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Synopsis: Pregnant & Widowed, But Not
Telling Her New Husband - A woman is suddenly widowed, finds
herself pregnant, and hurries to find a new husband in America. She
does not tell the stern man who meets her at the train station
about her former life for months, and when he finds out, the baby
is due anytime.

 


 


The silence was the worst of it, something
Samantha had never expected. The shock had been hard, and the
funeral had been harder — virtual strangers assuring her that God
worked in mysterious ways and that she shouldn’t lean on her own
understanding — but the silence was the worst thing of all.

It kept her up at night, the absence of
Edmond’s presence, the vacuum left after he was gone. Some fools
even suggested that maybe it was a blessing that his death was so
sudden. Thrown from a horse spooked on the road, he’d broken his
neck instantly and had died probably before he realized what was
happening.

Samantha disagreed. It might have been a
blessing for her husband, but it was a curse for her. Sudden meant
that she hadn’t had a chance to say goodbye, or that she loved him.
Sudden was the fact that she hadn’t even ever mulled the notion
that she’d be alone, have to live alone after saying vows that were
supposed to bind Edmond to her for all of time.

Death had parted them, and death was the
enemy to all of life. Death was her greatest enemy, Samantha knew,
and she needed a plan to get away from it.

Edmond hadn’t been particularly well off, and
her mother hadn’t been in favor of the match, but Samantha had
loved him — his curly, straw-colored hair, the way his eyes
twinkled when he smiled. She’d be taken care of, his lawyer had
assured her, and she’d likely never have to move from the house
they’d shared.

But how could she stay here in all of this
silence? It groaned and echoed, buzzed and tittered. It made her
afraid that she was going mad, that if she told anyone about how
horrible it was, they’d lock her away forever. She needed to leave,
needed to flee this horrible silence.

It reminded her of a grave.

Her mother had come calling exactly once. One
time was all that Samantha could stand.

“You’re a widow, now,” the
old woman had said, not seeming to notice the tea dribbling down
her chin, “but you’re a young one. We’ll find you someone else.
There’s hope, yet.”

How could there be any hope when her mother
had labeled her a widow?

“I don’t want anyone else,”
Samantha said, her cup of tea sitting snugly in its saucer,
untouched. “I can’t think of anything I want less.” She wanted
Edmond back, wanted his snores and his muddy boots and everything
else that had exasperated her. She’d take it all back.

“Don’t be ridiculous,
Samantha,” her mother said. “Someone will take you in. You still
have your looks. Don’t let those go to waste wallowing in
grief.”

Samantha hadn’t known what to say to that.
Was her mother really that vapid?

It had been an old newspaper that Samantha
had picked up to read idly, one that was still being delivered for
Edmond, one that she hadn’t had the strength to cancel yet.
Canceling that daily delivery would be yet another sign of her
giving in to the crushing reality of him not being here anymore
with her.

Samantha had never really been one for
reading papers, but they had been piling up. She sat down with a
pot of tea that she promised herself she’d drink, even if she
hadn’t had much of an appetite lately, and the future suddenly
became clearer, less crushing.

Maybe Samantha didn’t want to marry again,
but she realized she had to do something — and soon. A tug inside
of her told her that she needed to sell the house and everything in
it to afford passage on a steamer to America. That tug inside her
told her that her future needed to be away from her mother, away
from England, away from everything she’d ever known.

That tug told her that if she wanted to
escape death, she needed to be reborn, needed to start over again,
and, yes, needed to marry. It was a necessity. If there could be
some other way, some other path to choose to ensure her future,
Samantha would’ve seized it.

Of course, it wasn’t just her future she had
to worry about now.

She didn’t bother telling her mother — or
anyone else, for that matter. Samantha knew that none of them could
even hope to understand. They’d all tell her that she’d allowed
grief to get the better of her, that she was delusional after the
loss of her husband, that she should remain close to what she knew,
close to family and friends, close to that gaping ground she’d let
them put Edmond into after he’d been taken from her.

The visits from the pastor who’d married her
and her husband didn’t help. They were what pushed her away, the
final nudge to get out of there, to find whatever future she could
away from the crushing past.

“My child, you must let the
Lord in,” the pastor urged. Samantha wasn’t sure why she’d even let
the man inside her house. She hadn’t invited him. She suspected it
was her mother’s doing, telling him to pay her a visit. Whatever
the reason, she hadn’t wanted to open the door to him, hadn’t been
ready to face the man who’d said the words to bind her to Edmond,
then said the words to commit her husband to the grave.

“The Lord doesn’t favor me
any longer, sir,” she’d said, celebrating the small achievement of
speaking. The silence in that house robbed her of her voice for
days on end, and it was hoarse with disuse.

“The Lord doesn’t turn his
back on anyone, dear girl,” the pastor said, shaking his head to
emphasize the point. “What he’s done is beyond your understanding.
You must let go and let the Lord into your heart. You haven’t been
to church.”

“Can you blame me?” she
asked. “It’s the same church you married us. The same church Edmond
…”

Saying his name was hard. Saying his name
struck her dumb once again, her words failing her.

“You’re not the first woman
to experience this heartbreak, and you won’t be the last,” the
pastor said. “Pray. Go to church. Confess. Do whatever you need to
do to live in the Lord’s light again. If you shut him out, the dark
one will come in.”

The dark one? That was laughable. The silent
one? That one Samantha could believe in. She and the silent one had
been dwelling together for quite some time now, and it was clear
that the silent one was gaining the upper hand.

If Samantha couldn’t force herself back into
the light, back into the community and the church, where people
would whisper to themselves about her tragedy and stretch false
smiles across their mouths whenever she would pass by, then she had
to go elsewhere.

The newspaper she’d read told her just where
that elsewhere was: California. That sign, and the inadvertent push
from the pastor, were all she needed to begin again.

 


 


The journey was one of many firsts: the first
time she’d ridden aboard a steamer, the first time she’d crossed
the Atlantic, the first time she’d set foot in America.

When she disembarked in New York, she
pondered having a go at her future there, in that vibrant, growing,
dirty city. It was new to her, but there was already so much more
hope in it than she’d felt back home in England. That huge silent
house that she’d shared with Edmond seemed like little more than a
memory with the crush of people, the racket of trains, the clamor
of everyone dealing with the constant needs of the present.

But Samantha knew she couldn’t stay. As
tempting as it was to only dwell in the present, she had a very
pressing future to consider, and one that she couldn’t ignore.

She booked a ticket on a cross-country train
— another first — and settled in to her seat by the window. She
became acquainted with America at a galloping speed, clacking
across the tracks day and night. When it sickened her a little to
watch the world whirling by, she opened her handbag and removed a
packet of folded papers to reread. She didn’t know why she kept
revisiting the words. She practically knew them by heart.

The first was the newspaper clipping that had
planted the seed of possibility inside of her in the first
place.

“Wife wanted,” the ad read.
“Must be willing to relocate to California. Must be willing to work
hard on ranch alongside husband.”

That had been it. The simple request had been
enough to stimulate her curiosity, make her wonder at the idea that
if someone could be straightforward enough to ask for exactly what
he wanted, maybe she could get used to being with a person like
that. Samantha was sick of all the well-wishers in her town,
talking about her tragic situation behind her back and simpering
messages of hope to her face. She couldn’t stand the subterfuge,
and it drove her to flee.

So she’d answered the ad, going through a
mail order bride company in New York, and she’d received a letter
from the man in question.

“I don’t know what to say
here that hasn’t already been said,” the letter began, skipping all
the formalities of introductions. “If you’re interested, I will
await you in California. Living on the ranch isn’t for the faint of
heart. You should come ready to work and work hard. We don’t have
any servants out here. Nor any neighbors.”

It was signed Albert, and that was when
Samantha put a name to her future.

Albert. She was going to marry Albert.

She thought about her sudden decision in the
dark night, the moon and stars the only light illuminating the
countryside that the train continued to trundle through.

It was hard to arrive at the decision that
she wanted to remarry. It was harder still that she’d be spending
the rest of her life with someone other than Edmond, the sweet man
she’d fallen in love with.

It was too soon. She could accept that. It
was too soon and yet it wasn’t soon enough. It was confusing,
unfair, horrible, and necessary.

She cradled her stomach and wondered if
Edmond’s baby would mind, terribly, being an American and not an
Englishman.

Samantha needed a father for this baby. She
couldn’t stomach the idea of all the tragic stares and comments her
child would endure should she remain at home. Samantha’s mother
would tell her to remarry, to accept the fact that the child
wouldn’t be loved as thoroughly by its new father and just move on
with life. But Samantha simply couldn’t accept that. If she could
marry quickly enough, she was sure she could ensure a father for
this baby. She could live with that lie for as long as she existed
if it meant her child would be loved.

The trick was quickness.

 


 


Samantha examined herself in the lavatory,
running her hands over her belly. Her body told her that she was
pregnant, but it wasn’t apparent to anyone other than herself. Her
tummy was still as flat as it had been before her marriage, and the
baby hadn’t grown enough for its movements to startle her. She
could still pass this off, but she needed to marry her man — Albert
— as soon as possible.

She hadn’t told him about the baby. That was
her darkest secret. She hadn’t told him about the baby or about the
fact that she’d been married to Edmond. Samantha couldn’t bring
herself to admit that her husband was dead and her existence was in
shambles. Who would want her with that truth?

She resolved to be happy, to be the best wife
she could be, and to create a loving environment to bring the child
into. Was that so wrong? Would employing this illusion doom her to
hell? Samantha accepted it, if it was true. She felt like she’d
already been through hell, and it was the silent home after Edmond
had died. She knew she could endure it, if it was her future.

 


 


The train rolled to a stop in a tiny town
Samantha knew would be her new home. Peering out the windows, still
seated as her fellow travelers jostled to retrieve their baggage
and move out of the train and into the harsh sunlight beyond,
Samantha saw that the town was little more than a few buildings
hastily erected. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. She knew
that she was giving up everything that had been familiar in favor
of getting a fresh start — and giving her child the chance at a
family. She needed to be strong and see this thing through.

The sun had been strong inside the train, but
it was downright blinding once she finally disembarked, her purse
in hand. A hot, dusty wind stirred the dirt on the ground, and
Samantha wondered when the last rain had passed through the area.
It didn’t seem like it ever rained, and within moments, her throat
was as dry as the powder she crunched underfoot. A drink would’ve
been marvelous right about now — a drink or a cool wind that would
carry some sprinkles to wet her face.

Samantha didn’t know if Albert was here, or
even what her future husband looked like. She paused in front of a
reflective window and tried to adjust her hat, then gave up as the
wind ruffled her hair beyond repair. Albert would just have to
accept the fact that his bride to be was rumpled from her
cross-country journey. England seemed so far away, now.

She engaged a porter to haul her trunk away
from the baggage car.

“Where’s your wagon, ma’am?”
he asked politely.

“I don’t know yet,” she
said. “I’m meeting someone.”

“I’ll just put you down here
in the shade, then,” the man said. “Let me know if your party
doesn’t show. I’ll look into hiring a carriage to get you to
wherever you’re going.”

“Thank you,” Samantha said.
The porter seemed to be a kind man, but she honestly had no idea
where she was going or how to get there. She was entirely dependent
on a man she didn’t even know showing up to cart her
away.

Sweat slowly trickled down her body, ruining
her dress and making her wonder if shade was even able to provide
relief from the heat. She’d never experienced weather this hot, not
even in the “record” summers her friends and family had moaned
about that just meant ladies went out wearing cotton and carrying
parasols. This heat was intense and unyielding, and she marveled at
the fact that people wanted to come to California at all. Was it a
land of that much promise to make people endure this much
discomfort?

She began to worry about what she would do if
Albert never came. It was entirely possible that she’d just melt
into a puddle and evaporate. No future to worry about, no marriage
to a stranger, no baby from her deceased husband. That almost
sounded too easy, and she mulled standing out in the sun and
waiting for her painful demise.

“Samantha?”

She turned, her eyebrows raised, her lips
parting, her hands pressed against her stomach in a subconscious
gesture of protection, to find two men staring at her.

“Yes, I’m Samantha,” she
said, a little confused. The man on the right was older, silver
streaking his hair, and he clutched a bible. The man on the left
was burnished copper from the sun, with eyes as pale as the morning
sky. Neither of them was smiling, and she wondered if it was
because they were disappointed in her. She was soaking wet with
sweat, and she didn’t even want to know what her hair was doing
beneath her soggy hat.

“I’m Pastor Michael Gordon,”
the older man said gravely, holding out his hand to her. She took
it, shook it, and looked to the younger man.

“I’m sure you know that
means I’m Albert,” he said, almost grim in the way he took his
hand. “Your future husband.”

“Of course,” Samantha said
quickly, noting the callouses that made his palm as rough as
sandpaper, the strength of his grip on her fingers. “Yes, pleased
to meet you.”

“The ranch is a ways from
town, so I figured we’d get married now,” Albert said, his blue
gaze placid, immovable. Samantha was afraid he’d see right through
her and she hugged her stomach tighter. She’d made the right
decision, hadn’t she? She’d made the only decision that she
could.

“I think that’s a wonderful
idea,” she said, trying a quick flash of a smile at him. The
corners of his mouth didn’t so much as quiver in return. “It was
good of you to think of it.”

“I don’t need any flattery,”
he said curtly. “The pastor’s right here. It made the most
sense.”

Nothing was making sense anymore, but
Samantha found herself nodding, over and over again. She told
herself it would be better this way. The sooner they would get
married, the better the chance that she could make this strange,
stern man believe Edmond’s baby was his. It was the only way to
ensure a seamless transition to the future, the only way to secure
a loving father for her baby.

“Are you sure you don’t want
to go to the church, Al?” the pastor asked. “It isn’t
far.”

“It’s on the other side of
town, opposite of where we’re going,” Albert said, his eyes not
shifting from Samantha. “The wagon’s already loaded with supplies
for the ranch. Why should I tire the horses needlessly, Gordon?
Just say the words so we can be on our way. I want to make the
ranch by sundown.”

 


 


Her wedding to Edmond had been a frilly,
fussy affair, mostly because of Samantha’s mother. There had been
ribbons, bows, sweets, and dozens of friends to witness the event.
Samantha had never imagined marrying anyone else besides Edmond, so
she wasn’t sure that she should be so surprised that her second
wedding would take place in a dusty train station, strangers
milling around them, the steam hissing from the cooling engine.

She listened numbly as the pastor began his
story, and her eyes glazed by the time the man had finished with
his bible verses. She didn’t want to hear about the God who’d taken
Edmond away from her. She didn’t want to hear about the God who’d
forced her to the other side of the world in order to get some kind
of hope for her future. She wasn’t interested in that God
anymore.

“You are now husband and
wife,” the pastor said. Samantha remembered this part of the
wedding well. She had turned her face upward, into Edmond’s, and he
had kissed her so sweetly that the crowd had whistled and hollered,
making both of them blush.

Samantha made a move to gather her purse, not
expecting even a shred of romance from the rancher, but Albert
surprised her by holding her gently by the chin with those rough
fingers and kissing her — briefly, lightly, but still a kiss. It
left Samantha dazed and a little dizzy, and she stood in the sun,
wondering if the world would stop spinning. Could it be possible
that she could find love again, love like she’d shared with Edmond?
Would God — or whatever power — be so good to her?

“Well, don’t just stand
there,” Albert said, peering at her over his shoulder. Samantha
noticed that he and the pastor had already started walking away.
“We need to get going.”

She shook her head at her naiveté and
followed. Now wasn’t the time for daydreams. Samantha didn’t need
love. She needed security, a future, and a father for her baby.

“Godspeed, then, you two,”
the pastor said after he’d helped Albert heave Samantha’s trunk up
into the wagon. It barely fit with all of the bags and boxes of
supplies he’d purchased. She wondered if he usually got so much
every time he came to town. Her next thought came with a small
degree of horror: What if he rarely went into town? It was nearly a
full day’s ride out to the ranch, he’d said earlier. The town
didn’t seem like much — smaller, even than Samantha’s hometown in
England — but it could’ve been a refuge or a distraction if the
marriage wasn’t going as planned.

Samantha had to laugh at herself at that
thought. Nothing in her life had been going according to plan, not
since Edmond had died. She couldn’t take anything for granted
anymore. Apparently, nothing would ever go according to plan ever
again, and she needed to remember that. This was not in the plan.
She was making this up as she went along.

“What’s funny?” Albert
asked, and Samantha realized she’d laughed aloud.

“Nothing,” she said
quickly.

“I hope you’re not the
flighty type,” he said, giving her a sidelong glance. “The kind
that’s prone to hysterics at the least little thing.”

“I don’t do hysterics, sir,”
she said, tilting her chin up. “I was just laughing about how
different everything is here from where I live. How quickly things
can change.”

There was a long pause, as Albert seemed to
consider her words. If she didn’t know better, Samantha would’ve
said he was chewing them slowly, examining each syllable that came
out of her mouth.

“Don’t call me sir,” he
said. “It’s Albert. Al, if you like.”

“Very well, Albert,” she
said. “Most everyone I know — or knew, rather — call me Sam. Except
my mother, of course, who always insisted on Samantha. She put
entirely too much importance on formality, though, so you needn’t
worry about doing the same. Sam works just fine for me. In fact, I
prefer it.”

 


 


Aware that she was babbling loudly just to
hear herself talk over the racket of the wagon on the bumpy road
and the horses that drew it along, Samantha lapsed into silence.
She felt awkward and nervous; as if this were a first date with
someone she didn’t know very well and didn’t understand how to
behave around.

“You always talk so much?”
Albert all but drawled, not taking his eyes off the
road.

“I try not to make a habit
of it,” she said, studying her clasped hands resting in her lap.
She resisted the urge to press her hands to her belly. She wanted
to comfort the child growing within her, tell that little miracle
that everything was going to be all right. Albert wasn’t anything
near to what Edmond was, but Albert was someone. Maybe the man was
shy. That could be possible. That could explain his inability to
hold a polite conversation with her.

Or maybe he just didn’t like her. That was
fine, too. Samantha’s mother had told her that marriage didn’t have
to be a romance novel. It could be simply an agreement, too.

 


 


They spent the rest of the ride in silence,
Samantha resisting the urge to prattle nervously. She had dozens of
questions for the man sitting just under a meter away from her on
the wagon, but she didn’t want to bother him. She didn’t want to
drive a wedge between them on the day of their wedding.

The land they drove through was wild, rolling
hills and windswept plains, different from anything Samantha had
ever seen before. The landscape was untamed, and she wondered how
Albert — or anyone — could make their living here. A hot wind
loosened her hair from its carefully placed pins until the sun went
down, and then she realized it was her wedding night.

She knew she had to go through with this even
if it made her stomach clench and curdle. Edmond had been her one
and only, and most of her couldn’t even begin to understand what it
would mean to join herself with Albert. Samantha couldn’t stop
herself from wringing her hands, pressing them against her belly,
wondering if there could be some other way to save herself from
this and still ensure a father for the baby already inside of
her.

“Sam …”

Albert’s gravelly voice jerked her out of her
worries.

“Yes...” she answered,
making sure her voice was extra bright, extra cheerful. Maybe she
could draw him out of his shell yet. He’d shown promise back at the
station, that sweet kiss after they were married. Maybe it wouldn’t
be so horrible.

“We’re husband and wife
now,” he said, “but I’m planning on sleeping in the second bedroom
tonight and for as many nights as you wish it.”

Samantha’s breath caught in her throat. This
… this was wholly unexpected. Men had their appetites. That much
she knew. She had counted on it, planned on it, and yet here Albert
was, surprising her completely. Samantha had wanted a way out, and
her new husband was showing her the way.

Maybe, in a week or two, things would be
different. Maybe she’d be in love with him — or, at the very least,
like him a little — and they could be together. Hopefully, a week
or two wouldn’t make much difference with the baby inside of
her.

“That … that’s fine,” she
said, crossing her arms over her stomach. “That sounds just
fine.”

The sunset was one of the most spectacular
she’d ever seen. The sky seemed like it was on fire with color —
riotous colors she’d never thought possible. Samantha forgot about
all of her troubles for long moments gazing at those impossible
combinations and designs, wondering if God himself had stepped down
from heaven with a paintbrush to make this masterpiece.

A flash of bitterness: Maybe that was what
the Lord was doing when the horse threw Edmond. Samantha decided
the sunset wasn’t that wonderful, after all.

 


 


The colors had already begun to seep into a
pervasive inky purple when they finally arrived at Albert’s ranch.
He made no announcement, no grand sweeping gesture when the
homestead came into view. He didn’t ask her what she thought of the
expansive pastures, the meticulous fencing, the enormous barn, and
the ample house.

He simply put the wagon in the barn and began
unloading the supplies.

“What can I help with?”
Samantha asked, feeling a little intimidated by the way Albert was
heaving each heavy box and sack from the wagon.

“Whatever you think you
can,” he said. “You may not be used to this way of life right now.
You’ll get stronger.”

Samantha swallowed hard, pulling her purse to
her side and trying to gauge what would be within her strength —
and the safety of her baby — to take from the wagon. There was
nothing breakable in her trunk, so she took it upon herself to pull
the thing from the back of the wagon, sending it tumbling to the
earthen floor with an enormous thump that spooked the horses.

“Sam!” Albert’s shout echoed
through the room, and he was instantly at her side.

“I’m fine,” she said,
trembling. The trunk had been heavier than she thought, and it had
very nearly landed on her foot. Her heart beat wildly.

“If you hurt yourself, you
can’t work,” he snapped, then resumed unloading the
wagon.

Oh, he was angry with her. Samantha put her
shoulders back and started dragging the trunk resolutely toward the
house. It wasn’t that heavy. She could do this.

“Stop, you stubborn woman.”
Irritation coloring his words, Albert caught up to her in the yard
and ripped the trunk from her grasp.

“I can manage,” she
protested, but then gasped as he heaved the trunk up from the
ground to his shoulder in one fluid movement. The man was as strong
as an ox, Samantha realized, and she followed him, stunned
speechless, into the house.

“You’ll be staying in this
bedroom,” Albert said, setting the trunk on the floor without so
much as a grunt. “I’ll be down the hall.”

“I … thank you,” she said,
stumbling over her words. “Is there … can I help do
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