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Synopsis: Meeting Virginia & Her Hidden
Sister – A man, dissatisfied with his job in New York, travels to
California and a woman with a big secret.

 


 


1872, Manhattan, New York City

 


I’ve worked many jobs in my life. When I was
a boy I worked on a farm with my pa, down south. It was beautiful
work. We spent our days planting and picking and milking and
rearing, and as the blood-red sun lit up the world at the end of
every day, I knew that God had given me a gift.

He had given me a strong father and a mother
who loved me and enough farm land so that we could even sell some
of what we produced. After my mother died, my father was so
depressed that he couldn’t work anymore, and when he died there was
nothing left for me in the dusty plains of the south, so I came
north.

I didn’t know what I was going to do once I
got there. I didn’t have any money, not really. I didn’t have a
plan. I knew that I didn’t need a plan, because I knew that I was
part of a wider plan, and anything that happened to me was
pre-ordained, already decided, taken care of. I didn’t need to
worry.

I spent some time in Philadelphia as a
servant for a rich Negro family. They treated me kindly and I felt
oddly guilty about the slave we used to have back on the farm. He’d
been a nice man and had helped me and pa with all our work and
never complained. When the war came, he hadn’t even tried to run
away.

“Where would I go?” he’d said to me one day
as we were staring out at the golden fields. “I was born “ere and
“ere I’ll die, I think.” He’d been smiling as he said it, his teeth
sparklingly white next to his black skin.

The war hadn’t touched us much. We’d “stayed
out of it,” as my pa would constantly say. I hadn’t fought. I’d
wanted to, but pa wouldn’t let me. “I’ve already lost my wife,”
he’d told me. “I’m not losing my son as well.”

He died in 1866, one year after the war and
the abolition of slavery. I left the farm to my younger brother,
Obediah that year, and then packed up my bags and came north. He’d
wanted to come with me, to explore the world, as he termed it, but
I told him that he needed to stay on the farm until I was could
make sure he would have a job, a way to support himself.

I told him to open his Bible, to Corinthians
13:11, and tell me what it said. Staring at me with tears in his
eyes, he read the words: “When I was a child, I
spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child,
but when I became a man, I put away childish things.”

“Goodbye, Obediah” I said,
hugging him closely. “I love you with all my heart, little brother.
I will send for you; as soon as I can, I will send for
you.”

He was crying into my shirt,
gut-wrenching sobs that forced their way out of him, against his
more manly inclinations. He wanted to put away childish things – he
would put away childish things, just as soon as I was gone, just as
soon as this severance was complete. “Must you go, Abijah?” he
asked. “Must you?”

“I must.”

“But why?”

Answering this was hard,
because I wasn’t completely sure why I felt so compelled to leave.
I answered in the only way I knew how: “Trust in the Lord
with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding. In
all thy ways acknowledge him, and he shall direct thy
paths.”

Obediah smiled, wiping tears
from his face with his sleeve. “You are right, brother. Of course
you are right. If you feel that God wills you to go, then of course
you must go. I cannot be responsible for stopping you. I will pray
every day that I see you again.”

“So shall I,” I said,
shouldering my bag as I left our meager lodgings. “So shall
I.”

 


 


After working with the Negro family for two
years, I decided that I needed to do something else. I didn’t know
why, didn’t understand what compulsion it was that made me want to
be someone else. I felt like someone was guiding me, literally
putting thoughts into my mind, telling me that I needed to move, to
be free, to follow God’s will.

I’ve always trusted the Lord, so I thanked
the family for all the kindness they had done me and headed to
Manhattan, the big city, to carve out a path for myself. I didn’t
have much money – I’ve never had much money – but I know that the
Lord will maintain the cause of the afflicted, and right of the
poor (Psalms 140: 12).

As long as I remembered that, as long as I
knew, in the deepest recesses of my heart that the Lord was
watching over me and all the other poor and afflicted souls in this
world, I would be okay.

When I got to Manhattan the only job I could
get was laboring in the dockyard. It was hard work for low pay, but
it was work nonetheless. There were waves of immigrants coming in,
and some of the other lads were getting angry, talking about
starting a group to get them out of our country and back to theirs,
but I didn’t mind them so much.

My Bible was my guide, my divine interpreter,
not my angry friends on the dock, and the Bible told me:
‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither
bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one
in Christ Jesus’.

So, when my friend said to
me one day, “We should do something about these goddamn aliens,” I
did not say, as I think he wanted me to, “Yes brother. Let us rise
up.” Instead, I said: “Brother, do not take the Lord’s name in
vain. One of these aliens may save your life one day. Remember the
Samaritan.”

I didn’t exactly get the
response I was hoping for. Instead of agreeing with me, clapping me
on the back and hailing me as a righteous man, he swore violently
and didn’t talk to me for a week.

 


 


There were never any women
in my life, except for my ma. I wasn’t very confident with women,
and stayed away from them as much as possible. It wasn’t because I
didn’t like them. I loved them. I just didn’t have the courage, the
bravery to approach a woman and start the arduous process of
courting.

In addition, what sort of
good Christian woman would talk to me and let me talk to her? I was
from an obscure family from an obscure place, working on a dockyard
all day every day, with only my Bible and the incoherent laughter
of the belligerent masses for company.

I was thirty-five-years-old.
I wanted a family. I wanted love. However, I had no idea how to get
it.

 


 


It started with a joke. The
men I worked with were always trying to get me to come to brothels
with them, were always telling me that I needed to be with a woman.
They were right – I did need a woman – but not in the way they so
lasciviously implied. I wanted someone who I could love and who
would love me back, someone with whom I could honor the Lord,
someone who felt as affected as me when they saw a cross, stood in
a church, knelt down on the cold ground to pray, not someone to use
for base desires and then never talk to again.

I wanted a woman who was
mine, who I could protect and care for. None of them seemed to get
that.

Isaac was the most
persistent of them. Every day after work was finished, and the
honorable married men went home, the dishonorable married men went
to saloons, and the sinful married men and the single men went to
brothels. He was the one trying to get me to join the latter
group.

“Come with us, Abijah,” he’d
say. “Maybe if you get a woman you’ll feel a little better. You
always look so damn miserable.”

I’d told him multiple times
to stop asking me, but still he kept on, and on and on, until I
felt like I was going to collapse from annoyance. It wasn’t like I
was tempted – I wasn’t – but you can only hear the same thing so
many times before it starts to really anger you. I didn’t let my
anger surface though, didn’t do any harm or dishonor to my fellow
man.

That would have been wrong
of me. A Christian forgives, and I’d forgiven Isaac more times than
I could count. I knew that if ye forgive men their trespasses, your
heavenly Father will also forgive you, but it wasn’t just
that.

I liked Isaac in an odd way.
He was funny and no matter how much he annoyed me, he always seemed
to be able to make me laugh.

“Abijah,” he called after me
one day as I was heading home. My hands were covered in blisters
from lugging crates and pulling rope and my face was stinging from
the harsh cold of the wintery wind. I turned and tried my best to
remain calm. I was exhausted and wanted nothing more than to skulk
off to my dingy room and fall asleep on my dingy bed.

“Yes, Isaac?” I
said.

He was holding something, a
newspaper, I realized as he came closer. We were in the city now,
amidst the bustle of the nascent night. The streetwalkers were
already out, jeering at passers by, asking them if they wanted a
‘good time’. People were drinking, smoking, and moving
supplies.

I didn’t live in the nicest
area. I’d often imagined what it would have been like to live
somewhere else; somewhere I could feel comfortable, like I was in
civilized company. Sometimes I felt like I was in the Valley of
Death, and took comfort knowing that though I walked through
the valley of the shadow of death, I would fear no evil: ‘For thou
art with me, thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me’.

No matter where I was, I was there because
the Lord had guided me, so he would protect me. I would be all
right.

He handed me the newspaper. I stared down at
it blankly. It meant nothing to me. It was just an ordinary
newspaper, a little wet from where he’d been clutching it, the
edges a little frayed from where it had passed hands. He was
staring into my eyes, his mouth twisted into an amused leer.

“Don’t you see?” he said. He reached over and
tapped on an advert. He let out a guffaw. “You might finally get a
woman!”

I was dumbstruck, not because of the joke –
Isaac had gotten his laugh, and he was welcome to it – but because
I wasn’t offended; I was intrigued. The advert read:

 


‘A husband of the most upright character is
wanted for the loveliest of women. She has a farm with lots of land
that needs a good toiling and repairing. Any man of good Christian
birth and faith is welcome to apply. Any persons responding to the
advertisement need to remember that this is for a trial period. The
lady would make sure that any suitable bachelor is of her liking
before she commits to the holy right of marriage. Any men of
impropriety do not apply. Any men, who have ever been involved in
crime or criminal behavior, do not apply. Only men who are proper
and loving should apply.

 


I was in shock. My hands we shaking so much
that I dropped the newspaper. I dropped to the floor and picked it
up as quickly as I could. I couldn’t let it get away. Isaac was
staring at me, his eyebrows furrowed, his amused leer now a
confused frown.

He must have expected some kind of response
out of anger, shame or embarrassment maybe – all he got was
gratitude. “Thank you, my friend,” I said, shaking his hand. He
shook my hand limply, but I didn’t care. He had given me hope. The
Lord had sent him to give me this sign, and there was no way I was
going to ignore it.

“Abijah” he said, as I turned away, clutching
the newspaper in my hand, afraid that if I loosened my grip it
would be whisked away.

“Yes?”

“Are you really going to apply for that?”

“Yes.”

I felt a tug on my arm and turned around.
Isaac was smiling, but not the supercilious smirk that he usually
wore – this was a look of kindness and pride. “Then I guess this is
goodbye. It’s been nice knowing you, even if I have given
you a hard time.”

I smiled. I had just the passage that
morning, and I said it without thinking: ‘Open rebuke is better
than secret love. Faithful are the wounds of a friend; but the
kisses of an enemy are deceitful.’

He laughed and embraced me. “What’s
that?”

“Proverbs 27: 5 – 6,” I told him.

He let go of me and stood back. “How do you
know so much about the Bible?”

I shrugged. The answer seemed obvious to me.
“It is the word of the Lord.”

 


 


The journey to California would take a month.
I had responded to the advertisement as soon as I was able, and had
been told to gather my things and take one of those amazing trains
that could travel all the way across country. I was astonished when
I’d first heard about them.

It seemed like only yesterday that my pa had
told me about traveling across state lines before I was born, and
how he’d had to stop every few hours to tend to his horse and rest.
Now you didn’t even need a horse if you didn’t want one. You could
just get the train. It was astonishing; the gifts the Lord had
given us.

I didn’t have many things to pack, just some
clothes, a little money, and my Bible. I was packed into the train
with innumerable other men. There were women, but no ladies – the
ladies would be in the next carriage, in the more expensive seats.
I couldn’t afford them, so I had to deal with the stink and sweat
of the tightly packed carriage, the swearing and heathenism of the
uncaring many. I didn’t mind so much. I just receded into my own
thoughts, pondering what was to come.

I didn’t know anything about the woman I was
going to meet, not even her name. I imagined that she would be
beautiful, not just of face, but of heart too. I had a thousand
imaginations while I was in that cramped carriage, but only one I
kept coming back to.

 


 


The sun was bright yellow, streaming over the
house, framing it beautifully. I walked up, my suitcase in one hand
and my Bible in the other. When she opened the door the yellow
light went orange, blue, red, and green, exploding into a
kaleidoscope of color. She smiled, her teeth glittered, her hair
sparkled, and we fell in love in a heartbeat. That was what I
imagined. Whether or not it would really be like that, I had no
idea.

The journey itself was very boring. I spent
most of my time with my head in my Bible, reading and rereading
passages I thought might of interest to her. I was nervous, more
nervous than I’d ever been in my entire life.

I hadn’t talked to a woman before, not
romantically. I knew that courtship was important, and I had
imagined courting a woman many times before, but when it actually
came to it, would I be able to woo her? I could only do one thing:
Trust in the Lord.

He sent me north, and now he was sending me
west. There must have been a reason. Not knowing what that reason
was the hardest part. I wanted more than anything for it to be
love. “Please Lord,” I would pray. “Please be sending me for love.
I’ve waited all my life for a chance like this. If you would will
it, let me have a family, a life with meaning; but if will it you
don’t, I will understand, for your word is sacred.

“I promise you one thing, Lord; I will do
whatever you require of me, in whatever place you send me,
always.”

Sometimes, when I prayed I went into a trance
state; this was one of those times. My eyes would close, seemingly
of their own volition and words would spill out of me, unbidden,
bypassing my mind, streaming straight from somewhere deep inside of
me, the place where all my love and compassion and kindness and
hope lived. I loved those moments. I wished there were more of
them.

 


 


The month passed in a blur. Every day I felt
more nervous – and more excited. I was nervous because if this went
well I would have a wife, a woman to whom I could give my
affection. I was nervous because if it went poorly, I would have to
go back east with my head hanging and go back to the docks.

I didn’t want to go back to the docks. I
didn’t want to go back east. I wanted to fall in love and raise a
family and be happy.

I’d spent my entire life living by the Bible,
but there was always something I had never done, and was terrified
that I would never do: ‘Be fruitful, and multiply,
and replenish the earth’. It was time I changed that. If God willed
it, it was time I found love.

 


 


1873 California

 


It had been December when
I’d set out. I was greeted in California with a new year and a new
chance. The snow had stopped and there was a hint of spring in the
air, a suggestive heat that spread throughout my body as I stepped
off the train.

I looked around at the dusty
landscape and my heart was full of hope; hope that this was really
a new start and not a false one, and hope that this would be worth
it. I didn’t want to have traveled across the entire country for no
reason. I didn’t know exactly what to do now that I was here. I
just stood there, looking around, waiting for someone to hail me
over. I didn’t know where to go or what I was supposed to
do.

The letter I had received
told me to wait at the station, so that is what I did. How they
would know who I was, I had no idea. The other passengers
were busy filing out of the station, going about their business
like people always did.

I found a bench and sat down, savoring the
cool air as it massaged my achy body, and read my Bible. I opened
it to Psalms 32:8 – ‘I will instruct thee and
teach thee in the way which thou shalt go: I will guide thee with
mine eye’ – and thought about it long and hard like my father had
taught me.

“Make sure to contemplate
it,” he’d once said to me, “for without contemplation the scripture
means nothing. It is only in your own heart that the answers lie,
because that is where God put them.”

I didn’t know how much my
father really knew about God, but it had always stuck with me. So
as I sat there, the sun setting a bloody orange over the horizon, I
contemplated the passage. Had God taught me? Was he guiding me to
the right place? I knew the answer, and yet I was scared. What if I
was wrong? It wasn’t my place to question God, of course, but I
couldn’t help but be a little frightened. I was in a strange place
– the valley of the shadow of death, you might say – and I had
nothing but my faith to guide me.

It hadn’t served me wrong
yet, and I had no reason to think that it ever would, but there
were always exceptions. What if the rod and staff weren’t for me?
What if I fell and was stranded in the valley with nowhere to go?
No – God would guide me, tell me where I needed to go, give me
sign.

I leaned back and closed my
eyes, and waited for my sign.

 


 


It came an hour later. I
must have fallen asleep, because I didn’t hear them and the moon
and the stars were staring down at me. “You are Abijah Abrams,” the
woman said. It wasn’t a question. She was a large woman, with a
stomach that looked like it might explode out of her dress any
second, despite how baggy it was.

A man stood next to her,
tall with a clean suit and a shiny pocket-watch that hung from a
chain attached to his front pocket. He looked down at me with his
head tipped back ever so slightly, as if he was ashamed by having
to talk to me.

“This is him, then?” he said
to the woman whilst still staring at me. I had a new respect for
the cattle I used to raise on the farm in that moment: I felt like
I was being appraised.

I cleared my throat. I felt
like I should say something, but before I could the woman cut in
again. “I think so,” she said, looking around and tugging at her
dress. “There is no one else here.”

He was about to lean down
but before he could, I stood up. I offered him my hand and he shook
it half-heartedly. “I am Abijah,” I said. “It is a pleasure to meet
you both.”

“Yes, I’m sure it is,” the
man said, pulling a napkin from his sleeve and wiping his hands.
“My name is Richard and this is Sybrina,” he said. He looked down
at my meagre suitcase that held nothing but my clothes, and
wrinkled his nose. “Do you have everything you need?”

I tapped my Bible and picked up my suitcase.
“I have everything I need.”

The man didn’t exactly smile, but his
ice-cold countenance lifted almost imperceptibly. It was an
almost-smile, the smile of a man who never smiles but for once
thought it might be a good idea but then changed his mind. It was a
flicker. It was nothing.

But still, it made me like him a little
more.

I smiled at him, to show him that it was okay
to smile. “Shall we go?”

Sybrina looked at my face, studying it, and
then at my Bible and then nodded. “You are a Godly man?”

“Of course,” I said. “I would not have
responded to the advertisement if it had been otherwise.”

“Do you have family?”

“A brother.”

“Is he Godly?”

“Yes.”

“Does he know where you are?”

“Yes. I sent him a letter before coming west.
He sent me one back telling me that he was coming north, to
Manhattan. He is going to take over my old job.”

She nodded significantly, as if an important
deal had just been closed, adjusted her dress, and then turned.
“Let us go, then.”

“Yes,” said Richard, adjusting his tie even
thought it was perfectly neat. “Let’s.”

I smiled to myself as I let them lead the
way. If this was my sign, it was an awfully strange one. I think I
would have preferred a burning bush to a man incapable of smiling
and a woman who looked at me like I was a prized turnip ready for
market.

 


 


Richard and Sybrina had a horse-and-carriage
waiting and we took that to the farm. The journey there was slow
and uncomfortable: The road was bumpy and Sybrina kept grumbling
about how a woman her age couldn’t handle this sort of a
journey.

I smiled quietly to myself and reflected on
the abnormality of the situation, the silly strangeness of it. Just
over a month ago I had been in Manhattan working on a dock. Now I
was heading out to the house where I might spend the rest of my
life. It was an incredible thought. I should rather say that I was
going to the house where I might spend the rest of my earthly life,
before ascending to my Father’s house, the place prepared for
me.

Neither Sybrina nor Richard talked to me for
the first half of the journey. They just sat there, Richard staring
at his watch like a man transfixed and Sybrina gazing pointlessly
out of the window. I sat with my chin on my fists and tried my best
not to fall asleep.

I had stood up for the most of the train
journey. To sit down now for a longish amount of time seemed like a
miracle. My legs were throbbing and my back was aching. I tried to
move around, but that only made it worse. It was when we went over
a particularly big bump and the carriage jolted that the pain got
bad. My breathing came quick and painful and my eyes watered
up.

“What is it?” Richard asked.

I couldn’t speak. Pain had taken over my
whole body. It was silly. I knew it was silly. I worked on a dock,
lugging things around all day. Standing up on a train for a few
weeks shouldn’t have caused me this much pain. But, it did. When I
could finally speak all I said was, “My back.”

Richard didn’t seem to care. He just nodded
and went back to staring at his watch. Sybrina, thankfully, was a
little more sympathetic. She told the driver to stop the carriage
and let me walk around for a little while. It got a bit better when
I was allowed to stretch out, and I felt like a child for letting
the pain get to me so much.

When I climbed back into the carriage the
pain was still there, but it was a subtle pain, like someone was
prodding me with a blunt object.

Richard put his watch away and rubbed his
hands together. “Okay,” he said. “If that spasm is over, we can get
started.”

Sybrina turned around and muttered a few
words to the driver and the carriage started into motion again. I
gritted my teeth and muttered Revelations 21:4 under my breath,
quickly, to give me strength: “And God shall wipe
away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death,
neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain:
for the former things are passed away.”

I felt a bit silly, reciting
such an important, life-changing passage for something so
miniscule, but in that moment, my pain seemed important. I guess
sometimes it’s the little, unimportant things that seem the most
important.

Richard, it would seem,
didn’t agree with me. He laughed, actually laughed, a thing of
which I thought him incapable, when I said it. Then his face turned
back to stone and he said, “Okay, now that display is over, let me
tell you what you need to know. Your prospective wife’s name is
Virginia. She lives with her sister, Loretta.

“For the first week Sybrina
and I will be staying at the
















































































































































































































































































cover.jpg





