
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Mail Order Bride: Converting The Outlaw
Cowboy

 


By

 


Celina Austin

 


Copyright 2015 Enduring Hope & Love
Press

 


 


Synopsis: An overweight English widow
makes the long journey from England to her intended, a Texas
cowboy. It turns out that neither got what they expected. For
Regina it was a scrawny and unkempt Shakespeare-loving cowboy with
a past, and for the cowboy, a large woman with an equally large
personality. She is unable to shake the smell of dead roses that
were placed at her husband’s grave; he is haunted by ghosts from
his outlaw past.

 


 


Two days before she left for America,
Regina went to say goodbye to her husband. She dressed for the
occasion, as it was going to be the last time that she ever saw him
in this life, a tasteful black dress, matching shoes, which had
seen better days, and a tattered black veil. It was a sad occasion,
after all…though not as sad as the circumstances that had put her
husband in his home of the last five years.

Regina never could get over how
perverse it was for the old churchyard to be this beautiful and
picturesque in contrast with its purpose. What business did great
oaks, clinging ivy and green grass have in a place where the dead
rested until the Last Judgment? Even sadder to her was the fact
that several of the older graves were not nearly as eternal as the
souls of its tenants.

The inscriptions on several of them
were wore down to the point of illegibility, not that many of them
had decent command of the Queen’s English during the period that
they were carved. Many of them were little more than collapsed rock
that could have been mistaken for a flagstone. Every once in a
while, she’d leave some bouquets on these graves during her visits,
flowers she had grown herself. Well, tried to grow herself…she had
a black thumb when it came to any sort of plant life and was the
despair of the horticultural society she patronized.

 


 


However, as she looked down at herself,
what was there to recommend about her? As far back as she could
remember, she had been taunted by the chant of ‘piggy, piggy,
piggy’ from cruel playmates. She’d starve herself for a time until
her mum scolded her for being foolish and make her enough for three
meals to catch up.

As a result, she was a veritable heifer
at the age of twenty-six, rolls of soft fat covering her body from
chin to ankles. Were it not for the fact that the smell would be
beyond disagreeable as a result, she’d never take a bath just to
avoid looking at the cruel trick nature had played on her. It was
enough to make her wonder if the intense heat she felt from wearing
her widow’s weeds would burn off some of the fat that she carried
with her.

Her skin was also something she had to
pamper with the greatest care. In another malicious irony that
heaven had laid at her feet, she possessed the sort of skin that
men would have lusted after were she a bit thinner -- quite a bit
thinner came the unkindly thought before she could stop it. It was
pale as the moon and free from blemish, veritably
snow-white.

Such skin had a drawback. The sun was
merciless in leaving her burned on any day but a cloudy one, which
meant that she often had to wear veils on more occasions than just
the cemetery visits. Combined with her frizzy red hair, a ‘gift’
from her Irish mother, and she was certain that she’d go through
this life as a spinster.

 


 


Then came Dickie Hook of the
4th Fusiliers. He was a strapping handsome lad who made most women
faint at the sight of him. Those hazel eyes only had one woman he
ever looked at that way…her. To this day, she still didn’t see what
Dickie saw in her, though she certainly asked him about it often
enough. The only answer he ever gave though, was a simple
one.

“Just like me a girl what’s
got serious meat on her bones.”

If courting her had been a surprise,
proposing marriage to her was a genuine shock. She had no great
dowry and certainly was no artist’s model, so what could Dickie see
in her? Dickie answered her with a smile, a shrug and a twinkle in
his eye. She’d been a June bride and she liked to think that their
honeymoon together gave them more than most couples who had been
married for over twenty years ever wound up having.

 


 


She held fast to that thought as she
walked up to the gravestone. Aside from a bit of wear and tear, it
was the same as when Dickie had come home for the last time in some
colonial war or another. This inscription remained as clear and
distinctive as the day the stonecutter had carved it.

“Lt. Richard Hook,
4th Fusiliers, I Shall Fear No Evil, For Thou Art With
Me”.

Not for the first time, she resisted
the urge to curse God for taking Dickie away from her. Dickie may
well have been with Him but she’d spent five, long, heartbroken
years alone. It was actually the reason she had come to the grave
for the final time.

Placing a cluster of dead roses on the
grave as she knelt, she said, “’Allo, Dickie. How are ya,
luv?”

An involuntary chuckle threatened to
come out of her throat before she stifled it.

“Bloody ‘ell, listen to
me…ya’re dead and I’m askin’ how ya are.”

She sighed.

“Ought to know better,
right? Not that ya mind…or would have minded even when ya
were…”

This time, a sob threatened to come out
of her throat with maybe a scream behind it. Regina took a minute
to choke it back before going on.

“I came to say goodbye,
Dickie,” she said. “I love ya, ya know. Always will. But it’s…I
can’t go through life just waiting on you. I also can’t stand the
thought of staying on this rotten little isle for the rest of me
born days. So I…”

Regina sighed, took another breath.
Dickie would understand, she told herself. Thus reassured, she went
on.

“I’m going to America,
Dickie,” she said. “Yes, yes, I know, the bloody colonies that gave
old King George III a right thrashing. I know how you said that you
couldn’t stand the Yanks for being so stupid, but I…met
someone.”

She looked around. As usual, she was
the only person who was in the churchyard. The church it had been
attached to, had long since rotted away and as far as she knew
Dickie was the last person to have been buried here.

“I used part of me widow’s
pension to put in an advertisement across the Atlantic,” she said.
“Damned expensive but…I look around at the so-called men that fill
the whole of England. Not one of them ever even glance me way…might
as well be London fog. So…I thought about the Yanks and how they
like strange women—now, don’t get mad, Dickie. When you was drunk
the night before you shipped out, you put that on the list of
reasons why they was a cursed race.”

Another look around to confirm that she
was alone and she said, “Anyway…I met me a right good man, name of
Langdon McGillis. Maybe he’s not a proper Scotsman but he sure has
a proper way of talking to a lady. Seems he’s got a ranch out
in…whaddaya call it...Texas, where he’s getting lonely from the
lack of female company. Oh, I’m sure there’s a knocking shop or two
round those parts but what kind of true gentlemen wants to keep
going to those, right?”

She sighed again.

“What I’m saying, Dickie,
is…he sent for me with his last letter. Poor sod couldn’t pay for
the ticket himself but I wrote him back and told him not to worry.
I’m using the last of me pension to sail to America and go be with
him.”

Rising to her feet, Regina walked up to
the grave and rubbed her hand across it in a wistful
manner.

“But I couldn’t leave
without saying goodbye one last time. Oh, you probably think me
wicked for even thinking this, let alone doing it. I love you still
with all my heart…but I want to have a chance to love him
too.”

A breeze suddenly stirred and a
whistling tune carried along it. Regina’s heart raced as she
recognized the melody. She never caught the name of it, but it had
been a favorite of hers and Dickie’s. It had been playing in the
music hall the night that Dickie had proposed to her. Somehow,
hearing that tune had always meant more to her than the overdone
production of the Wedding March she had heard on her wedding
day.

For the first time in too many years, a
smile came across Regina’s face at the sound. A few tears came out
of her eyes but they were happy tears. Somehow, she knew that
Dickie was telling her to go and be happy.

“Thanks, luv,” she
whispered. “I’ll always miss you.”

As she walked away, she failed to
notice the marigolds. Ever so slightly, the marigolds grew closer
to the grave as if an invisible hand were clutching them closer to
its bosom. The tune continued to haunt the air until Regina left
the cemetery.

 


 


Even with the bandana over his face,
Langdon McGillis could tell that Tom McCarty was really starting to
lose his sense of humor with the guard. Not that he had much of one
in the first place, as he liked to remind his gang. Train robberies
are serious business with equally serious amounts of money. That’s
why they’d stopped the Denver and Rio Grande Express just outside
Grand Junction in the first place. Now, all those weeks of planning
were being stopped dead in their tracks by one old man who was
refusing to give Tom the safe combination despite the gun to his
head.

“How many times I gotta tell
you, boy?” the old man snapped. “I ain’t opening that safe you
ain’t had the good sense to get dynamite to pop!”

Under his own drawn bandana, Langdon
winced a bit. Leroy Parker had actually suggested they get some
dynamite to do just that before the robbery, pointing out they’d be
able to get what they were after no matter what. Tom had shot him
down, saying a gun to the head would work as good as any TNT. Now
this old man was proving Leroy had been right all along.

“You open that safe,
Grandpa,” Tom sneered, clicking back the hammer of his revolver.
“Or the only thing that’s gonna be popping is your head clean off
your shoulders.”

“Hey, hold up now,” Leroy
said, raising his hand, “before anybody does anything rash, why
don’t we vote on it?”

Tom looked at Leroy like he’d grown
another head.

“You want to run that horse
by me again, boy? I didn’t get a good look at him the first
time.”

The rest of the gang muttered their
confusion, including Langdon.

“Well…it’s just that we came
on this train to rob that there safe, right,” Leroy
asked.

“Yeah and we’re gonna when
Gramps here opens that safe up,” Tom said.

“But what if he doesn’t?”
Leroy pointed out, “you kill him, we’ve got nothing that can crack
that safe and we still don’t get what we want. So how’s killing him
gonna help us?”

“Boy, I swear,” Matt Warner,
Tom’s brother-in-law, grumbled. “You picked a hell of a time to
start acting like a lawyer.”

“So you’re saying we kill
him?” Leroy asked.

“Believe it,” Matt spat.
“People gotta know we mean business.”

“Pretty sure I know what
your vote is, Tom,” Leroy said. “How ‘bout you,
Langdon?”

Langdon actually gave it some serious
thought. Tom’s bluster aside, Leroy was right. A dead man only made
money when there was a bounty on him and this guard surely didn’t
have that going for him.

“I say it’s a bad idea,
Tom,” Langdon said. “We can’t get the old man to open it, a bullet
to the head ain’t gonna change it.”

Slowly the rest of the gang voted Leroy
and Langdon’s way as Leroy prodded them. Tom looked incredulously
at how this tenderfoot had undermined his authority and finally
pulled the gun away from the guard’s head in disgust.

“Alright, let’s git,” he
ordered.

Langdon’s last look at the guard showed
the old man breathing a sigh of relief that Leroy’s quick thinking
had saved his life.

 


 


“You wanna tell me what that
was all about, Leroy?” Tom barked at the young cowboy as soon as
they had gotten considerable distance from the train.

Leroy pulled down his bandana, which
showed his blocky features, jug ears and the stray comma of dark
hair over his left eye.

“That was about making sure
a man didn’t die for nothing,” Leroy said. “I joined with y’all to
rob trains, not gun down old men.”

“Well, what do you think
Jesse James did when he was...”

Ah, Jesse James, Jesse James,” Leroy
countered. “I swear, Tom, as much as you talk about that old straw
boss a’ yours, you ought to write a dime novel ‘bout
him.”

Langdon pulled down his own bandana. He
had jug ears of his own, but his cheeks were much thinner with his
chin resembling the blunt end of an awl. Add in his wide, china
blue eyes, his buckteeth, and the plague of freckles that dotted
his cheeks and most people thought he was more stupid than he
actually was.

“Well, he’d have shot that
guard!” Matt spat, looking in disgust at the other half-dozen gang
members who had outvoted him and Tom.

“I don’t doubt that he
would,” Leroy said. “It would have got him exactly the same thing
it would have got us. Nothing but a price on our heads.”

“Well, they was gonna hunt
us anyway if we had gotten that safe open,” Tom said.

“You two hardheads are
talking in circles,” Langdon replied, his reedy voice striking the
right note of contempt. “This ain’t about what we should have done
anymore. It’s about what we’re gonna do now.”

“Was I talking to you, Long
Neck,” Tom snapped.

Langdon always hated being
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