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Synopsis: An English woman fallen on
hard times decides to travel to America and her soon to be husband,
but along the way there are many hazards including a life-changing
train journey.

 


 


It was only her second night aboard the
SS Brittanic, and already, Eveline had grown weary of being locked
in the tight quarters of her assigned cabin in the stern of the
ship. Still, she reflected that steam ship travel had cut the
journey in half, and the Brittanic was known for being among the
fastest steam liners on the ocean. Her journey would be a
relatively short one at just over two weeks. She considered herself
fortunate to have money in her pocket and warm clothes on her back
without tears and tatters of over-wear. She hoped to be able to
thank her sponsor appropriately once they met.

Eveline read and reread her second and
final contact from James Chesterfield. Letters seemed to take such
a long time to reach England from California. This particular
letter was written on rather thin parchment in hurried, loopy
scrawl. It began with her expected departure date. Below that, in
business-like tone, he enumerated how the enclosed money was to be
spent. The first amount was to purchase her passage aboard the SS
Brittanic from Liverpool to New York.

The second amount was for her to
purchase garments and a trunk suitable to a lady of some stature
who was to be traveling, but not so expensive as to draw unwanted
attention. Finally, he had sent a reserve of funds to pay her
passage from New York to California via rail. She read and reread
his words. Short and to the point, they were. There was little
indication of his character aside from the fact that he had found
gold in California and was willing to spend it for her comfortable
passage.

Chesterfield had also sent money for
her to hire a companion maid for her journey. Eveline had scoffed
at the idea, but did not wish to seem ungrateful for the
opportunity awarded her. She decided to offer her childhood friend,
Genevieve the shared opportunity for paid passage to America.
Genevieve, Gen in short, was currently fussing over Eveline’s
shoddy packing job.

An overcoat seemed to be missing in the
large, leather trunk, and the air on the ocean became brisk at
night. She was taking her new job quite seriously. As Eveline’s
oldest and most loyal friend, she hoped to repay many kindnesses
from over the years by being the best maidservant ever to accompany
a lady on a journey.

“Oh, Evie, I need to repack
everything now. Why on earth would you pack your coat in the bottom
of the trunk?” Gen whined with an overdramatic sigh, yet she smiled
as she held the coat up for Eve to put her arms through the
sleeves. It had been quite warm when they departed from Liverpool.
It was fortunate that Eveline had even considered bringing a
coat.

Eve returned the smile, but it did not
quite reach her eyes. Her teeth were clenched almost in a shiver as
she gazed at his apparently hastened words written on the page that
had become creased almost to the point of breaking apart from
Eveline’s folding and unfolding. She had read it many times, and
feared that her future husband might have been having second
thoughts.

Even if he were, she could hardly blame
him. He had stayed true to his own promise of paying for her
passage. He had even gone beyond that promised in his original ad.
The ad had stated something to the effect of, “35 year old man has
struck gold. In search of a bride with a pleasant appearance,
education, and musical ability to join me in California, expenses
paid.”

Eveline was healthily plump and
attractive with dark blonde hair and fiery green eyes that could
look blue in certain lights or in certain colored clothing. She had
sent him an introduction along with a photo, and he had sent for
her. He seemed kind enough in his first letter, but words can be so
deceiving when read from a paper with no inflection. Eveline stood
straight and squared her shoulders, pasting a smile on her
lips.

She wasn’t doing this for love. At 24,
she was nearing the end of marriageable age and had found no
suitable prospects in her former town. There were simply more women
than men. She had determined the small and lively Genevieve may
have fared better, but she had none of the family background to
afford her a strong marriage, nor did she seem to care.

For Gen, marriage would be to one of
the upper poor class at best. A pretty face could get you only so
far with a man of wealth. Gen had no desire to end up in an
expensive bed before marriage. Her main redeeming factor, other
than her fair visage and high-energy optimism, was her purity. Her
goal was to marry for love or not at all.

The two ladies ventured above deck
where dinner was being served. Since her future husband had
purchased them a first class transport, dinner was a quite lovely
affair. The dining room was carpeted with a rug of red and a light
brown pattern. The walls were wooden paneled with paintings of a
calm sea and other maritime scenes. There were oil lamps on the
wall with flames alight, and the windows were open, so the light
was plenty to create a calm, glowing ambiance. The tables had
crisp, cream colored linens.

Dinner, a beef stew and hearty bread
with butter, was being served when they arrived. The dinnerware was
not of the highest quality, but was sturdy enough to fare well in
the potentially rocky environment of a ship. As they tucked into
their seats, all thoughts were on food. This was the only
excitement of their day so far. They hoped to find some manner of
distraction for the evening after their meal.

“Oh, this is delicious,”
Eveline said, taking a bit of the beef from her stew.

“I know!” Exclaimed her
bright companion. She tore a piece of bread off and shoved it in
her mouth, lacking a certain dainty quality one might expect upon
first seeing her. As the dining room filled up to capacity, a young
couple approached their table.

“Would you mind very much if
we were to join you at your table?” The gentleman asked, his arm
tightly wound about his companion.

“Not at all, do, sit.” Gen
said, her bubbly personality immediately sparking conversation with
the wife. “I’m Genevieve, and this is Eveline.” She rubbed her
hands together to brush off stray breadcrumbs.

“Sarah,” the young lady
responded, “And my husband’s name is Richard.” She smiled a
pleasant smile as she sat herself in the chair her husband had
pulled out for her.

“Pleased to meet you both,”
Eveline smiled. The dinner pleasantries continued, and they
discovered that Richard and Sarah were striking off to America in
the hopes of finding gainful employment. It wasn’t Richard who
needed employment, as he was an accountant and could find work
anywhere, but Sarah had heard of the need for a womanly touch out
west.

She was a governess back home, but her
true passion was to teach. There were so few teachers in America
that she hoped to build her own school.

Eveline considered the irony of the
need for women out west, since that happened to be exactly why her
fiancé had placed an ad for a wife. There simply were not enough
women, the exact opposite of the state back home, so men had to
order them from home or from other countries where women hoping for
a better life were to be found. Eveline found her match through a
newspaper ad, but requests for wives had been making occasional
appearances in her church as well.

It would make sense that her James came
from the same region she did, since that is where he placed his ad,
but she could not recall ever having met him. She shivered with
nerves before realizing that she had been asked a
question

“Why are you traveling to
America?” Sarah had asked.

“Oh, uhm…” Eveline was not
sure how to respond. While marriage was generally expected of
women, things had advanced far enough that the only reason an
English woman would agree to marriage sight unseen was because they
simply could not do better any other way.

At worst, it was because no one in
England wanted her. At best, she was simply hoping to marry up and
out of a horrible home situation. Tact would suggest that admitting
the truth would lead to pitying circumstances. Eveline did not want
to be pitied. She was lucky for this opportunity, and she knew it.
Not only was James Chesterfield well off due to his luck in the
gold mining industry, but he was also rather young compared to
other men who placed the ads.

This was why Eveline wrote to him in
the first place. While she was forced into the position of marrying
a man she had never met, she refused to marry an old codger. She
just hoped he would be kind. Her greatest fear was of cruelty at
the hands of her husband with no one to turn to.

In answer to the question posed, and to
Eveline’s nervous glance, Gen piped up, “Her fiancé lives there.”
Simple as that. Sarah changed the topic of conversation to the tea
and biscuits that were currently being set before them, and all was
well, though Eveline’s mind raced in all sorts of directions
wondering what her husband would truly be like.

 


 


Once supper was finished, the four
decided to visit the salon where men would be drinking brandy and
smoking. Sarah begged Gen and Eveline to stay with her so Richard
could go off with the men while they gossiped. It didn’t take long
before a sort of brawl broke out. It appeared to be over a game of
cards, but the salon broke into a flurry of activity all at
once.

Chairs were toppled, glasses smashed,
and at least three pistols were drawn, one of them aiming at young
Richard’s chest. Sarah shrieked as the women were pushed back
towards the door. The roar of yelling men was too loud and
overbearing, so the staff couldn’t grab the attention of those
involved. One small man in an apron rushed around shouting about
how he’d have no dead bodies on his ship.

He was resolutely ignored.

The tension in the air was so thick it
was hard to breathe… until a few twinkling notes were played on the
piano that they had seen as they entered the salon. Gen had seated
herself at the piano and begun playing a well-known folk song. It
was a happy tune with easy lyrics. She raised a brow toward
Eveline, who stammered the first few words she sang, but her voice
grew with strength as the verse went on.

She had felt foolish doing so, but to
her surprise, the men one by one dropped back from the fray. Her
voice rang like a church bell on a clear day, and it was soothing
the crowd until there were only two men left standing; Richard and
the other man with a gun held ready and aimed. Richard’s hands were
up, palms bared in the universal symbol that he was unarmed - or at
least did not intend to draw his weapon. With great gusto, the man
with the pistol broke into a boisterous, hearty laugh. As Eveline’s
dulcet tones reached the chorus of the well-known song, he joined
with her, any argument forgotten.

“Can you believe it!
Eveline, you could charm a snake when you sing.” Gen laughed gaily
as the two retired to their cabin that evening. Eveline honestly
couldn’t believe it, but she smiled as she recalled the ad
mentioning musical ability. Her husband could not be displeased
with her if she could charm a room of angry men with her musical
ability.

Still, as she lay in bed that night,
her eyes consumed by the darkness of their room, she couldn’t help
but to feel cold and quite scared as she recalled the letter with
no terms of endearment, no further elaboration. It simply spoke of
the money, and her date of arrival.

She was not quite so old that she had
given up on the idea of romance. She recalled the softness in
Richard’s eyes as he gazed upon his Sarah. She recalled Sarah’s
shriek as Richard’s lifespan came into question. She longed for the
warmth and comfort of a loving husband. As the down-filled blanket
warmed her skin, she still felt cold internally. She tried to
remind herself of her luck in finding a husband at all.

The scandal associated with her name in
Sussex was enough to make any family hesitate to accept her. She
blamed her uncle’s wife and daughters. Eveline’s own parents had
passed away when she was only three, so her uncle had provided for
her education and boarding until she reached a certain
age.

As soon as that woman came into his
life, though, Eveline’s new aunt resented the loss of Eveline’s
allowance each month, though they wanted for nothing, and set out
to turn Eveline’s uncle against her. Once her schooling was
complete, Eveline had moved in with her uncle and his wife out of
necessity, and was shortly after ruined by wicked rumors spread by
her aunt.

The horrible things believed of her
included nothing short of witchcraft, by which she forced her uncle
to give her what she wanted, and a wanton spirit, by which her
reputation had been scarred tremendously. Eveline was shocked at
how little it really took for the whole town to believe and spread
the rumors further.

Her one suitable proposal was quickly
withdrawn, as his family was no longer interested in associating
themselves with her. Her aunt had shrugged as Eveline left her
uncle’s home and lived in poverty in the next town.

When she replied to the ad for a wife
in America, she was wearing one of two threadbare gowns, and
sleeping in the kitchen of a shopkeeper’s home, where she prepared
their family meals and cleaned up after them in return for shelter
and food. There was no extra money for a portrait, so the one she
sent was the last her uncle had provided, three years before. She
looked similar, but hardship had stolen certain rosiness from her
complexion.

Her one remaining friend, Gen, on a
visit one day suggested that she try to find passage to
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