possible at anytime of the year in London.

 


 


As time passed the couple settled into a
comfortable routine. James was quite attentive to her needs and
wants and Sarah found the fondness she had first felt for him
turning to love. Her mother had assured her this would be the case,
but still, she was a little surprised. At first she fought the
feeling, but as the days and weeks passed she found herself
succumbing to the whims and firm grasp of love. She was discovering
that under the rough tough cowboy veneer was a gentleness that was
hard to resist.

With the house in order and her daily duties
easily taken care of, Sarah started looking for diversions. The
variety of wildlife in close proximity to their home fascinated her
and she took to going for long walks after her morning chores were
complete. She was beginning to have a good knowledge of the habits
of many of the birds in the area. The smaller birds that is,
because when it came to eagles, hawks and the like, Sarah was not
interested. She had been put off the birds of prey shortly after
she had arrived when she had witnessed an eagle swoop down and
carry off one of the chipmunks she had befriended.

She was horrified but when she related this
experience to James, he laughed. Sarah was astounded that such a
gentle man could be so callous. He explained that this was an
unpleasant fact of life.

“It’s what they do, simple as that. You can
be upset – at the eagle and at me – but that will not change the
nature of these creatures. When I was small I couldn’t stand to
watch what went on in the woods. That did not stop it. You get used
to it. You’ll still feel terrible but it won’t hurt as much, I
promise. Myself -- I try not to get any feelings for animals, you
just end up feeling bad.”

“I don’t think I can do that. Maybe I should
stop my little walks.”

“I’m sorry for what happened to your
chipmunk, but I have an idea. Why don’t you come to work with me
tomorrow? It will take your mind off it. We’re just doing a little
branding and you might find it interesting. Heck, you might be able
to help.”

“What’s branding?”

James explained the practice of branding to
Sarah but made it very clear that the calves were not in any
pain.

“It may look like they are hurting, but I
assure you they don’t feel anything. I would not do this if I
thought I was hurting the little guys.”

 


 


So, early the next morning, Sarah accompanied
James to work. She was excited, and she had seen calves from a
distance but was anxious to
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