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Synopsis: Gilbert & Dolly, Plus
Hannah -- A preacher longs for a bride and family, so he asks a
relative back east to help him find a good Christian woman, and
thinks one is on her way. He gets a substitute instead, plus her
daughter - a wild child who seems to have no limits.

 


 


The stall was dark, smelly, and strewn
with sweet-smelling hay. The lantern’s light had gone out hours
ago. Gilbert Norris lay in the corner, half propped up by a bale of
hay. He shivered in his sleep, not having a blanket. “Bessie,
Bessie,” he murmured. “Good job, old girl.” Bessie’s newborn calf
slept next to its mother.

“Mister Norris, buenas
dias.Buenas dias. Despierta!”

“Oof!” Gilbert grunted.
“Paco, don’t ya know a better way to wake someone up than kickin’
him?”

“With respects, Mr. Zebley,
don’t you know you should be sleeping next to a wife and not next
to a cow?” Paco shot back, a big grin spreading on his
face.

“I should boot ya right
outta my ranch,” Gilbert said, grumpily.

“You say this every day, yet
you never do it, mi amigo,” Paco replied. “I made some eggs and
coffee. Manuela’s cooking tortillas over the fire. Despierta, Mr.
Zebley. It is a beautiful day that the Lord hath made. We should
rejoice –”

“And be glad in it,” Gilbert
finished with a smirk. “I’m the one who taught you
that.”

“Yes, the godly instructor
who led me to Christ… but you do not rejoice so much
anymore.”

Gilbert Zebley stood up slowly,
brushing the dirt and hay off of his denim trousers, and
straightening out the kinks in his back. At the tender age of
twenty, he had arrived in California after the Gold Rush, hoping to
evangelize the poor, lost souls who lived on the infamous Barbary
Coast - the feverish miners, the drunkards, the madams, the
prostitutes, the outlaws. Instead, he had found himself preaching
on street corners and begging for food. He got food alright –
thrown at him by drunken hecklers or pork and beans served to him
in jail cells for the crime of “disturbing the peace.” Eventually,
he’d had to settle for ranch life miles away from San
Francisco.

At times, he was torn about his place
in the world. When he’d started to work at the Rancho Prospero,
he’d quickly converted Paco and his wife, Manuela, to Christianity.
But he’d failed to convert Boss Higgins before he died. He had
learned how to manage a small cattle ranch quickly, but he’d never
felt satisfied with the task. He’d always dreamed of getting
married and starting a family, but that dream had never come true.
All the women he came into contact with were either Mexicans who
were already married, prostitutes from the town nearby, or young
daughters of fellow ranchers.

Thank the Lord that Gilbert had never
stopped corresponding with his overbearing Aunt Agnes from Chicago.
Sure, her letters mostly consisted of criticisms, insinuations
about his character, since he lived so close to what she deemed
“Sodom and Gomorrah”, and orders to come back home immediately and
help his father in the banking business. But she also had a
fondness for match-making, as most spinster aunts with a lot of
time on their hands did.

When Gilbert had asked her if there
were any eligible women who would be willing to come out to
California and marry him, Aunt Agnes’s letters had come more and
more rapidly, detailing various attributes of young ladies she
knew, comparing them to Sarah, Rachel, Ruth, Esther, etc. Of
course, none of the women were good enough for her nephew. None had
the charms, graces, and perfect godliness that Aunt Agnes possessed
herself, but one name stood out above the rest in her letters:
Martha Bryant.

Martha Bryant wasn’t particularly
beautiful, according to Aunt Agnes. She had eyes that were too
small and a nose that was too big. At baking, she was average. At
sewing, she was adept. Academically, she had earned high marks in
mathematics, which Agnes found unwomanly. As for piety, Aunt Agnes
bemoaned the fact that Martha sometimes did not attend church,
owing to headaches or colds that Agnes considered suspicious
maladies, perhaps caused by Saturday night reveling of some sort.
Martha was also old, practically a spinster herself at thirty-five.
She also had a niece who lived with her, Hannah Bryant. Hannah was
only ten.

Yet, for all her faults, the more
Gilbert read about Martha Bryant, the more he liked the idea of
settling down with her. With Martha, he’d have a companion who
brought along a daughter of sorts with her. As for Aunt Agnes’s
descriptions of the woman, the more she criticized her, the more
Gilbert fancied her, for he knew Aunt Agnes had weighed him,
measured him, and found him lacking in many areas. She only did
that to people she really liked.

It was with these thoughts coursing
through his sleep-addled head that Gilbert ate breakfast. Paco and
Manuela tried to make conversation with him, but to no avail.
“Hola, Mister Zebley,” Manuela said as she served him a big
tortilla. He simply nodded and stared at the fire.

“Maybe I should write to
Aunt Agnes and tell her to send Martha and Hannah down here. I’d
have to buy a ring and get a parson. I’d have to buy bed linens and
fix that leak in the roof. I’d have to make sure I took a bath
by…”

Gilbert’s thoughts were interrupted by
Manuela’s bubbly laughter. “Oh, Mr. Zebley, you spill huevos all
over your camisa!”

Gilbert smiled sheepishly, stood up,
flexed his knees a bit, then walked into his bedroom. “Lord, I
think You want me to do this,” he said to himself. “I’m gonna write
Aunt Agnes and tell ‘er to go ahead and send Martha Bryant and
Hannah to me. I know it ain’t right for a man to be alone, and it’s
downright pitiful to sleep next to a cow all night and say ‘Bessie,
Bessie’ in my sleep. Paco’s right. Well, I guess, I got to get to
marryin’. How long do I got to live anyway?”

 


 


Dolly Jones ran. Ran through the
darkness. Ran through the rain, the puddles. “Hannah Jones!” she
called. But there was no answer. “Where’s my fool daughter gone
now?” she wondered. Drunken men in the streets guffawed and
cheered.

“Atta girl, Dolly! Get that
girl and clean ‘er plow. She’s askin’ fer it!”

That was exactly what Dolly intended to
do. This time, Hannah had stolen money from the Spur and Garter
Saloon, right off the poker table. Before, Hannah had been content
with petty theft, stealing scraps of lace and faux berries from the
milliner. Sneaking a few pieces of penny candy from the jar at the
general store. But now, she’d snatched part of Mr. Higgins’s
winnings from right in front of him! This was too much! Now Hannah
was targeting men with guns and bad tempers. She’d get herself
killed, and then Dolly would be fired.

Dolly was already forty years old, a
fact she hid from her clients at the Spur and Garter. But Madame
Dougherty knew all about it. She also knew that Hannah was really
Dolly’s daughter, not the orphan of the miner brother she tried to
pass her off for. Madame was already contemplating turning Dolly
out because she wasn’t bringing in money like she used to. There
were simply younger, more eager companions willing to entertain men
at the Spur and Garter. But now, with Hannah’s acting up all the
time, and with Dolly’s starting to show crow’s feet and thin
streaks of gray hair, it was about that time. It was about time to
let her “prize filly” go. It had been two decades after all, and
living in a place that valued youth and beauty chafed at her more
and more these days.

By the time Dolly found Hannah, applied
the rod of learning, and made her return the money to the irate Mr.
Higgins, it was one in the morning. Dolly trudged up the stairs of
the Spur and Garter, dragging a morose Hannah behind her. The two
changed into their nightgowns and fell into bed huffing and
puffing. “At least,” Dolly thought, “I can look forward to the mail
tomorrow. I wonder what this ‘Aunt Agnes’ wrote this time? That
biddy’s an odd stick. I love ‘er writin’. Now that nephew o’hers,
Gilbert, sounds like a real first-rate man, though he’s always
quotin’ the Bible. Well, I guess I’ll just hafta see tomorrow.”
Just before falling asleep, Dolly’s eyes popped open with a
disturbing thought. Hannah was ten years old now. Maybe Madame
Dougherty was only keeping her around so she could groom little
Hannah to take her place at the saloon.

 


 


The next morning, Dolly snuck into the
post office with a low hat on. She looked this way, then that.
Hannah was safely occupied back at the Spur and Garter helping Lily
and Ruby into their new corsets. “Zebley, please,” Dolly said. The
postman nodded, grabbed the stack of mail from the “Z” box, and
handed it to Dolly.

“What are you doing going
around with that preposterous name, Dolly Jones, when you’ve got a
perfectly good name?” the postman asked for the umpteenth time.
“What’s so wrong with ‘Harriet Zebley’? I think that name’s got
character.”

“Yeah, it’s got character,
whatever that is, but every gal worth her salt out here is a
character too, and mine happens to be Dolly Jones. It has a nice
ring to it in the ears, don’t ya think? ‘Dolllly
Joooones.’”

“I believe there’s too many
Joneses in the world, and Smiths, and Parkers. You know Zebley has
a fascinating, tongue-pleasing sound. ‘Zebbbbly’. Starts out like a
snake, but then sounds like the word ‘bubbly.’ I like
it.”

“Shush, and nobody asked
you!” Dolly replied. She’d hated her real name all her childhood,
but lately that name had come with a perk: she shared the Zebley
name with a Christian rancher named Gilbert who wrote often to his
Aunt Agnes. All Dolly had to do was steam open the Zebley missives
that weren’t for her, read the contents, and then reseal them. Mr.
Thurmon the postman knew all about what she did, but he kept it
quiet. He’d always carried a torch for Miss Harriet, as he called
her, and she’d always returned the other Zebley mail looking
pristine.

On this particular morning, it was Aunt
Agnes who was writing her nephew back. Dolly took the letter home,
with her one piece of mail, steamed it open with a tea kettle, and
took it out of the envelope:

 


My Dear Nephew,

It is with my deepest regrets that I
must inform you that Martha Bryant, the woman you have chosen for
your bride, is no longer amenable to the idea or practice of
marriage, though I assured her that the Apaches weren’t privy to
our railroad schedules. In a quite shocking and unacceptable
interview with the girl, Ms. Bryant had the unmitigated gall to
tell me that my nuptial plans would have to be put to a stop.
“After praying and considering the matter quite thoroughly”, which
I am positive she had not done, as her past church record proves
she is not a fervent Christian, she decided that she could not
possibly go to California after all and marry a man she had never
met. She audaciously claimed that a fifty-year-old man was too old
for her though she is no spring chicken herself! Pish-tosh, I say!
That ungrateful slouch probably abhors the idea of working on a
ranch, let alone working anywhere. That niece of hers, Hannah, is
no meek soul either, turning up her nose at perfectly good cucumber
and ginger sandwiches and playing my pianoforte without
permission.”

 


“What a coincidence. Hannah
must be a popular name in Chicago too, oh, but you wrote quite a
nasty note today, Miss Agnes. Tsk, tsk. That old tabby always has a
bee in her bonnet about something and she knows how to buzz about
it.” Dolly chuckled, then sighed. There’d be no “Aunt Agnes” mail
for a while, and that realization hit her harder with a second
thought. “Gilbert is going to be cut deep, and what a shame,” Dolly
said. “Is the old man ever gonna get a chance to get
hitched?”

“Why would an old man wanna
get hitched?” Hannah asked, looking up from playing with her doll
on the floor. “He’d be too busy rubbin’ in liniments and
complaining ‘bout the weather and playin’ checkers in front of the
store. And why’s he gonna be cut deep? Does he owe some fella money
and he can’t pay up?”

“No, Hannah,” Dolly
chuckled. “I don’t really mean he’s going to be cut deep. I mean
his heart will hurt so much, it’ll feeling like he’s been cut deep.
And no, he doesn’t owe anybody money. He doesn’t pile up gamblin’
debts like that – he’s a Christian man.”

“Oh…” Hannah considered for
a while. “Well, who hurt his heart so bad? That creepy spider, Aunt
Agnes?”

“Nope. I’m sorry to report
it’s none other than the Chicago angel herself, Martha Bryant. When
Aunt Aggie got down to brass tacks with her and asked her when
she’d be leavin’ for California, Martha said she wouldn’t
be.”

“Well, good then,” Hannah
said, brushing her doll’s hair. “I think Martha was a boring, silly
woman anyway.”

“Hannah!”

“What? I am only speaking
the truth. In all those letters, Aunt Agnes never complained about
Martha sassin’ her back, and that old crow deserved it a
hundred-fold. The girl had no spunk. If’n she did, she’d move to
California just fer the adventure!. Hey, I wager she only said no
to movin’ to California ‘cause her mama couldn’t part with her.
What a lily heart! I tell you, what Gilbert needs is a woman with
guts. Someone who could keep up with Old Aggie and tell her what’s
what. In fact, you would make a better bride for
Gilbert.”

“Girl, you got opinions on
ever’thng! I think yer mouth could compete with Old Aggie’s. Why
don’t you consider marryin’ Mr. Zebley yourself?” asked Dolly
teasingly.

“Oh, no!” cried Hannah,
striken. “He’s old as the day is long. I could never set my heart
on him. No way!”

Dolly’s amused grin turned into a
pensive smile. She thought
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