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Synopsis: Mail Order Bride: If Wishes Were
Horses, Beggars Would Ride - An English woman, first a scullery
maid then an indentured servant in New York, escapes to become a
mail ordered bride thanks to the assistance of a young nun. Her
husband is eager to get married, but only after they become
acquainted. A crisis as they head into town one day gets the ball
rolling.

 


 


The fog was thick. That wasn’t unusual. What
was unusual, or rather what seemed unusual, was the fact that it
was too warm for fog on this day, 26 June 1895. However, this was
England and the Brits had long ago learned to accept the
unexpected. The fog would burn off, it was true, but the blasted
heat that carried the high humidity into every corner of the manse
would guarantee that demands would be extreme, tempers would flare
and the unreasonable expectations of the Chief Cook, Mrs. Crum,
would be far more horrendous than usual.

There was no satisfying the rotund Mrs. Crum,
who was merely the latest supercilious supervisor of the culinary
escapades that had held Beatrice’s employ. The Chief Cook’s staff
was an assortment of a dozen or so servants, both scullions --
manservants and skivvies -- scullery maids, plus the supervision of
other minions of the home’s service.

Beatrice didn’t work directly for Mrs. Crum.
Instead, she had been hired to be subordinate to a kitchen maid and
in that position daily faced the intense drudgery of repairing the
detritus of the family of Sir Harold Nottingsworth, his wife
Araminta, and one child, a spoiled-rotten urchin, Geoffers, age
four.

It wasn’t that the kitchen maid was
particularly difficult to satisfy. Her role was simply to manage
the “skivvies,” the lowest on the heap of household servants.
Absolute power had been given to Mrs. Crum alone. Should the master
of the house, his wife, or the horrible Geoffers be dissatisfied
with the services offered by Beatrice, Mrs. Crum would be certain
to scold the young servant properly, loudly, and within the hearing
of every other servant if only for the benefit of the object lesson
therein contained.

Master Nottingsworth was a reasonable man, at
least as Beatrice Bevins perceived him. He was a man slow of anger,
logical in judgment and patient to the point of being a saint.
Araminta, his wife, was a counterpoint in excess, conveying to Mrs.
Crum even the slightest dissatisfaction of her observations—or the
tantrums of the infrequently satisfied Geoffers.

From the beginning, however, it seemed
obvious to Beatrice that the master’s interest in her extended as
much to her physical attributes as to any competence she may employ
in her position.

Beatrice—she of the auburn hair, rosy cheeks,
and inviting body—had found her way to the Nottingsworth household
in somewhat of a roundabout way. The story wasn’t complex.
Beatrice, known to her family as “Bea,” was the youngest child of
indigent parents. Her mother, Penelope, had died of consumption and
her father, Arthur, had been imprisoned for shoplifting. She had no
idea where her older brother was, his having been impressed for sea
duty two years before.

Suddenly, at age seventeen, Beatrice Bevins
was homeless. Only through the graces of the Sisters of St.
Michael’s Church had she been able to locate her initial position
of servitude, that of a scullery maid to a family of low estate.
That family was ultimately unable to afford the extra mouth to
feed, much less her wage and support requirements, so she was let
go—with suitable references, of course, to another employment.

Sadly, that situation had occurred now three
times, owing largely to the replacement of tasks by machines and a
famine. Finally, she had located what appeared to be a more stable
position at the Nottingsworth manse.

The master, Sir Harold Nottingsworth, was an
academic and Dean at Victoria College, a position whereby his wife,
Araminta, was able to take on airs and to function as if butter
would not melt in her mouth. Thus, the professor’s wife professed
to her heart’s content among the faculty wives, carrying with her
the assumed credentials and political leverages of her husband
while delegating the upbringing of the horrible Geoffers to a
governess with the reputation of a lion tamer.

Unfortunately, to Beatrice, Geoffers was very
much unlike the fog. He didn’t go away. Ever.

Bea’s duties were not complex—merely
exhausting. They were highly labor intensive and time consuming. It
was not that the care of three family members was difficult. It was
not. No, what made the position such a drudge were not only the
three family members, but also the dozen staff members, including a
kitchen staff of seven, a supervisory staff of two, a butler, a
chauffeur who doubled as a “gentleman’s gentleman,” and a
gardener.

Of course, the not-so-beloved Althea Crum,
who ruled the staff with an iron fist saw herself as second in
importance only to Queen Victoria her very self.

Bea’s instructions had been simple. Her day
would commence by 6 a.m. As the lowest person in the heap, it would
be her duty to clean the grate, scrape the hearth of overnight
ashes and kindle a range fire. The first order of business in this,
as in every English house of status would be morning tea and it was
Bea’s responsibility to prepare tea for all the staff. Mrs. Crum
was clear that her tea to be both strong and sweet.

Once tea service had been completed, Bea was
to clean the brass at the front door and to sweep—and if necessary,
scrub—the steps therefore allowing the home to be presentable to
the public.

Once the house’s external face had been
prepared, it would now be time to clean the hallways and scrub the
kitchen floor. When that was done, Bea must now prepare breakfast
for the other servants to eat at 8 a.m. When the staff had eaten,
it would be Bea’s job to assist Mrs. Crum in the preparation of the
family’s breakfast.

Then there was lunch to prepare, vegetables
to pare and chop, interminable pots and dishes to clean—plates,
bowls, saucepans, jugs, and cutlery, much of which was smeared with
greasy gravy and congealed fat. Each pot had to be scrubbed with
soft soap until it shone like new.

Her life revolved around cleaning everything,
everywhere, every day. Her days stretched to fifteen hours of
repetitive and backbreaking tasks until exhausted, she’d climb into
bed after 9 p.m. or later, only to do it once again on the
following day. On Saturdays, she was required to clean the quarters
of the other servants, scrubbing their rooms from top to bottom.
She scrubbed and polished the passageway and kitchen floors until
they shone. Only on Sunday was there a respite, as she attended
Mass at St. Michaels, where she was assured that her lowly station
was something she must endure.

Nevertheless, there was something she would
not endure—something she must not endure at all costs. That
something was the advances of the master of the house, made in the
darkness of her room in the middle of the night.

 


 


“Is somebody there?” she asked. There was
barely enough light to illuminate his form as he stood just inside
the door watching her as she slept. She hadn’t locked her door.
There had been no need to do so. In fact, she wasn’t entirely
certain that there was a means to lock the door to the room in
which she slept on the top floor at the rear of the manse.

He moved swiftly to the bed where she lay and
cupped his hand over her mouth. “Beatrice, dearest Beatrice,” he
said. “Don’t be startled. I come to assuage your grief, to kindle
your warmth toward me, to assure you of continued employment at the
manse. Do let me hold you. Do let me enjoy your lips. Do let
me….”

“No!” she responded, as she twisted away from
his hand and pushed him away from her and from the bed where she
reposed. “Sir Harold, I am not a girl of the alley given to the
lusts of the flesh. I am a girl of the church, a servant of your
employ in the care of your home and family.”

“Ah, you have spirit,” he said. “I like a
skivvy with spirit.”

“This skivvy has been hired to do your dirty
work, Sir Harold, not to consort with you away from your marriage
bed. I remind you that you have strayed from your wife and should
you decide to stay, I will alarm the household forthwith.”

“Ah, yes, I like a skivvy with spirit. You’ll
come around, dearest Beatrice, if you intend to continue in my
employ.”

“And if you expect that kind of benefit from
Beatrice Bevens, m’Lord, it’ll take a ring and a ceremony, but only
after you’ve divested yourself of the ironing board you call Lady
Araminta and that horrible little beast, Geoffers.”

“Is that the price I have to pay, dear
Beatrice?” Harold, patient soul, overlooked the skivvy’s
impertinence.

Beatrice, now having spoken her mind,
suddenly became aware that she was in a position of power. “Either
that or the supplanting of one Althea Crum by yours truly.”

“You drive a hard bargain, dear Beatrice. I’m
convinced that you ask too much. Obviously purity is not your only
issue.”

“What is the price you’d pay for the handling
of your favorite skivvy, m’Lord? Does your body burn for my favors?
Do I have what the Lady Araminta lacks? Can the position you
maintain at Victoria College bear the burden of the scandal that a
dalliance with a scullery maid will create? Methinks you must
consider the true cost of what you may have thought might have been
free.”

“You have cooled my ardor, dear Beatrice, but
you will be active in the arena of my imagination. I leave you now
to consider the implications of your perspective. The subject,
however, is not closed, for there are things about you that
titillate the imagination. I must place my options and their
consequences on the balances of my emotions.”

She wedged a chair under the doorknob after
he left.

Silently, she mimicked his last remark: ‘I
must place my options and their consequences on the balances of my
emotions’.

She heard the tower bell ring 3 a.m. before
sleep found her this night. Sir Harold was a handsome man and she
could not avoid the vain imaginings that a tryst with her employer
might produce. She was, after all, a maid in her mid-twenties.
Others she knew were betrothed at that age. Some were even married
and a few had children. She smiled at the thought that she would
wish none of them to have a child like the horrible Geoffers.

Now the question began to weigh on her mind.
Was acquiescence to the advances of the master of the house a
condition of the employment of the scullery maid or had that
“privilege” been advanced to her alone? She was not naïve. There
would be no possibility of a liaison of permanence between her, a
commoner, and Sir Harold. It wasn’t done.

His society would not permit it. Her
society—if she might be so presumptive as to assume that she had
any society at all—would merely jeer, stating that once again a man
of title had bedded—and not wedded—a comely lass of the lowest
class.

If, in the higher households, the scullery
maids were expected to perform connubial services, would she be
faced here with the smug recognition of the situation by the
supercilious Mrs. Crum? Would what had happened here tonight be of
common knowledge among the serving staff? In addition, what if she
refused and chose to keep her most precious possession in
anticipation of giving it as her gift to her beloved, when and if
she ever found him?

Then the bell in the tower rang 6 a.m. and
the process began again.

“Did you get a good night’s sleep?” asked
Althea Crum.

“Good as might be expected under the
circumstances,” Bea responded. The fatigue was very prevalent in
her eyes and she took a double shot of Bigelow tea to overcome at
least the appearance that she had been up part of the night
participating in strenuous exercise.

“Are you in good strength today?” the Chief
Cook asked.

“Aye. What needs cleaning?”

“Geoffers.”

“Pardon?”

“Geoffers. The lad’s governess cannot be
present today and you must see to his needs.”

“Has he a mother?”

“Aye, he has a mother and Lady Nottingsworth
has a prior—and I should say more important—engagement. It would be
best if you were to take the assignment without impertinence.”

“I mean no disrespect, Mrs. Crum, but
childcare is a subject of which I know little, and young Mr.
Nottingsworth is a holy terror and you know it!”

“Not another word, Miss Bevins. You are today
in charge of Master Geoffers Nottingsworth. I should think you
would be grateful not to have to scrub and polish for one day.”

“Aye, Mrs. Crum. I am thankful. I will do my
best to entertain the lad, but I will brook no nonsense.”

“You will take what the lad dishes out else
the master of the house will have to evaluate your continued
employment. There is no room for refusal.”

The day was somewhat inconsequential. Bea
found Geoffers to be tolerable, but barely. She saw him bathed. She
saw him fed. She put him down for a nap. She found that reading to
him was a good means of passing the time, with the singular
exception that any four-year-old has limitations on attention.

Geoffers was no exception.

The situation was blessed by the presence of
suitable weather—it wasn’t sunny, but at least the fog had burned
off and the overcast was spotty. Not fully aware of the duties of a
proper governess, Bea muddled along until it was time to feed
Geoffers his dinner and put him to bed. Araminta would no doubt
rouse him before she retired, as if to say that her attendance in
the form of the child’s bookends would be sufficient governance—or
at the very least, would somewhere be credited as parenting.

Once again, she was awakened with his hand
over her mouth. She had placed the chair beneath the doorknob this
time, and she quickly became aware that there was a means of
admittance to her room with which she was not familiar.

Once again, her visitor attempted to gain her
acquiescence with terms of endearment ballasted by veiled threats
against her station.

Once again, she resisted, protesting slightly
more loudly this time that she would arouse the manse should he
continue his randy preoccupations. “You may beat me; you may even
take my station, but I will not bend to your will. I will save
myself for my husband and that is final.”

In the end, Geoffers made the decision for
her. For four consecutive nights, the scene was repeated. For five
consecutive days, the governess—who had apparently spent her time
seeking new employment—was absent, while the task fell to Beatrice.
It was on the fifth day that Geoffers, told something he must do,
rebelled and in the rebellion, kicked Beatrice in the shin. It
wasn’t severe and it didn’t hurt significantly, but Bea knew enough
about proper British manners that she knew the child should
learn—clearly—that such behavior would not be tolerated.

She reacted by dropping the child’s knickers,
laying the child across her knees, and placing a proper smack on
his little behind. The resulting scream no doubt roused Queen
Victoria from her afternoon somnolence. It certainly raised the
awareness of the Nottingsworth manse, causing a dozen different
servants to move toward the sound of the protest, including the
redoubtable Mrs. Crum, who assessed the situation with lightning
speed and with great accuracy and who took immediate command,
banning Beatrice to her room pending the decision of the Master,
due by dinner from Dover.

“Lady Nottingsworth has retired to her
quarters,” said Mrs. Crum. “She has an intense headache.”

I can fully understand why, mused
Beatrice.

The knock on the rear door was unsure. The
kitchen maid spoke, “Who’s there?”

At first, there was an uncertain sound, but
rather than ask the question a second time, Dulcie Featherton
opened the door slightly ajar, far enough to discern the pleas of
the crying young woman on the outside. “Why Bea, whatever are you
doing here? Come in! Come in! Why do you cry?”

Beatrice Bevins stood at the back stoop,
dressed in a cloth coat and holding an umbrella against the English
fog, which had now become a drizzle. By her side sat a pair of
carpetbags that, though her friend Dulcie didn’t know, contained
all of Beatrice’s possessions.

“I have been turned out, Dulcie. I have been
sacked.”

“Come in here and get dry,” spoke the kitchen
maid, her acquaintance from the market and the only woman who had
befriender her since she had taken the position as skivvy to the
Nottingsworth manse.

Bea entered the hallway, closed her umbrella
and handed it to the woman, who hung it on a hook. She removed her
cloth coat and hung it there, as well and then removed her
shoes.

“Let me fix you some tea,” said her friend.
“Come into the kitchen and sit by the fire.”

Bea followed Dulcie the length of the rear
hallway and into a very colorful and inviting kitchen. Indeed, the
warmth of the room had begun to condense on the windows exposed to
the rain.

“Is the family at home,” Bea asked.

“The Master is away on business and the
Mistress is off to London shopping for the day,” said Dulcie. “She
is expected for dinner, along with a small assortment of nieces and
nephews she plans to bring back with her. It is a lot of work, but
once a fortnight is not an unreasonable request. There are no
children in the home; it’s good to hear the laughter of young
people.”

Dulcie poured the tea for her guest and a cup
for herself and then sat across the table. “Now tell Dulcie what
happened. You were sacked. Do you know why?”

“The stated reason was for disciplining the
young son,” began Bea. He’s four and he’s horrible—a holy
terror.”

“I see, and you disciplined him how?”

“I spanked his little bum. Only once, mind
you, but firm enough that he recognized he’d done wrong.”

“I assume he cried.”

“Oh, yes, indeed, he cried. He screamed.” She
laughed. “Methinks the Queen’s own Grenadiers changed the guard at
the sound. It was very much like the sound of a siren.”

“Were you charged with the child’s
discipline?” asked Dulcie.

“I was filling in for his governess, who was
apparently out seeking another position. But blimey, the little
beast was out of control. Nobody ever tells him ‘no.’”

“Well, apparently neither will you from now
on. Is that all? I can’t believe that you would be sacked for a
single infraction, assuming that all else is well.”

Bea hesitated. Did she want to divulge to
this woman what had really happened? She was merely an acquaintance
and not a confidante. “That’s not all,” she said.

“I say, what?”

“The Master has a wandering eye. It seems he
has a strong after-hours interest in his most recent skivvy.”

Dulcie fixed her own tea and sat down
opposite her visitor. “Ahh… juicy… do tell Dulcie just what
happened,” she said. “Did he touch you?”

“He would have liked to. He covered my mouth.
I think he wanted at my bosom. Lady Nottingsworth is somewhat
deficient in that department.”

“Oh, my.”

“Yes, she looks like the loser in a pancake
race on Shrove Tuesday.”

“I assume you told him ‘No.’”

“Several times. I also threatened to awaken
the manse and to blow the lid off a scandal at Victoria
College.”

“You didn’t!”

“I have my virginity to protect,” asserted
Beatrice.

“I assume it is still intact.”

“It is, but not because of the randy Lord
Nottingsworth. He threatened me with my station, but couldn’t do
anything about it until I walloped Geoffers. He saw that as a good
excuse to sack me.”

“You are far better off, Miss. You can’t be
exposing yourself to randy royalty—at least without exacting a
tremendous price.”

“And that would change what I am. I told him
I wanted to keep it until marriage. Truth of the matter, I might
have given it if he'd just sacked the chief cook and hired me
instead.”

“No, you do right. He has to know that.”

“He has refused to give me references. He
says he isn’t required to do so.”

“The cad! If you said anything now it would
look like sour grapes. You can still apply for any number of
positions.”

“I looked on the way here,” said Beatrice,
“not one listing that doesn’t require references.” Beatrice wiped
her eyes. “I don’t know what I am going to do,” she said.

Dulcie Featherton rose from the table. “Don’t
you worry none, Bea. I’ve got an idea. “Would you like to
travel?”

“Where? Scotland? Ireland? I’d have the same
problem.”

“Not necessarily, Bea. Take a look at this.”
Dulcie moved across the room and gathered a current copy of the
London Mirror. The headline and leading article of the newspaper
dealt with activities of the overthrow of the
Afrikaner government in Transvaal, in South Africa. “We’ll
be to war again in South Africa,” she said.

Dulcie thumbed through the newspaper until
she saw what she was looking for—an advertisement for employment in
New York City, in the United States of America. “Can you sew?”

“Yes, I can sew.”

“Let me show you something.” Dulcie laid the
paper out on the table. It was a series of employment
advertisements on the inside back page of the paper. She drew Bea’s
attention to a large advert bordered by a large black frame. There
she saw an advertisement for positions in a garment factory in
Brooklyn, New York—a suburb of New York City. The advert offered
transportation and keep during the period of transition, including
quarters in the new city, until you can obtain quarters with your
own earnings. Wages are competitive. You are obligated to hold your
position for a period of one year.

“Indentured servitude,” said Bea.

“Yes,” agreed Dulcie, “but it is a great
opportunity. I’ve known a couple of skivvies that went and they
write that they are satisfied.”

“It says here that passage commences next
Saturday and that employment will be available in ten days,” said
Beatrice. “I will go to this address and listen to what they offer.
I may be back.” Beatrice rose, gathered her carpetbags, finished
her tea, embraced her friend with thanks, and departed.

 


The letter was matter-of-fact and devoid of
emotion:

 


Dear Dulcie,

They gave me no opportunity to return to you.
They told me how wonderful the work would be in the garment factory
in New York City. They told me about how much work there was and
that I would have my own sewing machine.

What they didn’t tell me was that the ocean
liner they sent us on was packed eight women to a cabin, with
limited sanitary facilities. They didn’t tell me that I would heave
over the side of the boat in rough seas.

I thought I would die.

They didn’t tell me that the food would be
barely above the subsistence one would give to swine.

They didn’t tell me that when we arrived in
New York we would live in tenement houses with six to ten women in
an apartment. Someone walks us to work, to eat, to where we sleep,
and keeps an eye on us at all times.

We eat in a cafeteria at the factory. The
food is not much better than what we were given at sea. We sit at
our sewing machines for ten hours every day and are given
ten-minute breaks every four hours. We are not allowed to be sick.
I don’t know what they would do if somebody were very sick.

You don’t quit here. You are signed to a
contract for one year. It’s called indentured servitude and the
pressure to produce products is very great. I am sewing men’s
shirts and must complete one every twelve minutes. If I do not, I
lose my break time, including any break to go to the bathroom.

I am writing this letter by the light of a
streetlight outside the apartment window. Tomorrow is Sunday and I
don’t have to work in the morning. I will be able to go to church
and one of the sisters will mail my letter.

Giving in to Lord Nottingsworth is looking
better, but I know that I did right. God will take care of me.

Your friend,

Beatrice

 


As she read the letter, a tear of regret
escaped Dulcie’s eye. She, after all, held some responsibility for
the situation. Beatrice had gone to the advertiser’s location on
her recommendation, yet at the time it seemed the only valid option
available to the skivvy. She searched the letter for a return
address. Nor was it written on the envelope. Clearly, it was
Beatrice’s intention to disappear from Dulcie’s English
conscience.

 


 


“I must escape, Sister. I can bear this no
longer.” Beatrice was crying. Sister Agatha had tried to be the
friend that Bea needed. She recognized that her friend had been
impressed into the garment trade much as English sailors were
impressed into service. Beatrice was in a trap. She had no money.
She was crowded in her living quarters. Her time and places were
closely monitored and the pressure at the workplace was
constant.

“I still have ten months on my contract,”
said Bea. “They will watch me for that time. Then, I wonder if they
will find a way to keep me after the contract is complete. This is
slavery—but apparently, it is legal slavery. The Bobbies on the New
York streets don’t seem to be concerned.”

“You could always leave,” said Sister Agatha.
“You could just disappear.”

Bea’s alarm became palpable. “How would I do
that, Sister? I have very little money. I have nowhere to go. They
will find me no matter where I go. They will bring me back and who
knows what they will do with me? I’m wishing I’d never come to New
York.”

“If you went far away, they would never chase
you,” asserted Sister Agatha. “You could go somewhere out west. You
know, this country is expanding. People are moving to western
states. There is opportunity to….”

“To what? Who is going to want a skivvy, an
English maid who can scrub a floor, wash dishes, sew a shirt and do
practically nothing else?”

“You’d be surprised,” responded the nun.
“Wait here a few minutes.”

Sister Agatha left the room and returned
several minutes later with a copy of the New York Journal. “I saw
something here that might be of interest to you,” she said. She
gazed at the pages until she located the advert. “Here, read this,”
she directed.

Beatrice took the paper, focused on the part
of the page where the nun was pointing and began to read aloud:

 


Farmer in Junction City, New Mexico, is
looking for a wife. I am 32 years old, height 67 inches, weight 179
pounds
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