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Mattie & Sam’s Story


Synopsis: Mattie & Sam’s Story - An
overweight woman is sent out west to a man she doesn’t know,
because her family has arranged it all. He’s wealthy, reclusive,
and mysterious and the woman must learn how to take care of his
ranch in two weeks, or else she thinks he will send her packing.
When she first sees him, her heart is lost. However, will she be
able to win his?

 


 


When she dreamed, she dreamed of Thomas.

They were together on the shore in Cape Cod.
They’d never had the money for a honeymoon, but if they had, she
imagined it would have been there. It was sunset and the air
smelled like salt and sand.

She looked out at the water while he stood
behind her, but even without seeing him, she knew he wasn’t
looking. His nose tickled the fine auburn hairs at the nape of her
neck and he breathed deep; a noseful of jasmine that he once told
her made him fall in love. His hands were square and warm at the
point where they clasped together on her waist, and she placed one
palm against the little mountain range of his knuckles.

These were the hands, she decided. These were
the hands that were going to tangle in hers, going to raise her
babies someday into something strong and wonderful. These were the
hands she was going to rub in the winter when the arthritis set in,
where she would count the twists and bumps of knuckle and bone.

Together, they watched the gulls float on the
cool salt of the ocean air, squinted as they flapped and climbed
toward freedom somewhere over the line of the horizon, where she
imagined they must feel free.

“Madison? Madison, you lazy girl, wake
up.”

 


 


Mattie Jackson was dreaming of birds,
leather, and hands on the morning she woke with a swat. She groaned
and pulled the blanket to her chin and tried to keep the last wisps
of the dream before they slipped through her fingers like grains of
sand from her fantasy honeymoon. From beneath the blanket’s shroud,
she heard a huff of breath, a swish of air, and the sound of
bristles slapping against the edge of her bed. “Leave me alone,
Martha,” she grunted, “It’s barely sunrise.”

To that, the other woman let out an indignant
cluck and Mattie was greeted with the unpleasant chill and light of
morning when the blanket was ripped from her grasp by its corners.
Suddenly without something to hold on to, her arms crossed tightly
over her chest to stave off the cold, and she glowered at Martha,
who stood obstinately at the foot of the bed.

“If you think your mother won’t have my head
for allowing you to become such a lazy girl, you’ve underestimated
her.” Martha was a squat woman, and the particular way her wide
brown eyes stared down the bridge of a hooked, hawkish nose made
her look like a large, disapproving hen. Her voice was clipped, her
tone brusque with years of offhand familiarity. The woman had
served the Atkins family for as long as Mattie could remember, and
was as much a part of the family as she or her sisters. Martha had
all but raised her while her mother filtered in and out of her life
like a phantom, the children a brief detour between this luncheon
and that sewing circle.

Twice now, Mattie had returned to the safety
of her childhood home, had returned to this bed and to Martha, and
each time, Martha had regarded her with a little less pity, a
little less grace. The first time, she was barely twenty. Her last
name was St. James then, and her husband, Richard, was two days
gone.

The fever had taken him so quickly, she
didn’t have time to feel anything but shocked when the undertaker
bore his body away and she was returned her to her mother’s care.
Then, when it hit, the grief wrapped itself around her like a
shroud, and she sank into bed each night hoping that she might
never wake from the dreams where she and Richard were together
again.

But no matter how devastated she was, her
mother wore her grief even more publicly. Rosemarie Atkins had
fought hard to see that her youngest daughter was married off at
all. Her elder daughters, Mary and Eleanor, had entered
Philadelphia society to great acclaim, each one beautiful and
delicate.

Rosemarie knew that Madison was plain; by
comparison to her sisters pert lips and small waists, she was
homely. She had no hand for baking the delicate sweets she so loved
to eat, could barely sew, and laughed deep from her belly. She’d
had no hope that Mattie would marry at all, but when Richard
Cooper, a young physician, not only rode in from Boston but turned
his attention toward the youngest of the Atkins girls, Rosemarie
was convinced she’d stumbled upon a miracle.

When he died, it wasn’t the man she mourned,
but the rapidly dwindling possibility of a future for her daughter.
For six months of grief-induced fog, Mattie listened while her
mother wept openly over Richard’s absence and tried to ignore the
long looks she gave her before bursting into another bout of
tears.

 


 


With Thomas Jackson, the courtship and
marriage had been much faster, almost as though Rosemarie was
trying to push her daughter toward him before he had a chance to
change his mind. There was no sense in trying to pretend she hadn’t
been married before, but then, so had he.

A life with him wouldn’t be as comfortable as
the one she’d had with Richard, nor would the husband be so gentle
or attentive. Where Richard had spoken in murmurs and called her an
angel, Thomas had only ever seen her for what she was: A woman, a
companion to keep him from going unmissed when he died.

He’d lived with passion, though, a whirlwind
quick tongue and a temper that excited Mattie more than it ever
gave her cause to be afraid. More than once, she cleaned the blood
and dirt from his knuckles when he returned home from a late night
at a half-reputable law firm in a part of the city Mattie was
afraid to walk to alone. He’d grin, shrug, and tell her it was just
another day at the office.

It only made sense then that he would leave
her life as quickly as he’d entered it. They’d been married only a
month when the police came to her home to tell her that her wild
love had been shot in “just another day at the office,” this time a
tavern brawl with another lawyer from a firm in a neighborhood that
frightened her even more.

If she was honest with herself, Mattie barely
had time to love him long enough to miss him the way that she did,
and his ghost’s intrusion on her dreams felt all the stranger and
more heartbreaking because of it.

“I had the dream again.” Her voice was a
murmur when she pulled herself upright to sit at the edge of her
bed, toes curling at the cold wood beneath them. She raised her
arms, let Martha pull the blousy white of her nightgown above her
head, and shivered against the cold. “Cape Cod this time.”

Martha didn’t answer right away, only clicked
her tongue and forced the younger woman’s feet into stockings and
shoes, lacing them tight. Mattie felt soft and pliable as a doll as
Martha helped her into her bloomers and chemise, their movements a
coordinated dance rehearsed since childhood. “It’s not right, you
know,” she grumbled, grabbing Mattie by the hand and leading her
toward the center of the room where a deep green dress hung
menacingly on the door of a deep oak armoire.

“Giving yourself to grief like that. It’s not
as though you knew the man, is it? I’ve had bunions that I lived
with longer than you and Mister Thomas Jackson, God rest him. Arms
up.”

Mattie frowned and wrinkled her nose, but did
as she was told. Martha slid a black corset over her head and began
lacing, clucking and poking disapprovingly at the softest, roundest
parts of Mattie’s back while she did.

“Maybe not, but he was still
my husband, and he was a good husband at that.” Martha began
tightening the laces and she huffed out an involuntary breath as
the corset’s boning began to embrace her ribcage like some great
black snake. “Very good, especially if you leave out all of the
drinking and the fight—ow, not so fast.”

“Not so
fast,” Martha repeated with a gruff laugh.
“I’m going as fast as I’ve always gone. I can’t help it if you’ve
gotten bigger around the middle. All this lazing about, waiting for
the day you sink right into that bed. It’s not good for a
person.”

The younger woman’s mouth fell open to
respond, but twisted back into a scowl when Martha gave the laces
another tug, drawing her waist inward, her breasts upward, until
she resembled, she imagined, something close to the lady she ought
to be. “It’s not as though there’s much point in going out, is
there?” she asked, examining the foreign shape her body took every
morning with pursed lips.

“It’s been three months since Thomas, and I
can still hear Ethel Lake and all her pretty friends laughing at
me. You know they say I’m cursed, right? I heard them talking on my
way to the bank last week, not that they even tried to hide it.” As
she spoke, she remembered Ethel’s face, full lips quirked into a
sneer while she and a gaggle of crones just as blonde, just as
beautiful, just as cruel smirked beside her.

Her voice wavered when she spoke again. “They
said no one ought to let any man near me, or he might drop dead on
the spot.”

There was a brief moment of silence while
Martha paused, petticoat poised over the young woman’s head. Mattie
braced herself for another sharp retort, and was instead surprised
by a dry, gentle hand on her shoulder. Somehow, the touch made the
tight, clenching sadness even more present. “Ethel Lake…” she
began, and the floor creaked when she rose on tiptoe to murmur in
Mattie’s ear, “…is a cow. Don’t you give her another thought. Now
hush, and put your arms up. I want to have you dressed before the
second coming.”

 


 


It took nearly an hour of prodding, pulling,
brushing, and layering before Mattie descended the stairs to the
empty living room of her childhood home. As predicted, her mother
was gone for the morning, and Elizabeth, the only other member of
the Atkins family’s staff, had gone to the butcher to prepare the
evening’s meals. She knew that eventually she would have to go out
into the world, to ace the possibility of running into Ethel and
her cackling friends.

Every day she moved away from Thomas’ death,
every day that her situation started to feel less like a tragedy
and more like a joke, it became harder and harder to leave. She
found excuses to do things around the house, even offered to help
Martha and Elizabeth with the household chores and was disappointed
when they shooed her away with varying degrees of politeness.

So instead, she chose one room in the house,
usually the room furthest away from Martha’s scowling gaze, and
tried to study it as intently as possible, as though she were
getting to know an old friend again.

Today, that friend was her mother’s parlor.
The room had a special fragility about it that Mattie remembered
from childhood. Every chair, every table seemed impossibly spindly
and frail, the floors and draperies pristine even after years of
use. As a child, Mattie and her sisters were afraid to go near it,
as if their childhood would somehow leave a smudge on the
beautiful, breakable room that could never be lifted.

Even their father conceded that the room was
Rosemarie’s sanctuary in the years before he passed. Returning to
the room as a grown woman, she knew that some of the room’s magic
had been stripped away. It was beautiful and just as pristine as
she remembered, but it was only a room. Still, she couldn’t help
the slight racing in her heart when she stepped across the
threshold and into the parlor.

She ran her fingers across the heavy fabric
of the drapes, felt their weight resisting against her. The room
smelled like the dried roses hanging upside down from the window.
She reached out to touch one crisp pink petal and gasped when it
fell to the floor. This was a bad idea.

Martha might come by any moment, and if she
found out, she would almost certainly tell her mother. She nudged
the rose petal behind the drape fabric that puddled on the floor
and clasped her hands tightly in front of her, not quite ready to
leave but determined not to leave behind any further evidence.

She circled around the room, smelling the
lacquered rosewood of the fireplace, gazing at the delicate silver
teapots and china vases on top of them. A portrait of her mother as
a young woman stared accusingly at her from above the mantle, and
she felt herself shirking from her line of sight and she quickly
moved on. She bent down to smell her mother’s rosewater perfume
infused in the her favorite wingback chair’s fabric, when her eyes
caught a flash of her own name on top of a pile of letters neatly
stacked on the side table beside it. She almost turned away when
she saw it again, and again, written out in a strange, blocky hand
she didn’t recognize.

With a furtive glance toward the sound of
Martha’s movements upstairs, she picked up the letter, afraid to
disturb the others in the stack, and began to read.

 


May 6, 1893

 


Mrs. Atkins,

 


I’m writing in response to your previous
letters. Tom Jackson was a dear friend to Crystal Canyon, and my
heart was heavy to hear about his death.

Mattie’s stomach dropped to see Thomas’ name
in this stranger’s hand and she searched her memory for mention of
Crystal Canyon or any friends he’d had before Philadelphia. When
she could think of none, she pushed on.

 


It
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