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Bill & The Proper English Woman


 


Note: This powerful and wryly told story
contains a small amount of mild Old West violence and language, but
it is suitable for those readers over 16.

 


Synopsis: It’s In The Cards For Eccentric
Bartender Bill & The Proper English Woman – A crusty accountant
turned bartender places an ad in a newspaper for a year to get an
English mail order bride, then promptly forgets about it, until a
proper English lady shows up suddenly in his saloon more than a
year later.

 


 


Now, William J. Fields was of no particularly
high breeding. In fact, some of those that might have known him in
his younger days had said he was more likely the foul offspring of
a rabid dog and a wild Indian. Wherever he came from though, he’d
never known his ma or pa so he came into this world with no claim
towards anything of his own.

He was an honest man, for sure, but whenever
old William decided that he wanted something he was going to make
it his one way or another. A lot of times that meant a lot of hard
work and sacrifice on his part, but sometimes it meant killing a
man and some sacrifice on their part. He made no qualms about it,
that’s just the way things were.

William was eccentric in that way. He’d hear
some tale about a fancy thing that made no use to him but would
catch his interest nonetheless and his mind would be set to getting
it. He had a wild and varied taste, and he saw no reason in denying
himself the pleasures that this life had to offer, whatever that
pleasure might be. Something he’d never thought of one day would be
the most important thing in the world to him the next and would
remain so until he got his hands on it.

Which was exactly how he came to own the
bar.

In his life, William had been all over the
country. He’d tried his hand at all kinds of work but he could
rarely find any particular job that seemed to fit him just right,
certainly not for lack of trying though. He wasn’t afraid of hard
work, not even as a youngster. Rumor had it that before he even
turned eighteen he’d been a hand on ranches clear to Mexico, been
on cattle drives well into the Northwest Territories, he’d fixed
buggies, driven railroad spikes, chopped big timber and killed
Indians a while for the U.S. government.

By the time he’d settled down in North
Dakota, he’d have tried a heap of other things and been accused of
trying a whole heap more and still he’d never found himself set to
a task that he liked too much, but he kept on keeping on in search
of that perfect fit. He was brought to Bismarck, North Dakota
during the first mining boom when there was nothing there but hard
stone and a few tents on the ground. But, he sure wasn’t brought
there to be a miner though.

William had been sought out by some
beady-eyed little bean counter on behalf of the Harvey Mining
Company. Some pompous ass business man had laid eyes on the
strapping young man the year before while watching him efficiently
handle a hard working railroad crew one day and watching the same
William corral the men into hunting some savages who’d run afoul of
the camp the next day.

That fat cat had old William’s name written
down in a book somewhere and when it was time for hiring mean
bastards with the grit to oversee the ragtag batch of miners Harvey
Mining would be bringing to work before long, the old man sent for
William to head it all up.

It wasn’t a job that William was too keen on
but he’d had a little mix up with the law a ways back that only a
bunch of weasly little accountants could seem to shake loose from
him. Figuring that jail just couldn’t cater to his discerning
tastes much, William accepted their deal and when the first bunch
of miners were marched up the mountain, there he was. William sat
squinting down at them from atop a brand new pony with a fancy new
hat on his head, a buffalo rifle on his back, a revolver on his
hip, and pure meanness in his eyes.

 


 


Bismarck had grown up fast. More and more
miners had to be brought in to chew up the mountain. Some of them
were bringing families with them but there had to be even more
people to supply the miners with all the tools, lumber, food, and
all kinds of other things to keep them going. With an abundance of
young, hardworking men getting money in their pockets and no town
in which to spend it, soon came the whores who could smell a dollar
a thousand miles away.

Whores up the mountain by the wagonload and
even marching their way up in their fancy French boots. And where
there’s a whore, there’s politicians. A few of them came sniffing
around Bismarck sensing that plenty of money was changing hands.
True to their ilk, they started to volunteer themselves for all
kinds of important positions right in the middle of it all. The
next thing you know, the small little mining town had become a real
live town. A courthouse, a general store, a post office and a whole
bunch of saloons seemed to pop up overnight; and there was William
J. Fields right in the middle of it all.

He got all kinds of strange ideas from
watching the people around him. He’d never been in such a mix of so
darned many people, all in such a close proximity. The accountants
who seemed to be running around everywhere all had some education
from out east. They read books of plays and talked about symphony
orchestras hoping that their egos would swell up enough to inflate
them to the size of the ruffians around them.

They learned very quickly not to talk down to
William, though, not like they tended to speak toward many folks
around Bismarck, treating them like they were some subhuman
mudsill. One of those big bug accountants tore into William real
good one day after ten of his men all skipped town during the
night. Now, William made sure his men worked hard and kept to their
job like they were supposed to, so none of his men dared to cause
trouble or step too far out of line, but they’d come to him with
their frustrations when the need arose.

The company men were holding up the pay and
charging triple the fair price at the company store until the men
who worked for William owed more money each day than they were
making. He liked to keep his men in line, but he damn sure wasn’t
going to keep them against their will when they were being
overcharged and underpaid. When that company goon heard that
William let the men go because of company antics, he really let
hell fly.

He called William all sorts of creative names
among which were ones like dolt and rat bastard, right in front of
everybody. He was on a real rant when William calmly held up his
hand to silence the goon, after which he finally spoke.

“Sir, I understand your frustration there.”
He spoke calmly to the fuming little man who looked like he was
just waiting to explode. “And I’m real sorry I let those men skin
out last night. But, you said your piece and I let you say enough
things to me that no man ought to be so boorish to say to
another.”

“You son of a bitch, how dare you!” The
company man hollered. “I ought to throttle you to your end
you…”

“Sir,” William cut him off mid sentence and
spoke calmly once more. “I hear you, and I told you once. I’m
trying real hard not to lose my temper with you.”

That company man must have been confused
though, because he let fly again and started making all kinds of
nasty threats of violence toward William. Some of the other bosses,
high fluting men you’d rarely see if you were just a workingman,
came out to see what all the commotion was about. With all his
bosses looking on and feeling like he had a whole lot to prove,
that crazy son of a bitch got it in his head to have a go at
William, probably expected him to cower like a dog and just take it
like so many other folks had.

Well, he charged at William full tilt with
his hands flailing in the air like little, pink hammers. William
caught him by the collar and without the expression of his face
even changing a bit; he slapped the hell out of that punk. It
stunned the goon for a second, and then he turned all red and went
to sputtering and waving his arms around again, so William slapped
him a little harder and dragged him by the lapels over a few feet
to a steep ledge and kind of dangled him on the edge there.

William gave him one more smack to make sure
his message was sinking in and that guy put his hands up in
surrender and started nodding his head up and down. He even looked
like he might cry, and why shouldn’t he? He’d been smacked around
and disciplined like a child right in front of his keepers.

William tried to let him be after that,
turned his back on him and was about to walk off. Well, that fiery
little guy turned all red again and reached into the vest of his
fancy suit, pulling out a shining little pea shooter as he was
cursing William all up and down again.

William swung around like a flash of
lightning and planted his boot heel hard right in the center of
that guy’s chest, sending flying right over the edge of the high
ledge, tumbling down a few hundred feet onto the rocks. The smoke
from the shot gone wide still hung in the air all around William’s
face when some of them big bosses went to applauding the show.
William still looked as calm as he could be.

“Well, I warned him,” he said as he dusted
the powder off his jacket and walked casually back to work.

 


 


After that, all those accountants and even
some of those bigger businessmen started to treat him just like one
of their own - with respect. They’d lend him their fancy books and
pour him drinks of their imported liquors and wines, while they
asked his opinions about this or that goings on from the paper. One
of those big bosses took a real shining to William.

He’d have him in his office all hours sharing
his expensive scotch whiskey. They’d raise up a real hoot sitting
there, swapping old stories and philosophies, burning that lamp oil
all night long sometimes.

The big bosses seemed to keep those
politicians around like pets. What was best for the company
interests would suddenly become law in the town. To be in the favor
of the big bug company men was to be in the favor of the whole
government. William was soon favored by all of them. The company
promoted him to “consultant”, which meant that he didn’t have to
stand out in the cold or the rain or ever have to set foot in the
mines again if he didn’t want to.

He got his pay each week for sharing whiskey
and philosophy with those big company men, and still he didn’t feel
like it was a job that suited him all too well.

Fraternizing with those types though turned
William’s fancy toward all kinds of things that would have seemed
otherwise peculiar for a grizzled old salt like him. He got some
land with his name on it and had a little house built in the
mountains just outside of town. He filled it up with fancy books,
and from the books, he got even more cockamamie ideas. He
discovered all kinds of crazy drinks and foods that nobody had
heard of, and gradually, William refused to drink the regular
stuff.

He bought impressive suits that were tailored
special for him in England. He grew accustomed to all sorts of the
so-called finer things in life and all those time tested, simple
things that the regular folks were used to no longer suited him at
all. For a long while he was unbearable that way and he hardly had
a single friend outside of a business suit anymore. The common
folk, of which he had been one, no longer had much use for William
J. Fields.

While his money kept accumulating, though he
seemed to have plenty of the suited friends. All those bosses in
their fancy offices had come up together while they were young, and
they’d been educated in the same schools. Among them, they'd long
since developed a fishy card game that they played amongst
themselves commonly. A lot of money changed hands back and forth
between that bunch in the early evenings of playing that game and
as nights would wear on and as the drinks would flow heavier and
stronger, all kinds of other interesting things were gambled off,
too.

Now these were the guys that owned everything
in town one way or another. It wasn't uncommon for a shop or a
saloon to have one of their names painted on it one week and
another one of their names painted on it the next. Old Shorty's
Saloon changed owners a dozen times before it became Shorty's again
and it wasn’t Shorty’s again for very long.

Hanging around with those types and having
all that expendable income like he did, William was invited to
these sorts of card games real quick. The first few weeks he'd
decline and instead just sit back, drink fancy scotch whiskey and
try to catch the rhythm of the game. Eventually, he thought he had
a decent understanding of how the game was played and pleased them
all by finally accepting that invitation to sit at the table.

For two months he lost his shirt every time
he played. His stockpile of money was dented severely. He had a bad
feeling that he was being cheated, which didn’t ever set well with
William. Once he had even gotten angry enough to drill a couple of
those fast talking sons of bitches before having lost his shiny six
gun in a game early on one evening.

He got steamed once and threw his cards down,
looking to fight and calling all of them out for cheating. They all
got a good laugh out of that and as calm as could be the mining
officer had told him, "If you aren't cheating in this game, you
aren't even trying." After that, William gained a completely new
understanding of the game and how it was really played.

Soon enough, he started to win some games,
too.

Like all the other types of work he’d done
over the years, William took no real interest in the work of
running a saloon either. But when Old Shorty put it up for grabs
during a late night game on a hand that came down to just the two
of them, his friends convinced William of what great collateral the
saloon would be

“You don’t have to work there,” one of them
said. “You just pop in from time to time and collect your
profits.”

“Of course you could always just sell it or
gamble it away,” added another and all of them laughed except for
old Shorty who was sweating miserably in his seat just thinking
about losing his saloon for the umpteenth time to a poker game.

William knew the social value of property
ownership and in a second he started to fancy himself a real
business mogul. He’d always been mostly an honest man, but he
considered cheating in a game in which all other participants were
openly and proudly cheating to just be fair play. A quick flick of
the wrist; a card off the top and card off the bottom of the deck
and William was grinning and collecting his winnings.

“So,” He smiled through the cigar smoke. “How
often do I go collect my profits?”

“As often as you like,” he was told with a
pat on the back from the big mining executive.

“That is, of course, if that grimy bartender
leaves you any,” Short added, and now everyone laughed but
William.

He started to get steamed at that comment
because he took it as an insult to his business sense and
intelligence, and it showed on his face. He was staring a hole
right through Shorty. His friends calmed him down, though, before
he got ugly.

It was common knowledge to anyone within the
industry at that time, that every bartender who wasn’t working for
himself was crooked. It was just an unpleasant fact back then and
if one didn’t want to run his own bar, he just had to hope that the
barkeep and the working girls left him a little something on
top.

If you ever came down on them for it, word
would get around and you wouldn’t be able to find a bartender for a
year. That didn’t ever sit right with William, though. He got real
quiet and contemplative for the rest of the night and folded damn
near every hand he was dealt until they all called it quits.

 


 


About a week later, William was having a
drink with Shorty and another friend. He’d been abnormally quiet
and reserved since he won the saloon and he hadn’t gambled since.
He told his friends that he needed to show them something and asked
if they’d accompany him to his saloon. It wasn’t far so they were
walking into the bright lights and loud music in no time.

They stood up to the bar and Shorty
introduced William to his bartender. He seemed to be a nice enough
guy; a little shifty, but nice enough. He was bigger than William;
bigger than most in fact with a barrel chest, broad shoulders and a
scruffy beard; bartenders needed to be big and rough in those days
just to deal with the sort of men most miners were - rough and
big.

William let himself behind the bar,
inspecting the mirror for smudges and picking up a bottle here or
there and holding it up to his eyes for examination. He looked
under the front of the bar and asked if they’d ever had much
trouble. The bartender shook his head, a little annoyed that
William was invading his space and poking around. He put his hands
in his pockets and crumbled down the bills he’d been sticking in
them throughout the night.

“What if some bandito comes in here, gets
drunk and tries to take all our money?” William asked his bartender
playfully.

The bartender reached under the bar and
pulled out an old double barreled sawed off shotgun and stuck it
right in William’s face figuring on intimidating him. He held it
there about a second too long before he offered the stock end to
William.

“This keeps people on their best behavior,”
the bartender said sternly. William rolled the gun over in his
hands, inspecting every side of it with a smile.

“Hell, I reckon this ought to do just that.”
William said quietly, mostly to himself.

“Huh?” The bartender leaned in close.

“Keep em on their best behavior.” William
turned up an ear-to-ear grin to his friends across the bar. “You
see boys,” He continued. “This is what I wanted to show you…” Then
he pulled the trigger.

A flash and a blast of smoke erupted from
both the barrels that were pointed right at the bartender’s chest
less than a foot away. The man’s large frame was hurled through the
air like he didn’t weigh an ounce as the shotgun boomed like
thunder and he crumbled to the floor dead as a doornail.

William waved off the smoke, laughing and
coughing. He smiled at his shocked friends and all the patrons that
were crouched low covering their heads. He bent over the
bartender’s body and cleaned the cash out of his pockets.

“Profit!” he said, holding up the wad of
cash. “That’s how you do business when you’re a responsible
owner.”

The place was silent.

“I’m becoming a bartender.” He smiled a
perverse grin of satisfaction as he said it. He put the gun down on
the bar casually and spun around to grab a bottle in each hand.
“Drinks on the house!” he yelled, and the whole place cheered
back.

The music started up and the girls started
back to dancing. A dark spot on the wall behind where that big
bartender was standing when William gave him his resignation that
night, still remains as the signal of a new era.

That’s how for the first time in his life,
William J. Fields found some work that he actually enjoyed. He made
one heck of a bartender too.

Working behind the bar of his very own saloon
turned out to be a great distraction to William. He receded from
gambling at least with the fellows he'd been gambling with, and he
stopped his consulting all together. He didn't see the mining
bosses anymore unless they came to the saloon looking for him. For
the most part, there was no hard feelings about it though.

There were a couple of them however for whom
William started to fall far out of favor. It didn't bother William
one way or the other. Friends came and went and there wasn't much
sense in trying to keep everybody happy all of the time. It was
only natural that in life a man would make some pretty good enemies
out of old friends if time saw to it.

 


 


As a bartender, William soon became popular
with the regular old townsfolk again. Without much staff to take
the money out from under his nose, he was able to turn a pretty
good profit charging a real decent price for a drink. He never
watered down his liquor or served rotgut to anyone. He also wasn't
afraid to put a heap of buckshot into any wild eyed, outlaw that
got drunk and raised a ruckus.

So, everyone knew that if they operated
within some pretty basic parameters, that they'd have nothing to
worry about at William's saloon except for having a good time.

William was also good to the working girls
there. Mostly he stayed out of their way, letting them perform
their business how they saw fit and only dealt with their clientele
by renting out the rooms upstairs.

Every now and then one of the girls would get
sweet on William and repay his kindness the only way they knew how,
which he sure didn't mind either. Word got around amongst the
whores that William's was a real clean, safe and friendly place to
operate. When a new girl came to town to work like that, sure
enough she'd already heard that his was the place to do it, and
that's where she'd end up.

All kinds of fancy traveling girls came
through this way; girls from England and France with frilly dresses
and exotic perfumes. They'd stay a few weeks, make a whole lot of
money off of his old gambling buddies and then they'd be on their
way again. William took a real liking to these western European
girls and they seemed to fancy him too.

He took a real particular interest in the
British girls. He couldn’t get enough of them. He’d lay up nights
laughing and talking with some English girl who was passing
through, trying to convince her how great it could be if she would
just stick around and let him make an honest woman out of her.

“Why don’t you just stay with me?” William
said to one girl on the night before she planned to leave town.

“All I’d give you is heartache, dearie,” she
assured him sweetly. “You don’t need a working girl; you need a
rigid old school marm to keep you in line,” the girl joked, but she
was right.

What William truly longed for was a woman to
make an honest man out of him. That sweet girl told him about all
the fine, beautiful ladies of London just waiting to hear of some
nice man with a little money looking to ship them to America. She
said in another year or two there’d be so many that you’d be able
to order them right out of the catalog.

William was told that it actually happens all
the time, that all a man had to do was put an ad in one of the big
city newspapers talking about what kind of girl he was looking for,
and someone on the other side of the pond would respond with
certainty.

 


 


Well, we all know that once William got
something in his head, no matter how strange we thought it was or
how much we ribbed him, he was going to make it happen. The next
week he paid a whole heap of money for an ad in a New Jersey
newspaper looking for the love of a refined, well-mannered
Englishwoman. Then he paid another big heap of money to keep his ad
running over and over for a long while.

Every week William had that New Jersey
newspaper brought to him at the saloon, where he would stare at his
ad, checking and double checking every word to make sure it was in
the exact place that he’d pay for it to be. But, there were few
responses and none of them that suited him. So, after a while, he
wasn’t even looking at it hopefully anymore. The ad had run for a
year and William was just looking at it out of habit so much that
it became a loathsome thing for him.

People round town made a bad joke about it
but never to William’s face, of course. For a while he just kind of
stopped thinking that anything was all that funny. The regular
girls tried all they could to get him cheered up, but that man’s
heart was lonesome.

 


 


Then, all of a sudden this woman got off of
the night train in town with a bag, an umbrella and a fancy dress
like you’ve never laid eyes on, all buttoned up from her ankles to
her neck.

She stopped the first person she saw, who
happened to be a saucy old coot, and asked if he knew where to find
one mister William J. Fields. When that old cuss heard the lady’s
proper British accent, he didn’t know any better than to think it
was part of the running joke. He cleared his throat and put on the
best mockery of an accent he could muster.

“Ahem…” He started, straightening himself and
trying to look pompous, “Well I do believe, dearie, that he may be
at the pub, once again having his balls washed proper by the limey
whores.”

The fake accent was terrible, but it was
clear what he was trying to do. He doubled over in a fit of
laughter, quite proud of his work. The young lady had never been so
offended in her life. She
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