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Widow's Weeds
Somewhere out west in a gold rush town, 1850s
The man stood up from the tea table and held a hand out in greeting. "Mr. Bibbermann, so glad you could make it. May I introduce Mrs. Alice McGinty. Mrs. McGinty, this is Abner Bibbermann, who is somewhat of an institution here in Travis Gulch. One of our first citizens, he's made this town what it is today." Then he leaned closer to the woman still seated and added more discretely, "I think he might be willing to help you."
The woman in black lifted a limp hand in greeting. "So pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Bibbermann. Has Mr. Duggery related the details of my unfortunate and most embarassing situation?"
Bibbermann eased into a chair, his bloated stomach stretching the buttons on the ornate waistcoat. He noted that even in her black widow's weeds, Alice McGinty was a handsome woman. But given the modesty of her downcast stare and the ever present handkerchief dabbing at her pink nose and reddened eyes, he couldn't guess her age.
Young enough to have some spark, old enough to know the ways of the world. Especially for a pretty woman in need, he thought as he tried not to let the anticipation of pleasure show on his face or anywhere else.
As Bibbermann brought the cigar to his mouth, the lawyer shook his head just a touch, suggesting he not light up. The men then lifted their brows in unison, looking over the top of her head. The slight gesture was their agreement: They had an understanding in their plans for Mrs. McGinty and her assets, even if she didn't quite understand that she had some.
Duggery was tall with long, thin limbs. He had the slicked-back hair and pointy nose of a Dickens character of ill-repute. In fact, he was a lawyer of note in the town, with all the best clients. That really meant he made the most money, though his appearance and his habits didn't show it.
Bibbermann was the perfect caricature for Wild West decadence one saw in the Nickel Novels that sold so well back East: He ate too much, he drank too much, and his personal habits were abhorrent. But there was plenty of opportunity for an ambitious man. You could do well and live a good life—no sense in holding back.
They might have seemed like a set of opposites, but really they were a perfect pair—but of what?
That was the question the Widow McGinty should have been asking, and they were relieved that she didn't. But they knew that women like her never did. Women were too trusting when they were grieving.
This situation was perfect for men of their intent. Mrs. McGinty was the perfect mark.
Bibbermann waited for his tea to be poured before he spoke. As he shoveled in sugar, he said, "Mr. Duggery informed me of the old mine shaft and the size of the parcel. Do you have anything to add, Mrs. McGinty?"
It sounded businesslike, as it was supposed to be, but the men had already made their minds up as to how they would proceed. The men could claim neither friendship, nor trust. But they had done business like this together for years in the booming, but isolated, territorial town of Travis Gulch. The place had provided them with a remarkable number of clients out for a fast bit of luck.
True, they may have helped the numbers along now and then. Still people kept coming here for the dream of gold. Gold could draw men like honey draws bears, and everyone knew the West was a dangerous place.
At least, they should know as much, and too bad for those that didn't.
Besides, this bit of honey sitting here now was looking particularly sweet. Mr. Bibbermann chewed on his cigar as the woman spoke, "My dear Chandler—God rest his precious soul—"
She dabbed at her nose.
"Well, he was a dreamer. He had such plans of living well from the proceeds of the gold mine."
She blew, once, then again. Had a sip of tea.
"I'm afraid he bought the land sight unseen when we were still comfortable in our lovely home in Philadelphia. It was only later, to his great shame, poor lamb, that we found out that all it held was dreams—our broken dreams."
The woman fought a sob, and dabbed daintily at a tear. The men exchanged glances over the top of her bowed head.
She took a deep breath of fortitude and continued, though her voice was shaking and weak, "But I must be practical now, I suppose. My darling Chandler was so broken that he shot himself. Not that I blamed him for anything."
She paused, they waited. It came as it always did: "No, I don't blame him. Those men who sold him the parcel must have been unscrupulous," she finished bitterly.
Duggery and Bibbermann gave the usual indignant comforts:
"Dastardly deeds, but how could you know?"
"What is the world coming to, I would like to know?"
"Such men will face their sins come Judgment Day, don't you worry, my fine lady."
The lovely woman continued, "I have to admit to myself that I am a widow now of little fortitude and only modest means. Chandler's family house in Philadelphia was sold to buy the parcel, and I must be practical now. I have decided to sell the land such as it is and head back to my own family in New York. Perhaps they will be kind to a foolish woman who—"
The grieving widow could not continue.
After a moment of silence, Mr. Duggery cleared his throat and asked kindly, "New York, that's a long way to travel. Will you be going alone, Mrs. McGinty?"
The woman nodded, then bravely lifted her head and put her shoulders back. It took a bit of doing, but she looked him in the eye.
"There, that's the spirit," said Mr. Bibbermann. "Where in New York, Mrs. McGinty? I have family there myself."
"Scranton. Is your family from Scranton, Mr. Bibbermann? What a coincidence." She even managed a bit of a smile.
"No, no, my family is from the city, New York City. Well, across the river really, Jersey City. Well, no matter. Wherever we came from, we are all here now."
Duggery added, "And we all end up the same way in the end, kneeling before our Maker."
Mrs. McGinty said, "Amen."
Bibbermann was studying his cigar now. Hard to find on the frontier, good cigars. Expensive. Took a while to get here, he didn't have many left. He needed this to work, and he added, absently, "It's been a long time since I was back there."
The widow explained, "I know my land is not worth much compared to the gold mine we had hoped it would be, but. . ." As she trailed off, she looked at the men hopefully.
Bibbermann grunted as he shifted in the chair. "Well, that's an understatement, Mrs. McGinty, what with no minerals to speak of and little water, as I understand. Scrub is poor grazing."
Duggery was sitting across the table from the round man, protectively at the side of the Widow McGinty. The lawyer put a hand to her shoulder as he said, "Yes, but there is almost two hundred acres, and it borders Henry Culvert's land where there is a stream not too far. No doubt if he chooses to expand, well, need I say what an investment potential the parcel holds?"
"Don't need potential, Duggery, I need capital and assets now. I'm not a charity. If Culvert needs it, why don't you sell it to him?"
At the slight cry from Mrs. McGinty, both men moved to hide their smiles, one with a cigar, the other with a slight cough into his tea cup.
This was easier than usual. Duggery called the waiter over for a refill. He added, "And make sure it's more tea in the pot, not just new water."
But then the woman added softly, "I must confess I did inquire into other possibilities, gentlemen. Mr. Culvert himself, in fact. But he's on a cattle. . . drive? Is that what you call it?"
The men exchanged glances. Both nodded. It was true that the area's biggest rancher was driving cattle north towards a railroad town even as they spoke. The cattle would be shipped to Chicago for slaughter and great profit. They envied Mr. Culvert the money if not the effort.
She gently fanned herself then. The men exchanged glances again: They hoped she didn't faint.
But she only said, "I must be truthful, I am financially embarrassed at present, and I cannot wait much longer. Gentlemen, I need the money as soon as possible. I'm so ashamed."
Bibbermann said gallantly, "Madam, don't distress yourself further. I understand the West has a poor reputation, but I assure you that there gentlemen here. Some of us have not forgotten the chivalry we have learned at our own sire’s knee. We know how a lady of good family is meant to be treated."
She looked up, her eyes shining in hope. He continued with a smile, "There, that's better. And since our families share a nearness of origin back East, I will offer on the land, sight unseen. How does two hundred dollars sound."
Duggery blanched. "A dollar an acre, don't be obscene. She paid five dollars an acre just for the land. Then there was the gold mine—"
"But there is no gold in the mine, so that's just a dangerous hole in the side of a hill. Next thing you know, someone will wander in, and the whole will fall down. I'd have to pay to dig them out."
Duggery insisted, "Never the less, Bibbermann—"
The woman put a hand to his arm, stopping his angry tirade. She said, "I shall certainly contemplate the offer, if for no other reason than Mr. Bibbermann's kindness. And be assured that unless Mr. McClinton makes a better one, the land is yours. I can't thank you enough."
Duggery blurted, "McClinton!"
Mrs. McGinty turned to her lawyer, "Why yes, do you know him too? Lovely man, I hear. He works as Mr. Culvert's business manager. Didn't I say?"
Bibbermann was red in the face, his cigar taking the abuse as his teeth cut off any reply.
Duggery asked pointedly, "When did you talk to Mr. McClinton?"
"Oh, I only have a telegram. He's been in the capitol, I believe. The Reverend Maddox suggested I contact the man. Mr. McClinton isn't due until next week, but he informed me that he's familiar with the parcel, and he's authorized to make an offer on behalf of Mr. Culvert when he gets back."
The men glared at one another, this time openly. Mr. Duggery spoke up first, before Bibbermann's anxiety ruined the day. "Well, that is certainly lucky for you then. However, if you don't mind me saying so, you are taking a gamble to wait when you have a perfectly good offer in hand. Especially with Mr. Bibbermann making the gesture in good faith. And if you are concerned with leaving the territory quickly and are, at present, strapped for cash, why would you want to wait?"
"Oh, dear. Well then, all that you say is true, but you also said the offer was very low. I suppose I am just confused with money and business matters. How will I manage on my own?"
Tears threatened again, and Bibbermann interjected, "I will give you five dollars to the acre this very instant. You will make no profit, but recoup any loss at all. There is a stage leaving in a little over an hour, and you could be on your way home today. What do you think Duggery? Can we finish the legalities in that time?"
Duggery assured them both that he could and waited for Mrs. McGinty to give her consent. With a sigh, she agreed, on the condition that they give Mr. McClinton her apologies and explain the feckless mind of a widow.
They assured her they would, and the lawyer nearly ran back to his office. Businessman Bibbermann, in turn, trotted to the bank to make his withdrawal, his face showing red with the strain.
The Widow McGinty continued sitting in the otherwise empty dining room of the hotel, sipping her tea. She had perfect composure, but no one was there to see the nervous tapping of her foot anyway.
With the papers drawn, the signatures attached, and the money exchanged, both men kissed the hand of the departing Widow McGinty. Mr. Bibbermann did take a moment to linger, for he regretted the lovely so soon getting away.
As the stage rolled out, the men turned to each other with a whoop of delight.
"That stupid woman!" exclaimed Bibbermann with a mouth full of lit-tipped cigar. "She didn't even know gold when it came up and bit her!"
Duggery clapped his partner in not-quite-crime on the back, "Come on, Bibbermann, let's go look at our future. I nearly died when she waltzed in with gold dust covering her widow's weeds. The woman must have the brain of a pea."
Bibbermann snickered, "Too bad I couldn't have gotten a little extra honey from her, she was a tasty woman, but no sense in being greedy."
"Your lustful eye will get us both in trouble some day, Abner. But let's wait for another day before we go out. Just to be sure no word gets out ahead of our widow. I don't want her coming back, and you know how such news travels fast."
Bibbermann slapped his partner on the back. "Let's get a drink, we need to toast Mrs. McGinty."
Both men laughed together then and retired to the saloon for the rest of the day.
~~~
A few days later, Mrs. Jessica Maddox watched out the window as the stage rolled into Culver City.
End of the line was called.
She asked about the most reputable hotel. Told the Grand, she asked that her luggage be delivered there. The driver assured the woman it would be, after the stock was attended to first.
She nodded, then asked shyly, "Is it very expensive, the hotel, I mean?"
The driver looked at the lovely young widow with raised eyebrows. He said, "Well, for around here, I guess it is. I think it's eight dollars a week, ma'am. But that includes breakfast and dinner everyday, but Sunday. Then you'd be on your own. Them that owns it don't work on the Sabbath."
She thought for a second, then nodded, murmuring, "Yes, of course."
Jessica then walked purposefully toward the most familiar sight, the church. The white steeple was the tallest point in the bustling town. She navigated through playing children, wagons with loads coming and going, then veered past a group of drunken cowboys.
Inside the chapel, the widow moved to the alter and dropped to her knees with a sob.
Out of the side doorway, a balding head poked out. "Can I help you, ma'am?" asked the pastor in concern.
Jessica dabbed her eyes. "No, thank you so much. Only time and the Lord can help me now."
He nodded, turning to leave, then thought for a moment and paused, his finger tapping to the side of his nose. The man extended a hand to the slouched woman, "I am Pastor Webber, Jonathan Webber. Won't you come have tea with my wife and myself."
"Oh, I couldn't impose," she said doubtfully.
"Nonsense, you're new here, I can tell that. And in distress. I insist."
She noted the kind eyes, then nodded, rising to follow the now-chattering man.
"On these lovely spring days, we just love to have tea on the back veranda. Amelia, that's my wife, has a wonderful flower garden. Daffodils and tulips and it looks to be a bumper year for lilacs. We love to have company, we have no family of our own, not here."
They passed through the church and around the side of a house. A small, round woman was fussing over a table. She chirped her greetings to her husband then turned curious bright eyes to Jessica.
"We have a guest, my dear."
They both turned to her expectantly and Jessica blushed as she said, "Mrs. Jessica Maddox, I'm a widow, I just got here and I. . ."
She trailed off, dropping her eyes forlornly. The woman clucked like the frustrated hen she resembled and told the pastor to get additional silver and china for a third.
After tea and refreshments, color had returned to Jessica's face, and life to her eyes. She explained that she was in Culver City for a solemn purpose. Their interest piqued, she took her time with the tea before continuing.
"My dear Abner, rest his precious soul, well, he was a gambler. Not at first," she exclaimed defensively. "We were married back East, but planned our new life here in the West. At first, we had a little farm, not far from here, three days ride."
"Over by Travis Gulch?" asked the pastor.
She nodded happily at the recognition. The smile was infectious, and both pastor and wife returned it.
"Well, I don't know what happened, but one day he heard the Devil's call and turned to gambling. Maybe it was the crop failures or the wild predators taking our livestock. Maybe it was my failing, we had no children. A stronger woman, a better wife—" she choked.
They reassured her that it could not be the case. After all, they had no children themselves. The pastor patted her hand. "God has His own plan, He'll guide you, it's only a matter of faith." Then he took his wife's hand in his own, and they gazed at each other lovingly.
Her composure regained, Jessica continued as the hostess poured more tea. "Anyway, I was still at the farm, where else could I go? Abner would stop by every so often, you understand?"
"Disgraceful," the pastor's wife said, even as she blushed very red.
"I pleaded with him to stay home, but he would be off again too soon, each time taking more of my grandmother's jewelry or his father's watch or leather-bound books. Off he'd go again to I don't knows where. I found out he'd taken all our money from the bank and mortgaged our homestead. Of course, I couldn't make the payments."
Jessica paused, took another sip of tea, then with a brave intake of breath, added. "I only heard what happened from the sheriff who also got it second-hand, you understand?"
The pastor and his wife nodded again, still holding hands as they gazed with pity on the young widow.
Jessica stammered out bravely, "He was shot, my Abner. Some lawless rowdy, a professional gambler. Over a poker game. A derringer shot right between the eyes."
She swallowed gulps of air as she cried. Mrs. Webber put a comforting hand on her arm.
"There, there. You needn't go on, my dear," said the pastor.
But she shook her head, "I must, please, I feel. . . I feel it will help me. And you're so kind."
Mrs. Webber smiled then. "Confession is good for the soul. It always helps to unburden yourself of these things."
Her husband nodded.
Jessica Maddox continued, "All I had left from my husband's belongings was a family Bible he left behind, mostly likely because he didn't think he could sell it, and a few decks of cards. I burned the Devil's tools, of course."
They nodded their approval. She added, "Tucked in the Bible was this." She held out a Deed of Trust to the Lucky Lucy mine. The Webbers exchanged cautious glances. Jessica almost laughed at their expression, but hid it with the rim of her tea cup.
She said, "Oh, I know, it's worthless. Still, I would like to see it and maybe try to sell it before I head back to my husband's family back East. It has a bit of land, maybe that somehow could be useful. But not knowing the area, or the people of business here. . ." she trailed off hopefully.
"I shall take you out tomorrow, is that all right?" asked the pastor, gallant man that he so wanted to be.
Jessica smiled, "That is awfully dear of you, but well, you see, I would much rather go alone. It would be like a cleansing, do you understand?"
She looked beseechingly from one face to the other, both stern with concern.
Pastor Webber said, "It would not be safe—"
"I must learn to stand on my own," the widow insisted. "At least there will be someone here if I falter and. . ."
Tears came again.
Mrs. Webber said, "Of course, I understand. Jonathan can draw a map, can't you, dear?"
"I don't like the idea," he started, but Jessica held up a placating hand even while the other hand was wiping her eyes.
"Be assured, Pastor Webber, I have protection. My father, bless and rest his soul, insisted that a woman of the West have protection. He gave me a shot gun for a wedding present and taught me how to use it before we moved this way. Abner always considered it a joking matter, but I have to admit it came in very handy for shooting birds and such, which became many a supper when money— Abner so loved his partridge pie."
She broke off in another sob. Mrs. Webber was at her side instantly, telling her husband to make the map. More tea and sympathy were to come. Finally, as Jessica was about to leave, she had a final request of the kind couple.
"You see, if I were to sell— I'm afraid I'm not sure where to start."
"Well, the land office, just a few doors down on the right side of the street from here. I would help, but you see my sermon—I'm dreadfully behind," said the pastor as he pointed to his unfinished work on the map.
Jessica assured them that she was sure of her growing independence, but she did lack knowledge of the town. "And besides, the other side of the street, you see."
"What do you mean, my dear?" asked Mrs. Webber.
Jessica blushed as she leaned over and whispered, "Well, I couldn't help noticing there are saloons, gambling dens between here and there. I wouldn't want to get sideways with the wrong sort. I am afraid I am not a very good judge of character."
The couple exchanged understanding glances. The young woman had married an obviously weak and unsavory fellow.
Mrs. Webber said, matter-of-fact, "Well, there are a couple of high-rollers in this town, all right."
At a discrete cough from her husband, she sniffed, "Well, Jonathan, it's true, and the girl has to know."
Mrs. Webber turned back to Jessica and said, "The land office is where you must start, that is true. They would have any information you would need for selling the claim. Isn't that right, dear?"
Jonathan agreed but didn't look up from his task. His wife continued, "And you certainly won't be heading into the saloons."
At this they all chuckled. Mrs. Webber continued, "But still, you must watch out for two men in particular who are not above taking a woman in distress for a fool."
Jessica nodded as the woman named the two hoodlums as Grover Pennbrook and Jerome Hobling.
"Hobling works in the land office, you'll have to deal with him. But if you steer clear of the other, you will be all right. Pennbrook is from the South, Georgia, I think, but he is no gentleman," insisted the pastor's wife.
"Are they friends in sinful business then?" Jessica whispered. "They wouldn't try to swindle? I mean. . . "
The pastor told her to never mind, a lady of her obvious gentility need know nothing more. Then he pointed overhead and said, "Trust in the Lord." Then he handed her his hand-drawn map.
Jessica nodded as Mrs. Webber winked. She studied it for a moment, it was not too far out of town. Her head down and her voice low, Jessica asked if she could be favored with just one more kindness.
"Well, what is it, my dear?" asked the pastor genially.
She glanced up through shy, shaded eyes, "Would you say a prayer for my dear Abner? I suffered so from his weak and sinful ways, but do say a prayer for him, please?"
The Webbers warmly assured her they would and asked the young widow to stop by again if she was to be in town for long. She assured them that if the Lord extended her stay, she would see them in church come Sunday.
Jessica sauntered back to the hotel, the midday sun beating down. With the handkerchief dabbing daintily at her throat and temples, she asked the hotel clerk if her bags had arrived with her newly-acquired, but gentle, Southern accent.
He said they had, curiosity overcoming his good manners. "What would you be doing in town then, ma'am?"
She did not answer, only registered and asked the man if he could procure a horse and buggy for her in the morning.
"Yes, ma'am, I suppose I could. Would you be wanting it the whole day then? All by yourself?"
"Why yes, I suppose so I shall," she said. "I would like to see some bit of the country before returning back home to my dearly departed husband's family."
"You should know this is wild country, ma'am. I wouldn't recommend a lady all to herself— "
He left the rest to her imagination, as if to say that anything could happen.
She smiled sweetly, "I will be fine. The pastor has offered to go with me."
That part was true. She didn't mention that she had refused.
She continued, "I wasn't planning on going out too far, just to some land my late husband, bless his precious soul, left to me when he died and left me all alone. I will be staying for a few days, could you tell me when the tea room opens for supper this evening and breakfast in the morning?"
In her room, Jessica spent the rest of the day going over the land plat she had copied in the territorial capitol months ago. On her bed, she set it beside the map the pastor had drawn. It was close enough, it would have to do.
She looked out the window to the busy street below. It really was lovely country, even if dry and deadly at times.
On the street, movement caught her eye. The shadows were long as she watched a dandy stop outside a saloon. The man was dressed in a gaudy silk suit, his thumbs stretched jauntily in his red waistcoat. At his throat, a matching scarlet cravat glittered with what she assumed was a diamond stick pin.
The waist coat looked to be of finest embroidered material, a gold watch bob hung dapperly down. The man tipped his hat on occasion as an elderly couple or finely dressed lady stepped by. Clearly pleased with himself and what he had seen of his kingdom, the man slipped inside the Long Draw saloon.
She practiced a few times: "I declare, Mr. Pennbrook, I presume."
Later, as she moved past the front desk, Jessica asked the night clerk if he knew who owned or operated the Long Draw saloon. The man looked at her skeptically, but said, "Grover Pennbrook, ma'am. Why do you ask?"
She flashed him an obstinate look, "Is Mr. Pennbrook a Christian, sir?"
The clerk looked alarmed, and Jessica added, "Liquor is the Devil's brew. It turns decent men into heathens."
With a haughty sniff, she passed into the tea room for her supper. Jessica ordered beef stew, then treated herself to peach cobbler. Savoring the dessert with coffee, she noticed the other diners staring with disregard as the flashy man entered.
He walked close to her table, winking as he passed. She stiffened, insulted that the man had no respect for her condition of mourning. Pursed lips finished her coffee as greetings from a pair of rowdies in a corner table called to Grover Pennbrook. Then they all turned to glance at her.
Jessica gathered her purse, set the proper change on the table for the extra-charge dessert, then dabbed again with the napkin. Unknown to her, but heard by everyone else in the dining room, her trim retreating form was appraised and equally admired by the three unsavory men in the corner.
Inside her own room again, she leaned against the door, taking big gasping breaths. The dark heavy material of her widow's weeds had been overpowering with the heat of the day, and the warmth of the sultry evening did nothing to alleviate the discomfort. Especially now that she had eaten more in one meal than she sometimes had in an entire day.
Jessica decided to remove her torment, careful to set the dress and structured undergarments carefully aside to avoid wrinkle. Stretching and rubbing newly-freed ribs, she considered the young woman in the mirror.
Her curly auburn hair was tied back severely. She loosened it, then bent at the waist and shook her head, freeing the hair to cascade down in a riotous tumble. She slowly brushed the curls for one hundred strokes, recalling the past day and her future plans.
At the wash stand, she rubbed the rice powder from her face, revealing a rosy blush where once had been only the translucent pallor of a grieving woman.
Jessica grabbed a small flask from her reticule, pulled the cork and sniffed at the last bit of brandy.
"Good stock," she sighed, finishing the next to the last swallow.
She corked the flask and tossed it back to bed, then continued to dig in the large tapestry bag. She pulled out a leather-covered box, rubbed her hand over the top lovingly, then flipped the lid open to reveal shotgun shells and a set of ammunition-loading implements. A velveteen bag held a small bottle of a few small rough-hewn nuggets and fine, precious dust.
Jessica kissed the bottle and cooed to the gold, "My beauties!"
Working precisely, she emptied the shot and gunpowder from two shells, replacing them with gold nuggets, gold dust, and finally, some of the gunpowder. She left a bit of the gold dust in the bottle, slipping it into the pocket of the mourning dress. Returning the other materials to the leather box, she withdrew a sawed-off shotgun.
Jessica carried it with her always. You never knew who would attack an innocent lady going about her business, and that counted for outlaws, rattlesnakes, riled-up natives, and coyotes. . . of all kinds.
The gun barrel had been sawed down to fit into her bag and to make the scatter more deadly. Her grandfather was a gunsmith, he taught his only grandchild well. She pulled apart the working pieces, then with love, she oiled and rubbed them down.
With the gun loaded with the new shells and back in place in her bag, she rinsed herself off for the night. Jessica toasted the more-familiar woman in the mirror again, gulping down the last drop of brandy. With a sharp gasp and a burning throat, she blew out the lantern.
As promised by the miserable humidity earlier, thunder and lightening tore through the night. But Jessica wasn't afraid of thunder, though she hoped the rain showers were only a quick early summer storm. The long, depressing drizzle of the coast often led to days and days of rain she had come to hate in her childhood.
That's why she had come to this territory. Here it was not the same. Usually. But right now, she found the lightening flashes annoying and rolled over, wrapping the pillow around to muffle the sound. That was too hot, and she went to draw the shade. Outside, she saw the light squares cast out open doors of the saloons across the street.
The dandy was standing in front again, and she dodged when he looked up. Jessica reached up with only her hand visible in the window to pull down the shade the rest of the way.
~~~
The next day bloomed clear and lovely, the night's rain washed the dust from the air—the dust that always seem to settle everywhere in any of these mining boom towns. A slight breeze blew down from the still snow-capped mountain peaks, assuring the day would be cooler. Jessica strode from the hotel lobby as best as she could with the heavy carpet bag in hand.
The livery man asked if she would be all right, but Jessica could see his concern was for his property more than any regard for herself. He was also quite curious, no doubt.
She replied by showing her ruffled parasol. "Really quite sturdy for poking and prodding," she said, rapping the side of the carriage. Then with a poke to his ribs, she added, "Excellent for a lady's protection. I don't suppose, do you have a lantern, just in case. . ."
In case she got lost and ended up wandering around in the dark. He rolled his eyes, but forgot the complaint when she pressed a silver coin into his palm, adding a squeeze with her own dainty hand.
She smiled and said, "The Lord protects foolish women, and the pastor knows which way I'm going."
He snickered and said, "Amen, ma'am. Have it your own way." Then under his breath, "Women like you always do."
He was tossing the coin in the air as she prodded the horse forward.
It took almost an hour to reach the old mine—partly because of the poor map the pastor had drawn, but also because flash floods, normal around here, had disrupted the road in a few places. Jessica had to get out more than once to lead the horse over, nearly dragging the carriage when the wheels would not do on the rough track.
Eventually, she got to the right place: Jessica had an instinct for these things. She pulled the lantern and the carpet bag down with her.
Looking about, she might be the only person in creation. She drew a bottle of lemonade from her bag and took a long drink of the lukewarm liquid. It was a bit too sweet too.
She sighed, and set the bottle in the shade, wishing there was a spring. Cool water would be better, when liquor wasn't handy. No sense wasting time. The last thing she needed was for a search party to come after.
She lit the lamp, then carefully picked her way into the gaping mouth of the mine shaft. With the lantern held as high as possible, she looked around the cramped space. She was not a tall woman, but still had to crouch in the low cavern.
It was perfect.
The lantern light caught the glittering facets of fool's gold. She smiled as she gathered a few impressive stones into her bag. Then setting down the lantern on a ledge, she pulled out her shotgun. She cracked it open, all was well. When she snapped it shut, the sound echoed back.
She called out, "Hello."
Hello. . . Hello. . .
A chill went up her spine, and Jessica glanced back to the entrance. This was always the tricky part. There was usually no escape route if something went wrong.
Couldn't be helped. Don't be faint-hearted, she told herself.
She selected the target with care. If she didn't pick just the right spot, the dust could be lost in the shadows. And worse, the cavern roof could cave in. She didn't need for this place to be her tomb, and Lord only knows who would ever find her again.
With her legs now set at a wider stanch to catch the repercussion of the blast, Jessica took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and fired both barrels into the wall of the mineshaft.
Not waiting at all for any thunderous response from the mountain, Jessica grabbed the lantern and lunged toward the entrance, hoping not to trip or bump her head.
After a few minutes, convinced of no cave in, she returned. The air was still hazy with dust and it would take a while for her ears to stop ringing. She held the lantern to the wall to examine the dull sheen of gold specks now smiling back.
Jessica pulled the small bottle from her pocket. Closer to town, she would scatter the remaining gold dust around her already-dusty skirts. In the sunlight, the tiniest gleams would wink on the stern black skirts of her widow's weeds.
Smiling, she pulled the cubic iron pyrite, also known as fool's gold, from her bag to examine the rocks in the sunlight. Her other grandfather was a miner, she knew the look of the real stuff well enough.
"How lovely!" she exclaimed in a childish voice, then laughed heartily.
Rummaging around the buggy, Jessica found the picnic lunch she had requested and moved to the shade near the mine shaft. She grabbed the lemonade, and sipped.
Yes, it was pretty country around here.
Fried chicken, a biscuit, an apple. In the quiet under the tree, she wondered who had made the mine in the first place. Disappointed? Dead now? Rich now? Who knew.
"Just another hole in the ground."
She gave the horse the apple core, then dumped the bag and lantern into the rig. Pulling herself up carefully, the Widow Maddox headed back into town. The drive would be hot in these cursed rags, she thought owlishly.
Over an hour later, in the land office, Jerome Hobling was looking at the stones with dismay. "Well, like I told you, ma'am, this here's iron pyrite. What we call Fool's Gold, begin' yer pardon. It's purty, but it ain't worth a cent."
He appreciated the frail young beauty before him, but still, he couldn't give her something for nothing. She wasn't the first to be deceived, that's why they called the stuff Fool's Gold.
"But it's so pretty, just as I imagined gold to be. Are you absolutely sure, it's so much like my mother's jewelry. And here, look at my wedding ring."
He sighed yet again. "Sorry, ma'am, truly. Real gold ore don't look nothing like that."
"Well, what does real gold look like?" she asked with a doubtful sniff.
He grunted, then pulled a few nuggets from the safe. She looked at the rocks skeptically. He weighed them out to prove the point.
"Well, I never..." she said, trailing off in amazement. She screwed up her face as if in thought, then suddenly asked, "This is the only way it comes, like this?"
"I suppose," said Hobling. "I hope you don't mind my asking, ma'am, but are you in some kind of trouble?"
She sighed. "I suppose that is shows."
Jessica explained her circumstances, how she was a widow with only the deed left, this mining claim. She had gone out to see it that very day. She was going back to her dead husband's family in New York, some how, some way. Since the mine was worthless, she would be lucky to sell it at all and didn't expect much.
"I only want to go back to some kind of home. My own people were from Atlanta, of course, but I have none to go back to now. That's why I'm hoping my husband's family in New York will take me in and. . ."
"Well, sorry is what I am, ma'am, but—"
Before he could continued, it came as if a sign from the Almighty: The afternoon sun came streaming in the open doorway, flashing the minuscule highlights on the skirts of her widow's weeds.
Hobling cleared his throat and swallowed. She watched the huge Adam's apple bounce in his scrawny neck as he blinked.
He continued, carefully, "Yes, ma'am, gold comes just like this. We call these rocks nuggets. But if you're wanting to sell some land, I know a man."
She said tentatively, "On second thought, I'm not sure that would be right, selling something so useless as a gold mine with no nuggets, Mr. Hobling."
"Mr. Pennbrook is always looking for investments. And he's a gentleman from the South, same as you."
"Well, I suppose it wouldn't hurt to meet him, as long as he knows that these—what did you call them?" she said, pointing to the stones.
"Fool's gold, ma'am."
"As long as he knows the difference between nuggets and fool's gold," she said. "I'm staying at the Grand Hotel."
An hour later, as the two men watched the stage pull out, Pennbrook slipped Hobling some gold coins. Hobling immediately started counting.
"It's all there, you idiot, don't count it here. Or can you even count?"
"I can count," said the land officer, insulted.
Pennbrook grunted, "Well, count on keeping your mouth shut, you understand? We'll have to wait a few days until she's out of the territory. We don't want her reading something in the papers when we find the strike and making trouble, come after."
~~~
After Mrs. Amelia Webber arranged for her baggage to be sent to the Springwater Hotel, she headed for the church. But the once white building was no longer there, all that remained were ashes, still smoldering.
Someone nearby said, "Caught fire in the thunderstorm not too long ago. The reverend and his missus are still practicing their good works out of the house by the feed and grain."
She nodded and asked directions. Mrs. Webber slowly made her way to the make shift chapel set up on the porch of a large dusty white house. Amelia picked up her skirts and trudged up the steps, only to nearly collapsed as she knelt down in prayer.
A woman who had been picking flowers nearby said, "Oh my dear, you look exhausted. You must come in the parlor and out of the hot afternoon sun. It must be horribly uncomfortable in those widow's weeds. I'll get my husband, he's the pastor here, and we'll have lemonade."
Amelia smiled weakly and nodded, but her expression changed to a grimace when the woman was gone. She whispered, "God, here we go again. I hate lemonade."
THE END
Widow's Weeds
* * * * *
Among the English
Heading west, late 1860s
"Come ye out from among them and be ye separate. . ."
II Corinthians 6:17
Emma was still not certain what had happened. It was like nothing she had ever experienced before. Perhaps it was a dream. Maybe she was still in the restless and fearful slumber, unable to wake, to escape the sorrow and fear.
The day had begun as any other, with early morning noises, the smell of smoke and coffee, her father's gentle prayers. Meals were sparse these days for some of them, but her family was used to such things. They had all set out together in the wagons with the same slow and steady pace as always.
That was weeks ago.
The trouble came with random shots, then the horrid shrieks of the natives. The sounds splintered the very air as the wave of warriors swept down from the hills. Shouts from the wagon men went unheeded. Fear overtook reasoning, and they were all lost in confusion.
It happened so fast, Emma was left dazed, unable to move.
She had been with her father, riding west among a small group of wagons, looking forward to a new life with equal amounts of worry and excitement.
But surely she would wake from such a nightmare?
No, she was awake, alone and afraid, trussed up like a bundle of cut oats. Where she lay now wasn't hard like a wagon bed, but softer. Then a bump sent her rolling. She felt the warmth then, and the yielding give-way of another body.
She was not alone, there were others near. Someone was lying here beside her. She could hear the soft mewling sounds of women in distress.
Emma worked her way up as best she could to take a look around. She rode on a makeshift contraption, poles tied together at one end and slung across the hind quarters of a horse.
Some kind of skins or hides were draped between the poles were she was now riding. The skins were dusty and smelled of some kind of animal.
The other ends of the poles were spread wide and were dragging on the ground. It made the ride very bumpy. Little clouds of scraped-up dust flew around them from other horses dragging the same sort of contraptions.
The horses had been painted on the rumps and shoulders with strange symbols. Some were the same as on the native riders all around them.
Besides herself, there were two other young women. The only other survivors, she figured. The other contraptions held trunks and things like piles of blankets, barrels and crates from the wagons, and boxes filled with pots and pans.
She wanted to ask where they were going, and why they had been attacked. Why was she not killed? Who had buried her father and the others? She wanted to ask them to let her go. But no one would look at her, not even the other women.
Eventually, Emma had lost track of the days: three, she thought. The other women had cried hysterically at first, in between bouts of fitful sleeping. But this last day they had settled down to pathetic sniffling. Emma spent the time praying, thinking back to her home in Pennsylvania, and to her great-grandmother's last words.
The old woman had insisted upon seeing her before they left. Anna Schleyer was the oldest of the community and well respected, though bedridden and not often speaking. She had given Emma Hoffmann, her youngest great-granddaughter, words of comfort for her upcoming journey. Emma and her father were not the only family the old woman had, but it was most probably true that they would not see each other again.
The old woman had said, "Remember what it means to be Amish, but also that thee are Jakob's daughter and must obey both the Bible and thy father too. It is pride that does this to him, and a stubbornness that I cannot understand."
Opening Emma's palm, the old woman placed a small rectangle of fabric that had been stitched and stitched again. "This is very old, from a bonnet of my own grandmother's. A remembrance of her to me, and so of me to you, a keepsake of thy roots," the woman said, eyes warm with a lifetime of love and concern. "Use it as a bookmark to thy Bible, child, as I have always done."
She tried to smile, she had only a few teeth left. It gave her mouth a comical quirk that before had always made Emma laugh. But Emma was not a child anymore, and this meeting was meant for parting. Now the gentle smile made her cry.
The old woman reached for her hand. "Thee must be careful out among the English. They scorn our ways and our worship. Thy faith and fortitude will be most sorely tested. But be faithful always and God with show thee the way, it is His promise."
Given recent events with her own father and the elders, Emma had to ask then, "If I must chose between obeying Father or obeying our beliefs, which must I do?"
The old woman licked her dry lips. Emma helped her sit up a bit in order to take a sip. She then fluffed the pillows so the woman could remain so.
"I can see out the window like this," her great-grandmother said with a slight smile. The woman's eyes strained to see the light, and Emma went to move aside the plain curtains which blocked out the hot sun in the afternoon.
It was morning now, the light was dim. In the distance, men were plowing the fields for spring planting. They were far away, small enough that you could not tell one from another, and she wondered if her great-grandmother could see them anyway.
Finally, the old woman said, "I should tell thee that only the elders could advise on such. But I tell thee from my own heart, that thee must follow thy own heart as well. If thee do a thing because it is expected from those outside thy own heart, then thee are not being true to the teachings or to thyself. Always, thee must pray to God, the answers will be there. . . somewhere."
That last word had been almost silent, and Emma was not sure she really heard it. And the answer from the old woman was as confusing as those she had heard from the elder council.
Her father, Jakob Hoffmann, was being shunned, punished for his pride and waywardness. Shunning was a disciplinary action that set the person apart: It was a communal avoidance, a punishment. He could not worship with the community, he could not join in community activities. They would not even speak to the man.
Emma had asked if she was to then ignore her father, to no longer cook and clean for him, to no longer worship with him either. And if so, wasn't that also a dereliction of her own obligations as a daughter, no matter what her father had done? Why must she be punished as well by the lack of interaction, for she had no mother and she loved her father well?
What was she to do?
Not talking to her father, that seemed particularly cruel.
The elders had talked long and the words were soothing in tone and consolation, yet she still did not know what was expected of her. How could she shun her father, the man she loved so dearly? But the answer had finally come from Jakob himself.
In his anger over her confusion, he had shouted to the elders, "No, I shun you! I will no longer stay here to be so sorely tested." And with those ominous words, he had changed the course of Emma's life.
She was sixteen, hoping to be wed in the next year or two. Her own mother had died but two years before, and Emma had taken over all the household duties. She had not thought about the course of her life before. It was meant to be the same as all the young women who came before her for generations.
She was a pretty girl, with blonde hair tied severely back, and the large blue eyes of her people—like so many of the German extraction in the Pennsylvania Dutch—the Amish. She was not thin, nor fat, but had a sturdy constitution, formed from a life of farm work.
Emma was known to be as good a cook as any, but was given to adding extras to recipes long meant to be the same. And once she put dandelion root into the dyeing vat to make a different hue of thread than was expected. Her father thought it was amusing, but others thought it was strange, though harmless enough—as long as she didn't do it again.
Emma didn't have dreams of change, nor of the world outside. True, she was fascinated by the people when she went to the town sometimes with her father, but they seemed just as fascinated by her—especially the children. But for her, this secluded community was where a you were born and where you worshiped too. Here you worked for your family, until you married, then bore children for a new family of your own. And finally, this is where you died.
It was the same as the rhythm of the earth: the seasons, the crops, even the cycles of the animals they raised. Adding dill and onion to the bread dough, or prettier stitches on her embroidery was as rebellious as Emma had been. She had no other dreams, no other thoughts: It would be as it always had been.
At least, until her father spoke out against the elders.
The Amish had not fought in the big war that tore into the very heart of the nation. But they did not call themselves American, also know as "the English," or German either. Nor were they Union or Confederate, Yankee or Rebel. They were God's people, seeking a plain and simple life. They refused to fight. For anyone or anything.
Many American citizens were critical of those like the Amish and Quakers for their pacifism. Though their teachings condemned slavery, to the Amish it was a matter of belief: Slavery was wrong, so was killing. Violence was no answer.
This war was no different, the doctrine was the same as it always had been. With their pacifism, their separateness and devotion, came the anger and the persecution of those outside their community—outsiders, outlanders, others.
It had been the same for decades in America and elsewhere for centuries before.
The Mennonites and their more conservative branches, the Amish and Hutterites, were often persecuted for their beliefs. In the past, they continued to emigrate from their homes to safer ground within Europe and even some to Russian until finally they moved to the New World. For generations, they worked the land, worshiped, and stayed as a separate community: "be ye separate."
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/12776 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!