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Synopsis: A woman from Liverpool moves to
America and to a pre-arranged job. The thing is – she doesn’t find
out what the true purpose of the place where she works is until
later, when an accident will change her life forever.



Marybeth Weatherspoon, or Beth as her friends
called her, sat on the divan by the window and contemplated her
many options. Deciding what to do with her life from this point
forward would require some thinking, most of which she barely felt
qualified to do. She had just buried her mother the month before,
she had no father or siblings, and the remaining relatives hadn’t
spoken to her in years.

Basically, she was alone, inexperienced and,
Beth admitted, often gullible. Still, some measure of plan had to
be laid out or she would just flit through the days and nights of
her life aimlessly.

She finished the last swallow of tea in her
cup and returned it to the kitchen.

“I’ll go talk to the banker,” she said aloud
to only herself, a habit that had begun when her mother passed and
left her alone in the house. “He’s given me good advice thus far,
why not hear him out on what he thinks.

Beth walked slowly through the streets of her
fairly polished neighborhood toward the barrister’s office, taking
the time to smell a rose, pet a dog, or chat with someone along the
way. She was a friendly sort of person and rarely met a stranger.
Some other women thought she was overly friendly, but it was her
way, and that would probably never change. At least, not in the
immediate future.

“I’d like to speak to Mr. Fields,” she firmly
told the receptionist. She had learned to deal with this
particularly icy woman over the many months she and her mother had
been visiting the attorney in preparation of her mother’s death.
Beth had always dreaded the appointments, because they represented
the ending of one life and the beginning of another - her mother’s
and hers.

The woman eyed her curiously for a
moment.

“May I ask what this concerns?” she finally
said, although the old spinster knew exactly who Beth was and
should be able to assume that it regarded the meager penance her
mother had left the daughter after all the medical bills were paid.
But the hag appeared to not even physically recognize Beth.

“No, you may not,” Beth responded in an even
more firm voice. “Mr. Fields will see me if he isn’t busy, I’m
sure. Could you please ask him, at least?”

The ice cube rose from her chair and swished
her heavy skirt down the short hall to the back mahogany door and
entered, closing it behind her as if Beth were going to snoop,
which she probably would have done as it was a pastime of hers when
the opportunity presented itself. A few minutes later, the woman
returned and took her own seat at the reception desk. Beth
waited.

“Will he see me?” she finally asked after
several moments.

With a sarcastic glare in her eyes and
straight-lined lips, the woman literally snarled at Beth.

“Oh, yes he will. You may go back to his
office.”

Beth instantly felt like a beggar, but she
wouldn’t give the hussy an opportunity to revel in her self-imposed
victory. Instead, she stood from the small chair she had invited
herself to make use of and strode down the same hallway, her head
so high she could feel the slight cold drain from her sinuses and
down her throat.

What was going through her mind regarding the
receptionist wasn’t fit for uttering or printing. She knocked
lightly on Mr. Fields door.

“Come in,” the gruff voice answered. As she
opened the door, his face broke into a broad smile. “Well, Miss
Weatherspoon,” he said, standing and coming around the desk. “You
took so long, I was afraid you had changed your mind and didn’t
want to see an old fat man like me.”

He kissed her on the cheek and hugged her
closely like a father, but Beth didn’t miss the hand trailing down
her arm, either. Men had such obviously non-secretive ways of
telling a woman that he was on the prowl. Nonetheless, in
consideration of his age, and what she hoped would be a free
consultation, Beth said nothing.

“How are you, Mr. Fields,” she answered him
in her sweetest voice. “I hope you’re doing well.”

“Very well, but even better now, Beth. What
can I do for you? Miss Snodel said you wouldn’t tell her what your
business with me would be.”

The old twit, Beth thought, how dare her! But
her face didn’t divulge her true feelings.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “but I thought it none
of her business, with her snotty attitude and superior airs, what
my business with you might be. She’s a real prude, Mr. Fields.”

He laughed aloud at the insult, but inside,
the old man agreed with Beth. Still, Miss Snodel had been an
exemplary employee for over twenty years, and he saw no need to
change that before he retired.

“She really is a nice person, just trying to
protect me, Beth. Don’t hold that against her.”

“I won’t, but I wasn’t coming here to kill
you or anything like that. Just wanted to ask your opinion about
something. Really, Sir, I have no one else to talk to.”

He knew that was the truth because he had
handled the affairs of the Merriweather household for years. Beth’s
father was a businesses man of meager means and a less than
thriving tailoring shop, but he did have the need for an attorney
from time to time.

Years before, there had been some sort of
family rift between Beth’s two sides of the family, and she, at a
very young age, had been caught in the middle of the non-speaking
tribe. It was sad, but Beth was probably far better off that it had
ended that way.

“So what do you want to talk about,” he
asked, that knowing smile on his meaty lips.

“What to do with my life,” she answered very
directly. “I need some sort of future, otherwise, I’m just drifting
from day to day with no guidance. That’s not good for a woman of
twenty-one, you know.”

He could think of a couple things she could
readily do for him, but Mr. Fields maintained his dignity and let
the matter go.

“Okay. What do you see as an option, Beth?”
He had raised a couple of daughters, both of which had married and
now were busy raising children of their own, as most women of
Liverpool did, but that didn’t seem to fit the effervescent Beth
Merriweather. He was interested in what she had conjured up.

“I have three options,” she hurriedly
answered. “Number one, I can stay in Liverpool and find work, a job
of some sort. Number two, I can not work and perhaps attend some
sort of school, you know, to be a receptionist or secretary, but
I’m afraid I’d end up sour and curt, like Miss Snodel.”

He laughed again at her jab at the woman.
“And third?”

“And third, I could go to America.” She threw
that in as it was her favorite option, and she knew that Mr. Fields
had already been to America, so he would have some firsthand
knowledge.

“America?” he asked, leaning on his arms
folded on his desk. “I’m surprised at that. Why America?”

“Why not America?” Beth threw back at him.
“I’m young, it’s young and there maybe something there that would
suit me. I have enough money to get me there and to pay my way for
a month or so, and enough to come back to Liverpool, if necessary.
So, why not America?”

“Good points,” he said, shaking his head in
the affirmative. “You seem to be keen on your third option.” Mr.
Fields watched as a new spark shone in her face.

“Really, I am,” she admitted. “I can see the
new buildings, the new businesses and all the fan fare that goes
with it. An air of excitement everywhere, people bustling around
with stuff to do and places to go, Mr. Fields. Can you imagine the
opportunity? You’ve been there, is it like that?”

The old man couldn’t find it in his heart to
squash her apparent dream. He lied.

“Yes, in many ways, it is an exciting place.
Lots of newness to it, as you describe. There are more new places
along and west of the Mississippi, of course, but you’ve got the
gist of it.”

Beth clasped her hands together underneath
her lower jar and smiled. “Oh, I just knew it!” she said. “But, how
about single young women like me? Is there a place for us?”

Now, he smiled, thinking back to his trip
there. “Yes, there certainly is, but you have to be very careful
where you go and what you do once you get there, Beth. The men
outnumber the women about two to one.”

“What?” she said. “Two men for every
woman?”

“Somewhere close to that. And most men are
looking for brides, which is why the mail order bride business is
flourishing there. Are you interested in that?”

“Heaven’s no!” Beth answered with a harsh
tone to her voice. “I have absolutely no interest in marriage, and
certainly not to a man from a catalog!”

Mr. Fields had to laugh again at her lack of
how the system worked, but he was very relieved at her answer. He
would never recommend that approach - she was too gullible and
naïve for that.

“Well, tell you what, Beth. Let me contact
some business associates I have in America and see what
possibilities or opportunities might be available to you. When I
hear back from them, I’ll come around to your house and discuss
them. How does that sound?”

She literally jumped from her seat and came
around the desk, wrapping him in a big hug.

“I knew it was the right thing to do to come
talk with you,” she said, not pushing away his hand that held onto
her arm with a certain feeling of proprietorship. She’d let him
have one more thrill as a return favor.

“Very well, then. I shall get off some
telegraphs this evening. Hopefully, I’ll hear back by the end of
the week.”

Beth was ecstatic and she almost danced all
the way home.



To pass the time while waiting for Mr. Fields
to do his investigation and such, Beth cleaned out closets, drawers
and, in general, the house in anticipation of crossing the ocean to
America and never coming back.

Just as he predicted, on that same Friday
afternoon, Mr. Fields knocked on her house door. She peeked through
the curtain on the side window and saw who it was, and ran to the
door to let him in.

“Mr. Fields! Did you hear something
already?”

He held up a rather thick envelope. “Sure
did. May we sit down and go through this?”

“Certainly,” Beth said, leading him to the
parlor by the door. She took seat on a red velvet single chair so
as not to give Mr. Fields room to sit beside her.

He pulled the sheaf of papers from the
envelope and opened them.

“My friend in New Orleans has found a great
prospect for you, Beth.” Mr. Fields pulled his monocle from his
pocket and placed it on his nose where it covered one eye, but sat
perfectly still.

“Seems a Miss Wells has a business there and
needs an assistant.”

“What kind of business, Mr. Fields?”

“Ummm…let me see. It says here that it is a
“ladies’ business” but nothing more. I imagine it is a dress shop
or a place that provides assistants to those rich women that live
in New Orleans. When I was there, the ladies walk around with
assistant right behind them. Those assistants seem to hold the
bags, carry the parasols, or mind the children while the lady
shops, converses or has tea. Something along that order, I suppose.
You know telegraphs are expensive, so words are very limited.”

“Well, do you think I’m qualified to be an
assistant, Mr. Field?”

“By all means, I certainly do, Beth.
Actually, that’s what you’ve been to your mother for the past two
years, an assistant of sorts. You understand about paying bills,
shopping, preparing meals, and such. I believe you would be a
wonderful assistant to some rich woman in New Orleans, Beth.”

“Then tell him I’m coming!” she said
instantly, jumping up from her chair. “If I think about it too
long, I won’t do it. I’ve got everything in this house ready so
that all I have to do is pack for the trip. Will you wire him this
evening?” She completely ignored the remaining papers that he held
in his hand. He folded them back up and put them in the
envelope.

“I certainly will handle everything, but when
should I say you’re coming?”

“Next week. Tell him I’ll be on the ship that
is sailing next week. I’ve already checked and there is room for
me.”

“What will you do with this house?”

“Rent it, Mr. Fields. I’m sure you can do
that, can’t you? I don’t want to sale it in case this doesn’t work
out for me, but renting it would cover any costs and pay you for
handling it and perhaps even put a little money aside for me. What
do you think?”

He was swept up in Beth’s undying enthusiasm
and in her excitement about America. Had he been about forty years
younger, he would be on that boat with her. They settled
everything, including the fact that he would take care of her
passage arrangements across the Atlantic, as well as her train
traveling arrangements from Charleston to New Orleans.

By the time she pecked him goodbye on the
cheek, Marybeth Weatherspoon’s trip to America was a done deal.





Mr. Fields arrived at her house on the day of
her departure with his carriage so that she would be transported in
style to the docks. She was buoyant and happy as he had never seen
her before.

“You may become a little sickly for the first
couple of days,” Mr. Fields warned her, “so I’ve gotten some tonic
for you to take. It tastes the worst of all things, but it will get
you some sea legs in a hurry.” He handed her about a
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