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Synopsis: Guardian Angel With A Gun - A
blind woman leaves Liverpool without her arranged companion,
towards California and a mail order husband she has corresponded
with briefly. He’s a traveling preacher to many of the rough gold
mining camps. Luckily, a young woman boards the ship at the last
minute and shares a cabin with Hannah. Throughout the voyage and
then the train journey, there are many obstacles she faces, but
when she begins the overland part of her trek, a mysterious
Guardian Angel appears as if by magic and seems to have only her
welfare in mind.

 


 


Hannah breathed deep of the air
clouding the Liverpool harbor. The combined smells of dead fish and
rotting seaweed nearly overwhelmed the salty smell of the ocean.
Most would call it a foul stench, but to Hannah, it was the perfume
of freedom.

Today she was setting sail for America,
the land of the free, the wondrous land of opportunity. What
opportunities waited for her there, what adventures? Hannah took a
tighter grip on her carpetbag and cane, ready for whatever would
come.

"Hannah, my child, won't you please
rethink this foolishness." Her mother's voice was thick with tears
and Hannah had to force herself not to give in as she had done all
her life.

"No, Mother. The ticket is paid for and
there is no way to repay the money. There is no turning back."
Hannah worked to not let the jubilation she felt come through in
her voice. There was no point in hurting her mother
further.

"But you are still so young and . . .
Vulnerable."

"I am not a child. I am twenty five
years old." Hannah turned toward the older woman by her side. "You
taught me so much, but what good is it if I don't use it. This may
be my one chance to marry and have a family of my own."

“I still fail to see why
this man could not come and court you properly. A true gentleman
would not ask a woman to travel alone in this day and age.” Outrage
added its heat to her mother’s sobs.

“Where is Mrs. Langdon who
was to be your companion? Shouldn’t she have met us by now?”
Father’s voice broke through her mother’s tears.

“She left a message earlier
that said she was getting on the ship directly so that she could
arrange things to her liking.” Hannah smiled. “She is very
particular about how things are done, you know.”

"Please let us come with you. Your
father and I can help you." Her mother’s hand clutched at the full
sleeve of her gown. “There is a war going on over there. You could
be killed.”

"No." The word came out sharper than
Hannah intended and she softened her voice. "No, Mother. I need to
do this alone. I am blind, not incompetent.” She struggled for
patience knowing that the tears and demands stemmed from a loving
heart. “Mother, the civil war has been over for years. There is no
more fighting and I shall be quite safe. Don't you want me to be
happy?"

Her mother didn't respond and her sobs
tore at Hannah's heart. However, she couldn't give up her own life
to keep her parents comfortable. She wouldn't.

"Go, Hannah, your prince awaits you. I
will take care of your mother." Her father's deep tones eased the
tightness of her chest. She leaned toward the sound of his voice
and kissed his bristly cheek. The tears on her face mingled with
the wetness of his.

"Thank you, Father. I will write when I
can."

"I know you will, Princess." His hands
gripped her shoulders and turned her around. "The gangplank is
straight ahead twenty paces and to the left. Be safe, my
love."

The guiding hands released their grip
and Hannah was dependent at last. With a deep breath and raised
chin, Hannah stepped away from her parents.

The cane, secured by a leather strap to
her wrist, went before her in wide sweeps warning her of any
obstructions. The noise of the wharf was disorienting and strange.
Something bumped into her side, but she made herself straighten and
keep walking. If her mother saw her falter, she would never be
allowed to leave.

"Are you going aboard, Miss?" The man's
voice sounded young and polite.

"Is this the ship going to America?"
She turned toward the presence she sensed beside her. "Is it the
Liberty?"

"Yes Miss, you can see it written there
on the side."

She hoped it wasn’t too obvious that
she couldn’t see where he pointed. People tended to avoid her when
they realized she was blind. It was as if the affliction was
contagious. She blessed her father for the purchase of the dark
tinted glasses that hid her unfocused gaze.

Turning left, she kept her cane before
her, listening for the change in tone that signaled the gangplank.
When it came, she shortened her steps and until she felt the give
of the planks under her feet. Her heart raced as she walked
steadily up the steep incline, holding tight to the guide rope. The
walk swayed under her feet until her stomach lurched in
response.

If she had trouble with boarding the
ship, how would she manage the month long crossing?

Pushing the thought from her mind,
Hannah stepped onto the ship's deck.

"C’n I ‘elp ye, Miss."

"Yes, my name is Hannah White. I have
booked passage to New York." The ship rocked ever so slightly.
Hannah reached out for something to steady her, but nothing was
there. The heavy carpetbag dragged on one arm, the cane dangled by
its strap from the other as she patted the air hoping to encounter
something solid.

“Easy there, Miss. It takes
most folks a few days to find their sea legs. I’ll take ye to the
cabin n’ help you get settled.” A muscled arm came up under her
questing hand. “Do ye ‘ave a trunk comin’ or is the bag all ye
got?”

Hanna tried to control her trembling as
she clutched the man’s arm. “Yes, I have a small trunk
coming.”

“Aye, I thought as much. Me
name is Wilson, second mate this trip. I’ll see you get tucked away
nice and secure b’low deck. When yer trunk comes, I’ll see it gets
t’ yer cabin.” Wilson grabbed her hand and began to tug her
along.

“Here we go. Mind the stairs
they’re a wee bit steep.” His hand released hers as he stepped
down.

Hannah paused, listening to the man
descend. His footsteps echoed enough for her to count ten steps.
Keeping one hand on the wall beside her, Hannah felt for the drop
off with one foot then stepped down. With utmost care, she made her
way down.

“You a’right, Lady?”
Wilson’s voice echoed.

“Yes, thank you. I’m not so
good with stairs.” Hannah sent a faint smile in his
direction.

“Aye, I would think so.
Don’t ken how ye women folks do it with all them skirts swirlin'
about yer legs.” Wilson’s voice was moving away, but Hannah stood
rooted in shock, her face heating at his improper
remark.

“Ye comin’,
Miss?”

“Yes, I’m coming.” Hannah
shook off the shock. She supposed sailors would not realize that
some things were not to be talked of. She would have to learn to
ignore it, or go back home. And that she was not willing to do. She
was not going to admit defeat before the ship left the
harbor.

There was the creak of rusted hinges to
her left. “Here ye be, Miss. Since yer the first aboard, I’m givin’
ye the first cabin. ‘tis further away from the propeller, so ‘tis a
might quieter.”

“Thank you, Wilson.” Hannah
trailed her fingers along the wall until it gave way to an open
space. “I was supposed to travel with Mrs. Langdon, she was to meet
me on board. Do you know if she has arrived yet?”

“Nope. Yer the first
passenger to arrive. I’ll keep watch for her.”

Hannah heard the rustle of rough cloth
and assumed he was bowing and so responded in kind.

“G’day, Miss” As the mate’s
footsteps moved away, Hannah made her way into the cabin. The air
was stale and musty with only the slightest hint of salt brine. It
did not take long to give herself a tour with her fingers trailing
along the walls.

The room was tiny, no more than nine
meters square. Two narrow beds, one above the other, and a single
ladder-back chair were the only furnishings. Hannah set her
carpetbag on the lower bed and sat beside it. The mattress was
lumpy, but thick and once her trunk arrived, she would be able to
cover it with clean sheets and a warm coverlet. Until then there
was nothing to do but wait and think.

Had she done the right thing? Poor
Mother was convinced that she had consigned herself to a life of
hardship and sorrow in the wilderness. She had refused to read any
of the letters she had received from Charles who had praised
California and America until it seemed like heaven on
earth.

Indeed, he had painted such a wondrous
picture, that when he had offered to pay her expenses to join him,
Hannah had agreed without question. Now she was going to travel
nearly halfway around the world to marry a man whom she had never
met outside of their letters.

Mother, of course, was scandalized. It
mattered not to her that their own pastor had initiated the letters
saying that Charles Pierce was a worthy young man struggling to
start a church. The pastor had asked the whole congregation to send
letters of encouragement and blessing to the young missionary. He
was thrilled that Charles and Hannah had come to an arrangement. If
there were anything wrong with it, the old pastor would not have
encouraged it.

A tap at the door interrupted her
thoughts.

“Come in.” Hannah stood and
smoothed the wool of her traveling gown.

The door creaked open and a rough voice
spoke.

“’ello? Wilson sent me t’
bring yer trunk. Where d’ye wan it?”

“In the corner is fine.
Would you mind unstrapping it for me please?” Hannah made a vague
gesture with her hand, but the man must have understood, because
the trunk thumped down a few meters away. The smell of unwashed
bodies was overpowering but they would soon be gone.

“O’ course, Miss.” The
leather straps rasped, as they were undone. “Wan’ me t’ light the
lantern? ‘S dark in here.”

“Oh, yes, please.” Her
cheeks heated. She had felt no windows in the room so naturally it
would be dark. Would she never remember to keep up appearances?
“Thank you.”

“Eny time miss, eny time.”
Then the sailor was gone, closing the door behind him. Through the
thin paneled walls, a series of thumps, bangs, and loud voices
announced the arrival of other passengers. She listened to the
snippets of conversation trying to get a sense of the people she
would be traveling with.

They seemed to be a diverse mix of
society. She heard a woman’s haughty tone finding fault with
everything from the size of the rooms to the smoky lanterns. A man,
her husband no doubt, would interject with vague
agreement.

After them came a large family. Hannah
heard five distinct voices, not counting the squalling baby who
refused to be comforted. She couldn’t imagine how they would all
fit into a single tiny room. Perhaps, if Mrs. Landon was agreeable,
they could offer floor space to one of the older
children.

What came next was a cacophony of
noise. Raised voices with thick low-class accents argued about room
arrangements. The arguments intensified to include vulgar
profanities. Hannah cupped her hands over her ears and hummed to
drown them out.

Someone with authority must have come
to smooth things over because the noise finally died down as other
passengers settled into their rooms. The steam engine somewhere
deep inside the ship began to send a steady thrumming sound through
her cabin.

Where was Mrs. Langdon? The ship was
preparing to cast off and her traveling companion had not yet
arrived.

Hannah stood and took the two steps to
the door preparing to ask someone to find Wilson for her. Before
she was able to turn the knob, a knock sounded. She flung open the
door.

“Mrs. Langdon, at last. I
was worried that you wouldn’t make it.”

“Sorry to disturb ye, Miss.”
It was Wilson’s voice, not that of an older woman who answered. “As
ye see, Ms. Langdon ain’t here. The Capt’n is getting anxious to
shove off and cain’t wait no more.”

“Oh dear, surely Mrs.
Langdon can’t be far away. Couldn’t we wait just a little longer?”
Hannah hated how timid her voice sounded, but the thought of a
voyage across the ocean all by herself was daunting.

“Ah, sorry about that Miss,
the Capt’n wants to go out with the tide and that means leave now
‘r wait ‘til tomorrow. However,” Wilson’s voice was entirely too
cheerful for her current state of mind. “This young lass came on
board lookin’ for passage, but since we’re full up, the Capt’n was
goin’ t’ turn ‘er away. I told him wait, Miss White might want
someone to share her space, so I brought the girl for ye t’
meet.”

“Thank you Wilson, but I
don’t think . . .”

“Please, miss,” the young
woman broke in, “before you say no, I just want to reassure you
that I’m not looking for any handouts or charity. My name is
Bridget and I'm the only daughter of my parents. All my brothers
have gone over to America to try their luck on the gold fields.
Somehow, the boys have gathered enough to send for us to join them.
Which is to their credit, however, the news came a bit late as both
my parents have passed from the influenza, one shortly after the
other.

“So, I am leaving the land
of my birth, for the land of opportunity. If I might share a room
with you, I would be very grateful. I'd rather not wait for the
next ship, since it might be weeks or even months
away." 

The barrage of words bewildered Hannah,
but she believed she understood the gist of it. "You would be
willing to stay here with me even though you don't know
me?" 

"Of course. Meeting people is the best
part of traveling."  

The girl sounded pleasant enough and
her chatter would help fill the long empty hours crossing the
ocean. "Very well Bridget, you may join me. But what if Mrs.
Langdon shows up after all?" 

"Too late fer that Miss White, we cast
off just as Miss Montgomery got on. We be well out of the harbor
now." Wilson walked back toward the upper decks.

"Oh my." Hannah felt behind her
for the edge of the bed and sat down. Now that she listened, she
could feel the vibration of the engine beneath her feet. There
would be no turning back.

“Are you all right Miss?”
The girl’s hand touched Hannah’s shoulder. The hand was thin,
almost bony through the layers of cloth. The faint scent of
lavender wisped through the tiny room.

“Yes, I am well, it just
seems so strange. I have never been so far from home before.”
Hannah touched an icy hand to her brow.

“Where is it do you live
then?” Bridget patted her shoulder then grunted, likely lifting her
possessions to the upper bunk.

“My parents live in Lower
Stretton. I have only been to Liverpool a few times
before.”

“Yet now you are going to
America? ‘Tis a long journey I’m thinking.” Bridget continued to
move about the tiny cabin. “Especially alone.”

“Yes, this is why Mrs.
Langdon was hired to be my companion. I hope papa is able to get
his money back.” Hannah listened to the other girl’s movements
trying to put an action to the sounds. “What are you
doing?”

“Why, can’t you see, I’m
trying to make the place more homey.” The girl sounded surprised.
“We are going to be spending a lot of time in this room and it
makes sense to make it as attractive as possible.”

“Oh. I see.” Hannah paused.
This girl was going to be her companion for weeks. There would be
no hiding her affliction for long. “Actually I don’t see. I don’t
see anything. I’m blind.”

Hannah waited for the expressions of
pity or dismay that always accompanied the revelation. But none was
forthcoming. Bridget stopped her beautifying for the space of
several heartbeats. Hannah gripped her hands tightly to keep
herself from picking at her nails, a habit she had tried to
break.

“Well, that would make for a
different way of looking at the world.” Bridget resumed her
activity.

Far from pity, the girl’s tone had held
only curiosity. Perhaps she hadn’t understood. “That’s just it; I
don’t look at the world. Ever.”

“And indeed that is a shame,
for the good Lord has filled the earth with much beauty.” The
mattress gave a bit as Bridget sat on the bed. “But I wonder if
music or the song of birds doesn’t sound lovelier to you than the
rest of us because you hear it better.”

Hannah sat on the bed mute. She had
never thought of it that way.

“Bridget, I think we will be
good friends after all.” Hannah smiled and relaxed her hands. Her
heart warmed toward the unusual girl.

“Was there any doubt of it,
Miss?” Bridget replied.

“No I guess not, and please
call me Hannah.”

 


 


The weeks of the voyage passed and the
two girls developed a warm friendship. During the day, they
strolled arm in arm about the deck or find a sheltered spot where
Bridget would read aloud. Late at night when the ship tossed on the
waves of a rough sea, they would talk of the adventure that awaited
them on the far shore.

“You already have a husband
waiting for you?” Bridget sighed. “I’m hoping to find one when I
get there. My brothers say there are a hundred men for every woman
on the gold fields and there should be at least one who will take
me though I’m on the scrawny side with red hair and
freckles.”

“Of course, they will. And
once they find what a wonderful person you are, they will be
clamoring to marry you.”

Bridget laughed, “I doubt the clamoring
will amount to more than a whisper, but tell me about your man.
What is he like?”

“I hardly know for myself.
We have only exchanged a few letters. He is a young preacher
traveling to the different mining camps and ministering to the
people who live there.”

“What does he look like, or
hasn’t he told you, yet?”

Hannah giggled. “What he looks like
hardly matters to a girl like me. He is probably quite ugly or
deformed in some way. Why else would he be content with a blind
wife?”

“I wouldn’t want a handsome
husband.” Bridget declared. “I’m afraid that he would offer too
much temptation to other women. The handsomer they are, the more
other women look and since I’m nothing much to look at, what would
there be to keep him faithful? No, I want my husband to be even
more homely than I am, that way he will have to worry about another
man taking me away.”

She laughed at the
possibility.

“I guess we will just have
to wait and see what happens.” Hannah yawned, not bothering to
cover her gaping mouth. “I do hope we end up close enough to visit
now and then. I would miss you terribly.”

 


 


At long last, the Liberty came within
sight of land. The screaming of gulls competed with the noise of
the engine and the slap of waves against the hull. Bridget found
space against the rail, eagerly relaying the wonders as the New
York harbor surrounded them.

“Goodness, they all rush
about as if they were late to a meeting,” she claimed. “The wharf
is so full of people, goods and wagons, I’m not sure it will be
safe for us to walk to a hotel. Some of those characters look
pretty rough. There are some fancy fellows down there though, and
some handsome ones. They are likely waiting to meet someone. Wish
one of them was waiting to meet us.”

“Perhaps Wilson will know of
a way.” Hannah suggested. “He has been helpful to us so
far.”

A short time later, they stood with
unsteady legs on the splintery wood of the pier. The stench of the
harbor after the clean breezed of the sea had Hannah covering her
mouth and nose with handkerchief. A carriage man, with Wilson’s
assistance, loaded their trunks into a coach then helped seat the
girls. As the door closed behind them, Hannah leaned out, extending
her hand.

“Thank you, Wilson, for all
your help. You have been a good friend to us.” When he took her
fingers, she pressed a gold coin into his hand. “I have informed
the Captain of your usefulness and I hope it helps you move up to
first mate. You deserve it.”

“Thank you, Miss. Thank you
indeed. And if there is anything I can do for you, ever, you let me
know.” The man gave her fingers the slightest squeeze, and then
released them. “Take care o’ these girls, Smith. Or ye will ‘ave me
t’ deal with.”

The driver grunted an acknowledgement
then cracked his whip. The horses started with a lurch that left
Hannah’s stomach behind for a moment. Their progress through the
city streets was slow and fraught with interruptions. At one point,
their coach came to a dead stop and Bridget whispered a detailed
description of the tangle of vehicles blocking the way. Hannah
could hear the results of the accident herself through the
profanities shouted by the drivers and the plaintive whinnying of a
horse.

When they finally arrived at the hotel,
Hannah was exhausted in both body and spirit. She longed for the
peaceful countryside left behind. Would she be able to get used to
the constant noise and energy of the city if that was where Jack’s
church was?

She would have to.

It did feel good to get a real bath in
a real copper tub. After weeks of sponge baths onboard the ship,
getting truly clean felt like an ultimate luxury.

 


 


That evening, Hannah and Bridget wet to
the dining room in the hotel. Bridget lost no time in regaling her
companion with the splendors of the gilded walls, and the grand
chandeliers.  

"Truly, Hannah, I wonder if even Queen
Victoria eats in a more splendid room." Bridget's voice lowered. "I
don't think I can afford to eat here, even with the money from my
brothers. Not if I am to have any left to travel
with." 

"I know, but we don't know anywhere
else to eat. Somehow we will manage." 

Their food arrived and after shipboard
rations, it tasted like nectar. Hannah sampled each dish and found
it similar to what she had always known though some of the
seasonings were different. Halfway through the meal, Bridget leaned
close to whisper in Hannah's ear. 

"I don't want to worry you, but there
is a man staring at our table." her voice lowered even more. "I
think I remember seeing him at the docks when we
landed." 

"Nonsense. Why would a man we don't
know be staring at us? He is likely looking for someone else."
Hannah sipped her tea. 

"Perhaps no one has a reason to look at
me, but whether you know it or not, you are a beautiful woman and
men are bound to take notice." 

"Well, a man who notices only for my
looks would not be worth knowing." Hannah felt her cheeks pink. It
was something she had never been comfortable with. She didn't even
know what she looked like so how could what other people think
affect her. 

"Now he is speaking to the waiter and
nodding toward our table." Bridget paused. "Oh goodness, now he is
coming over. Gracious he is handsome, tall and broad shouldered. He
has a strong jaw line, which is important for a man I think. Nicely
dressed too. I bet he is well off." 

"Bridget! That is enough. What do we
care for looks or fancy clothes?" Hannah lifted her chin. "In my
opinion, a man's true worth lies in his character and
integrity." 

"Well, yes, I agree with you there, but
it doesn't hurt to have all that wrapped in a handsome package."
Bridget sat up and brushed at her dress, the movement of her hands
rustling the smooth fabric. "He is heading right for us, I am sure
of it. How do I look . . . Oh, never mind." 

"Pardon me ladies; the waiter just now
informed me that this is your first visit to our country. My name
is John Jacobs and may I be the first to welcome you." There was a
soft click and a rustle of fabric as he clicked his heels together
and bowed. "If I may be of service to you ladies, please let me
know." 

"Thank you, but we will be leaving the
city tomorrow." Hannah gripped her fingers in a tight fist. This
was the kind of attention her mother had feared. Oh, why hadn't she
listened? 

"That is a shame. I had hoped to get to
know you better." Another rustling bow, "Perhaps next time you are
in the city, then." 

Hannah refused to answer, merely
inclining her head toward the sound of his voice. She listened for
his footsteps to fade, but the thick carpet muffled any
sound.  

 


 


Later in their room, Bridget helped
Hannah pack her gown back into the trunk. "I wish you had been a
little kinder to that nice Mr. Jacobs. He seemed quite
pleasant." 

"Unfortunately, Mr. Jacobs is not what
he appears." Hannah closed the lid of her trunk and turned the key.
"My mother has told me for years about handsome young men who are
nice to young women, then when they have gained their trust, the
take advantage of the woman's innocence. No, Bridget, such men are
to be avoided." 

"And my mother told me that most people
have the best of intentions toward others." Petulance had made its
way into the girl's voice, but then it disappeared again. "Well, it
isn't likely that we will see him again, so there is no harm
done." 

Early the next morning, Hannah opened
the door for the men who were collecting their trunks. She was
dressed once again in her traveling dress of sturdy dark blue wool,
cleaned, and pressed by the hotel staff overnight. The women
descended the steps behind the porters, lifting the front hems of
their dresses while the rest trailed behind them.

The early morning trip to the train
station was without incident. The only other vehicles on the road
were the heavy dray wagons making their deliveries of fresh produce
from the country and the dry goods unloaded from cargo ships the
day before.

It was still dark when the coach
stopped before an impressive stone building. The driver helped the
women down then sent for a porter to load their trunks onto a
handcart.

"Straight through them doors is the
ticket booth. Man there 'll hep you get yer tickets and send you to
the right' platform. Good luck to you ladies and safe
travels.

Hannah's footsteps echoed in the
cavernous train station. She had heard of such buildings but had
never been in one. It was
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