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Synopsis: An overweight mail order
bride with three dead husbands as a track record, goes out to meet
a cowboy in California, at the Yuma Arizona train station as that’s
the closest to his mountain cabin in California. On the long trek
via horseback to California, she learns whether or not she is truly
jinxed.

 


 


Lottie shivered as she locked up the
seamstress shop. A chilly spring rain had set in while she was
inside. She hugged her shawl to her shoulders and clutched the brim
of her hat. If only she had brought an umbrella for the walk home.
The walk wasn’t far, just a few blocks down the dusty cobblestone
lane, but it was long enough in this weather. She hated the cold.
Summer couldn’t come fast enough.

Despite the rain, the late evening
streets of Richmond were still bustling, though Lottie wouldn’t
have known it from inside the shop. Business hadn’t been going so
well since her husband Thomas’s death last winter. Most of Lottie’s
clients had come from his connections, and after pneumonia took
him, they took their business to the other, better, quicker
seamstresses that littered the city.

She sighed, starting down the street.
She couldn’t blame them, even if the betrayal had burned up her
heart when she realized they had only been patronizing her as a
favor for a friend. Lottie knew she was hardly the best; if she had
a choice, she’d pick one of the others over herself too. Those
other shops had plenty of girls working, many with more skill than
her, and that meant they could turn over the jobs
faster.

In Lottie’s little shop, she was alone
and progress was slow. It could take her up to a week to even mend
a simple pair of trousers when she had more than one order to work
on, but she couldn’t afford to hire help. With other pockets to
fill, she’d be out of business in a week instead of clinging on for
another month or two.

The mounting stress of her dismal
financial situation was difficult for Lottie to realize. She knew
she should care more than she did, but if it were up to her, she
wouldn’t be working as a seamstress anyway. Her mother had left the
shop to Lottie before she died of tuberculosis, leaving her teenage
daughter to tend the business. Lottie would never have even a
fraction of the prowess that her mother possessed, and in the years
since her death, the shop had steadily lost its patrons. Lottie
suspected that the few remaining regulars she had stayed on only
because they felt sorry for her.

Every customer, whether they were
looking for a quick mend or a custom wedding dress, had a faint
tinge of pity in their voice as they described their request to
her. Lottie hated it. She hated how the people of Richmond treated
her like a frail baby bird fallen too soon out of its nest. Then
again, she couldn’t exactly blame them. She’d never been one to
have much good luck in life.

Lottie had been alone most of her life.
Yes, she’d had plenty of wonderful, loving people to help her
through some portions, but ultimately she always ended up by
herself. Her father was killed in the war when she was just a
little girl; she hardly remembered him. She was never terribly
close to her mother either, as she spent every waking moment cooped
up in the seamstress shop trying to make ends meet once Lottie’s
father died. Once she passed as well, Lottie took her
place.

Back then, though, business had been
good. She’d had plenty of return clients from her mother’s flawless
work. One of those clients was Henry, the wealthy but humble
merchant’s son from Massachusetts.

When Henry asked Lottie to marry him,
she thought all of her despair and hardship would finally be over.
How foolish she had been. Her true troubles were just
beginning.

 


 


Henry met his end less than a year
after the wedding. A shipwreck, of all things. His father had
entrusted him to oversee a trade ship en route to Italy, and a
terrible storm snuck up when the ship was less than a day’s journey
from home. The crew never returned and Lottie was left a
widow.

Henry’s family had been good to Lottie;
his wealth was transferred to her after he was officially declared
deceased and his father made sure Lottie remained comfortable and
well taken care of. That is, until she met Marco, the retired
soldier from Philadelphia who would become her second husband.
Understandably, Henry’s father cut her off once she told him of the
engagement.

Marco stole her heart in the first
moment she’d laid eyes on him. Their love was passionate and
fierce, not convenient and circumstantial as her relationship with
Henry had been. She had truly loved him. Of course she had,
otherwise she never would’ve left the safety net that Henry’s
fortune provided for her. The seamstress shop had become an idle
hobby at that point; she managed the girls but only to keep her
mother’s dream alive.

 


 


Out of everyone else in her life,
Marco’s death perhaps affected her the greatest. He was killed
without warning over a gambling debt in a bar not even a mile from
their home. Lottie had been closing up at the shop then. She had to
return to hands on work again after their marriage, as a soldier’s
pension didn’t afford them much. Lottie tried to stay away from
that part of town ever since. The sight of the place where he was
killed made her stomach threaten to spill its contents.

She spent years mourning Marco. She
held out on arranging another marriage for herself as long as she
could, determined to make it on her own so as not to upset Marco’s
memory, but he had left her with no small sum of debts to pay. It
was then that her life truly started to spiral downward; she could
no longer afford to pay extra girls to help with the shop and her
life savings had all but run out. On top of that, her youth was
nearly behind her.

Lottie had never been what she would
consider a pretty girl. She admired the straight, glowing blonde
hair of the rich women that came calling for her services, unable
to stop herself from comparing it to her own mousy brown hair and
the way it frizzed up with any hint of humidity. She kept it tied
back into a neat braid, the only hairstyle she found manageable for
her unruly head.

With little money to spare, her dresses
were drab and plain colored, often made herself and patched
numerous times over the years to keep them together. Most had been
let out quite dramatically in the waist, too. She’d always had
weight problems, but it had grown steadily worse over the past
couple of years.

Which was why she was so surprised when
Thomas began to court her.

She suspected, even now, that he only
pursued her because he saw her dying seamstress shop as a
vulnerable business opportunity. And who was she to turn him down?
That third marriage served as more of a trade agreement than
anything else. He bought her to get to her shop, and she was once
again able to relax in some semblance of financial
security.

But of course, that didn’t last.
Thomas’s funeral came just a few short months after the wedding, a
brand new record for Lottie. She hadn’t thought her luck could’ve
gotten any worse, but nevertheless, Thomas was lowered into the
ground and the crushing weight of supporting herself settled on her
shoulders once more.

 


 


Lottie knew she needed to find an
answer soon. The money was running out and she had no contingency
plan. But, she was out of options. Getting married again was out of
the question. Three husbands dying on her was no coincidence. She
was cursed, she knew, and so did the people of Richmond. They
thought she didn’t know how they talked about her, whispering about
her poor fortune behind her back, but of course she had overheard.
Her reputation was no secret.

Her thoughts were confirmed as she
earned odd stares when she stopped to buy a newspaper on her route
home. She had learned to ignore them, though. People would talk no
matter what she did.

The newspaper was her only solace, the
only thing she really had to look forward to in her day. She didn’t
actually read most of it, only skimmed until she found mention of
the great west. California. She clutched her newspaper to her chest
and hurried home, hoping the pages wouldn’t get too wet.

The daydreams about moving out to
California got her through the day. She’d never have enough money
to make the trip, let alone flourish once she got there, but she
loved to think about it just the same. She wished she would’ve been
able to convince one of her husbands to make the venture, but none
had been willing. More than anything, she wanted to go to
California, open a little flower shop by the ocean where she could
tend her garden, and make others happy with her plants.

She smiled against the icy wind as it
threw rain in her face.

Maybe someday.

Finally, she made it home in one piece,
though wetter than she would prefer. She stumbled into the tiny
house and shook herself off, immediately ridding herself of her now
sopping shawl and hat. Luckily, her clothes had taken the brunt of
it and her paper was dry save for a few splatters of running ink
around the edges.

Lottie fixed herself a cup of tea to
warm up, and then sat down on the loveseat to read for news from
California. She thumbed through the pages gingerly, at first not
finding much of anything but reports of bad rainstorms in the west.
That made the rain here feel that much more pleasant. Is this what
a Californian rainstorm was like too? She gazed longingly out the
window. What kind of flowers would grow after a western
storm?

This paper didn’t seem to have much
news suited for Lottie and she was about to give up when a small ad
in the corner caught her eye. “Californian man seeks bride,” it
read.

Lottie’s stomach did a flip.

The ad was simple and to the point.
Just as the title suggested, it described a lonely Californian man
looking for someone to come out west to marry him. He promised a
quiet, comfortable living in a secluded cabin in the mountains near
a town called Dry Lake. More than that, he promised to support his
new bride financially.

She would be lying if she claimed that
the ad didn’t pique her interest. It called out to her like an
answer to all of her problems and more: financial security, a
beautiful home in California, a prime reason to leave Richmond and
the seamstress shop for good, to get away from the weight that had
been haunting her all her life. In some ways, the prospect sounded
too good to be true.

But, marriage? Again? And to a man she
didn’t even know, had never even seen before, had only learned of
through a tiny ad in a newspaper? That just sounded
foolish.

Lottie bit her lip, considering her
options. A flare of excitement had ignited in her heart. If she
sold the shop and her few belongings, she just might have enough
money to make the trip, especially if she could count on a safety
net after her arrival. Could this really work?

She shook her head. No, she was getting
ahead of herself. First thing was first.

She got up from the loveseat and
instead sat down at her desk, where she began to pen a letter to
the address listed in the ad.

“Dear Mr. Emmett Miller,”
she read aloud as she scrawled. “My name is Lottie Agnes Winfield
and I am writing to you about your advertisement…”

 


 


It was over a month before Lottie
received a reply from Mr. Miller. She had been checking the post
eagerly every day waiting for a response, and she was almost ready
to give up when one day, a crumpled envelope addressed in a shaky
hand arrived at her door.

Lottie’s own hands trembled as she
carefully opened the letter.

 


“Ms. Winfield,” the letter
began, “Thank you kindly for your note. Your handwriting is really
lovely. You sound like quite a nice lady.”

 


Lottie felt herself blushing. His
letter, though he didn’t have the best grasp of spelling or grammar
and his scratchy penmanship was difficult to read in some spots,
was much more polite than she anticipated. She could tell there was
a kind soul behind this letter. Call it intuition, perhaps. Her
heart fluttered as she poured over the rest of his
letter.

He laid out a plan for her: They would
meet in Yuma, Arizona, as that was the proper train station closest
to his cabin. Then, he’d travel with her the rest of the way to his
home in California.

 


“If your mind is truly set
on coming out here. I don’t mean to make assumptions, I hope you
understand,” he wrote. Much of his letter was peppered with
sentiments reassuring her that the deal was not set in stone and
she was free to change her mind if she wished. But, the idea that
she had a choice in the matter helped to calm her nerves. In a way,
it made her even more excited to make the journey.

 


 


Over the weeks to follow, Lottie and
Emmett corresponded regularly through the post while she made
preparations for her new life. She sold her mother’s seamstress
shop to one of the women who had helped her manage the place years
ago, and she sold the deed to her house, her childhood home that
she had also inherited from her parents. With those profits
combined, she managed to pull together enough money to make the
trip out to Yuma and then to ensure her survival for at least a
couple of months.

She knew she was largely counting on
the situation with Emmett to work out, but the stable finances, if
only temporarily, alleviated her nerves for a little while at
least.

Once the plans were finally settled,
Lottie packed up the few belongings she had left, just
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