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Synopsis: To escape an evil man after her
father dies, an English woman journeys to America after
corresponding with and then agreeing to marry a cowboy from Texas.
He meets her in Boston and they take a side trip to Colorado to
find his black sheep brother. The trouble is, the sheriff has given
the bad twin his last chance and they don’t know if they’ll be able
to find the wayward brother before it’s too late.

 


 


Cornelia Holmes sat alone
on the floor of her
terraced house just off the seafront of Brighton, England. She held
her knees tight to her chest, squeezed into the corner of the front
room next to the window. The curtains were drawn in the empty house
and the tears rolled down her cheeks in waves.

“I know you’re in there Miss
Holmes!” Tom
Stone yelled through the door. The severe looking older man had
spittle breaking from the corner of his sneering mouth. Two of his
bailiffs stood behind him, “You know you can solve your problem
very easily!” He banged the door even harder now. “You have three
days to agree to my terms or you’re going to prison. Is that what
you want Miss Holmes?” He pounded again then waited a moment
deciding what to do next.

The neighbors had gathered outside of
their houses watching the spectacle. Tom consulted his two cronies.
The two men were younger and shorter than Tom; they were pudgy and
had grim looks on their faces. Tom finally nodded in agreement and
banged the door once more.

“I’m warning you Miss Holmes,
this could get quite nasty if you don’t cooperate.” He waited a few
seconds. “Suit yourself!” He growled and stomped away, the two
bailiffs scampering behind him like lost dogs.

 


 


Cornelia stayed in the corner
for a full ten minutes, making sure he had actually left.
She then pulled a
corner of the drape back so she could see outside. The neighbors
had begun to go back into their houses, the show over. She sighed
deeply, stepped back to the side of the fireplace, and braced
herself against the wall. She had only buried her father that
morning and already Tom was back trying to find her in a moment of
weakness.

Brighton had been Cornelia’s
home her whole life, but now she was leaving it.
Alice, her best
friend had come up with the solution. When Cornelia’s father had
his final turn for the worse, Tom Stone had come calling, asking
for her hand in marriage and warning of the debts she had
accumulated and the new ones to come.

Cornelia had sold almost
everything her father and she owned. She even sold her father’s paintings
trying to get out of Tom’s clutches. She had gotten Alice to keep
the special one that her father had painted for her until she could
escape.

 


 


Tom Stone was in his
fifties. He
was tall and thin as a brush shaft. He looked like a stick beetle
with his sharp features and dark, empty eyes. Every feature was a
point of severity that echoed his personality. He saw things in
black and white, but his version of black and white. A situation
either benefited him or it didn’t, there was no right and wrong in
his world.

Tom had recently decided he needed a wife,
and Cornelia was the girl he had chosen. She was only 18, strong
and fit and a proven caretaker from years of looking after her own
father who had suffered a long illness. She was pretty too. Her
dark hair, blue eyes and porcelain skin gave her a striking
appearance. Others had tried to woo her but she had focused on her
father and his well being to the exclusion of all else. Tom figured
that she would make a fine wife and save him the cost of a
housekeeper and meals at the pub.

When Tom’s advances had become
obvious,
Alice came by Cornelia’s home with the paper full of lovelorn ads,
men in the western part of the colonies wanting to order
wives.

“Why would I run off to a foreign
country to marry a stranger when Tom Stone wants me to marry him?
It would be jumping from the frying pan into the fire for pity
sake, Alice,” Cornelia exclaimed.

“Tom Stone is an ugly old waste
of a man, he’s horrible.” Alice scolded, “You could meet a
handsome, rich and rugged cowboy.” Alice held the paper close to
her chest with a dreamy smile on her face.

“Or, I could wind up lost in a
place I don’t know with a man who beats me.” Cornelia laughed. The
one thing Alice always offered was amusement for Cornelia. Alice
was sweet and dreamy, always looking for the romance in the
moment.

“Or,” Alice cooed, “You could
meet the man of your dreams”

When Alice had left that day, so many
weeks ago, Cornelia had reluctantly picked up the paper Alice had
left. She had leafed through the pages and read the ads. Maybe
Alice was right. Was there really anything left here for her? Her
memories could never be taken away from her. Tom Stone would make
her life miserable whether she married him or not.

She stopped at one ad that
jumped out at her. “Texas Cowboy seeks wife. Good life for the right woman.”
The simplicity of the ad made her curious so she began to write to
Maxwell Aldridge.

 


 


Several exchanges of letters
later and she was even more intrigued. He was 28 years old and had already
established himself with land and a good standing in his community.
He was hard working and offered her a home on a large spread of
land. He raised horses and cattle and had recently built a house.
His descriptions of the land were beautiful; she sensed his love of
the country through his words.

He had offered to pay her
passage to America and meet her in Boston. She had already decided to take him
up on his offer the day before her father had died.

Now, all she had to do was get out of
Brighton before Tom knew she was gone.

 


 


Cornelia dried her tears.
She went into the
small kitchen, took a cloth, and washed her face. She finished
packing the last of her belongings and stuffed the letters from
Maxwell into her purse. She checked to make sure she had all of her
travel documents and the little bit of money that Maxwell had sent
her to make sure she was taken care of on her journey.

He was so thoughtful.

When it was dark she took a last
look at her lifelong home. She began to tear up again but stopped herself.
“Enough, this is no longer your home,” she told herself and quietly
slipped out the back door, down the path and through the back gate.
Silently she came down the lane and into Alice’s back garden. Alice
was waiting at the door for her.

“Give me your bag but don’t come
in, Tom is talking to Mrs. Draper across the street. He’s been
going door to door asking about you. Go down to the pier and Jimmy
and I will meet your there as soon as he leaves.”

“Okay,” Cornelia said, and headed back out
of the garden and down to the pier. She was filled with anxiety
now. Why was Tom asking about her? Did he figure out her plan? But
how could he, the only ones who knew Cornelia was going to America
was Alice and her family. Jimmy wouldn’t tell anyone. He was
Alice’s younger brother, smart as a whip and eager to please.
Alice’s parents wouldn’t say anything either, they hated Tom
because of his mean ways. In fact there were few people in Brighton
that would help Tom Stone.

He was miserly and cruel.

Cornelia walked along the
pebbled beach. She had fond memories of playing here as a child. She
looked up at the town she had called home and said her last
goodbye. It was a lovely town. The Royal Pavilion shone like a
jewel, the market streets and pretty houses gave the town
character. She loved it.

She looked out at the sea, knowing that in
just a few hours she would be on a ship destined for the
colonies.

Suddenly, she heard voices coming her way.
It was Tom and his two friends. Cornelia looked around panic
filling her. She found a large group of rocks to hide behind and
watched as the men approached the beach.

“I don’t believe
this,” Tom
growled at the two men. “You’re sure she wasn’t in the house when
you broke the door in? She wasn’t hiding anywhere?”

Cornelia stifled the gasp. She must have
just escaped before they broke into her house.

“No, sir, we looked everywhere
for her,” one of the men explained to his boss.

“Well you can’t very well scare
her if you can’t find her,” he said angrily.

“Where would she have gone sir,”
the shortest
man asked.

“Did you check the church; she
may have gone to the Vicar with her Dad dying and all.”

“No, didn’t think of that Guv, I’ll go there
now,” the small one said and set off toward the
Vicarage.

“I’ll check the pier,”
the other one
offered.

“Meet me at The Stag when you’re
done,” Tom said, and sulked off to the pub.

 


 


Cornelia knew she couldn’t go up
to the pier now. She waited until all the men were out of sight and sneaking
from shadowy rock formation to shadowy rock formation, she headed
back to Alice’s home.

As she came toward Alice’s street she
heard angry voices.

“Where is she,” Tom was demanding. Cornelia
peeked around the corner. Tom had Alice by the arm and was waving
her around like a rag doll.

“Let go of my
daughter,”
demanded Mr. Brownlee. “Unhand her or I will call for the
police.”

“Tell me where she is and I will
leave your daughter to you,” Tom yelled.

“She went to the graveyard to say
goodbye to her father,” Jimmy yelled, nearly hysterical with
fright. He was never a very brave boy but in this instance and
against this man he had mustered all the courage he could conjure
and stood up to the bully.

“Is that
right,” Tom
growled down at the young boy. He let go of Alice and lunged at
Jimmy. Mr. Brownlee stepped between them and yelled to his children
to get into the house and lock the door. They did in an instant and
Mr. Brownlee was left in the street with the vile man.

“You will leave my home at once
Tom Stone and if you ever attack my children again I will blacken
your name more vehemently than you have collected your
debts!” He
growled at Tom, raising himself on his toes to match Tom’s height.
“I will not have the likes of you darkening my door again! You know
who I am and you know what I can do to you. Go to the graveyard and
leave my family alone.” He puffed himself up and stood firm against
the horrible man.

“It’s not the end of this
matter,” Tom said with an edge to his voice. “You’ll regret going
against me Brownlee.” He skulked away ominously.

As soon as Tom had rounded the far end of
the street Cornelia ran up it to Alice’s house. She rapped
furiously on the door, Mr. Brownlee opened it, scooped her inside
and looking around furiously he closed it fast behind
them.

“Thank goodness,”
he exclaimed.
“We’ve been frantic about you. Tom has been trying to get his hands
on you all evening. He had his henchmen break into your
house.”

“Why? What is he trying to
do,” Cornelia
asked, confused.

“He’s called your debts in early.
He said that you have betrayed his trust and that he is taking you
to debtor’s prison tonight. We have to get you out of town now,” he
said, bustling Cornelia to the back of the house. “Jimmy has the
carriage ready, your bag and your painting are there and ready to
go. He and Alice will take you to the train station in Hastings.
It’s the safest way to get you to your ship and away from
here.”

The man was red faced and
desperate.

“I am so sorry I’ve brought
this upon your family.”

“Nonsense my
dear,” Mr.
Brownlee said, a smile falling across his broad face. “You’re like
a daughter to Agnes and I. That Tom Stone is a curse to all of
Brighton and I won’t have anyone fall into his rotten net,
especially a dear one such as you. I wish we had more time to say
goodbye but you simply must make haste.

“Tom will be back here shouting
the odds in minutes .” Mr. Brownlee shuffled Cornelia out the back
door. Alice and Jimmy waited in the carriage ready to grab Cornelia
and go.

“Hurry!” Alice whispered, her
face beaming with the adventure. She grabbed Cornelia’s arm and
pulled her into the carriage. Jimmy set off before they had even
sat down.

“Goodbye and good luck to you,”
Mr. And Mrs. Brownlee said as they pulled away. Cornelia could only
wave as tears choked words from her.

“Here,” Alice said, shoving bills into
Cornelia’s lap. “Daddy wanted me to give you this so you could get
a train ticket in Hastings. “

“But I have the money that
Maxwell sent and I can just change my ticket from Brighton to
Hastings anyway.”

“I think Daddy just wanted to
give you this in way of a wedding gift. Mother and Daddy really
loved your father. This is all they could do to do right by
him.”

Cornelia smiled at her. “I know
they had always been close, and I know your parents did all they
could to help both of us. Tell your father thank you.”

“I will!” Alice smiled and sat
back in the carriage. Jimmy ran the horses as fast as they could
go.

Cornelia closed her eyes, her heart
racing, and prayed that they should all be safe from Tom Stone and
his wicked ways.

 


 


Cornelia sat on a lounge chair
on the upper deck of the ship that had carried her across the
sea. The ship
was three hours out of Boston Harbor. She lounged luxuriously on
the chair. It had been a wonderful voyage. She had made it to
Hastings with Jimmy and
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