An Unusual Proposal

‘Will you marry me and take me with you to North
Dakota?” | blurted the words out so fast my head was spinning.
| anxiously waved the fan as | waited for his response. |
couldn’t bring myself to drink the punch, so | just held it, hoping
| wouldn’t spill it since my hand was beginning to shake.

His head shot up and he looked at me, shocked. ‘I
must be dreaming,” he whispered.

| sat still, not daring to speak another word. | figured
since he loved me, he would agree to my request. However,
his response surprised me.

“l don’t think it's a good idea. As much as | would love
to take you with me, you would be doing it for the wrong
reason.”

“You love me. You will treat me well.”

“But you will be doing this to get away from Kent and
Rebecca. It wouldn’t be right.”

Panic flashed through me. “Why couldn’t | learn to love
you? Just because you've loved me first, it doesn’t mean |
won’t come around to loving you.”

“You love Kent.”

‘“Now. But that can change.” Couldnt it? Was |
destined to love Kent for the rest of my life?

*k*k
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Dedicated to Barb McDonald, a woman with a good heart and a
great common sense approach to life. Your friendship has
been a blessing to me.






Dear Reader,

This is a rewrite of my two books, Todd’s Bride and
Ann’s Groom. Most of the content is exactly what you'll find in
the other two books. | wrote Todd’s Bride first which was
written in Ann’s point of view. However, | liked Todd so much
that | wanted to write his point of view as well. So | wrote Ann’s
Groom a couple months later. | still wasn’t satisfied with the
final product. | wanted to combine them into one book instead
of having two separate books telling the same story.

This story is told in first person, but there are two people
telling it: Todd and Ann. At the beginning of each chapter, |
state who is telling the story. For example, Chapter 1 is Ann’s
point of view, so | put the heading ‘Ann’s Point of View’ under
the chapter number. In Chapter 2, Todd tells the story so |
designate that chapter with the heading ‘Todd’s Point of View'.
Then in Chapter 3, | switch back to ‘Ann’s Point of View'. The
entire book goes back and forth between viewpoints. | know
this is an unusual approach but | wanted to try something
different.

Thank you for reading and | hope you enjoy this book
as much as | enjoyed writing it! | really do love Todd and Ann.
They will always have a special place in my heatrt.

Sincerely,

g)\uu{/ (Lm g)zoﬂd,i/rv
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This story begins in September 1898.
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Chapter One
Ann’s Point of View

Growing up in a wealthy family in Virginia wasn’t
always easy. | should have been grateful for all the
comforts | possessed, but there was a thought in the back of
my mind that something was missing. | didn't know what
that something could possibly be nor did it occur to me to
seek it out. | simply went about my life in the routine that all
young ladies were expected to follow.

All of my dresses were modestly cut. They started at
my neck and stopped at my ankles. They had puffy sleeves
and swirling skirts. | especially liked pinks and purples,
though blues and greens were close behind as far as my
favorite colors were concerned. | thought the pinks and
purples went better with my light brown eyes. 1 liked the
flowery decorations that the seamstress would sew into the
expensive fabric. The dresses were meant for show and
entertaining. There was nothing practical about them, and |
had to wear a corset and seven or eight petticoats with
them.
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| spent most of my free time talking to my friends.
Agnes Brothers was my closest friend, though she was a
year younger than me. She was a lot of fun to be around
with her good heart. If she ever had a bad day, | didn’t know
about it. She could talk for hours without taking a breath,
which | didn’t mind because she had a way of telling stories
that caught everyone’s attention.

Since our parents were good friends, | got to see her
a lot. More often than not, we would go to the Brothers’
house. The Brothers had seven children. The oldest, Todd,
was the only boy. He was my age, so | had many classes in
school with him. | didn’t know him very well because he
spent so much time with Creepy Alex Dawson.

Sometimes, Alex would go to the dinners, though his
parents opted to stay at their home, probably to get away
from him. He was a terror with his insistent need to pull
pranks on people. But once in awhile, Todd’s other friends,
Jack or Simon would be there, and they were decent boys
who | considered a good influence on him. It was difficult to
separate Creepy Alex from Todd, though Todd was always
nicer to the girls than Alex was. | figured since Todd had
sisters, he was automatically more respectful toward girls.

One Sunday after church in the middle of
September, my parents accepted an invitation from the
Brothers to attend lunch at their house. Unfortunately,
Creepy Alex was there too.

I had just turned seventeen, and | was beginning to
feel the pressure to start courting so | could get married
when | finished my last year of school. | contemplated my
newfound pressure while | ate the steak and mashed
potatoes on my plate. My mother sat to my left while my
father sat to my right. We sat near Mr. Brothers who sat at
the head of the table. Across from me were Agnes and
Abigail who were the girls closest to my age. Agnes was
just about to turn sixteen. Abigail was fourteen. Lucy was
twelve and sat next to Todd who sat next to Alex. Then Mrs.
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Brothers headed the other side of the table. Across from
Alex, Todd and Lucy were ten year old Miranda, seven year
old Colleen, and four year old Judy. That meant | was far
from Alex. Thank goodness for that!

“How is your job?” my father asked Mr. Brothers.

“‘Good. Business is doing better than ever,” Mr.
Brothers replied. “Todd will be starting out in the loan
processing department in October. We’re proud of him.”

“‘He is turning into a fine young man,” he agreed.
“I'm sure he will do well.”

Agnes pretended to yawn.

| giggled. She thought these conversations were just
as boring as | did. | crossed my eyes.

She suppressed her own laughter.

“‘Ann, remember your manners,” my mother
whispered. “You are not a child anymore. You must act like
a young lady. No man wants to marry a woman who acts
rudely at the dinner table.”

Her words sobered my mood. Marriage. It was the
big expectation that hovered over me like an impending
storm. | did want to marry, but | didn’t know anyone | could
get excited about. As Mr. Brothers talked about his other
children, my mind wandered to what my future was going to
be like. Dinner parties, social luncheons, and dances. That
wasn't so bad but the pressure to find a husband was
overwhelming at times. Sometimes | couldn’t decide which
was worse, marrying a man who wouldn’t treat me as well
as my father treated my mother or being confined to doing
what others expected me to do. | felt guilty for complaining
about my life. | had it a lot better than other young ladies
who weren’t fortunate enough to be adopted by such loving
people.

A shriek from Colleen interrupted my thoughts.

My eyes narrowed at Creepy Alex who was trying
not to laugh. 1 glanced at Colleen and saw what had caused
her distress. He had slipped a bug in her soup.
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“Alex, | thought we discussed this,” Mrs. Brothers
admonished. She didn’t seem as upset as | felt. In fact, |
thought she was hiding her smile. “You can’t do this at the
table. Pranks and meals do not mix.”

| rolled my eyes in disgust. Was | the only person
who found his actions incredibly annoying?

“‘Relax, Ann. Mrs. Brothers is taking care of it,” my
mother whispered.

‘I didn’t say anything,” | whispered back.

“Your expression speaks volumes, dear.” She patted
my hand sympathetically. “Men will notice such things.”

“I have no one to impress in this room, so | should be
allowed to show my displeasure.”

“Todd is here.”

“So?”

Thankfully, everyone was so busy laughing over
Alex’s prank that they didn’t notice my conversation with my
mother.

After the lunch, | joined Agnes and her sisters in the
parlor where a servant watched us to make sure we didn’t
break anything valuable. Ever since Alex nailed the rug to
the floor, he was banned from the room, so | knew | was
safe from him. At least, | was for the moment.

While Agnes’ sisters played a board game on the
floor, | turned to Agnes who sat next to me on the couch.

“Do you ever feel trapped?” | asked her.

“How do you mean?”

| sighed. “I don’t know exactly. | just keep thinking
there’s more to life than entertaining guests and getting
married. There should be something adventurous out
there.”

“l think we have plenty adventures whenever Alex is
around.”

| gagged. “That’s not the good kind of adventure.”

“It's better than being bored all the time.”

“‘Why don’t his pranks bother you?”
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She shrugged. “Maybe it's because he’s Todd’'s
friend. I'm used to seeing him pull something on me and my
sisters.”

“Is Todd ever behind any of it?”

“l don’t think so. Whenever it's just Todd, things are
dull. He used to try to get us riled up but our parents put a
stop to that early on, so how he just hangs out by himself or
rides his horse unless Alex is around.”

“l suspected as much. | noticed the same thing,
though he has been hanging around us lately. Don’t you
think that’'s strange?”

“He asks about your school work because you share
many classes together. He usually leaves after that.”

“True.” | had suspected there was more to it than
that, but Agnes was probably right.

“‘Why are you feeling so melancholy?”

“Can you keep a secret?”

Her eyes lit up. “For you? Of course, | can!”

I chuckled. She had a tough time holding back
gossip for anyone but me. “My parents are making offers to
other parents to attract suitors. They’re offering a pretty
good sum of money in my dowry. They announced this
when | was a child but it's beginning to get attention now
that I'm seventeen.”

“‘How much are they offering?”

| told her.

“That’s a lot of money.”

“I'm also their only child, so | suppose it's easier for
them to make that deal. | almost feel like I'm being put on
display for the whole world to see. A thirty year old and
forty-five year old stopped by to greet me yesterday. Then
Jack’s parents visited with my parents about an
arrangement. Thank goodness my parents insist that |
make the choice.”

“Yuck. | can see why you're disheartened. If it
makes you feel any better, not everyone knows about your
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dowry. Todd doesn’t. | assume my parents know but they
haven’t spoken a word about it. My father is more interested
in Todd working at the bank than if he gets married. Todd
turns eighteen in April, and you would think if anyone is
feeling pressured, it would be him. But the rules are
different for men. They can be forty and a bachelor and no
one cares. Itisn’t like that for us.”

“What will you do?”

“l don’t come with a big dowry like you, so | suspect
it'll be easier for me. I'm looking forward to being courted.”

“Just make sure you stay in public where at least one
person can see you and the young man together at all
times. It's one of my rules. Ginny always makes sure I'm
safe.”

“Don’t you trust any of the men in this town?”

“Your brother is the only one, but that's because
we’ve known each other all of our lives and I've seen how
he is, even on his worst days.”

“He’s a good person. Very stable, patient and loyal.
He’s kind of boring.”

Lucy and Abigail jumped up and screamed as a
couple bugs fell into their hair. Since they were sitting by
the slightly opened parlor doors, they were the logical choice
for Creepy Alex’s next prank. | sourly noted the sound of
footsteps as he ran off. He was probably looking for Todd
so he could blame it on him, which only proved how much of
a friend Alex really was.

“Get him!” | demanded as | stood up.

“‘Ewe! Get the bugs off of me,” they whined.

The other girls ran to help them.

| stared at them in disbelief. Were none of them
going to get even with him? | stormed out of the room. |
would make it so that he didn’t mess with them anymore, at
least when | was around. | saw the closet door by the room
and opened it. My eyes lit up when | saw the broom. It was
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time to show Alex he couldn’t engage in such rude behavior.
| raced down the hall until | found him hiding in Todd’s room.

“This has to stop!” | ordered and started hitting him
with the broom.

Todd burst out laughing.

“l didn’t do it. Todd did,” Alex protested, holding his
hands over his head. “He wanted to see if you'd do
anything.”

“Oh right. Like | believe that,” | retorted. “Everyone
knows you’re the instigator. Leave my friends alone you
creepy boy!” | continued my assault on him until someone
grabbed me around the waist and pulled me out of the room.

“Ann Clara Statesman, stop this right now!” my father
ordered as he held me up in the air.

My mother looked flustered as she pried the broom
out of my hands. “What’s come over you?”

“‘Alex Dawson won’t leave my friends alone. He
needs to be taught a lesson.”

“It wasn’t me,” Alex argued but no one believed him.

Todd couldn’t stop laughing.

“You creepy boy!” | yelled. “You better not go near
any of my friends ever again.”

“That’'s enough, Ann.” My father set me down and
gave me one of his stern looks that immediately quieted me
down.

“Apologize to Mr. Dawson.”

“But he threw bugs in Abigail and Lucy’s hair.”

‘I don’t care. Apologize or you won’t be able to
attend Agnes’ birthday party.”

| crossed my arms. “Sorry,” | muttered, not looking
at Alex.

“Look at him and tell him nicely.”

| sighed and faced the little rat. “I'm sorry, Alex.”

“You can go to the party, but you won'’t receive any
guests for a month.”
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‘Really?” My face lit up. No suitors for a whole
month?

He frowned. “l don’t know why but | think | just gave
you a reward.”

‘It will be nice to have a break from all the men
coming over,” | admitted.

His expression softened. “Perhaps your mother and
I have been somewhat pushy. | can see your point. But you
won’t be able to receive female visitors either.”

“It’'s worth it, though | will miss Agnes.”

“Alright. Go with your mother to the buggy. ['ll say
goodbye to Mr. and Mrs. Brothers.”

Once my mother and | were in the horse-drawn
buggy, she shook her head. “My dear, you know I love you,
but you'll never find a good man with the way you act in
public.”

There it was again. The whole marriage discussion.
| decided to keep quiet.

After a few tense moments, my father joined us and
sat next to my mother.

George, one of the three servants in our household,
clicked the reins on the horses so we could head home.

“‘Please help me with this, Dan.” She turned to my
father. “We want her to be treated well by her future
husband. If she keeps acting unladylike, who can she
possibly attract without the help of her dowry?”

He paused for a moment as he considered her
question. “She may be attracting the right kind of attention
and we aren’t aware of it. Did you see the look on Todd’s
face? He actually seemed to be impressed with her.”

| blanched. Todd? Sure, he was okay looking. He
had a slender frame with broad shoulders. His dark blond
hair turned lighter in the summer when the sun hitit. He did
have nice blue eyes and an infectious smile. But he was
Agnes’ brother.
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Fortunately, they did not press the issue. We rode
the rest of the way in silence. | was so relieved to be away
from Alex, | didn’t mind missing the rest of the afternoon with
Agnes.
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Chapter Two
Todd’s Point of View

| still remember the day | realized | loved Ann. My
parents took the whole family to her house to celebrate her
sixteenth birthday. Since | wasn’t allowed to bring Alex
along, | figured it was going to be boring with no one but our
parents and my sisters there. | would have brought another
one of my friends had they been able to come along, but
they were busy. When we got to her house, | sat in the
parlor, bored out of my mind, while the girls all giggled and
talked about stuff only girls would be interested in. | tuned
these topics out fairly well.

As | was staring out the window, Ann walked up to
me. “Would you like to play the new game my parents
bought me for my birthday?”

Anything to get away from the mindless chatter
appealed to me, so | nodded and followed her to her
bedroom. Ginny, one of the servants in her household, was
with us, so there was no way anyone would think we were
doing anything improper. Her bedroom was a typical girly

10
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bedroom but somehow, it didn’t seem so bad compared to
what my sisters’ bedrooms were like.

She handed me a deck of cards. “The game is
called Solitaire. Are you familiar with it?”

| shook my head.

“It's a game you can play by yourself.” She shuffled
the deck and set seven cards out in a row on her desk. |
watched as she continued to set the cards out. Some were
faced up and some were faced down. As she did this, she
explained, “Since I'm an only child, | don’t receive games
that are for two or more players. This card game is fun and
can be tricky. If you make a mistake, you have to hope
you’ll get to use the necessary card again.”

“Why are you doing this for me?” | had to ask it.
Usually, she didn’t notice me.

She smiled at me.

| blinked. Since when did she look pretty?

She handed me the rest of the cards. “It can’t be fun
for you to sit in the parlor and listen to us talk about clothes
and jewelry. | know our parents are close and wanted to
spend the day together, but it's hardly any fun for a boy to
be surrounded by girls. Also, | was the one who insisted
that Creepy Alex wasn’t allowed to come. I'm sorry, Todd,
but I just can’t stand him. He thinks his pranks are funny but
| don’t.”

I shrugged. “l guess he’s not for everyone.”

‘I had hoped that maybe one of your other friends
would be able to come. Simon and Jeff are actually nice.
It's too bad that didn’t work out. So | thought if you could
play an interesting game away from the rest of us, it would
help pass the time.”

“Thank you.”

She spent the next five minutes teaching me the
rules of the game, and | was intrigued by it.

“I will let our parents know that | invited you back
here so they won’t bother you until it's time to eat,” she said.

11
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“Would you like me to stay here, Miss Ann?” Ginny
asked her.

Ann looked at me for a moment before turning back
to the servant. “No. | trust him.”

That was when 1 fell in love with her. From that
moment on, | sought her out whenever she was around. |
found that | was able to have a good conversation with her
as long as we were alone, with a servant quietly watching.
Being wealthy with servants following us all over the place,
we grew up used to it. But the times when | could talk to her
without one of my sisters, our parents or a friend with us
was rare. Most of the time, | had to listen to her and Agnes
talk. | stayed as long as | could tolerate the conversation.
On several occasions, | attempted to change the topic, but
Agnes dominated the room so | gave up and left. As much
as | loved to sit and look at Ann, | could only handle so
much female talk.

| spent hours staring at her picture. It was the only
one | had of her. It was taken on her sixteenth birthday.
She gave Agnes a copy. | wanted to ask for one too but
was suddenly too nervous around her, so | offered to buy
Agnes’ copy.

‘Ann’s my dearest friend,” she said. “If | sell this, it’ll
be like I'm selling my friendship. | can’t do that.”

| didn’t hide my disappointment. “It's just one
picture. You have others of her.”

“True but this is her most recent one.” She paused
and gave me a careful look. “Do you love her?”

| shook my head. “Of course not.” Like | would ever
admit such a thing to my sister!

She didn’t seem convinced. To her credit, she didn’t
give me a hard time about it. “I'll tell you what. I'll ask her
for another picture.”

“You’re not going to tell her why, are you?”

“I should. It might be the first step to her becoming
my sister by marriage.”

12
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“l just want her picture. | don’t want to marry her.” At
sixteen, | wasn’t thinking that far off into the future.

“I'll get the picture and | won't tell her why.”

As soon as | got the picture, | framed it so it would
stay in good condition. As the year passed, | often gazed
upon it and recalled the day she taught me Solitaire.

It was easy to admire her dark hair, fair complexion,
brown eyes, and hourglass figure. | couldn’t think of a single
thing that was wrong with her. Well, that wasn’t entirely
true. She did have one flaw. She didn’t love me.

*k*k

My last attempt to get Ann’s interest came in October
when we were seventeen. She came down with a fever and
was unable to attend school, so | volunteered to take her
homework to her. This was my chance to talk to her without
Agnes being around.

Monday through Thursday, | visited with her in her
bedroom. Ginny stayed in her room while | discussed the
class lessons for the day and recorded her answers to the
guestions on our homework. Even when she was sick in
bed, she was beautiful. Her disheveled hair and runny nose
did little to discourage me. It was nice to see her without her
jewelry, fancy dresses and hats on. We mostly made small
talk, and | thought she was beginning to enjoy my company.
I know the more | learned about her, the more | loved her.
She wasn’'t sure what she wanted to do after we finished
school in May.

“I suppose it will be time to get serious about looking
for a husband because | have to,” she said thoughtfully. “I
hate to say it but sometimes being wealthy isn’t much fun.
You have to do what others expect you to do. For once, |
would like to do something that isn’t proper.” She glanced at
Ginny and smiled. “| often tell Ginny that one of these days,

13



Falling In Love With Her Husband

I’m going to let my hair down and go outside without a hat or
a parasol.”

I grinned. “l wouldn’t mind seeing that.”

“Oh, | know it isn’t a big thing as far as the rules go.”

‘Who says you have to do something drastic?
Sometimes just doing something small can help when we
live under the expectations of our parents.”

“So you do understand.”

More than she realized. That was one of the
reasons | went along with some of Alex’s pranks. They
were harmless and funny. | didn’t want to mention him
though. | wanted to keep the atmosphere pleasant.

“What are you going to do, Todd? Are you going to
college or start working?”

| hesitated to answer her question. | was seriously
considering moving to Jamestown, North Dakota to be a
farmer. Alex’s aunt and uncle, who lived in Fargo, told me
many stories about farming and North Dakota whenever
they came for a visit. They also sent him pictures which he
showed me.

Finally, | answered, “I'm not sure yet.”

“Tell me. Do men have the same pressure to marry
that women do?”

| thought over her question. “No. At least, | don’t.
We do feel pressured to find a suitable job.”

“So we have our own pressures to deal with. How
do you cope?”

“By dreaming of what | want to do.”

“‘Really? What is that?”

Did | dare tell her? | wanted to, especially since |
was hoping to ask her to marry me and go with me when we
finished school. But with Ginny there, | decided not to
mention it. | didn’t know how much servants talked amongst
themselves and did not wish my parents to discover my
possible plan. The only person | trusted with the information

14
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was Alex who faithfully kept my secret and helped me find
out more about farming and North Dakota.

“It's alright. You don’t have to tell me,” she said. ‘I
can understand the need for a secret.”

Again, she amazed me.

“l suppose we should discuss my homework,” she
stated before she sneezed into her handkerchief.

“God bless you,” | whispered. Even when she
sneezed, she was pretty.

“Thanks.”

We turned to the homework.

When Friday came, | wore my best suit. It was a
medium gray color with a dark blue tie. | even paid attention
to how | combed my hair. This would be the day | would ask
her if | could court her. Since we had some pleasant
conversations over the week, | was hopeful that she might
start to see me in a more romantic light. | didn’t want her to
think of me as just Agnes’ older brother.

When | arrived at her house with her books, my heart
pounded loudly in my chest. | rang the doorbell and waited
for her servant to answer. | followed George into the parlor
and smiled at the sight of her. She wore a gorgeous dark
green dress and had her hair neatly pulled back with a dark
green bow. | didn’t dare hope she dressed nicely for me.

Ginny took my hat and coat.

“You look like you're feeling well,” | greeted as | set
her books on the table.

‘I do. Thank you.” Ann motioned to the chair. “Will
you sit down?”

| sat in the chair while she sat on the sofa. Of
course, | wished that | was sitting next to her but knew it
wouldn’t be proper until | was courting her, and even then, |
wouldn’t sit too close.

“My fever is gone, though | still have a stuffy nose,”
she reported. “l do appreciate your keeping me current on
my school work.”

15
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‘It was either come here or work at my father's
bank.” That wasn’t really the reason | was doing it, but |
didn’t feel ready to say the truth yet.

“Are you ready to start that so soon?”

| sighed as | thought about working there.
“Apparently.”

“l take it that it doesn’t please you. You should be
able to have the job of your choosing after you graduate, so
your time at the bank will be temporary.”

“We'll see.” The truth was, if she showed any interest
in me, | would seriously consider staying in Virginia and
working at my father’s bank, but | didn’t want her to feel
responsible for such a decision. After a few moments of
awkward silence, | said, “We got a new student today.”

“‘Really? Who?”

“Kent Ashton. He just arrived two days ago from
New York.”

Her eyes lit up. “New York? How impressive.”

| frowned. A lot of the young ladies in class thought
Kent was exciting. Did | really have a chance next to
someone who was obviously more charming and
sophisticated than | was? “Yes. Many girls seem to be
taken with him. Alex had to welcome him the only way Alex
could.” It wasn’t my intention to bring Alex up but | hoped to
get off the topic of Kent.

“Oh no!”

“You know, Alex may be a prankster but he’s
harmless. He’s not all bad.”

She rolled her eyes. “Alex is so childish. When are
you going to get tired of his foolishness? | hope Kent
doesn’t assume everyone is as ill-mannered as Alex.”

| stiffened. “I admit that Alex does joke a little too
much, but he is a good friend.”

| thanked the servant who brought me a cup of hot
cocoa.

16
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“Personally, | think he’s a bad influence. If | hadn'’t
dumped sand all over him when we were ten, he never
would have left me alone. | hope Kent will teach him a
lesson.”

I grinned as | recalled the day Alex and | were so
bored in class that we threw pebbles in her hair until she got
fed up and poured a jar of sand all over us. “l must have
taken two baths that night to make sure all of that sand was
off of me.”

She chuckled at the memory, her mood brightening.
“It was kind of funny.”

“Everyone in class learned not to mess with you after
that. Oh, Agnes wanted me to give you her letter. She
wanted to come but | felt it was best that she wait until
you’re healthy. | don’t want her to risk getting sick.”

“Tell her | miss her,” she replied as she took the
letter. My heart rate increased as our fingers lightly
touched. “So, what homework do | need to do?”

| wanted to say something more but decided to go
over her homework.

After an hour, | stood up to leave. “l will see you on
Monday. I'm glad you're feeling better.”

“Thank you again for bringing me my homework so |
don’t get behind in school.”

| shrugged. “It wasn’t a bother.”

Ginny brought me my hat and coat. | slipped them
on and hesitated. Would it be appropriate to ask her if |
could court her?

“Is there anything else?” she wondered.

Suddenly, | realized | couldn’t do it. “No. | better

go.
And so | left with a lot | wanted to say but couldn’t.
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Chapter Three
Ann’s Point of View

On Monday, | entered the classroom. | quickly
waved to Debbie and Rachel as | headed straight for my
desk.

“‘“Ann, may | say something?” Todd asked as |
passed him.

| stopped, not because | wanted to but because it
would be rude if | didn’t. | clutched my books to my chest
and waited. He wouldn’t say anything in front of the entire
class. Would he? | had the sinking sensation that he
wanted to court me and hoped to make sure the
conversation regarding it never came up.

He stood up. He smoothed his hair and adjusted his
tie. “I'm glad to see you made it.”

| shrugged. “It was either come here or stay bored at
home, staring at the walls.” It was a dumb joke but it was all
I could think of. | glanced at my seat which was a couple of
rows from him.

“Did | upset you Friday when | talked about Alex? |
know he bothers you.”
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“You're his friend. | expect you to mention him.” |
sighed. “l suppose he shouldn’t irk me so. | mean, it's not
like he does anything to me and no one else seems to mind
his pranks. It probably doesn’t help that | keep calling him
Creepy Alex either.”

He chuckled. “He calls you Scary Annie.”

| frowned. “I’'m not scary.”

“Well, you did hit him with a broom.”

| giggled. “That was funny, wasn'’t it?”

“Good for you,” someone interrupted. “l think Creepy
Alex is an apt term. However, | can’t imagine you being
scary, even if you did come after me with a broom.”

| paused and turned around so | could see the
person who spoke. Dark brown hair, clear green eyes, and
a great smile. This had to be Kent. And he was handsome!
| imagined someone from New York would be fascinating
but he put all of my fantasies to shame. | thought he was
rude to listen to what Todd and | said, but since he set his
books on the desk in front of Todd, | realized he couldn’t
help but overhear if that’s where he had to sit.

“I'm Kent Ashton.” He kissed my hand.

| stared at him, bewildered that he could be so bold.
That must be how New Yorkers were. Bold and charming. |
cleared my throat. “Todd told me you came here last week.”

“Yes. My family moved from New York.”

‘I know. He told me that too.”

“We can always talk later when your family comes
over to see mine,” Todd said.

Remembering Todd, | looked at him. “What?”

His smile faltered. “Never mind. | just wanted to
apologize for mentioning Alex on Friday.”

“Oh. It’s alright. | wasn’t upset with you.”

He nodded and sat down.

Blushing, because Kent still had his beautiful green
eyes on me, | shyly said that it was nice to meet him and
walked to my desk. | had no idea what to say to him. He
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was much more sophisticated than me. To my surprise, he
followed me.

“May | hang your coat in the back of the room?”

My heart skipped a beat. “Uh...” None of the young
men had offered to do that before. But Kent was from New
York. Maybe young men did that kind of thing there.

“l promise | won’t run off with it,” he teased.

| laughed. “l know.”

Feeling somewhat awkward and aware that Debbie
and Rachel watched me with amused expressions, | took
my coat off and handed it to him. | watched as he put it on
one of the hooks.

He returned to me. “l hope you don’t think I'm
overstepping my bounds, but | think you're the best looking
lady in this room.” Then he went to his seat.

My eyes grew wide. He was definitely bold! |
numbly sat down and stared ahead at the front of the room
where the teacher was getting the day’s lecture ready. Kent
Ashton was better than | thought he’d be. The teacher
stood up to speak, so | turned to my books and got my
things ready for the day.

*k*k

Kent turned out to be very charming and attentive.
He seemed to care for me and we did have fun talking about
how creepy Alex was whenever he pulled another one of his
silly pranks. | spent Saturday afternoons in my parlor
listening to Kent tell me how exciting New York was. He
even brought pictures of New York and of the people he
knew there. It sounded better than Debbie claimed it to be.

“If we get married, I'll take you there so you can see
it for yourself,” he once said.

When December came, he asked my father if he
could court me, and my father said no. This was the second
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him he refused to let Kent be with me. Greatly upset, |
confronted my father about it that night at dinner.

“Your mother and | don't trust him,” my father replied.
“He’s not what he appears to be.”

“‘Have you met his parents? You always told me that
| should judge a man by his parents.”

“Ann, | am the voice of experience and wisdom. You
have to trust my judgment.”

“‘No one else is appealing to me, Father. | have
been paraded through this town in front of countless
bachelors who are only interested in my dowry. And a
couple of those men were old enough to be your age. What
kind of life am | going to have if I'm confined to a loveless
marriage? All these men care about is what | can give them
instead of who | am. At least Kent doesn’t know about the
dowry, and he enjoys my company.”

My mother sighed. “What about Todd?”

“We've already had this discussion. | don’t want to
marry him.”

“Ann,” Father began, “marriage is more than fleeting
emotion. It is best built upon a foundation of friendship.
You aren’t looking at things clearly. Kent may be charming
but there’s something wrong with him. Todd, on the other
hand, is stable, trustworthy, and loyal. You can be sure that
he won’t do anything to harm you.”

“What proof do you have that Kent would do that?”

He stared at the fork in his hand. “I don’t have proof.
| just have a bad feeling about the boy.”

My mother nodded. “You should consider Todd. |
see the way he looks at you during church and when we’re
at the Brothers’ home. He loves you. Why, a boy like that
will treat you as you deserve to be treated. What you and
Todd need is to spend time together. Then you might see
him the way he really is.”

“l spent time with him in October. He’s alright but
he’s not... Well, to be frank, he’s not exciting.”
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My father set his fork aside. Picking up his pipe, he
looked at me. “So you are opposed to Todd?”

“Yes! | don’t love him.”

“Alright.  Your mother and | will speak with Kent's
parents so we can get a better idea of what he is like.”

He kept his promise and both he and my mother
concluded that his parents were respectable people, so they
allowed the courtship. | was ecstatic. Kent did mention
marriage and the possibility of checking Europe out on our
honeymoon. He said he had an uncle in Ireland who could
give us a personal tour. He even brought over brochures
and pictures. He frequently told me | was pretty and bought
me little gifts for no reason at all. | loved surprises, so this
was a treat. He took me to symphonies and the theatre. He
would only kiss me on the cheek and occasionally hold my
hand, so | knew he respected me.

Debbie, Rachel and Agnes sat with me and planned
out my future wedding. Agnes would be my maid of honor
while Debbie and Rachel would be my bridesmaids. They
were excited for me and it was fun to look forward to the
future instead of dreading it.

*k*k

Then April came.

| got ready for Kent’s arrival at my house.

“Miss Ann, you have a caller,” Ginny announced.

| turned from my bedroom mirror in anticipation.

Ginny giggled.

‘Do | look alright?” | asked her. | wore a dark blue
satin dress. He liked the color blue the best.

“You look as beautiful as usual. Come along. It
wouldn’t be right to keep him waiting.”

| took a deep breath to calm my nerves. When |
entered the parlor, my heart raced with excitement. He
looked to be larger than life with his broad shoulders and tall
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frame. “Good afternoon, Kent,” | greeted warmly as |
approached him. “It's good to see you. Will you sit down?”

“No thank you, Miss Ann.”

Surprised by his formality, | stood awkwardly. Out of
the corner of my eye, | noticed Ginny shrug, just as
bewildered as | was. | waited for him to speak but he
refused to look at me. | knew something was wrong, so |
took great care in asking my question. “Did you have a bad
day?”

“No. I...I have to tell you something,” he mumbled,
staring at the lace curtains on the other side of the room.

| was afraid of what he had to say, so | didn’t press
him to continue.

He sighed loudly. “l don’t know how to tell you this.”

| remained silent. Part of me needed to know while
another part wished to remain ignorant. At last, | asked, “Is
someone in your family ill?”

“No, nothing like that.”

By now, | was squirming. When | could not stand the
awful silence anymore, | demanded, “What is it?”

“l cannot call on you again.”

“What?” | dumbly asked.

“l love Rebecca Johnson, and | intend to marry her.”

“‘How...When...?” | couldn’t manage to finish my
guestion.

“It just happened. | didn’t plan it. | don’t think
anyone can plan things like this,” he hastily explained.

Before | could reply, he walked to the front door. ‘I
hope there won’t be any hard feelings between us. [I'll see
you in church tomorrow. Good-bye, Miss Statesman.”

And just like that he was out of my house and out of
my life. | didn’t know how long | sat in the chair, staring
blankly at the wall in front of me. All | kept wondering was
how he could claim to love me one day and claim to love
someone else the next. Ginny sat by me. | took small
comfort in her presence. | appreciated the fact that | didn’t
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have to talk to her. | wished to be alone with my thoughts
for awhile.

When dinner came, | went through the motions in a
daze. | ate dinner outside on the veranda with my parents
but | didn’t participate in their conversation. | wasn’'t hungry
so | kept moving the food around on my plate.

“Ann, my dear, what's wrong?” my mother asked.

| took a deep breath. My parents didn’t like it when |
cried. Tears were not allowed in front of others. | braced
myself. “Kent came by today, and he announced his
engagement to Rebecca Johnson.”

“He’s going to regret it someday,” my father softly
replied.

“‘Oh my dear Ann, is there anything we can do to
help you?” She put her arm around me and gave me a
gentle squeeze.

| battled with my sense of grief and humiliation.
They had warned me. Yet, they were being gracious about
it. | felt like such a fool for not listening to them.

“l want to be alone right now. May | be excused?” |
fought back my tears.

“Of course you may,” my mother said. She quickly
wiped the tears welling in her eyes on her handkerchief.

Her concern for my emotional welfare made me
grateful for her. | could tell by the look in my father’s eyes
that he also grieved for me. Even if they were most likely
glad for the ending courtship, they didn’t show it because
they loved me. Their support and concern gave me a calm
deep in my heart.

That night, | fell asleep as soon as my head hit the
pillow, and | woke up refreshed and eager for church. The
reality of Kent and Rebecca didn’t sink in until | saw them
sitting together at church. He leaned over and whispered
something in her ear. She laughed so loud that | could hear
her from across the room.
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| felt faint. | leaned on my parents for support. Don'’t
cry, | repeated to myself.

“He has nerve,” my mother angrily whispered.

“He’s just a foolish young man. He doesn'’t realize
what he’s giving up,” my father replied.

“He and Rebecca are flaunting themselves in front of
everybody. It's not proper.”

“Please, let’s sit down,” | interrupted.

On our way to our usual pew, we passed the
Brothers. | looked for Agnes but figured she was talking to
some of our other friends.

My parents stopped to talk to Mr. and Mrs. Brothers.
| tried not to look awkward, standing by myself in a room full
of people who were happily socializing.

“Good morning, Ann,” Todd greeted, his hands in his
pockets.

“‘Good morning, Todd,” | politely replied. Usually,
that was all we ever said to each other at church, so | was
surprised when he didn’'t leave and sit down. | pulled my
eyes away from Kent and Rebecca. “Is there something you
want to discuss?”

“Are you ready to finish school?”

“We still have a month to go,” | absently reminded
him. Rebecca’s laughter echoed through the building. Out
of the corner of my eye, | saw Kent smile at her. He used to
reserve those special smiles for me.

“‘Have you thought about what you’re going to do
after graduation?”

| turned back to him. Why was he still talking to me?
Not wishing to be rude, | answered him. “No. | don’t know
what to do.” | had planned to be Kent's wife. Now my future
was a blank slate, and | didn’t know what to put on it. Noting
that he was still standing by me, | cleared my throat. “What
about you? Are you going to work at the bank?”

He glanced at his father who was talking to my
father. “We’ll see.”
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| wondered what he meant but didn’t ask for
clarification. | wanted him to leave me alone, so | tried to
discourage any further conversation by looking around the
church. | knew it was rude and my mother would not
approve, but | just wanted to sit down, get through the
service and hide in my house so | could get away from Kent
and Rebecca.

“What a wonderful idea!” my mother proclaimed.

‘Fine. Then we’ll see you next Sunday for dinner,”
Mr. Brothers replied.

| inwardly groaned. Another dinner with them? |
didn’t feel like eating ever again.

“We will see you next week,” my father nodded.

Thank you, Father! | gladly walked away from Todd
and sat in our usual place.

During the sermon, my eyes kept darting to Kent and
Rebecca. Once the sermon was over, Agnes ran over to
me while my parents talked to other people. Relieved to talk
to Agnes, | walked outside with her. The Spring air was
warm. | loved the feel of the sunlight on my face and
shoulders but had to open my umbrella to protect my
“delicate, white skin”.

“Tell me what happened between you and Kent,”
Agnes insisted.

“Kent’s going to marry Rebecca.”

“No!”

| nodded. “He informed me of their engagement
yesterday.”

“l don’t believe it. He loved you. Anyone could see
that.”

| shrugged. “I thought so too. But we were wrong.”

“What a shame. | was looking forward to being your
maid of honor.”

| sighed sadly as the plans we had made for my
wedding evaporated right before my eyes. Now | would be
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destined to be an old maid. | wondered how many cats |
would collect by the time | was sixty.

‘I know you don'’t like me to bring this up,” Agnes
warned.

My eyes narrowed. What could she be talking
about?

“If you married Todd, we would be sisters!”

I quickly hushed her. “That’s impossible. Don’t start
trying to fix me up with him again. | will never be interested
in him that way and you know it.”

“Even if it means we would be sisters?”

“Yes.”

She groaned. “Oh, it’s just as well. We would get
bored of each other because we’'d see each other all the
time.”

| chuckled. “Yes, that would be devastating.”

‘I hear you’re coming to dinner next week. [I'll bring
out the new game Father bought. It's a mind bender, so you
have to think on your feet.”

“Sounds fun. At least, it will get me through the
dinner.”

“Old people talking about how their kids are doing. |
don't like it either. | always feel put on the spot.”

“At least you get to share the spotlight with six other
siblings.”

“Yes, | just love being compared to Todd’'s
intelligence, Abigail's dancing, Lucy’s drawing, Miranda’s
spelling, Colleen’s cooking, and Judy’s writing. What have |
got? I'm Agnes the big talker. A talker. That's my special
talent.”

“Talking is good. You tell wonderful stories.”

“And what good is that?”

“‘Well, you've made me feel much better. You're a
great source of encouragement.”

“Thank you, Ann.”
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| smiled. “You’re a wonderful friend. Thank you for
listening and caring.”

“‘Any time.” She looked at the church door and saw
that her family was ready to leave. “I'll see you at school
tomorrow.”

| nodded and strolled to my parents.

*k*k

The week passed. | hardly ate anything. | spent my
free time locked in my room so | could cry. | didn’'t even
want Ginny to comfort me. | wanted to be left alone. At
school, | went through the necessary motions. | couldn’t
concentrate much on what the teacher said. What would it
matter anyway? In one month, | would never have to learn
anything new again. | would attend many social functions in
hopes of finding a husband. That was what my whole life
was about to become. The quest to find the man who would
care for me and the children we’d have together. Though |
greatly desired those things, | didn’t see how anyone but
Kent would adequately fill that position.

Rebecca let as many students as possible know of
her engagement. One time, | thought she gave me a cold
look but decided | imagined it. After all, she didn’t have any
reason to dislike me. She had Kent.

During lunch on Wednesday, Creepy Alex put a frog
on Rebecca’s chair. She bolted from her seat and
screamed so loud the entire school could hear her. Agnes
and | giggled from across the cafeteria.

‘What do you think you're doing?” Kent yelled at
Alex, his face red with anger.

“Don’t get riled up,” Todd defended his friend. “He
was joking around.”

Kent stood in front of the two boys. Todd and Alex
weren’t as tall as he was, so they looked small compared to
him. By now the entire student body was quiet.
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“It was a small frog,” Alex said. “We meant no harm
by it.”

I rolled my eyes. It was obvious that Alex did it
himself, but once again, he was pulling Todd into his pranks
with him.

“l ought to teach you a lesson about playing pranks.
Nobody likes a joker.” Kent looked directly at Alex.
Apparently, Kent knew Todd had nothing to do with the
prank too.

“‘Come on, Alex. Let's go,” Todd said. “He’s not
worth your time.”

“Is that an insult?” Kent demanded.

Todd shrugged. “Depends on how you take it. | just
don’t want to see anyone get into a fight, that’s all.”

“I'll let this one go. But don’t play anymore pranks on
Rebecca.”

‘I won’t,” Alex promised, his face glum.

Kent sat back down as Todd and Alex sauntered
away. The students slowly turned back to their
conversations.

“Creepy Alex strikes again,” | commented under my
breath.

“‘Oh Ann, it was just a harmless prank,” Agnes
replied.

“He’s extremely annoying.”

“l don’t know. | actually think he’s good looking. I'd
let him call on me if he wanted.”

| gave her a disgusted look. “It's a good thing I'm not
going to marry Todd because I'd have to kill Alex if he ever
became my brother-in-law.”

“I doubt Alex would find me interesting anyway. He’s
going to go to a college and make something of himself.”

“Something like a fool.” | chuckled at my joke.

‘When are you going to get over that pebble
incident? He hasn’t bothered you since that day.”
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“That is true. Hmm... Maybe if he had, Kent would
have stood up for me.”

“You don’t need anyone to stand up for you. You're
so strong-willed and independent, you can handle people on
your own. Rebecca’s weaker. She needs support.”

| frowned. “Do you think that’s why Kent is marrying
her instead of me?”

“No. He’s just stupid.”

| stared at the half-eaten food on my plate. It would
be nice if a man felt the need to protect me. Someone
who'd treat me as if | were the most important person in the
world.

Someone like Todd.
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Chapter Four
Todd’s Point of View

I contemplated telling Ann about my love for her. |
didn’t think she would be pleased, which was the only
reason | hesitated to do so. It was apparent to anyone who
cared to notice that she loved Kent. | knew there was no
way she would go to North Dakota with me, and even if |
stayed in Virginia and worked at my father’s bank, she
would either continue to mourn over Kent or find someone
else. The realization depressed me, but it did help me
realize which path | should pursue. | would go to North
Dakota without her. Perhaps | could find someone else out
there. | wondered if anyone could ever take her place.

It was Thursday after school when | had another
confrontation with my father. | was sitting at my usual desk
at the bank and wishing for the five o’clock hour so | could
go home. | worked there every day after school. Though |
was still a newcomer to banking, my father insisted | take a
position as the loan officer. He had dreams of me owning
the bank someday and was eager to start me at a higher
pay scale than a teller. | saved aside all the money | made
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into my moving account. | had already purchased two
horses to replace the two | would take with me. | had been
with Lightning and Thunder since | was fifteen and couldn’t
bear to part with them. 1 also had a covered wagon. | had
even packed aside my belongings that | planned to take. |
was just waiting for Alex’s relatives to confirm that Mr. Martin
was indeed selling his house and farm.

“Todd, please come into my office,” my father said as
he walked by my desk.

Since | didn’t have any customers, | followed him
and sat in the chair across from him.

He sat down in his chair and placed his elbows on
the table, his hands neatly folded. It suddenly felt like | was
at an inquisition. “What do you think of your position here at
the bank?”

| sighed. This wasn’t going to be a good discussion.
‘I don’t.”

He frowned. “Perhaps | should give you another
position.”

“That won'’t work either. | keep telling you that | don’t
enjoy this.”

“How can you be sure? You haven’t given your job a
chance. I'm offering you a legacy. Surely, you will want
something to leave your children.”

| inwardly groaned.

“Someday you will get married and have children.
What better gift can you leave them than this bank?”

“There’s no guarantee | will get married or that | will
have sons. | would have to have a son to leave the name
‘Brothers’ on the bank.”

“‘Miss Statesman is no longer seeing that Kent
Ashton fellow. Perhaps you can court her. | could arrange
something with her parents if you'd like.”

“‘No. She’s not interested.” The last thing | wanted
was my father to arrange my love life for me. “What made
you think of her anyway?”
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“I's obvious to everyone that you love her. My
advice is to be there for her and let her cry on your shoulder.
It may be the very thing that will get her to finally notice you.
It worked for your mother.”

My head was spinning. It was obvious to everyone
that | loved her? Did that mean she knew too?

“Well, don’t let any of that trouble you,” my father
continued. “There are plenty of other young ladies you can
choose from. You have years to explore your options.
What matters now is your job.”

| tuned him out as he ran through a long list of
reasons why banking was the perfect job for someone in my
economic status. | had heard this many times, but today it
was especially irritating.  Perhaps the realization that
everyone knew what | felt for Ann was the final straw.

“Father, please stop.” | tried to be kind while being
firm. “I have no intention of working here after | graduate.
I've been praying about this for a long time, and | really feel
led to farm.”

“Farmers don’t make as much money as we do. It's
a necessary profession since we all need to eat, but it is
beneath you. You were born into a wealthy family. Your
name means something. Don’t waste it.”

“Life is more than money.”

“Money helps you provide for your wife and children.
The Bible makes it clear that a righteous man leaves an
inheritance to his children’s children. It also says to honor
your parents. The best way to honor me is to work here.”

‘Is there anything else?” | finally asked when |
realized he wasn’t going to listen to me no matter how many
times | told him that his dream wasn’t my path in life.

“I'll open up the mortgage officer's position for you
next Monday. You might find that more to your liking.”

| couldn’t believe it.
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“One more thing before you leave,” he added. “If
you pursue this farming thing, you can consider yourself
dead to the family. You may go.”

| quietly stood up and left his office. | returned to my
desk and willed myself to calm down. If | ever have
children, 1 will let them do what they want with their lives.

*k*k

The next day before school began, | stopped by
Alex’s desk and sat in the seat next to his before Debbie
needed it. “Have you heard anything about the Martin
farm?” | whispered my question so no one overheard us.

“It's available. Do you want me to get my aunt and
uncle to get a loan set up for you? | can send them your
down payment.”

I glanced at Ann. She looked like she was trying to
ignore Kent and Rebecca who were sitting close together
and talking.

“‘When are you going to give up on Scary Annie?”
Alex asked.

I laughed. “She’s not scary.”

“Any girl who dumps sand on me and hits me with a
broom is scary.” He shook his head. “I can only imagine
what she’ll do when her future husband upsets her. If it
were me, I'd sleep with one hand on a gun for protection.”

“You're exaggerating.”

“‘Maybe. But | wouldn’t take my chances. | don'’t
know why, but you like to live dangerously.”

“What you interpret as scary is what | call passion. If
you grew up with a house full of sisters who never fought
back, you'd understand.”

‘I still wouldn’t sleep with the light off.” He
momentarily shuddered.

If I was in bed with Ann, the last thing I'd be doing
was sleeping. | doubted she’d let me sleep either. When
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she got involved with something, she gave it everything she
had. But | didn’t dare voice that opinion.

“As much as she scares me, | do feel bad for her,”
he admitted. “l also feel bad for Rebecca. Kent's not the
person he appears to be.”

| turned back to him in interest. “What do you
mean?”

‘I don’'t wish to go into detail. Let’s just say that Ann
is much better off without him. It may not seem like it, but
she’s the lucky one between her and Rebecca.”

My eyes widened in surprise. | knew Alex didn’t like
to spread gossip, even when it was true. He would only
warn someone that something or someone else wasn’t a
good idea to pursue. As much as | wanted to know what he
saw Kent doing, | decided to keep quiet.

“Should | tell my aunt and uncle to get the loan for
you?” Alex pressed.

“Yes. It's not like Ann will ever want me. | have
nothing to stay here for.”

“You’re better off.”

| saw Debbie enter the classroom. “See you at
lunch,” | said as | left her seat.

*k*k

That Sunday night | chose my best suit. | knew it
would be the last time | would see Ann at a dinner party
before | left for Jamestown, North Dakota. | fixed my tie as |
went over the words | would tell her. There was nothing to
lose at this point. | would simply tell her how | felt and tell
her that | knew she didn’t return my feelings but | wanted to
let her know before | left. At least, she would know
someone loved her even if Kent no longer did. Perhaps, it
would give her courage to find someone else.

I glanced at the picture | had of her on my dresser. |
hesitated to take it with me to North Dakota. What was the
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point in holding onto the past? | picked it up and stared at it
for a long moment. If she loved me, | could marry her and
take her with me. But even if she did love me, would she
really be content to go without the luxuries we were used to?
From what Alex said, the farmer didn’t enjoy servants who
did their every bidding. Ann wouldn’t be able to afford her
jewelry and fancy dresses. She would have to learn to
cook, clean, and do whatever it was farmer’s wives did. No.
She wouldn’t want to deal with the hardships out west. |
walked over to the trash can and held her picture over it.
Alex was right. It was time to let go of the past and move
on.

“Mr. Todd, the Statesman family has arrived,” Laura,
one of my parents’ servants, said.

“I'll be right there,” | replied. | dropped the picture in
the trash can. After tonight, | wouldn’t have anything else to
do with Ann.

| joined my sisters who were giggling around Ann
who seemed overwhelmed by the attention. | stood to the
side while Agnes and Abigail discussed corsets. | closed
my eyes. | knew more about female clothing items and
other feminine details than | cared to admit. Maybe being
alone on a farm would be a blessing. Then | wouldn’t have
to concern myself with such things ever again.

“Todd,” my mother greeted as she walked over to
me. ‘| think it would be nice if you offered to escort Ann to
the dance this Wednesday.”

“I'm the last person she wants to go with,” | replied.

“Oh, she just doesn’t know what a fine young man
you are. She probably needs a nudge in the right direction.”

“Please don’t. | appreciate what you're trying to do,
but it's not meant to be.”

“Well, from what | heard, there are no other available
bachelors to take her. It might be God bringing you two
together. You never know.”
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“She doesn’t love me. Besides, she might like to
stay home for a change. She doesn’t look like she’s up to
dancing.”

In fact, during the meal, she looked like all she
wanted to do was go home and stay locked up in her
bedroom. Despite Alex’s insinuation that Kent wasn’t good
for her, it was still rough to watch her. She seemed sad and
trapped at the same time.

Our parents made their usual rounds of updates on
what their children were up to. | cringed as my father
discussed his plans for me at the bank. | hated to
disappointment him. | knew he would be upset when he
woke up one morning and | was gone. | would leave a note
explaining what | did and that | was still thankful to him and
my mother for all their care, but | knew it wouldn’t help. |
was about to get disowned.

At one point, my mother asked Ann if she planned to
go to the dance, but Ann stared at her plate, absentmindedly
fiddling with her peas.

“Ann?” Her mother lightly tapped her on the arm.

She immediately turned her attention to her mother.

“Mrs. Brothers asked you a question, dear.”

“'m sorry. What did you ask, Mrs. Brothers?” she
politely asked.

My mother smiled at her. “Are you going to the
dance this Wednesday?”

“Yes, | will be going,” she softly answered.

| realized that she didn’t feel like going but would go
to please her parents. | sympathized with her predicament.
Only, | was getting out of my prison.

“Todd, would you be so kind as to escort Ann to the
dance?” my mother blurted out.

My face grew red from a mixture of embarrassment
and anger. Hadn’t we already discussed this? “She may
not wish to go with me, Mother,” | kindly, but firmly, replied.
| couldn’t look at Ann since | was too humiliated.
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“Of course, | would be honored to go with you,
Todd,” Ann replied.

| couldn’t say no with everyone staring at me. | knew
she only agreed because everyone expected her to. And
now | would take her because everyone expected me to. |
forced myself to look at her and smile. “Then | will take
you.”

| pretended to be intensely interested in the roast
beef dinner after that. If the dinner could have gotten worse,
| didn’t know how. In three weeks, this would all be a
memory. It was the only consolation | had.

Once dinner was over, | decided it was time to tell
her what was on my mind. | didn’t want her to spend the
next couple of days worried about whether or not | would
ask to court her after the dance. The situation was awkward
enough as it was. Since she was ready to run off with
Agnes, | had to yell her name across the room in order to
get her attention.

She and Agnes stopped. Turning around, she
politely asked, “Yes?”

| hated being put on the spot. Everyone was staring
us, and it irritated me. | would have to speak with her in
private. | walked up to her before | spoke. “Could | speak
with you on the veranda?”

| knew our parents would be fine with this since they
could see us from the window.

She nodded and followed me out.

Now that she was in front of me, | forgot my well-
rehearsed speech. She sat on the bench and patiently
waited for me to talk. | shifted uneasily from one foot to the
other. | was going to tell her and that would be it. “What |
have to say isn’t easy for me,” | slowly began, staring at the
ground. | couldn’t make eye contact. | feared she would
laugh at me. Taking a deep breath, | quickly said, “I love
you.”
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It wasn’t the way | had envisioned telling her a year
ago. Back then, | planned to hold her in my arms and tell
her before | kissed her. This wasn’t anything like that. | felt
like a fool who was out of place. Hoping to avoid any further
awkwardness, | continued to talk.

“I know you don’t love me,” | admitted.

Before she could interrupt, | requested that she let
me continue. She simply nodded and waited.

| sat next to her, making sure there was adequate
distance between us so | didn’t spook her. “I wanted you to
know how | felt about you before | left. | don’t want to work
at my father’s bank. | know it's what my family expects of
me, but I’'m not going to do it. | want to be a farmer. | know
it sounds silly but | believe it's God’s purpose for my life. |
have a friend who knows a man out west who wants to sell
his farm and house so he can be close to his grown
children. I'm going to purchase his property.”

“You're leaving?  When?” She was obviously
stunned. No one but Alex knew my plans up to this point, so
| wasn’t surprised by her reaction.

“I'll leave the day after we graduate.”

“Where are you going?”

“North Dakota.”

“That far? But what about your parents and sisters?”

“‘My sisters will get used to it. | think it might even
show them that they need to pursue their dreams so they
can live the lives they want. My parents will mostly likely
disown me.”

“Oh, they wouldn’t do something so drastic. Sure,
they will be upset but they’ll accept it.”

“No, they won’t. Trust me, Ann. | know them better
than you do.”

She closed her mouth and nodded.

‘I know how you feel about Kent and I've accepted
that,” | went on. “lt's not my intention to make you
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uncomfortable. Now you don’'t have to dread going to the
dance with me.”

Her mother tapped on the window. “We need to go,’
she yelled.

Ann turned back to me and smiled. “I'll miss you
when you leave. | won't tell anyone your plans. And I'm
sorry | never gave you a chance. You are very nice.”

“Thank you.” | stood up with her. “l hope this will
make going to the dance with me easier for you.”

‘I don’t want to go to the dance because Kent and
Rebecca will be there, but it will be less of a burden since
you’ll be with me.”

That was the first time she seemed to glad to be in
my presence. | took her picture out of the trash can when |
returned to my room. | stared at it again. If nothing else,
she was a friend. | packed it in my suitcase. | could always
throw it out after | made it to North Dakota.
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Chapter Five
Ann’s Point of View

Wednesday after school, | started getting ready for
the dance. | wanted to wear the nice emerald dress, but my
mother insisted | wear the pink one.

“But it’s so tight,” | argued. “l can hardly breathe in
it.”

‘I know it’'s uncomfortable, but it is your best dress.
Discomfort is a small price to pay for beauty, my dear.
Besides, you don’t want Rebecca showing up in a more
expensive dress.”

| sighed as Ginny pulled on the strings of my corset.
| almost passed out when she was done.

“You will be nice to Todd tonight, won’t you dear?”
My mother handed the dress to Ginny who put it on me.

“Yes, | promise.” | winced as Ginny fastened the
many buttons up the back of the dress. *“I might faint
though.”

“‘Once you are married, you may relax your dress
code. | want to be sure you find a suitable bachelor.”
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| nodded. | already knew who would make a good
husband. Someone who wanted what was best for me.
Someone who loved me and not my family’'s money.
Someone dependable. Someone | could trust. Someone
like Todd. My parents were right, and it was time | listened
to them.

| looked up at the mirror. This was it. I'd come too
far to back out now. 1 slipped on the pink gloves and hat to
complete the outfit.

| left my bedroom when the doorbell chimed. Todd
was here. In the hallway, | glanced at my reflection in the
mirror one last time. No one would guess my sudden plan.
| would ask Todd to take me with him when he went to North
Dakota.

“Here’s your fan, for when you feel hot at the dance.”
My mother handed the white lace fan to me. “Now, our
servants are taking the rest of the night off, and your father
and | will be visiting with Mr. and Mrs. Brothers at the
Clemmens’ house. We should be back shortly before
midnight. Mr. and Mrs. Carson will be chaperoning the
dance. If you should need anything, go to them.”

“Does that include smelling salts?”

“Yes, it does. A lot of ladies feel faint after dancing.”

“Very well. Thank you, Mother.”

George opened the door and let Todd into the parlor
where he waited for me. | wanted to take a deep breath, but
my dress prohibited the simple action. My mother wished
me well and left me alone. Well, | was as alone as possible
with George standing to the side of the parlor room.

Todd held a bouquet of red roses. His blond hair
was neatly combed back under his gray hat. It was a
strange contrast to his black suit and gray tie. He was not
bad looking. In fact, one might consider him to be
handsome. | wondered how his appearance would change
once he started farming.
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“Good evening, Ann,” he said, smiling at the sight of

me.
“Good evening.”
He motioned to the roses. “These are for you.”
| nodded and took them. “Thank you. They're
lovely.”

After | put them in a vase, we left for the dance.
Once he sat next to me in the double buggy, | asked, “Aren’t
you going to miss all of the comforts we’re used to?”

He shrugged. “I'm not sure. Perhaps | will. Perhaps
| won’'t. | won’t know until I'm gone.”

| fanned myself. This dress was already making me
feel unbearably hot. The material was too thick for the warm
Spring weather.

We arrived at the dance, and he helped me out of
the buggy. The horse neighed but | barely noticed it.
Instead, | heard Rebecca’s familiar cackle. | groaned. Must
she let the entire town know she won?

| braced myself for seeing Kent and Rebecca as
Todd escorted me into the building. Thankfully, he led me to
the opposite side of the room from the two lovebirds. We
danced to two songs. We discussed our classes, how warm
the air was getting and what Agnes was up to that night
since she wasn't allowed to go to dances until next year. At
the end of the second song, | thought | was going to pass
out.

| waved my fan furiously back and forth, but the
building was so hot that it did little to cool me off. “l need to
sit down.”

“Would you like to go outside?”

His concern surprised me. It wasn’t something | was
used to.

“Yes,” | admitted.

“Can | get you something to drink?”

“That would be nice. Thank you.” | walked outside,
walking numbly past Kent and Rebecca who were dancing.
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Don'’t look at them. Just keep going. Once | was outside, |
exhaled as much as | could, considering the tight dress, and
sat down. The cool evening breeze felt good against my
flushed face.

When Todd handed me a cup of punch, | glanced
around us. No one was near us on the veranda, so it would
be easy to have a private conversation.

“Will you please sit?”

He sat by me and looked at me. “What is it? Are
you feeling ill?”

“| feel fine.” Well, that was partly true. | was about to
take a giant leap that would change my life forever. How
could a person remain calm during that? | cleared my
throat. “I have a request.”

“l would do anything for you,” he softly replied,
looking down at the ground.

| hesitated. He meant those words. | almost
decided against my plan, but another round of laughter from
Rebecca strengthened my resolve. “Will you marry me and
take me with you to North Dakota?” | blurted the words out
so fast my head was spinning. | anxiously waved the fan as
| waited for his response. | couldn’t bring myself to drink the
punch, so | just held it, hoping | wouldn’t spill it since my
hand was beginning to shake.

His head shot up and he looked at me, shocked. ‘I
must be dreaming,” he whispered.

| sat still, not daring to speak another word. | figured
since he loved me, he would agree to my request.
However, his response surprised me.

“l don’t think it's a good idea. As much as | would
love to take you with me, you would be doing it for the wrong
reason.”

“You love me. You will treat me well.”

“But you will be doing this to get away from Kent and
Rebecca. It wouldn'’t be right.”
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Panic flashed through me. “Why couldn’t | learn to
love you? Just because you've loved me first, it doesn'’t
mean | won’t come around to loving you.”

“You love Kent.”

“‘Now. But that can change.” Couldn’t it? Was |
destined to love Kent for the rest of my life?

He shook his head. “I'm sorry, Ann. It wouldn’t be
appropriate.”

| set the cup down before | smashed it on the ground
in frustration. “It wouldn’t be appropriate. It wouldn’t be
proper. God forbid | should do anything that defies the
standards we are to live by. I’'m sick and tired of doing what
everyone else wants me to do. No one bothers to ask me
what my opinion is, except for you.” | waved the fan faster.
My face was heating up as my anger surfaced. | managed
to keep my voice down, but my agitation was apparent.
Hopefully, people would assume it was because of Kent and
Rebecca. “I hate being stuck. | hate having to watch those
two.” | nodded to the lovebirds. Again, Rebecca laughed.
Ugg! “And if | hear her laugh one more time, I'm going to
pour this cup of punch on her head.”

“Ann, calm down. It will get easier.”

| grunted. “You have no idea what it's like for me,
Todd. There are things | want to do, things | want to pursue.
But | can’t because I'm a lady. | have to attend every social
function and learn to be a proper hostess. | have to learn to
walk, talk and act delicate. | can’t go outside unless | have a
parasol or hat. | have to go to dinners | don’t want to go to.
I have to spend hours shopping for new clothes.” | paused.
“Well, that part isn’t so bad.”

He chuckled.

| tried not to give into my own urge to laugh.
“Seriously though. My parents are more lenient than other
parents, but | do have a set of rules | have to obey. You're
getting out of here. You can do that because you’re a man.
A woman going out west by herself is impossible.”
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“I have a plan,” he gently reminded me.

“And | have a strong desire to be somewhere else, to
do something other than what I've been doing all my life.”

“I wish | could help you but | can’t.”

| jumped up and waved the fan as fast as | could.
“You have the ability to take me out of here but you refuse.
What good is your love if you won’t help me?” | set my jaw in
firm determination as | stared at the trees in the moonlight.
“I will get out of here. You’re not the only one who can do it.
I'll run away if | have to.”

He stood up and walked over to me. He took the fan
out of my hand. “Before you break it,” he explained when |
started to protest. He stared at me for a long moment.
“Yes, | will take you. | planned to leave the day after we
graduate.”

‘Do we have to wait?” | was afraid if we waited, he
wouldn’t take me with him. As it was, | was having trouble
talking him into it now.

“Graduation is in a couple weeks.”

“Do you need to graduate to be a farmer?”

“‘No.”

“Then what’s stopping us? You've been planning
this for a long time. Surely, you have all the stuff you need
in place.”

“Yes, | do.”

“Then let’s leave tonight.”

“It's best to be patient. We should think about it.”

| groaned. “I've already thought about it, Todd. |
don’t want to wait another minute.” He seemed to be
searching for another excuse, so | touched his arm.
“‘Please.”

He closed his mouth and studied the sky for a
moment. Finally, he sighed. “l can’t deny you anything.
Alright. We'll leave tonight.”

“Good!”
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“After you tell your parents. They need to know
you’re safe.”

“I'll leave a note.” Thankfully, the house was empty
S0 ho one would stop me.

“It might be better if you tell them in person.”

“If 1 do that, they'll talk me out of it.” They would
never let me leave Virginia, even if it was with Todd. “l need
to get out of here, and | want to go with you.”

He reluctantly complied, so we managed to leave the
dance while no one noticed.
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Chapter Six
Ann’s Point of View

Our departure was rushed, so | left many things
behind. There wasn’t much room in the horse-drawn
covered wagon he had purchased. He already had his
supplies loaded into the back, so all he had to do was hook
up his two horses. Since he didn’'t have to go into his
house, he had an easier time avoiding unwanted eyes than |
did.

| was relieved my house was empty and quickly
packed my carpet bag. | tried to take sensible clothing. At
least, the dresses would fit better so | could breathe
adequately. | didn't dare change my dress, though |
desperately wanted to. | was afraid if | hesitated, then Todd
would change his mind and leave me here. | wrote my
parents a note to let them know | was marrying Todd and
going with him to North Dakota. | decided not to tell them
where | was going to be in North Dakota. | took a moment
to look around the parlor and wiped the tears from my eyes.
| uttered a prayer for my parents and left the house.
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He stood outside the front door. “It's not too late to
turn back.”

My stomach tensed. “Do you want me to come with
you?”

“Of course | do, but it's not about what | want.”

I handed him the carpet bag. “I'm going with you.”

He nodded.

| followed him to the wagon and waited for him to
load my carpet bag in with his other belongings before he
assisted me onto the wagon seat.

Some people marry for love, some for money, and
some are forced into it. | married Todd because | was afraid
if 1 didn’t, then | would have to settle for someone who
wouldn’t treat me as well as he did. | was wrong about
Kent. | had thought he was the right one for me. My
parents had warned me about him. They also
recommended Todd. So, in the end, | decided to trust their
judgment. Maybe it was a selfish reason, but | was afraid I'd
give up the best husband | could have.

We stopped by our minister's house, and fortunately
he was there so we didn’t have to go find another one. We
did want the minister we grew up with to marry us. During
the simple ceremony, | thought about my parents’ dream for
me to have an elaborate wedding with lots of guests, food
and music. The only person to witness the event was his
wife. There was no food or music. The minister did
guestion us about our decision, but since we had reached
the age of accountability, he agreed to marry us.

Once we were married, we thanked the minister and
headed out of Virginia. Todd’s cautious nature made me
anxious, for | feared our parents would find us and make us
return. | kept looking behind us, only reassured that we
were safe when | didn’t see any lanterns in the distance.

“'ve been mapping out a trail to North Dakota for
months,” he assured me when he noticed my distress.
“Someone who hasn’t studied the trails will get lost.”
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Still, 1 couldn’t relax, especially when he stopped to
let the horses take a break.

‘Do we have to stop now?” | wondered, fiddling with
the white lace on the sleeve of my dress.

“They need to rest for a few moments. They have a
long journey ahead of them. We don’t want to wear them
out.” He hopped off the wagon, untied his horses and led
them to the stream so they could drink the water.
Afterwards, he fed them some carrots.

I wondered what time it was as | stared at the full
moon. It really was a beautiful sight. Why hadn’t | noticed it
before?

When he hooked the horses up and sat next to me, |
asked, “What if our parents do find us?”

He paused for a moment. “Then we were meant to
stay in Virginia.”

| frowned. Why did we have to rely on horses for
transportation when trains were much more practical?

“Are you cold?” he asked.

“Actually, | am.”

He grabbed a blanket from behind the seat and
wrapped it around my shoulders.

“Thank you,” | whispered, pleased by his concern.

He stared at me, as if he wished to say or do
something. Suddenly, | felt strange. We were married now.
How would things change between us?

The moment passed, for he must have decided
against whatever thought raced through his head. | chose
not to ask what he wanted. Instead | closed my eyes. We
didn’t say much that night as we traveled. It seemed that
words weren’t necessary. | was actually comfortable in the
silence we shared. Eventually, | went back into the wagon
and fell asleep.

*k*k
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Todd didn’t sleep that night. He made frequent stops
so the horses could rest. | slept through most of the night,
which proved my mother correct when she once commented
that | could sleep through anything. By the time dawn
arrived, | woke up. My back and neck were stiff. | never
experienced such discomfort before and asked Todd if it
was normal. He assured me it was and stopped the horses
so | could stretch and walk around in order to loosen my
tight muscles.

When we were ready to ride again, he handed me
food called jerky. “It won't last us all the way to North
Dakota but it's suitable for now.”

That was the first cold and tough meal | ever ate, but
| was so hungry that it tasted better than the meals | was
used to.

By mid-day, my dress became unbearable. | asked
him to stop so | could change into one of my more
comfortable dresses. He stopped so | could do so. | took
one of my other dresses out of my carpet bag and went
behind some bushes to change. In all my years of wearing
dresses, | had never dressed myself. Ginny had done that
for me. | stood, surrounded by bushes, wondering how |
was going to get my pink dress off. There were so many
buttons in the back and most of them were out of my reach.
| hated to ask Todd for help but seemed to have no other
choice.

| peeked through the bushes. He wasn't at the
wagon. When | saw the horses weren’t there either, | knew |
would have to wait until he returned with them. | sighed. |
wasn’'t used to waiting. | paced back and forth, anxious for
the horses to be done drinking and eating.

| really needed to learn patience. At home, my every
desire was met immediately by the servants. How did
someone learn to wait and like it? As | turned to pace in the
other direction, something moved on the ground. A snake! |
tried to scream but couldn’t find my voice. | stumbled
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backwards and fell on my rear end. My hat flew off my head
and | heard my dress tear in the side. The snake, more
frightened of me than | was of him, slithered out of the
bushes. | took a deep breath, relieved it hadn’t been
poisonous.

| stood up to examine the tear in my dress. This was
the only pretty dress | had taken with me, and | had no idea
how | could repair the damage. | wiped the tear that fell on
my cheek and frowned when | realized | had dirt on my
hands. | didn’t have to look down at my dress to know it
was dirty as well. | quickly wiped my hands and cheek on
the clean part of my dress.

| decided | wouldn’t tell Todd how hard and
confusing this new life was for me in case he decided |
couldn’t handle it and took me back to my parents. | would
rather roll around in the mud than face Kent and Rebecca. |
forced back my tears and ripped the dress and six out of
eight petticoats off of me. | was tired of being hot and
sweaty. | could handle two petticoats much better than the
mountain of eight of them. Besides, no one could tell how
many | wore anyway.

My sudden determination prompted me to put on my
other dress. | couldn’t button some of the top buttons, so |
decided it was time to get Todd’s help. | peered out of the
bushes and breathed a sigh of relief when | saw him hitching
up the horses. As soon as he was done, | called out his
name. Even though no one was around us for miles, |
couldn't go out into the open without all of the buttons
fastened.

He walked to me, careful to keep his eyes on my
face. | blushed, grateful for his consideration.

‘I can’t button my top buttons in the back of this
dress. Can you help me?”

He nodded shyly. | smiled to myself as | felt his
hands tremble as he fastened the rest of the buttons. It was
a relief to know | wasn’t the only one who was nervous.
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When he was done, he spotted the torn and dirty dress and
petticoats on the ground next to my hat.

“‘Have some problems?” he grinned good-naturedly.

My face flushed hot from embarrassment. “l didn’t
like that dress anyway,” | lied as | picked them up.

“l could carry those for you, if you'd like,” he offered,
probably trying not to laugh.

“I can handle this myself,” | stiffly responded.

| hastened past him and threw the clothes into the
back of the wagon. | hopped up into the front, glad to be
able to move around freely. Unable to make eye contact, |
stared at the ground as Todd got in beside me and urged
the horses to start moving. We rode in silence for awhile.
The sun was hot but it suddenly occurred to me that | wasn’t
wearing a hat or carrying my parasol. | closed my eyes and
enjoyed the freedom of letting the sunlight hit my face.

Later that afternoon, he said, “We should be entering
the next town soon. | think we should stop there for the
night. What do you think?”

“You're asking me if | want to stay in the next town
tonight?” | couldn’t remember ever being asked if | wanted
to do something.

“Yes.”

| found that | liked to have a choice to make. ‘I
would like to sleep in a soft bed tonight.”

We reached the next town by sunset. By this time, |
was hungry and tired. We ate first, but as the meal
continued, | grew nervous. | knew how a married couple
consummated their marriage. | just couldn’t imagine myself
making love to him. | made my vows before him and God. |
would fulfill my wifely duty if | had to, though it was difficult
for me to make the leap from friendship to romance.

When we checked into our room for the night, he
took my hands in his and asked, “Do you need more time
before we consummate our marriage?”
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Once again, he was asking for my opinion. He had
no idea how much | appreciated it. “l don’t feel ready yet,” |
slowly admitted.

“Thank you for being honest. Will you tell me when
you’re ready?”

“Yes. | will tell you.” | tilted my head curiously.
“What about you?”

He smiled. “l won’t be ready until you are.”

I knew he meant it too. He would never force himself
on me.

I hugged him and thanked him for being
understanding.

He set his pillow and blanket on the floor. He
insisted that | use the bed. And so, our sleeping
arrangements were established.
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Chapter Seven
Todd’s Point of View

Though the journey was arduous, | enjoyed every
minute of it because | was learning more about Ann and she
seemed to enjoy learning about me. The more time | spent
with her, the more | wanted to be with her. She did mention
missing her parents and Agnes, but she didn’t express a
desire to go back to Virginia. Instead, she confessed that
she was beginning to look forward to our new life.

“It's an adventure,” she said.

| was secretly pleased that she still wanted to stay
with me.

‘Do you remember that time you brought my
homework to me when | was sick?” she asked. ‘| believe it
was in October.”

“Yes, | remember.”

‘Do you also remember one of the days you came
over, | said | wanted to go out in the sun with my hair down
and not have a hat or parasol with me? You said you
wanted to be there when it happened. Well, here we are
and I'm out in the sun!”
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“l didn’t think you remembered any of the
conversations we had.”

“Of course | do. It may not have seemed like it, but |
did consider you a friend.” She frowned. *“l suppose my
manner toward you was rude. I'm sorry for that.”

| shrugged. “Since you didn’t love me, you probably
worried that if you showed more interest, | would have taken
it the wrong way, and then you would have had to tell me
that | misunderstood your actions. | understand.”

“Yes, | did worry about that.” She looked down at her
hands.

“If 1 were in your position, | probably would have
done the same thing. | didn’t realize my feelings were
obvious until my father told me. | tried to hide them.”

“I'm glad you weren’t able to.” She looked up at me
and smiled. “It gave me the courage to ask you to take me
with you.”

“Let’s just put the past behind us and start our new
life getting to know each other? You know, as friends first.”

“Yes, | would like to start at friendship. It would
make me feel less uneasy. I’'m going to do everything | can
to be a good wife for you. | will love you the way a wife is to
love her husband. You treat me so well. Please, be patient
with me.”

“‘We have our whole lives ahead of us. Patience is
not a problem.” | smiled as | took in her long wavy hair
falling gently over her shoulders. “You're beautiful. | am
happy that | got to see you with your hair down in the
sunlight. It's too bad you weren’t able to do that in Virginia.
You look lovely no matter what you do with your hair, but |
always liked it best when it was down.”

She touched her shiny brown hair. “I'll have to wear
it down more often then.”

I was surprised that she would do such a thing
because I liked it.
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We spent the next few weeks talking about things we
would and would not miss about Virginia, her experiences
with Agnes, and the fun times we had while growing up. |
didn’t realize she had a sense of humor, for she seemed
serious most of the time.

“l do have to admit there was one prank that Alex
pulled that was funny,” she admitted. “l don’t think he
intended for it to end up the way it did though. It was the
Christmas show we were forced to participate in when we
were fifteen. Alex brought that bag of nuts along so when
Mr. Clemmens came on the stage to introduce the play, he’d
step on the nuts. | don’'t know how that squirrel found its
way into the bag, but Il never forget how loud Alex
screamed when he opened it and the squirrel jumped on
him.”

“He suspected you had something to do with it,” |
informed her.

Her eyes widened. “Me? Why in the world would |
put a squirrel in his bag? | wouldn’t touch one of those
disgusting things.”

“That’'s what | told him. Ever since that day we threw
pebbles in your hair, he suspected you were going to do
something else to get even with him.”

“| was just glad he left me alone. | didn’'t want to do
anything to get even.” She placed her blue hat on her head.
“Why did you join him in throwing pebbles at me anyway?”

“To be honest, it was a bet we had. | told him that
you wouldn’t put up with his pranks like the other girls did. |
told him you stood up to me plenty of times whenever your
parents brought you over to my house. He wouldn’t believe
me, so | told him that if he was right, | would do his
homework for a month. But if | was right, he had to give me
his bicycle. He threw a couple of pebbles but I threw most
of them. | was beginning to fear you weren’t going to
retaliate. You almost made me look bad. 1 had such
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confidence that you weren’t like the other girls. | was
relieved when you dumped the sand on us.”

She laughed. “Why Todd, that is sneaky. Here |
thought Alex insisted you join him in his pranks. | had no
idea you were capable of such deceit.”

‘I knew you weren't weak. You could hold your
own.”

“l can’t believe you did that.”

“You made me proud.”

She shook her head, amused. ‘It did get him to
leave me alone, so | suppose it worked out well enough.
But | am surprised it was your idea. Apparently, there’s a lot
| don’t know about you.”

“To put your mind at rest, | won’t throw pebbles in
your hair.”

“‘Good. Because if you did anything sneaky like that
again, I'd have to dump sand on you.”

| raised an eyebrow. “What if | put a squirrel in your
bag?”

Her jaw dropped. “That was you?”

“Guilty.”

“You're rotten!” The twinkle in her eye revealed that
she was enjoying it. “Why didn’t you confess?”

“And miss him panicking over what you might do
next?”

“I'm going to have to keep a close eye on you.”

| chuckled.

*k*k

On the first of August, we were due to reach
Jamestown. | got up early and quietly grabbed my good suit
and bathing supplies while Ann slept in the bed. | glanced
at her for a moment. She had bathed the night before, and
she smelled and looked wonderful. | liked to watch her
sleep. She seemed peaceful and content. | hoped it
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wouldn’t be too long before | could sleep next to her. |
would like to see her first thing every morning. | already
knew that we would start out sleeping in separate bedrooms
at our new home.

| left our room and went to the lavatory. Fortunately,
it was vacant. After bathing, | took out my shaving kit and
rubbed the lather on my face. | couldn’t help but smile as |
recalled the previous afternoon while we were on the
wagon. She was curious about my facial hair.

“Do you plan to keep the beard?” she had asked.

“‘No. | just haven't shaved because we've been
traveling. Why? Would you like me to keep it?”

“Honestly, no. | can’t see much of your face. Does it
feel strange?”

| hadn’t thought about it, so | shrugged. “lI don'’t
really know it's there.”

She looked like she wanted to ask me something.

“What is it?” | prompted.

“You'll think it’s silly.”

Curious, | urged her to continue.

After a moment’s hesitation, she asked, “Can | feel
it?”

I thought it was an odd request but agreed she
could. | stopped the horses so she could move closer to
touch my face.

This time it was her fingers that trembled, which |
found a relief since she was just as human as | was. My
breathing quickened with her sitting close enough to me that
| could almost feel her body against mine. Her fingers lightly
brushed my cheek.

She grinned. “It tickles. And it’s a little rough.”

| smiled at the memory as | shaved. | didn’t care for
the look or feel of it myself, but apparently, some men liked
it. | got dressed in my dark gray suit and returned to the
room.
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She was already dressed, and she was putting her
brush into the carpet bag. She had her hair pulled back into
a braid. When she finished packing, she put her hat on. As
much as she liked to go without it, she realized that wearing
the hat protected her skin from the heat of the summer sun.

“Good morning,” | greeted. | packed my things away
and picked up my blue tie.

She smiled at me. “Did you sleep well?”

“Yes. Spending all day on a wagon wears a person
out. How did you sleep?”

“Wonderfully. It's good to be clean for a change. |
didn’t realize how much | missed baths until | took one last
night.”

“It does make a person feel better.” | slipped the tie
around my neck and began to tie the knot. | stopped when |
noticed she was staring at me. “Is it the wrong color?”

“No. I...I was just thinking that you are a handsome
man.”

| blushed at her compliment. | didn’t know who felt
more awkward. Finally, | said, “Thank you” and finished
working on my tie. | was glad she liked looking at me. |
wanted to be as desirable to her as she was to me.

“Can | feel your face now that you shaved? I'm
curious to know what the difference is like.”

You can touch me anywhere you want to. “I'm all
yours.” | tried to sound nonchalant about it, but | suspected
she picked up on my excitement.

| stood still as she walked over to me and gently
stroked my face. She had wonderful hands. | wondered
how they would feel on other parts of my body. My face
tingled at her touch. | longed to take her hand and kiss it but
forced myself to remain still. Her fingers lingered on my
cheek.

“l like it,” she whispered. Was she as excited as |
was? “It's smooth but masculine.” She blushed and quickly
put her hand down. Then she turned to put on her shoes.
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| pushed aside my disappointment and picked up our
luggage. | missed her touch.
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Chapter Eight
Ann’s Point of View

When we reached Jamestown, a sense of peace
washed over me. | gazed upon the flat farm lands further
out of town.

He pointed north. “The way to our house is in that
direction.”

“It's beautiful,” | whispered. A strong wind tossed my
braid around so that it flapped against my back. It wasn'’t
this windy in Virginia.

He urged the horses forward. “l saw pictures of this
place, but it didn’t prepare me for it. I'm glad we came
here.”

| turned my attention to the town. It was smaller than
the one we grew up in. Even the houses were smaller than
what | was used to, and it didn’t appear that any of them had
servants. The people dressed in a different material and
style than | was accustomed to. | felt sorely out of place
here but was determined not to show it.
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Todd stopped in front of the mercantile. | had heard
of a mercantile but never entered one before. Servants did
that kind of shopping, but we didn’t have servants anymore.

“I'm going to apply for a job at the bank.” He pointed
to the building down the street. “l plan to work there until |
have enough money saved up to buy farming supplies.
Since my father insisted that | work at his bank, | know | can
do that job. Afterwards, | can help you through the
mercantile if you'd like.”

| eyed the store warily. It would be comforting to
have him with me, but | didn’t want him to think | was
incompetent. Besides, | had to learn to take care of these
things on my own. “I'm sure | can figure it out. How hard
can it be to buy food?”

“You're right. We eat it every day.” He dug into his
pocket and handed me some money. “Do you think this will
be enough? | know it's not much but it’s all | can afford right
now.”

Since the issue of cost never crossed my mind
before, | was sure it was enough. “This will do fine.”

After Todd helped me down from the wagon, |
entered the store, trying to act as if | did this all the time. |
frowned as | walked around, examining the contents on the
shelves. | recognized fruits, vegetables and eggs, but
everything else seemed to be in jars or paper sacks. Why
didn’t anything look like food? | read labels for flour, yeast,
broth and baking soda. My eyes scanned the labels. | felt
as if | were reading a foreign language. Where were the
breads, mashed potatoes, and steaks? Very little of this
resembled actual food.

| sighed in despair. First, | had ripped my pink dress,
stunk for weeks because | hadn’t bathed, and now this?
Was living without servants going to change everything? As
| began to feel sorry for myself, | imagined Kent and
Rebecca together. My jaw clenched. So my life would be
different. | could handle it. | began to pick things at random.
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I would make sense of it later. Luck was on my side, for |
saw a recipe book. Of course, | grabbed it.

“Hello,” a warm voice greeted me.

| looked up from the recipe book that | had just
placed in the basket. The woman who stood before me was
dressed in simpler clothing that looked like it had seen better
days. She looked like she was my mother’s age. | noticed
her rough hands. Would my smooth hands be that rough
one day? Was | staring at an image of who | would become
living out west?

| shoved the thoughts away. “Hello,” | replied,
nervously smiling. | wasn’t sure what the proper method of
greeting someone was in this town.

‘I haven't seen you before,” she kindly said. “Are
you passing through or are you moving here?”

“My husband bought a farm out here.” | cleared my
throat. | wasn’'t used to referring to Todd that way. “It's
north of here actually.”

“That’s wonderfull My names is Beth Coley. My
husband and | own this store. We have a son who owns his
own farm west of here and a daughter who sews clothes
down the street. Where did you move from?”

“Virginia. My name is Ann, and my husband is Todd
Brothers. We just arrived here. We haven’t even checked
out the farm yet.”

“‘My, that's a long way to travel. You must be
exhausted.”

| nodded.

“Do you have pots and pans to cook your food in?”

My eyes widened. | hadn’t thought of any of those
things. “l don’t think so.” What exactly did cooking entail?
“Could you recommend some things | might need? I'm not
familiar with cooking. | had servants who did that for me.” |
blushed.

She didn’t judge me as | feared she would. Instead,
she told me the basics of cooking. She examined the items
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in my basket and placed some unnecessary things back on
the shelves. She put the things | would need into my
basket.

Unfortunately, the total amount for all I had collected
was more than what Todd had given me. It was
embarrassing, but she smiled.

“You can put the difference on credit and pay it off
later,” she offered. “Many people do that. Payment doesn’t
necessarily have to be money. It can be items you make,
such as pot holders. It could be jewelry. | have a couple of
merchants who like to purchase jewelry from me. Payment
can also be in the form of fruits, vegetables or eggs. | even
accept it when people help me maintain this store.”

“I'm not sure. | better put some things back for now.”
| wasn’t sure what skill or item | had that would be useful for
her store.

“Whatever makes you comfortable. The offer will
always stand in the future.”

“Thank you.”

A man entered the store with a box full of eggs. ‘I
have a couple more boxes in the wagon. Mr. Johnson’s
hens are really pushing them out today.” He smiled when he
saw me. “Hello. My name is Mark Coley.”

“'m Ann Brothers.”

“She and her husband are the new owners of the
Martin farm.” She looked at me. “It's the only farm vacant at
the moment. That’s how | know. Mr. Martin left most of his
supplies there, so you should be in good shape. | know he
took good care of his things.”

He nodded. “We look forward to seeing you more
often then.”

“And please, take this recipe book as our gift to you.”

“Thank you,” | replied. | was overcome by their
kindness.

I glanced out the window and saw Todd leaving the
bank. “I have to go. My husband is waiting for me.”
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“Let me help you with those bags,” Mr. Coley offered.

“Thank you, again.”

| joined Todd and introduced him to Mr. Coley. After
Todd and Mr. Coley put the bags in the wagon, they shook
hands. Mr. Coley gave him directions on a quicker and
easier way to get to the farm. Todd thanked him and then
we left.

“The people here are nice,” Todd commented.

| nodded. Turning my attention to other matters, |
asked, “Did they hire you at the bank?”

“‘My interview with the boss is the day after
tomorrow. I'll know then.”

After the months we traveled for what seemed like
endless miles, | thought the trip to the farm would be quick,
but it seemed longer than our trek across the states.

An hour passed by the time we arrived at the empty
white two-story house.  Mr. Martin had left modest
furnishings, which were still in good shape except for the
kitchen table that had a wobbly leg.

“l had to take out a loan to pay for it,” Todd explained
as | looked around.

| tried not to get discouraged as | looked at the dust
and cobwebs covering everything. My parents would never
accept such living conditions.  Youre not in Virginia
anymore. This is a different world.

“The water from the well should work,” he said. He
left to check it.

| went to investigate the small house. The parlor
was spacious and led to the front door. The dining room led
to the kitchen. The kitchen led to the back door. There
were two closets and a small room with things in it that |
didn’t recognize. The wooden stairs led to three bedrooms.
| stepped out of the last bedroom and walked down the
stairs. The kitchen had a pump at the sink.

“We're in luck,” Todd said when he came back into
the house through the front door. “The water is good.”
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| hesitated to ask the question that pressed on my
mind but had to because sooner or later, I'd have to use the
privy. “Where is the toilet?”

“The outhouse is in the back. I'll show you where.”

| followed him to the kitchen window which
overlooked the fields and the barn. He pointed to a small
wooden building the size of a closet that had a door. It was
between the house and the barn.

“The well's out front, so the water won’t get
contaminated from...” He shrugged. “You know.”

The idea of going to the bathroom outside made me
cringe. It didn’t seem sanitary. Just what other unpleasant
things would | face out here?

He sighed. “I'll help you clean this place. Once we
get rid of the dust, it will look better. Why don’t you sit down
and rest? I'll bring our things in.”

| shook my head. “I'd rather help. | want to do
something other than sit.” | had done enough sitting over the
past couple of months. It felt good to move.

We didn’t have much, but after the tiring trip, it
seemed that we would never finish putting things away
where they now belonged. | was glad that Mrs. Coley
recommended that | get pots and pans, because the kitchen
cupboards were bare. Once we finished our task, we were
so tired that we fell asleep. | slept on the couch and he slept
on the chair.

*k*k

Early the next morning, | woke up refreshed and in a
good mood. | wasn’t a morning person by nature, so it was
unusual for me to wake up with a smile on my face. In the
daylight, the house didn’t look as bad as it had last night.
We could make it work.
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Since Todd was still asleep, | decided to surprise him
by making breakfast. | took out the recipe book that Mrs.
Coley had given me.

| decided to make scrambled eggs. It looked like a
meal that was difficult to ruin. | stared at the cast iron stove
and the wood on the floor in the corner. A box of matches
sat on the counter. | hadn’t been allowed in the kitchen
while | was growing up, so | did as Mrs. Coley instructed in
starting a fire under the range. The oven door was right
next to the compartment where the fire burned. Neither the
oven nor the range looked easy. How would | know when
the range was too hot? Or what if it didn’t get hot enough?

| turned back to the task of making scrambled eggs.
| threw the eggs into the pan and used the wooden spoon to
stir them around. | stopped when | realized the eggs didn’t
mix well. | read the recipe again and groaned. | wasn’t
supposed to keep the shells. | tossed the eggs into the sink.
This time | tried breaking the eggs, but | either used too
much force to crack them open or not enough. In the end, |
was stuck with egg white and bits of the shells splattered all
over the table. After five attempts at it, | didn’t dare use any
more eggs. | quickly put out the fire and cleaned up the
table. | threw the bad food into the pail in the corner of the
room.

| angrily sat in the kitchen chair. Cooking was not as
easy as Mrs. Coley made it sound. What made me think |
could live out here? None of the classes | took prepared me
for any of this. Everyone just assumed I'd spend my life
surrounded by servants who did the “trivial work”, as my
father once put it.

My eyes fell on the fruits on the counter. At least |
knew how to cut fruit. | took some apples and strawberries
and cut them up. Then | ate my portion and waited for Todd
to wake up so he could eat his.

“Good morning,” Todd greeted as he entered the
kitchen.
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| waited for him to sit across from me so he could
eat. It still felt strange to think of Todd as my husband. |
knew he was the right choice for me, though | didn’t feel the
romantic feelings toward him that | had felt for Kent. | hoped
the feelings would come in time. | meant what | told him.
That | would do my best to be a good wife. | had messed up
with Kent, and my parents warned me about him. Since
they liked Todd, then Todd had to be the right choice. |
hope | didn’t make a bad decision. The last thing | wanted
to do was to hurt Todd because of my selfishness.

Todd smiled. “It sure is a beautiful day. It's too bad
we have to spend it cleaning.”

‘Do we have any cleaning supplies?” | hadn’t thought
to purchase those at the store.

“Mr. Martin left some in the closet by the stairs.”

“‘Oh.” | watched as he ate. “Do you think you’ll get
the banking job?”

“l think so. | know enough about it. If, for some
reason, | don’t get it, I'll apply for another job.” He must have
noticed my apprehension because he stopped eating and
smiled at me. “We’ll be alright.”

My spirits lifted and a new comfort came over me. |
smiled back and nodded. | was glad to have him with me,
and | could tell he was glad to have me with him. That was
the first time | was thankful that he loved me.

*k*k

We spent the entire morning cleaning the
downstairs. By the time we were done, | noticed the blisters
forming on my thumbs from sweeping the broom. | wanted
to please Todd, so | didn’t complain.

To my surprise, he offered to help me cook lunch.

“What do you want to eat?” he asked.

69



Falling In Love With Her Husband

“l don’t know. | hadn’t thought of what to make,” |
slowly replied as | glanced at the recipe book. | had no idea
what to make without burning it. “What do you want?”

“What did you buy?”

I motioned to the cupboards that held some
vegetables, fruits, eggs, and bags of flour, yeast, and other
items that | was still trying to figure out how to cook with.

‘“Hmm... This isn’t what | expected,” he replied. “Is
this all the mercantile had?”

“For the most part, yes. Mrs. Coley gave me a
recipe book and some cooking tips.”

“This is all we could afford?”

Embarrassed because | didn’t know what to buy and
knew we didn’t have much, | turned away from him. | was a
failure as a wife. | didn’'t know the first thing about taking
care of a house or how to cook food. | wondered if | could
get anything right out here. It was such a different world
than Virginia.

Todd put his arms around me. “Forgive me, Ann. |
wasn’t criticizing you. | just didn’'t realize food cost so
much.”

Relieved, | hugged him back. €l felt lost in there.
Thankfully, Mrs. Coley was very nice and helped me.”

“I should have gone in with you, though | don’t know
if | could have been much help. | don’t understand what
we’re supposed to do with flour or yeast.”

“Apparently, you can make bread with it.” How, |
didn’t know.

“l thought | was prepared to be out here, but | didn’t
consider cooking food.”

“I'm going to learn to cook. | know | can do it.”

“One thing | do know about you is that when you set
your mind to something, you succeed.”

He had no idea how much | appreciated those
words. “Do you know how to start the fire for the stove?”

“Yes.”
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| watched in amazement as he got the fire burning.
He obviously practiced this. | should have expected it, but it
made me feel inferior as a wife.

‘I had to buy some pans, pots and utensils too,” |
added. “I'm sure | can get more food next time.”

“You did good, Ann. You've always been good
about the choices you make.”

| frowned. “l suppose if you don’t count Kent, then |
do make good decisions.” | turned to the recipe book and
opened it.

He didn’t respond, and | wasn’t sure what else to say
either. After we decided to make soup, | took on the task of
cutting up potatoes, carrots, and celery which | added to the
broth and water in the new pot so | wouldn’t have to mess
with the stove again. | stirred the pot.

“Are you ready to put it on the range?” he asked.

I nodded and carried the pot to the stove. My hands
got too close to the range. | almost dropped the pot as |
pulled my hand away from the stove.

Todd quickly grabbed the pot and put it in place for
me. “Are you alright?”

“I'm fine,” | replied but my hand was already showing
signs of being lightly burnt. | made a mental note to never
get too close to the range again.

“Maybe cool water will help.”

| followed him to the sink. He picked up a clean
washcloth and pumped the handle until water came out. He
washed the cloth under it before he turned to me and
wrapped the cool cloth around my hand.

“That’s much better,” | assured him.

After a few minutes, he uncovered my hand so he
could inspect the wound. “It looks superficial.” He sighed. “I
didn’t think to bring any bandages.”

| took a deep breath. Somehow, the way he
carefully held my hand seemed more intimate than any kiss
Kent and | shared.
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“I'm fine. It doesn’t even hurt.” Uncomfortable, |
asked, “Do you know how to work everything in this house?”

He nodded. “It helped that | talked with the servants
back home. My father thought | was crazy for following the
servants all over the place, but | wanted to make sure |
could make it out here.”

“So, you know how to do laundry?”

“Yes. Would you like me to give you a quick tour of
the scullery room?”

Was that the name of the small room | saw with the
unfamiliar objects in it? “Yes, | would like to learn what you
know.”

He stirred the pot before he showed me the wringer
washer machine and washtub. It all seemed confusing, but
he demonstrated how to use them.

“It took me a couple of times of helping the servants
before | got the hang of doing laundry,” he said.

| didn’t look forward to doing laundry. It looked like a
lot of work. But | was determined to press on and learn the
tasks | needed to.

We finished cooking the meal and had a good lunch.
Then we headed upstairs to clean the bedrooms. Todd let
me have my choice of the bedroom | wanted. He would
sleep in another room until | was ready to be intimate. | was
grateful for his patience because | doubted that other men
would have been as understanding.
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Chapter Nine
Ann’s Point of View

When | woke up the next morning, my entire body
ached. | glanced at my hands which were red and sore.
The burn was going to leave a scar but was healing nicely. |
didn’t want to get out of bed, but | wanted to make Todd
breakfast and wish him luck on his interview.

| attempted to cook scrambled eggs again. Again, |
had difficulty getting the egg yolk and white out of the shell.
Bits of shells kept finding their way into the small bowl. After
trying to successfully crack four eggs, | finally got two eggs
perfectly cracked. | stirred them together with butter and
poured the mixture into the pan. | turned to clean up the
mess from my failed attempts. When | returned to the pan, |
realized the eggs were badly burnt. My aggravation
surfaced and | angrily threw the pan across the room.
Would | ever get the hang of cooking?

“Ann, are you alright?” Todd yelled from upstairs.

| gasped and quickly ran to pick the pan and burnt
eggs off the floor. “I'm fine! I...I accidently dropped
something. Everything’s fine.”
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| hastily cleaned the pan and cracked the remaining
eggs | had into it. | hoped | would succeed this time or else
Todd would have to eat fruit again, which | knew wasn'’t very
filling. | stayed with the pan and carefully stirred the eggs.
Fortunately, they turned out correctly this time.

Todd’s eyes lit up when he saw me. “Thank you for
making breakfast. | hope you didn’'t go through too much
trouble.”

Surprised, | realized that | would go through the
horrid ordeal all over again because it made him happy.

“Aren’t you going to eat anything?” he asked as he
sat at the table.

| placed the plate of eggs in front of him and handed
him a cup of water. “I'll eat when | feel hungry.” My stomach
growled but | ignored it.

After he ate, he left for the interview and | decided to
eat. It was easier to make mistakes without someone
nearby who might witness them. | threw the slices of potato
in the pan without wiping oil on the bottom of the pan first. |
knew the recipe book said to do that, but how important
could oil possibly be? Since potatoes didn’t require stirring
like the eggs did, | left the kitchen and collected the laundry.

| didn’t notice the smoke right away. At first, |
assumed the sudden odor was coming from the laundry.
Perhaps, this soap smelled bad. As the smell grew
stronger, | lifted the wet laundry to my nose. It smelled good
and clean, not smoky.

That was when | remembered the potatoes. | ran to
the kitchen, my hands still wet and soapy, and inspected the
potatoes. | grabbed a flour sack towel and grabbed the
handle of the pan. | tried to scrape the potatoes off with a
spoon, but they stuck to the bottom. Once again, | had
botched up cooking a simple meal.

That's when | started crying. What was | doing
here? | was used to servants who waited on me and served
me food. | had no idea how I'd manage to survive out here.
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| couldn’t live on fruits for the rest of my life. What made me
think | could do this? | shoved the pan into the sink and
threw the towel on the table.

Many thoughts raced through my mind. 1 could go
back to Virginia. No, | was married now and | must stick to
that decision. But what about an annulment? We hadn’t
consummated the marriage. No, | made a vow to God. |
could persuade Todd to go back. No, he’d be miserable and
I'd still have to face Kent and Rebecca.

Then my anger surfaced. This was all Kent’s fault!
He was the one who approached me. He asked my father
for permission to call on me. Why did he initiate a romantic
relationship with me if he was going to choose someone
else?

| broke into a fresh wave of tears. | made the choice
to come out here, and Todd was being kind to me. | didn’t
deserve him. Not only did | not deserve him, but | couldn’t
take care of the household tasks that farm wives did.

“What made me think | could do this?” | asked myself
as | stared at the burnt pan.

*k*k

The next day, | experienced a bitterness toward Kent
and Rebecca that took me by surprise. While Todd was at
his new job at the bank, | paced back and forth in the parlor,
unable to concentrate on the household chores | needed to
accomplish. The bitterness turned into anger, which burned
brighter and hotter as | recalled all the lies that Kent once
told me. How foolish | was!

Hoping to burn off my anger, | took a long walk
through the fields. The sunlight brought out the brilliant
yellows and light greens of the land, but | was too caught up
in my memories to notice. At one point, my anger reached a
point where | had to run. | ran as fast and as hard as |
could, hoping to drive all traces of Kent from my mind. But
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he haunted me without reprieve. “She actually believed |
loved her,” | imagined him telling Rebecca. | squeezed my
eyes shut, as if that would stop the pictures of Kent and
Rebecca laughing at me.

At some point, | collapsed on the ground, exhausted.
My mind whirled through my relationship with Kent, the end
of it, my hasty marriage to Todd, and the long trek to North
Dakota until they all became one big mix. My rapid
breathing and aching muscles prompted me to lay still. The
images in my mind finally began to fade as | became aware
of my hunger. | had forgotten to eat anything that morning.

After a few minutes passed, | grew tired. Relieved, |
gave myself up to the darkness that enveloped me. By the
time | woke up, the sun was low in the sky. | gasped. Todd!
He would be worried. | jumped up and ran in the direction of
the house. | hadn’t realized | had gone so far into the field.
I ran until my side hurt and then | had to walk, and the walk
back seemed to take forever. | saw Todd riding his favorite
horse in the field, calling out my name.

| stopped and waited to catch my breath. When |
could manage it, | called out to him and waved my arms. |
grinned. | looked at silly as my mother.

He turned his horse which galloped to me. He
jumped off the horse and hugged me tightly. “Thank
goodness you’re alright. | feared the worst.”

Overwhelmed by his reaction, | returned his hug.
Did he think I left him? Did he think someone took me
away? “l went for a walk and | fell asleep in the field. |
didn’t expect to be gone for long.”

“There are coyotes out here. You could have been
harmed.”

Coyotes? | shivered.

He released me. “I'll need to buy a gun, just in case
one tries to attack either of us. But we can worry about that
later. You must be hungry. Would you like to take a break
from cooking and get something to eat in town?”

76



Falling In Love With Her Husband

| felt empty as soon as he pulled away from me. My
growling stomach reminded me of more pressing matters |
needed to attend to than wondering about his hug. | readily
agreed, excited to eat a good meal for a change.

*k*k

The anger did not leave as | hoped it would. If
anything, it seemed to intensify. Sunday came and we went
to church. Unlike the church we went to in Virginia, this one
was filled with farmers who wore old clothes. | shouldn’t
have been surprised but | felt out of place in my extravagant
clothes.

Todd seemed as nervous as | was. A momentary
flicker of homesickness washed over me. If | could see my
parents again... If | could talk to Agnes... | quickly brushed
the tears from my eyes and followed Todd to the pew.

After we sung the hymns, the middle-aged preacher
talked about anger and how we needed to forgive those who
upset us. The lesson wasn'’t lost to me. | knew that this was
something | had to deal with. | reflected on my anger at
Kent and Rebecca. Did Kent care for me, even a little,
during our courtship? Could he help loving Rebecca?

| sighed. | was angry, and | needed to forgive them.
When it came time for everyone to silently pray, | prayed for
the ability to let the past go.

The service ended. Todd and | stood up, ready to
leave, when John and Barbara Russell approached us.
They were ten years older than us, and they had two sons
and a daughter. Calvin was eight, Bruce was five, and Molly
was two. | was thrilled to discover that they owned the farm
next to ours. They invited us to dinner at their house, and |
was happy to get out of cooking again.

By the time Todd and | arrived at their house, we
were famished. Barbara’s food tasted so good that | ate
until my stomach ached in protest. | wondered if | could
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ever learn to cook as well as her. | hesitated to question her
cooking methods, but | was sick and tired of eating
overcooked and bland food.

After the men left for the barn, | offered to help
Barbara clean the table and dishes, which was one of the
few things | was good at. As we worked, | tried to think of
how to ask for cooking advice without sounding
incompetent.

“So, what brings you and Todd to North Dakota?”
she asked as she washed a plate.

| dried a cup. “We moved here because Todd knew
someone who knew Mr. Martin. Todd’s currently working at
the bank in town in order to save up enough money to buy
farming equipment.”

She smiled as she washed a dish. “'m sure John
will love teaching Todd all he knows about farming. Calvin
and Bruce are learning, but they are still too young to do the
bigger tasks. Did you grow up on the farm?”

“No. | lived in a city. Actually, Todd and | grew up in
wealthy households, so we’re new to everything out here.”
Something about Barbara told me | could trust her. “Todd’s
father refused to offer him assistance if Todd left banking. |
think it's hard on Todd to be alienated from his family. |
hope they come around to accepting his decision.”

“What about your parents?”

“They like Todd, but I'm not sure they will approve of
how | married him. We eloped without telling anyone. 1 left
a note telling them about it before we left Virginia.”

She handed me the dish. “Well, you'll find there are
more important things than wealth. What John and | don’t
have in riches, we make up for in other areas.”

“Is it hard to make money as a farmer?”

“We live modestly. Sometimes | sell quilts in order to
buy nice things.”

Making quilts? “l have a lot to learn.”
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“So did | when | married John ten years ago. | grew
up in town. My mother taught me to cook and sew, but |
didn’t know what | had to do to be a farmer’s wife until |
came out here.”

| set the plate in the cupboard. “How did you meet
him?”

“We attended the same school, but he was two
grades ahead of me so we never talked much. Besides he
quit school in the eighth grade so he could work all day on
the farm. When | was seventeen, | went to a barn dance,
and he asked me to dance. The rest is history. | didn’t
believe | could live on the farm and like it and the first year
was tough, but | wouldn’t give up this life for anything.
Getting through the first year is the secret.”

| hesitated before asking, “Did you always cook as
well as you do now?”

She grinned at my compliment. “Good cooking
comes with practice.”

“I never learned how to cook.” | hoped she wouldn’t
laugh at me.

Thankfully, she didn’'t. “l suppose a wealthy mother
figures her daughter wouldn't have to cook. You had
servants cook for you?”

| nodded.

“Would you like me to teach you what | know?”

“Yes. | was going to ask for your help.”

“Then we’ll start tomorrow. | can go to your house, if
you don’t mind Molly tagging along.”

“It'll be good to have a child around.”

“I'm sure you’ll have your own soon.”

| chose to keep quiet.

For the rest of the visit, she continued to tell me
about her childhood, courtship with John and marriage.

*k%k
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During the rest of the month, | gained an incredible
amount of knowledge in cooking. At first, my meals were
poor in quality but | soon improved. Todd had
complimented my poor cooking, but | thought he was glad to
eat better meals. | know | was glad to eat them.

Todd didn’t like his job, so many times he came
home depressed. He couldn’t fully enjoy his days off
because he kept thinking of Monday when he’d have to go
back. | didn’t realize that working at the bank would make
him moody. Barbara assured me that most men got that
way if they didn't like their work. Upon hearing this, |
decided that leaving Virginia so he could farm was the best
thing for him.

In addition to our meeting with John and Barbara on
a regular basis, | enjoyed their children. | hadn’t realized
how much I loved children. In Virginia, | was surrounded by
people my own age. | did look forward to the day | would
have my own, but | also enjoyed the time Todd and | had to
ourselves to get to know each other. | was sorry | didn’t give
him a chance in Virginia. He was actually very fun to be
around, when he wasn’t upset about his job.

One warm evening in late August, | sat next to Todd
on the porch swing. | had set a nice blanket on it with a
large pillow because it looked comfortable. | enjoyed the
fact that it was the one place we could sit together and be
close. | found that | looked forward to the evenings for this
reason. Since he hadn’t initiated any physical contact since
he hugged me in the field on the day | went for a walk, |
wasn’t sure if he wanted to be close to me. But he was
probably waiting for me to be ready, and | didn’t want to rush
things. Not when Kent and Rebecca were still on my mind.
Though I'd come around to accepting what happened, it was
taking time to heal from it. In the midst of these emotions, |
did find comfort in being with Todd. | had thought | was
close to Agnes, but my friendship with Todd seemed to run
deeper than it had with her.
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We’d spend most of our time on the swing reading a
book together. Though he held a book in his hands, he
didn’t open it on this particular evening.

“Dinner was terrific,” he said, fingering the pages.

Pleased, | smiled. “Atleast | didn’t burn the bread.”

“You haven'’t burned anything in a week.”

| raised my eyebrow at him. “Oh? Did you forget the
potato slices from last night?”

He chuckled. “Those weren’t burnt. They were
nicely browned.”

| laughed, not understanding how he could overlook
that mishap. | thought | had enough time to hang up clothes
on the clothes’ line. I'd been wrong. After a moment of
silence passed, | asked, “How are things going at the bank?”

“As good as it can be. At least Mr. Richard is a good
boss.”

“That is good news. It should make working there
more bearable.”

“It does.”

| sighed. He seemed preoccupied. | wasn’t sure of
what to say.

| glanced at the front vyard. Usually, our
conversations were easy, but this evening it seemed forced.
| focused on the way the strong wind shook the leaves on
the trees that formed a shelter belt around the house.

‘Do you ever regret leaving Virginia?” he asked.

Turning my attention back to him, | shook my head.
“No. But | do miss my parents and Agnes.”

‘I could get some time off of work around
Thanksgiving. Would you like to visit them?”

“Do we have enough money?”

“With all the overtime | work, we do.”

“Will you come with me?”

He grinned. “Of course. | couldn’t bear to be away
from you. | can hardly stand to be gone while I'm at work.”
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| was pleased by this. | also looked forward to being
with him. Maybe that's what happened when people got
married. They became a part of each other.

“We'd take the train,” he continued.

| nodded, returning my thoughts to the idea of going
back east. “Good because that wagon ride was long. Don't
get me wrong. It wasn’t boring because | was with you, but |
was exhausted when we finally got here. | wouldn’'t have
survived another day.”

“You would have made it. You have great strength.
I’'m impressed with you. | don’t think many women could
handle the trip or getting used to living here.”

‘It is an adventure. | wouldn’t trade this life for
Virginia or anywhere else. I’'m happy here.”

“l like hearing that. | want you to be happy.” He
handed me the book. ‘I better take care of the horses for
the night.” He stood up. “l was going to stop working
overtime at the bank, but it would be nice to see your
parents in November. After that, | can work less and be
around here more. Is that alright?”

“Yes, but you don’t want to read tonight?”

“No. I'm not in the mood. Why don’t you read a
couple of chapters and tell me what happens?”

I nodded and opened the book to the marked page.

He went down the porch steps and walked around
the house so he could go to the barn.
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Chapter Ten
Todd’s Point of View

Ann and | didn’t progress as fast toward intimacy as |
would have liked but | was continually reminding myself to
be patient. | knew that until she put Kent behind her, she
wasn’t going to be able to open her heart to me, and |
wanted her to see me as a man, not as the boy she grew up
with or the friend who shared a house with her. Waiting for
her to reach this point wasn’t always easy. There were
times when | got upset and unintentionally snapped at her.
She assumed it was my work that was irritating me. That
was partly true, but my increased awareness of her physical
beauty wore on my nerves because | couldn’t do anything
about it. | was married to her, yet | wasn’t free to explore
the physical side of our relationship.

| wouldn’t tell her the truth of my irritations because |
didn’t want her to consummate our marriage because she
felt guilty or obligated to. | wanted her to want me as much
as | wanted her. | actually looked forward to going to work
at times because at least when | was at work, | was just
bored. Being bored was easier than being aroused without
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relief. | focused on my goal toward farming while | worked.
| kept a calendar in my desk where | was marking down the
days to when | could quit.

| did enjoy giving Ann money so she could buy new
foods to cook. She seemed to enjoy trying new foods, and |
liked eating them. She was quickly turning into an expert
cook. Coming home to one of her meals was the highlight
of my day. It wasn’t just her cooking | looked forward to
though. | mostly enjoyed coming home to her sweet smiles.
This was one of those situations where | wanted to be with
her and away from her at the same time.

On the third Saturday in September, | went into town
so | could do some additional bookkeeping for Mr. Richard.
Afterwards, | took out enough money | had saved aside for a
gift to buy Ann. She didn’'t complain about a lack of
anything, but | knew she liked to wear pretty dresses. She
wasn’'t able to buy any new dresses, and the ones from
Virginia were wearing out. They weren't made for
housework. | found the pink dress she had worn at the
dance. She had thrown it away, but | found it and set it
aside for when | could afford to buy her a dress that was
pretty but also durable.

Since Mrs. Coley’s daughter, Daphne Rhodes,
sewed dresses and other clothing for a living, | handed her
Ann’s old pink dress and informed her that it was a little tight
on Ann because Ann did complain about it at the dance.
Daphne had a new blue and green dress ready on that
Saturday, so after work, | went by to pay her and collect the
dress. Daphne knew | wanted to keep the dress a secret,
so she never mentioned it to anyone. | wanted Ann to be
surprised by it since it was her birthday gift.

Daphne wrapped it up in a pink cloth with a pink
ribbon. | couldn’t wait to show it to Ann. Though | didn’t see
the dress, Daphne had shown me the design and | thought it
would look terrific on Ann. Of course, Ann could wear a
potato sack and still be beautiful.
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‘I hope you don’t mind that | included a bonnet to
match the dress,” Daphne said as she handed me the
present. “Thank you, Mrs. Rhodes,” | replied. | paid
her for the dress and included a tip for her thoughtfulness.

“Thank you, Mr. Brothers. You are very generous. If
you need any more dresses, | will be happy to make them
for you. Your wife is a very nice woman. | know my mother
enjoys her conversations with her.”

| was pleased to hear this so | thanked her again and
left. Ann didn’t seem to have any problems making friends.
She naturally drew people to her with her sunny personality.

As soon as | got home, | was anxious to surprise
Ann. She wasn’t in the kitchen, parlor, dining room or any of
the bedrooms. | hesitated to go to the scullery room
because that's where we took baths in the metal tub, but my
excitement overcame my awkwardness. | noticed the
scullery room door was shut so | tapped on the door.

“Ann? Are you in there?”

“Oh, Todd! | didn’t expect you back so early.”

The sound of water splashing in the tub brought
images of her taking a bath. | hadn’t seen a woman naked
so | really couldn’t visualize anything specific. | was
enjoying the imagery that did come to mind, however. |
pushed the thoughts aside.

‘I didn’t have to work the entire day. | have a
surprise for you.”

“‘Really?”

“You didn’t think | forgot your birthday, did you?”

‘Well... | didn’t even know you knew when my
birthday was.”

“Of course, | do. I've been to enough birthday dinner
parties to remember.”

“I need to finish washing my hair. I'll be out in a few
minutes. Can you put the surprise in my room? I'll be there
soon.”
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Can | help? | can wash your back. | wanted to say
this but | didn’t. Instead, | went to her bedroom and set the
gift on her dresser. Her room was simple in its decoration
since she didn’t bring many of her things in our hurried trek
out west. Still, there was no denying it was a woman’s
bedroom. Dresses hung in the wardrobe, the blanket she
laid out on the bed was embroidered with pink and white
carnations, and her comb, hairbrush, and two hats were
neatly set out on the dresser. | liked the smell of the room.
It reminded me of her.

To my surprise, she walked into the room in nothing
but her robe. Her hair was still wet from her bath, and for
some reason, this was even more arousing than | figured it
should have been. 1 shifted, hoping she wouldn’t notice my
erection.

She blinked, as if surprised. “Oh. | didn’t know you
were going to wait in here.”

“Should | leave?” Please say nho.

She seemed to consider my question. “We are
married,” she softly replied. “l suppose sooner or later, this
was bound to happen.” Then her eyes fell on the gift. “Is
that for me?” In her excitement, she forgot the awkwardness
of the situation.

| was secretly relieved. | wanted to look at her. It
was as if | was a starving man and there was a banquet
right in front of me.

She smiled widely at me. “You got me a present?”

| could only nod.

“How thoughtful of you! What is it?”

| cleared my throat and willed my breathing to go
back to normal. “Open it and find out.” | sat on her bed, not
trusting myself to stand. | was ready to run over to her and
kiss her. | didn’t trust myself to get too close to her. As it
was, | almost felt guilty for staring at her, but | remembered
that we were married and looking at her was acceptable.
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She gently removed the ribbon. Why did women feel
the need to take their time opening gifts? | didn’t bother to
ask. In fact, she could take all day if she wanted. |
suddenly caught sight of her reflection in the mirror and saw
the skin below her collarbone. She wasn’t aware of my
response to her. It didn’t even occur to her that | was
thinking about sex.

She removed the cloth and squealed with delight.
“It's gorgeous!” She picked up the dress and put it up to her
neck so she could inspect it in the mirror. “Oh, and there’s a
bonnet to match! This will be more comfortable than the
hats.”

| wanted to tell her to put the dress back down so |
could continue to look at her skin, but she was happy with
the dress so | didn’t. | was glad she liked my gift.

‘How do you know my measurements?” she
wondered.

| blinked and looked at her eyes. They were such a
pretty brown color. | always liked her eyes.

Her eyebrows furrowed. “Are you feeling alright?
You look flushed.” She forgot to hold her dress up to her
neck and walked over to me. She leaned over and touched
my forehead.

| couldn’t move. Her sudden movement loosened
her robe enough for me to catch a glimpse of her breasts.
Perfectly formed white mounds with pink tips. They were
much better than | imagined.

“You feel warm. Maybe you should lie down,” she
said, concerned.

“No, I'm fine,” | quickly argued. The beating of my
heart sounded loud in my ears. She was, without a doubt,
the most exquisite woman in the world.

‘I don’t know. You look like you’re going to faint.”
She stood back up and studied me, as if determining
whether | was sick or not.
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| shook my head to clear it. “I'm fine. It's just a little
hot in here, that’s all.”

“l feel cold. Maybe that's because | just got out of
the bath. Would you like to take a bath? Maybe it would
cool you off.”

“That’'s a good idea.”

“l can boil some water for you.”

“No. I'll just take cold water.”

“Are you sure? That can’t be comfortable.”

“I'll survive it.” It was either that or throw her on the
bed and act on the thoughts that were racing wildly through
my mind.

She stood there and stared at me.

| looked back at her. “What is it?”

“Aren’t you going to take the bath?”

“l was hoping to see how you look in the dress first.”
There was no way | was going to stand up with her looking
at me. | didn’t want her to see how aroused | was. | cleared
my throat. “You can put it on in the third bedroom.” Or you
can put it on right here.

She blushed. “Oh.” She quickly tightened the top of
her robe.

| sighed. | was hoping she wouldn’t remember to do
that.

“I'll be right back,” she said before she left the room.

| jumped off the bed and opened the window so that
the fresh, cool air would calm me down. There was no way
that the dress would look better than her wearing nothing.
She was incredible.

When she returned, she wore the dress. | breathed
a sigh of relief. | didn’t think | could handle watching her in
her robe anymore.

She ran to the mirror and examined her reflection.
“This is a wonderful dress. How did you know my
measurements?”
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Now that she was fully dressed, | could concentrate
again. “That was easy. | took that pink dress you wore at
the dance to Mrs. Rhodes.”

“It fits better than that dress.”

“l told her the pink dress was a little tight because
you felt faint in it.”

She went to the mirror and combed her hair which
was drying nicely. She placed the bonnet on her head and
turned to me. “What do you think?”

“You’re the best looking woman I've ever seen,” |
whispered.

She beamed. “That is very thoughtful of you to say.”
She walked over to me and hugged me. “Thank you. This
is the best gift anyone’s ever given me.”

“You had better dresses back in Virginia.” It felt so
good to hold her.

“But this took some thought.”

“I know how much you like dresses.”

“Todd, you'’re the best husband a woman could ask
for. I'm very thankful you love me so well.” She kissed me
on the cheek.

| turned my head in hopes she would kiss me on the
mouth, but she had already pulled away from me and was
admiring the dress in the mirror.

“l think I'll take that bath now,” | weakly said before |
left the room.
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Chapter Eleven
Ann’s Point of View

I was thankful for the fall season. It was good to feel
the cool breezes drift in through the open windows. Early in
October, | woke up and realized | had finally forgiven Kent
and Rebecca. | was relieved and happy to be able to move
on with my life.

Since Todd and | slept in separate bedrooms, |
wasn’t aware he had trouble sleeping. How many sleepless
nights had he spent pacing in his bedroom or downstairs in
the parlor?

| wouldn’t have even known he was having trouble
sleeping if | hadn’t gotten cold in the middle of the night and
had to close my window. | realized | was thirsty, so |
decided to go to the kitchen to get some water. On my way
down the steps, | heard the sound of footsteps in the parlor.
| gasped and stood still, afraid to move. | held my breath
and considered what to do. Suddenly, it occurred to me that
an intruder wouldn’t spend so much time in one place.

| slowly walked down the stairs and tiptoed to the
sound, curious as to what Todd would be doing up at such a
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late hour. | was ready to let my presence be known when |
saw him, slouched over the desk in the parlor. The
candlelight by his side showed his worried expression. |
stayed out of sight in the shadows. He was greatly troubled.
He never told me anything was bothering him, so | had no
idea what it could be. He sighed loudly, stood up and paced
in front of the desk, sat back down in front of a pile of
papers, wrote something down, threw his pen down in
aggravation and paced the floor again. Obviously, whatever
he was writing wasn’t working. Finally, he blew out the
candle and walked back up the stairs. | quietly hid in the
shadows.

Once he shut his bedroom door, | crept over to the
desk and pulled open the drawer that contained the papers
he had been scribbling on. | pushed aside my guilty feelings
and walked to the window so | could study what was on the
papers by the light of the moon. It didn’t take me long to
realize that | was holding the household budget. | frowned.
We needed more money. | put the papers back where |
found them. | didn’t know if | felt better or worse now that |
knew what kept him up at night. He wanted to protect me
from financial worries, but | was partly responsible since |
bought extra food that | wanted to cook. Some of the food
was expensive. Plus, he originally planned on coming out
by himself, so | was an extra person to care for.

Winter was coming soon, and Barbara
recommended that | get warmer clothes, coats and boots.
Now | was worried. How could we afford those things? |
wanted to help him but didn’'t feel comfortable approaching
him since he was determined to handle this on his own.
That night, | stayed awake, tossing and turning in my bed as
| thought of ways | could ease our financial burden. As |
cooked breakfast, | found the answer. | would take Mrs.
Coley up on her offer to give me food in exchange for my
services.
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Barbara came by to pick me up later that morning.
We went to town once a week so she could visit her mother.
Molly usually joined us while Calvin and Bruce helped John.
While Barbara and Molly visited her mother, | went to the
store.

Mr. Coley was stocking the shelves. “Hello, Mrs.
Brothers. How are you and Todd doing this morning?”

“We are doing well, thank you,” | replied.

Mrs. Coley walked out from the backroom. “You're
early. You don’t usually come for another hour.”

| took a deep breath. “Yes. | had something |
wanted to ask you.”

Mr. Coley stopped and looked at me.

“Is your offer to help you with the store still open? |
would like to work for free food.”

Mrs. Coley thought for a moment. “We could use
someone to clean the store, update our books, and keep an
inventory list of the supplies we have. Are you willing to do
those things?”

| nodded. ‘I know how to do all of that.” For once, |
was grateful for my schooling. “I'm not sure my husband
would appreciate it if | worked here. He might not like the
fact that I'm helping with the finances.”

“You don’t need to explain,” Mr. Coley replied. “We
won’t say a word about this.”

| sighed, relieved. “Thank you.” | didn’t want Todd to
feel like he couldn’t make it out here on his own.

So we agreed that | would come in twice a week to
do these chores in return for food and cooking supplies.
Since Todd didn’t go shopping, he didn’t know the cost of
food, so | was able to fib on the cost of different items. |
simply explained that | had found ways to cut back on the
grocery bill. He accepted my reason for the sudden
decrease in food expenses.

92



Falling In Love With Her Husband

After two weeks, | took a midnight peek at the budget
and smiled when | saw we were back in good financial
shape.

As it turned out, Mrs. Coley and | became good
friends. She would fill me in on her past memories,
especially funny stories of her children’s childhood. She
loved to tell her stories, and | enjoyed listening to them. She
also gave me advice on staying warm during the winter. It
was funny how | got used to doing the chores at home and
in the store. | didn’t even notice how exhausting they were
anymore.

*k*k

That Sunday evening, Todd and | sat on the porch,
watching the sun set as the wind tossed orange and red
leaves on the ground.

“I wish time would stand still at this moment,” he
commented. “If only things could always be this peaceful.”

“It is beautiful,” | agreed.

He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the
chair. It had been a couple of weeks since he sat next to
me on the porch swing. | worried that he no longer loved
me like he used to, but | didn’t ask him about it in case | was
right.

“I wish tomorrow wasn’t Monday.”

| sighed. It seemed that he hated his job more with
each passing day. “Try not to think about the bank.”

“I try, really | do. | tell myself once winter is over, |
can afford to quit. John’s going to help me purchase farm
equipment. He’ll know what | need to get started. He
recommends | start planting-"

| bit my lower lip so | wouldn’t scream. Instead, |
said, “Todd, I've heard this a dozen times already. Can we
talk about something else? Maybe you should quit your job
at the bank and get another job until Spring.” When he didn’t
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respond, | continued. “There’s an opening at the post
office.”

“Do you think | can’t handle the job | already have?”
He sat up straight, his eyes wide.

Why did he have to be so touchy? “You’re a great
banker. It's just hard to watch you spend all your waking
hours in misery. You might enjoy life more if you did
something else for the next few months.”

He frowned. “l don’t know.”

“What do you have to lose?”

“I'll think about it.”

| hesitated but decided to speak. “There’s not only a
job at the post office but the stable is hiring as well.” When |
saw him clench his jaw, | realized he wasn’t listening to me.
“I've had it! I'm tired of hearing you complain about your job.
I don’t understand why you don’t quit.” It hadn’t been my
intention to raise my voice but the more | spoke, the louder |
got.

He glared at me. “Unlike some people, | don’t run
away from my problems.”

| bolted to my feet. “That’s the last time I'll try to help
you!” | quickly ran into the house before | said something |
would regret.

| locked myself in my bedroom. So what if | left
Virginia in order to get away from Kent and Rebecca? Todd
didn’t refuse to take me with him! | crossed my arms and
sat on my bed. Perhaps leaving Virginia the way | did
wasn’t the smartest thing | ever did, but | liked it here. |
didn’t regret coming out here, even though | missed my
parents and Agnes.

| spent most of the night fuming at his words. Did he
think | was staying here because | was still mourning over
Kent? Did he think that was the only reason | stayed
married to him?

By the time morning came, | was tempted to make
Todd fix his own breakfast. | stared at the stove and oven. |
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wondered how long it would take him to figure out how to
make pancakes and biscuits.

“I'm sorry, Ann. | didn’t mean to say that about you
running away from your problems,” Todd softly stated.

| hadn’t heard him enter the kitchen. | turned
around, my heart melting. “I'm sorry too. You know how to
handle the situation at work better than | do.”

He seemed as relieved as | was to have things go
back to normal. Unlike the other times we apologized, he
hugged me. The action startled me for a moment, but then |
returned his hug. | found that | enjoyed hugging him.
Maybe fighting wasn’t so bad after all.

“You don’t run away from your problems,” he said
when our hug ended. “If you did, you wouldn’t be here. |
know it wasn’t easy for you to learn to cook and clean. It's
hard work, and | want you to know that | appreciate it.
Thank you for taking care of me.”

My eyes lit up at his compliment. | kissed his cheek
to show my appreciation. “Of course, you take care of me
too.” Again, | was thankful that he loved me and treated me
so well. | gladly turned to the stove and made his breakfast.

*k*k

The next afternoon when he came home, he rushed
into the house and said he had a surprise for me.
Interested, | followed him out to the barn and paused when |
saw my gift. He bought me a horse?

“Do you think this is a good idea?”

“Of course it is,” he replied, smiling proudly at the
brown animal that was eating hay in her stall. “Do you want
to name her?”

“‘Why do we need another horse?”

“I notice you go into town more and thought if | was
at work and you needed to go to town, you can hook up
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Thunder and this horse to the buggy. You can go anywhere
you need to while I'm at work.”

| considered my words carefully. | didn’t work at the
Coley’s so he could buy things we didn’t need. “l appreciate
the thought. You are very kind to think of me.”

He frowned. “But...?”

| shrugged. “l don’t know. 1 just think that it may be
unnecessary. Barbara takes me into town whenever she
goes.”

“I thought you would be pleased.”

| noted his disappointment. “I am but isn't a horse
expensive?”

“Are you saying | can’t afford it?”

“Can you?”

“Yes.”

| rubbed my forehead. | saw the budget that night. |
knew he couldn’t. Not really. Not without sacrificing
something important, like food or clothes or blankets for the
winter.

He sighed and looked at Thunder and Lightning who
rested in their stalls, munching on their portion of the hay.
He turned back to me. “l work all the time to give you what
you want and no matter how hard | try, | can’t please you. |
really thought you'd appreciate this horse. | bought her for
you.”

‘I don’t need a horse.”

“You want more clothes?”

“‘No. I'm content with what | have.” Why was he
getting upset? | was trying to ease his financial burden, not
increase it. “You don’t have to buy me things. | don’t need
things to be happy. | just want to be a blessing to you.”

He looked as if he was about to say something but
decided against it.

| shook my head. “Forget about the Thanksgiving
trip and the horse. You don’t have to work overtime at the
bank. Do you think | want you to suffer over there just so |
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can have more things? | already told you | wasn’t going to
buy as many clothes anymore and | have managed to cut
back on the food expenses. | did all of that for you, but you
take the money | have saved you by not spending it and you
run off and buy an animal | don’t need. Then you’re going to
run back to the bank and overwork yourself again.”

“l keep telling you we can afford things. Why don’t
you ever listen to me?”

He was too proud to admit that he needed help.

I couldn’t make him tell me the truth, and | didn’t
want to have another fight about his job. | turned to the
mare. He did show a great deal of thoughtfulness in buying
her for me. | should graciously accept it and just hope it
didn’t create a hole in our finances. “Thank you for the
horse. I'm sorry | wasn'’t appreciative of it before. | do like it
when you buy things for me.”

He looked uncertain. “You do?”

| nodded. “It lets me know you think about me.”

He smiled back. “That’s good information to have.”

Relieved, | returned his smile. “Why don’t we name
her Storm? | think it goes well with Thunder and Lightning.”

“I like it. Stormitis.”
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Chapter Twelve
Todd’s Point of View

One night, | couldn’t sleep at all. Thoughts of Ann
continually replayed themselves in my mind. | recalled the
day | brought home her dress for her birthday and how
beautiful she looked in her robe. | recalled her perky white
breasts when she leaned over to touch my forehead. |
wanted to see everything that was under that robe. |
managed to drift off into a fitful sleep halfway through the
night, and my dreams were filled with images of Ann coming
to me. My hands caressed her breasts. | recalled the feel
of her silky hair, the way her lips felt on mine, and how her
body felt when | hugged her. | reluctantly willed these
thoughts away as | woke up. | was too aroused to go back
to sleep. | jumped off my bed and opened the window.

| shivered as my body temperature finally dropped. |
didn’t dare close the window. Instead, | decided to go
downstairs. | didn’t feel like taking of my sexual needs that
night. I'd just ride it out. | quietly walked down the stairs
and lit a candle in the parlor. | went over to the desk by the
window and opened the top drawer where | put the papers |
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wrote on to plan our spending and savings. | took out my
pencil and began working on a new idea on ways | could cut
spending. | had already cut back as far as | could on my
clothing. | had enough warm clothes. | did odd jobs for
John for some hay to feed the horses, so | managed to save
aside some extra money there.

| looked at Ann’s clothing and the food budget. |
sighed loudly and stood up and paced in front of the desk. |
hated to cut back on the things she enjoyed. She had
bought some warmer and prettier dresses, which | liked.
She not only looked good in them but she had fun buying
them. It was one of the things she did enjoy back in
Virginia. | sat back down in front of a pile of papers and
considered cutting back the food budget. | wrote some
amounts down to the few foods | knew. | did enjoy her
cooking, and she had fun trying new recipes. Some of them
were fancy but it tasted just as good as the other stuff she
made. If | cut back on the food and clothing, it would save
more, but | didn’t want to do that to her.

| stared out the window and recalled the last time
she brought a new dress home. Her face glowed with
pleasure. | wished she liked me as much as she liked those
dresses. | threw the pencil down in aggravation and paced
the floor again. | didn’t like thinking such thoughts. | had to
be important to her in some way. She wouldn’t even tell me
she loved me, but she had no trouble expressing her
pleasure for cooking and buying clothes. | groaned. So |
wasn’t going to sleep tonight. | blew out the candle and
crept up the stairs. Despite my frustration, | quietly shut the
bedroom door. | wanted slam it so she would wake up and
come running out of her bedroom to ask me what was
wrong.

Then what? | would get to look at her in her
nightgown which didn’t hide as much as the dresses did, but
she’d be oblivious to the fact that | was in pajamas which
didn’t hide much either. She’d be relieved that | was alright
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and go back to her room. She wouldn’t invite me to her
room or come into mine. Then the next day, I'd be just as
miserable but with the reminder that she didn’t care to do
anything interesting with me the night before when she had
the perfect chance. | laid on my bed and resigned myself to
another sleepless night. Again, the thought crept into my
mind that | should have left her back in Virginia.

*k*k

That Sunday evening, we sat on the porch again. |
sat in one of the chairs. | was finding it harder and harder to
sit next to her. Instead, | put as much distance between us
as possible. | was afraid if | got close, | wouldn’t be able to
control myself. There were too many intimate thoughts
running through my mind. If she had any idea, she would
probably think there was something wrong with me or,
worse, reject me.

| wanted to ask Ann what she thought about sex but
knew it wouldn’'t be appropriate since we weren’t actually
having it. Or would it? Could it be something that would
open the door to consummating our marriage? | could talk
to her about anything else. So why not this?

‘It was nice that we spent the day together,” Ann
said. “We always have fun with John and Barbara, but
sometimes it’s nice to spend some time alone.”

Breaking out of my thoughts, | turned to her in
interest. Did she enjoy being with me?

She shifted on the porch swing and cleared her
throat. “It's just that sometimes | feel like | don’t get to see
you very much. You work so many hours at the bank. Not
that I'm complaining,” she quickly added. *“I know you’re
doing everything you can to provide for us.”

“You like having me around?”

She blushed. “Of course | do.”
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| appreciated her comment more than she realized.
“I like being with you too.”

| closed my eyes and leaned my head against the
chair. It had been a good day. She sat closer to me than
usual in church. Usually, there was some space between
us, but now that | thought about it, our arms were touching.
I had assumed she sat close to me because Molly wanted to
sit right by her and she didn’'t have enough room to leave
some space between us. Was it possible that she
intentionally sat close to me? There was enough room on
Molly’s side. Then | recalled the way she sat next to me at
dinner and touched my arm a couple of times. | had
assumed it was innocent Ann behavior. Was there more to
it than that? A spark of hope went through me.

“If you want, | could stay home more.” Suddenly, |
wanted to be with her. Perhaps | should stop working
overtime and see if more would come from her actions.

“l understand that you need to be at work as much
as you are,” she argued. “l don’t want you to stop doing
what you need to do.”

| frowned. “What do | need to do?” Be away from
her? Did she want me around or not?

She looked startled. “I didn’t mean anything rude.
I... Well, you know what you need to do. That’s why you
work overtime.”

| blinked, confused. “What are you talking about?”

“Nothing. Forget | said anything. It doesn’t matter
anyway. We’re having a lovely day. Let’s not ruin it with
another argument.”

‘I don’t want to forget it. | want to know what you're
talking about.” | sat up in the chair, aware that | was getting
upset. Something in her comment bothered me and | didn’t
know why.

“I'm not saying you’re inadequate. You do a great

job.
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“Why should | feel inadequate?” Was that why she
didn’t want to have sex with me? Because | didn’t measure
up to her standards?

“You shouldn’t feel inadequate.” She looked
alarmed. “Really, | meant nothing wrong.”

‘Fine. Then you can tell me what you meant.” |
didn’t mean to sound as harsh as | did, so | forced myself to
take a deep breath to calm down.

“You do a great job at the bank. You're a hard
worker.”

What did that have to do with sex? “Are you trying to
avoid the topic?”

“‘No. I've been talking about your job. That is what
you’re talking about too, isn't it?”

Her words broke through my confusion. She was
talking about my role as the provider. “Why should | feel
inadequate about work?”

“‘No reason. Can we just forget it and talk about
something else? What did you think of the preacher’s
sermon today?”

| narrowed my eyes. | couldn’'t let go of her
insinuation that | wasn’t a good provider. “Are you saying
you don’t get enough money?” How many dresses or food
could a woman possibly buy? | thought | was already being
generous on those accounts.

“No! I'm not saying that at all.”

‘I don’t believe you.” Now | was fuming. “This may
not be Virginia where you had tons of money to throw
around, but | work hard and | do make a good living at what
| do.”

She looked like she was ready to panic. “Of course
you do.”

“I'm sorry | don’t meet up to your standards, Ann.
Perhaps you'd like to go back.”

She angrily stood up. “I'm not going anywhere. | like
it here and you can’t make me leave. It's my house too!”
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“You sure do enjoy living here. It's almost like I'm
living with one of my sisters.”

She gasped. “Is that what you see me as? A
sister?”

“You treat me like I’'m your brother.”

‘| can’t believe you said that. I've just been giving
you time alone. You're so upset with your job that it's hard
to be around you.”

“Or are you upset because you can’t buy everything
you want?” What was going on? Were we really having this
conversation? | wasn’'t even sure what we were talking
about. Were we talking about money, sex or my job?

“That's it! | can’t take this anymore. You go ahead
and stay at your job all you want, and we’ll spend all of our
Sundays with the Russell family. | told Barbara that |
wanted to spend the day alone with you since | do enjoy
being with you. But all we do lately is argue and | don'’t
understand how your job can affect your mood so poorly.
Really Todd, if it's that much of a pain, then quit and do
something else.”

Again, she was insisting that | quit my job. “In case
you haven'’t noticed, I'm a man. | can handle my job. | don’t
need you to tell me what to do.”

‘Fine. And in case you haven’t noticed, | am a
woman. | am not one of your sisters, nor do | consider you
to be my brother. Apparently, | was the only one who
listened to the preacher today. | am sorry that | offend you,
but | refuse to leave. It's too bad you’re stuck with me.” She
ran into the house and slammed the door behind her.

| sat on the chair, unable to process what had just
happened. | knew it wouldn’t do any good to follow her.
She usually ran up to her room and locked the door. | didn’t
understand her. She was too complicated. One minute she
was telling me how much she enjoyed being with me, then
she told me to work more, and then she acted as if | had
insulted her. What did | say that was wrong? Irritated, |
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closed my eyes and rocked back and forth in the chair. She
was right about one thing. Whenever we spent time
together, we did fight. | couldn’t remember the last time we
had a pleasant day all through the day.

| didn’t imagine that marriage could be so hard. |
loved Ann for years. | thought we were having fun being
together up until the beginning of this month. What changed
in that time? True, | did complain about my job and dreaded
going to it, but | didn’t think it was as bad as she said. Was
she afraid | was going to stop working so she couldn’t afford
her precious dresses?

| took a deep breath to calm my nerves. |
understood that we would have our fights when | married
her. | didn’'t expect things to always go perfectly. | even
anticipated female mood swings that were common with my
sisters. But Ann was a lot more complex. Why couldn’t we
get along anymore?

*k*k

The next morning, | went to the kitchen. Ann stood
at the sink and stared out the window. She liked to look
outside while she cooked. She said it gave her a feeling of
peace to look at the flat landscape.

| took a deep breath as | drank in her beauty. She
wore her hair down so that it reached the middle of her
back. Her waist and hips were incredibly feminine. How
could she think | saw her as one of my sisters? | never
looked at them the way | looked at her. She knew | loved
her. | had told her | did. Granted, | hadn’t told her recently,
but did she really need to hear it all the time? If she would
give me some indication she was the slightest bit interested
in me as her husband, then | could show her what | thought
of her.
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One thing | did know was that | didn’'t want to fight
with her. Neither one of us enjoyed that very much. “I'm
sorry, Ann,” | said.

She jumped around, obviously startled. “Why don'’t |
ever hear you enter the kitchen?”

| smiled, glad the tension was broken. “Apparently, |
have quiet shoes.”

She returned my smile. “I'm sorry too. Will you eat
some French toast?”

“Aren’t you going to eat anything?”

“I'm not hungry this morning. I'll make a snack later.”

She usually didn’t eat much when something was
bothering her. | sighed. | didn’t know what else to say so |
sat down and ate my breakfast while she cleaned the
dishes. | couldn’t take my eyes off of her. Wasn't she
aware of how attractive she was? Just as | finished the
French toast, she sat next to me.

“‘Please don’t think | intended to criticize you
yesterday evening,” she began. She considered her words
carefully. “You are a good husband. | know how hard you
work for me, and | appreciate it. | may not seem grateful for
you but | am. And | don’t look at you as a brother. You'’re
very handsome.”

| was pleased by her words. “Thank you, Ann. We
can afford the dresses you like to buy. Do you need more
money?”

“No. I'm doing fine. I'm even getting good deals on
some food from Mrs. Coley’s store. [I've learned how to
economize. | don’t want to be a burden to you.”

Where did she get the idea that we didn’t have
enough money for the things she wanted? | never told her
we were having financial problems. “You don’t have to do
that. We have plenty of money.”

‘I want to learn to watch what | spend.” She paused
for a moment. “I don’t miss the things | had back in Virginia.
They were just things. What matters is you.” She put her
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hand on my arm. My body tingled in response. “You are a
wonderful man. | admire and respect you.”

‘I don’t think of you as one of my sisters. You're too
beautiful for that. Don’t you know that | love you?”

‘I's nice to hear once in awhile.” She smiled and
peered at me through her thick lashes. “You really think I'm
beautiful?”

Did the sun light the day and the moon light the
night? “You look in the mirror. Surely, you can see how
desirable you are.”

‘I know I'm not the most beautiful woman in the
world. | just want to look good for you.”

“| disagree. You are the most beautiful woman in the
world.”

She blushed. “You are very kind. | am glad we'’re
married.”

“‘Me too.”

“I hope you have a good day at wor