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Chapter One
“I can’t let you marry him, Adrienne,” Mrs. Dayton whispered as she threw some clothes into her daughter’s suitcase. “It’s wrong and your father won’t listen to reason. A young girl shouldn’t be used to give a man children. I know your father is doing what he thinks is best for you, but he doesn’t know a woman’s heart.”
Adrienne bolted out of her bed, excited and grateful her mother was saving her from a horrible fate. She quickly got dressed in a yellow dress while her mother continued to pack.
“You know Mrs. Crane,” her mother continued in her quiet voice. “She married a man who has money but he just wanted someone to show off at his dinner parties. She’s nothing more than a trophy wife. She spends all her time going to beauty parlors and shopping for the latest fashion so she can look beautiful to impress his friends, but she confided to me last night that she is lonely. Her husband doesn’t pay any attention to her when they are alone. To the world, he is a devoted and loving husband but when people aren’t looking, it’s a different story. He would rather spend time with his hobbies than with her. He only spent enough time with her to have children. She didn’t enjoy those experiences and was relieved when he said that three children were enough.”
Adrienne shivered in disgust. Did men enjoy using women to fulfill their selfish pleasures? Mr. Parker wanted children and Mr. Crane wanted a trophy wife. Her father wanted her to marry a rich man. She brushed her long wavy brown hair.
“Braid your hair, sweetheart,” her mother instructed. “You will be taking a train all the way to New York and it’s going to take you several days to get there. My sister knows a young mother who needs a nanny to care for her baby. She has made arrangements for you to get the job. I won’t speak a word of this to your father. He will have to think you ran away to some unknown place.”
She braided her hair while her mother gave her the details of her plan. She nodded while her mother spoke. Her heart raced with relief and expectation. She hoped that no one would find them and prevent her from leaving California.
Her mother threw her jewelry into a small handbag and gave it to her. “These jewels are worth a good amount of money. If you take them to a jewelry store, you should be able to sell them and get money for anything you need. I cannot go with you to the train station but I did buy your ticket.” She placed the ticket for New York in her daughter’s hand.
Adrienne suddenly realized that she wouldn’t be seeing her mother for a long time. “Father will be upset.”
“It’s better for him to be upset than for you to be miserable for the rest of your life. You are only eighteen. Eugene Parker is forty-eight. A man his age can’t make a young woman happy.”
She began to cry. “I’m going to miss you and Father but I am glad you’re doing this for me.”
Her mother hugged her. “I’ll miss you too, sweetheart.”
“Thank you.”
Her mother pulled away from her and handed her the small handbag with the jewelry in it. She picked up her suitcase and quietly led her to the front door of the house and walked out with her to the horse-drawn buggy whose rider was unfamiliar to Adrienne. “I didn’t want to risk anyone we know finding out, so I ordered this driver to take you to the train station. I’m sorry, but I must stay here. I don’t want to risk anyone seeing us together.”
Adrienne nodded. The hour was early so no one else was awake to see them.
“I love you, Adrienne. Your father loves you too. May God watch over you and protect you on your journey. I will be praying for you.”
The driver took her suitcase and put it in the buggy.
“I love you and Father.”
“I know you do, sweetheart. I wish you could enjoy a good marriage but I suspect you will be confined to being a spinster. It’s not what I wished for you.”
“I’ll be fine as long as I’m not with Mr. Parker.”
“Wait for me to write to you before you write to me. I want your father to have time to cool down before we resume communication. He will be upset but he’ll adjust in time.”
She nodded.
Her mother gave her another hug and a kiss on the cheek before watching her leave in the buggy.
Adrienne tried to be brave and not cry but she couldn’t help it. She felt a mixture of many emotions, but the biggest emotion she experienced was relief that she wouldn’t have to marry Mr. Parker after all.
***
Adrienne was exhausted. It was almost impossible to sleep in a train seat. She took a deep breath to calm her anxiety. The train reached Virginia by mid-afternoon. It had been a long trip on her way to New York, but she would rather be here than married to Mr. Parker.
She closed her eyes, aware of the train swaying her gently back and forth. She continued to cry off and on as the miles between her and California increased.
The afternoon dragged on and the tree-filled landscape in Virginia passed by outside the window. Though she was exhausted, she couldn’t sleep. She had spent days on the rails. She needed a decent meal, a bath and a good night’s sleep. By late afternoon, the train stopped again and some people got on while others got off. She wondered how much longer they would be in Virginia. Each state she passed seemed to take longer and longer to get through. She wanted to get to New York City so she could be done traveling. She seriously doubted that she would ever travel again after this trying experience.
“Bye, everyone!”
Everyone in the train car could hear the young man as he hopped onto the train. He couldn’t have been older than twenty. He had short light blond hair, green eyes, and a slender frame. His brown hat matched his farm clothes which had seen better days. She turned her eyes to the window and saw a group of people waving to him. The women were crying and the men were grinning at him.
“I will write as soon as I get to New York,” he yelled before the doors closed. He chuckled as a young boy held up a mouse and waved its paw. “That’s my crazy brother,” he told the conductor who checked his ticket. “He takes that mouse everywhere he goes.”
The conductor smiled and showed him to his seat.
“Thank you, sir.” He nodded as he plopped down in the seat across from her. He had a manila folder in one hand and a pencil in the other. He opened his folder and took out the papers in it and began writing as the train started up.
How could he write with all the movement from the train? She noted that he wrote with intensity. Whatever he’s working on, it must be good. She turned her attention back to the window and stared at the trees until she got sleepy. She closed her eyes again, hoping she could take a nap.
She managed to drift off to a light sleep when a male voice gruffly said, “Hold your hands up and give us all your money.”
Her eyelids flew open and she saw two masked men holding guns and pointing them at the passengers. She gasped and immediately put her hands up.
“Take it easy and no one will get hurt,” one man said as he passed a black bag around the train car so that people could drop their money into it.
She was briefly aware that a child was crying in the back as the person in front of her handed her the bag. She swallowed the lump in her throat. She had never been robbed before. She dumbly held the bag.
The man closest to her walked over to her and pointed to her handbag. “Put it in and move the bag to the person behind you,” he said in a low grating voice that reminded her of nails scraping a chalkboard.
She trembled. She knew she had to move but couldn’t seem to do so.
“Here, let me do it,” the other man said as he threw her handbag into the black bag.
She noted the birthmark on his wrist that was in the shape of a boot. It looks just like Italy. That she should think such a thing at this horrible moment amazed her. She was relieved she couldn’t see their faces through their black masks, for they would surely haunt her dreams if she knew what they looked like.
The man holding the gun at her threw the bag to the person behind her.
That’s all the money I have. She covered her eyes as she began to cry.
“Hands up!” The man with the birthmark shoved his hand on her shoulder.
She quickly obeyed him.
“Don’t get your underwear in a bunch,” the young man across from her said.
“Did anyone ask for your opinion?” the man hissed at him.
“She’s scared and alone. Give her a break. Here’s my wallet.” He threw it at the man.
The man caught it and huffed as he walked to the person behind him.
She was too frightened to speak. I am alone. She wondered if leaving California had been a mistake. She didn’t have anyone to help her. Would she make it to her destination?
After the two men left the train car, the young man across from her looked at her.
“Are you doing alright?” he asked.
What kind of question was that? She was all by herself, running from a man she didn’t wish to marry and she just lost all of her money.
He shook his head. “I’m sorry. Of course, you’re not alright. You were just robbed.”
She wiped her tears away.
The person behind her told the other passengers that the robbers left the train car. Everyone on board breathed a sigh of relief.
The man who sat across from her looked over at her again. “Do you need anything? I could get you some water or something.”
She shook her head.
He smiled. “My name is Trevor Lewis. If you need anything, just let me know. I don’t mind helping you out. You look like you could use a friend.”
She wondered what he meant by that. She decided not to ask. She didn’t want to talk to strangers. She didn’t know if she could trust anyone except for her aunt. She just nodded at him and turned back to the window.
He turned back to his writing.
How could he be so calm and just pick up where he left off with his work? She was shaken to the core. She wrapped her arms around herself to ease the sudden wave of vulnerability that washed over her. She didn’t wish to cry again. Her eyes were sore and red from the crying she had been doing for the past few days. She took a deep breath to steady her emotions and turned her attention to the trees outside the window.
Chapter Two
The train stopped and she noticed the two masked men leave the train. She did feel better knowing they were gone. At least she knew they wouldn’t be coming back for something else. While the train remained still so the robbers could get off, the young man across from her stood up with his folder and sauntered to the back of the train car. She wondered where he was going. She shook her head. What did it matter where he was going? It’s not like she knew him or anything. Still, it was nice that he cared enough to ask how she was doing. She sighed. She didn’t wish to dwell on how much she missed her home back in California. It’s not worth marrying Mr. Parker and being nothing more than a breeder for the sake of his precious legacy.
“Adrienne! You must return home,” someone called out to her.
She jerked up in her seat and gasped. How did her father find out that she was on this train? How did he manage to catch up with her? He approached her, apparently angry that she had run away. She bolted out of her seat and ran in the opposite direction. She refused to go back. She would rather be robbed again than return to the future her mother had just rescued her from.
“Adrienne! Come back!”
A man stood up in the aisle and stopped her father. “Excuse me, sir. Who are you and what do you want with that young lady?”
“I’m her father. Get out of my way! She has defied me.”
She continued to run. She ran from one train car to another. She had to get off the train! It was her only hope of avoiding a loveless marriage. She found the exit door which was right by the restrooms. She quickly glanced back and noticed that her father wasn’t behind her. Thankfully, the man had stopped him. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have been able to outrun him. Just as she was ready to hop off the train, she bumped into Trevor who was leaving the restroom. She tripped on the step. Without thinking, she reached up and grabbed him by the shirt in hopes of steadying herself but she only succeeded in pulling him down the steps with her. He released his folder in surprise and his papers went flying all over the place as they tumbled out of the train and onto the ground beside the train tracks.
Before they could stand up, the train was already pulling out of the station.
Trevor yelled for it to stop, but it picked up speed as it chugged down the tracks. “My play!” Trevor yelled as he watched the train run over half of his papers.
She breathed a sigh of relief when she realized her father was not able to get off the train.
“I can’t believe this! I spent three weeks on this play. I only had one more scene to go and I was going to be done!” He stared after the train that was quickly disappearing behind the trees. Once it was out of sight, he turned back to the train tracks and picked up a couple of ripped up papers.
She stood up and brushed the grass and dirt from her dress. She had never been filthy before, so she cringed at her soiled hands.
To her surprise, Trevor sat on the train tracks, clutching the torn papers to his chest. “A month of my life has been destroyed in a matter of minutes,” he wailed.
Hoping to comfort him, she said, “You can always write it again.”
His head shot up. “You talk?”
“Of course, I talk.”
“I thought you were mute.”
She blinked. What gave him that idea?
He examined the scattered pieces of paper that covered the tracks and grass. “My work. My precious work.”
“What’s the big deal? You can always write it again,” she repeated.
His jaw dropped, as if she had just offended him. “I can’t just automatically replace my writing. Each time I write something, it is unique. It’s like a child.”
“Aren’t you being melodramatic?”
“You don’t understand a writer’s attachment to his work. When I conceive an idea, I begin to put it on paper. As I’m writing, it’s like a pregnancy. It slowly grows and develops into something that turns out beautiful and wonderful. Then when I’m done, I have given birth to a new story.”
She rolled her eyes. That is the dumbest analogy I’ve ever heard.
“Don’t you read?”
She was surprised by his question. “I can read.” Couldn’t he tell by looking at her clothes that she enjoyed a higher standard of living and education than he did?
“Do you enjoy reading?”
She shrugged. “It depends on the book.”
“Imagine that your favorite book was completely destroyed. How would that make you feel?”
“I wouldn’t care. I still have the story in my head. I can recall it anytime I want. Just write the story out again. Thinking it up is the hard part.”
“But it won’t be the exact same story. Things always change when I do it over.”
She sighed, quickly getting irritated. “Well, you can’t collect all your papers and put them back together. What’s the point in moaning over something that’s gone?”
“You are one cold-hearted lady.”
Now she was offended. “I’m realistic. Look around you. Do you think you can gather all the papers together? Some are probably stuck on the train.”
“Would a little sympathy kill you?”
“It’s just a story. You can rewrite it. Who knows? Maybe it’ll be better the second time around.”
He could only stare at her.
“Fine. Do whatever you want. I’m going to find out where we are.” She turned and walked to the station so she could talk to the man at the ticket counter. As she walked on the platform, she wondered what she could possibly do about getting to New York.
“How may I help you, miss?” the skinny, elderly man asked her.
“I fell off the train,” she explained. “Where am I and can I get on the next train bound for New York?”
“You are on the east side of Virginia. The towns here are all small and isolated. There aren’t any towns nearby. You have to travel an hour by horse to get to any of them.”
“Why is there a train station here?”
He shrugged. “We occasionally get visitors or people leaving. The train stopped just now so the thieves could escape.”
“Isn’t anyone going after them?”
“I can’t leave the station, and the conductors tried to stop the men but they’re long gone. We’re just going to have to keep an eye out for any newcomers around here.”
She didn’t like the sound of that.
Trevor lumbered over to them. He looked miserable. “When is the next train for New York City going to get here?”
“It will stop by tomorrow at the same time. Do you two have your tickets?” the man asked.
She gasped as she realized she left the train ticket on the train.
“No,” Trevor bitterly answered. “It was in my folder, and everything that was in my folder was demolished when I fell out of the train.”
“Unfortunately, I can’t put you back on without a ticket. Do you have any money?”
“The robbers took all we had.”
The man rubbed his stubbly jaw. “You are in a tight place alright. I don’t know what to tell you. I can’t just hand you a ticket. You have to purchase a new one.”
“How are we supposed to afford one?”
“I can probably hook you up with a temporary job in the town. At least it will give you enough money for another train ticket.”
“Well, considering the fact that there isn’t any other choice, I’ll take it.”
The man nodded. “I was ready to head back home. I can take you two there. I can hook you up with lodging until you get a job.”
She sighed. “But I need to get to New York. My aunt is expecting me.”
“I’m sorry, ma’am. There’s nothing I can do for you. My hands are tied by rules and regulations. You need a ticket to get on the train.”
“How long do you think it will take to earn enough money to buy a ticket?”
“That all depends on how good you are at saving money. You’ll be paying for food and lodging while you’re in town.”
She hadn’t ever considered the cost of living before so this news dismayed her. “How much will all of that be?”
“We can discuss prices later. Right now you two need to get some rest. If you don’t mind me saying ma’am, you look like you’re ready to drop from exhaustion.”
“It has been a tiring few days.”
“Where are you traveling from?”
“San Francisco.”
“That’s certainly a long way. You definitely need to rest. Come along. I have an old buggy in the back. I usually ride my horse but with you two here, I’ll hook up the buggy. We can talk more in the morning. My name is Jeffrey Gallows. I own the inn in town. My wife runs it while I’m here. We’ll get things arranged for you two.”
She nodded and followed Mr. Gallows and Trevor to the buggy that had seen better days. She tried not to feel sorry for herself as she sat across from Trevor, but it was hard to be positive when things looked incredibly bleak. What was her aunt going to do when she didn’t make it to the train station in New York? Would Mrs. Rochester find another nanny? What was her future going to be like now? She couldn’t imagine returning home. As much as she missed California, she couldn’t go back to Mr. Parker.
The man hopped on the seat outside the buggy and urged his horse forward. Despite the evening sky and many trees, the horse followed the well worn but overgrown path that would take them to the town where he lived.
Trevor glared at her. “This is all your fault.”
She blinked, shocked by his tone of voice. “My fault?”
“You dragged me out of the train against my will.”
“I tripped. I didn’t mean to take you out with me,” she snapped. She folded her arms across her chest and looked out the window though she knew she wouldn’t see anything but dark trees.
“Then you insulted my life’s work.”
“You’re sore about that?”
“My writing is my life.”
“Write another story.” She couldn’t believe he was making such a huge deal out of it.
“Write another story,” he sarcastically replied. “It’s not that easy.”
“Well, excuse me for trying to get away from a miserable situation back home. I was about to be forced into a marriage with a disgusting forty-eight year old who wanted to use me to give him babies. I was getting off the train so I could evade my father who was ready to haul me back home. So you can see that my problem is a lot worse than you losing your stupid story.”
He looked as if he had just been slapped in the face. “Stupid story?”
She rolled her eyes. “A loveless marriage is more of a catastrophe than losing some papers.”
“I think you’re exaggerating.”
“I am not! That man was gross.”
He obviously didn’t believe her.
She decided not to say anything else. What was the point? He had a warped view of what was important. Her eyelids grew heavy after sitting in silence for a few minutes. She drifted off to sleep for the remainder of the ride.
By the time the buggy stopped, she woke up and realized that Trevor had drifted off to sleep as well. Mr. Gallows opened the buggy door and helped her out. Trevor woke up and followed her out of the buggy. Since it was night, she had to rely on the flickering candlelight from the lamp posts to show her the one street town. A small grocery store, an inn, a restaurant, a bank, and several other small businesses lined both sides of the street. It was nothing like San Francisco. Everything spoke of poverty in this sorry place. She didn’t want to be there.
She slowly followed Mr. Gallows into the inn which was small but comfortable and clean. He motioned for her and Trevor to sit on the small couch in the parlor by the front door. Too tired to argue, she sat on the couch.
Trevor groaned but sat next to her, trying to keep as much distance from her as possible, though it wasn’t possible to avoid touching altogether.
Her eyelids were still heavy and she almost dozed off by the time Mr. Gallows and his wife came over to them.
“We got a room set up for you both,” Mrs. Gallows, a pudgy old woman with a kind face and warm smile, told them as soon as she walked into the room.
Adrienne sat straight up, accidentally bumping shoulders with Trevor who immediately recoiled from her. She was too tired to care that he was repulsed by her.
“My poor dear, you are ready to drop,” Mrs. Gallows softly noted. She helped Adrienne stand up. “Come with me.”
She nodded and followed the woman to a small room with two beds.
“Oh no,” Trevor immediately protested. “I’m not sharing a room with her.”
She was too worn out to do the arguing so she let him do it for her.
“Are you and your wife having problems?” Mr. Gallows wondered.
“She’s not my wife. That’s why I’m not sharing a room with her.”
“Oh. Well, that is certainly a good reason. We’ll send you to another room then.”
She breathed a sigh of relief and fell on the bed.
The old woman put a blanket over her. “I’ll bring you some clean clothes to wear tomorrow. Mrs. Peters’ youngest girl is too tall for her clothes, so she gave them to me and they look like they could be your size.”
Adrienne fell asleep so she didn’t hear anything else the woman said.
Chapter Three
Trevor woke up the next morning in his small room, aware of the sunlight hitting his eyes. He squinted as he rolled over in the small but comfortable bed and faced the wall. Sighing in despair, he recalled his play that he had worked on night and day for the past month. He was almost finished with it when that crazy young woman dragged him off the train. His hard work was destroyed. Now he had nothing to show Mr. Adams when he got to New York. He groaned as he rolled onto his back. The sunlight hit his eyes again. He reluctantly got up and did his best to make himself look presentable before he left his room.
He walked down the unfamiliar light blue corridor until he reached the front desk. Mr. Gallows stood behind it, looking just as happy as he was the night before. Trevor was usually a happy person too, but with his irreplaceable work destroyed, he didn’t feel like smiling.
“Good morning, son,” the man greeted. “Did you sleep well?”
“I slept pretty well,” he admitted. “How am I supposed to find work in this town so I can afford a ticket to New York?”
“Oh well, we can always use some help in this town. We have lots of odd jobs available.”
“What is this town called?”
“Farwell. It’s named after the mayor. He founded this place thirty years ago. He’s almost eighty. I suppose his son will be mayor once he dies.”
Trevor nodded. “So what type of work do you need around here?”
“Well, we could use a cook, a farmhand, and a cleaner.”
“I was born and raised on a farm. I’ll take the farm work.”
“I’ll notify Mr. Howard that he can have a farmhand then.”
“How long do you think it will take to pay for my lodging, food and ticket?”
“It depends on how good you are about saving your money and how hard you’re willing to work. By the way you’re talking, I’m guessing you have plenty of motivation to get out of here. You’ll probably be ready to head out in a little under a month.”
That long? Trevor hid his disappointment.
“You must be hungry. Mrs. Gallows has made a fine stack of pancakes, bacon, and biscuits. That meal will be free, as will last night’s lodging. We don’t want to make more of a burden on you than you already have to bear, considering the robbery and all.”
“Thank you.”
“I’ll show you the way to the dining room.”
Trevor simply nodded and followed the man to the dining room where Mrs. Gallows was setting the utensils and plates. “Do you need any help, ma’am?”
She looked pleased by his offer. “No thank you. I can handle it myself. Have yourself a seat and rest for a bit.”
He sat down at the place she motioned to him before she went to the kitchen.
Mr. Gallows sat beside him at the small square table. “We bring out more tables when we have a party.”
Trevor looked around the large room with its red carpet and red drapes and white walls. “I see you like the color red.”
“Yes. Mrs. Gallows loves that particular color. She says it encourages people to talk more. Apparently, there’s something in red that makes people more alert, and when they’re alert, they’re more social.”
“So the reason my room is blue is to foster relaxation and sleep?”
“Correct. It’s nice to see you understand that.”
“Well, when I do my writing, I try to pay attention to subtle cues. Sometimes a certain color or object in the story has a deeper meaning that demonstrates something the characters need or already possess. I’m not sure how many people get those subtleties.”
“You’re a writer?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What do you write?”
“I mostly write plays. That’s why I’m on my way to New York. I got a job as a playwright for Adams New York Theater.”
“I’m guessing all those papers on the train tracks was your work, then?”
Trevor frowned at the memory. “Yes, sir. It was a play I had written to show Mr. Adams.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
After that woman’s ridicule of his work, he was glad someone felt some sympathy for him.
“Did you carry any other pieces of your work in your suitcase?”
“I had a couple of ideas in it.”
“I’d be interested in hearing them. It’s not often we get anyone with creative ability through here. Most of our time is spent doing the necessities, though we do our best to entertain. We have some people who play instruments in their spare time, but it would be nice to read a good story.”
Trevor’s ears perked up. “I have a book out. It’s called The Path to Christmas and Other Short Plays. Do you have a bookstore here?”
“Sadly, we do not. What’s your name, son?”
“Trevor Lewis.”
“Well Trevor, I’ll make it a point to stop by the next town when I go to the train station this afternoon. That place has a bookstore, and I’ll look for your book there.”
Mrs. Gallows walked into the dining room with the young woman. Instead of her fancy dress, she was wearing a faded light blue dress with faded pink flowers on it. Her long, wavy dark brown hair was pulled back with a headband. Though she was beautiful, she still looked tired and sad. She sat down and said hello to everyone.
Trevor didn’t feel like greeting her but did to be polite.
Mr. Gallows turned his attention to his wife. “Trevor here has a book out. I’m going to pick it up from the next town over. He has some plays in it. I thought it would be nice to introduce the people in this town to one of his plays.”
Mrs. Gallows’ face lit up. “What a lovely idea! It is wonderful to have an author among us.”
Trevor was pleased by their enthusiasm.
“You’ll have to tell us all about those stories while we eat,” she said with an interest that made him feel better about the previous night’s events.
The woman across the table from him rolled her eyes.
He ignored her.
Mrs. Gallows went back to the kitchen.
He turned to the old man. “Can I contact my family and Mr. Adams to let them know where I am?”
“We have a post office here but we only send out and receive mail once a week. We won’t be due for another postal run to the next town for another five days. Today is Thursday so that makes Tuesday for when the post office is open again. For the time being, you’ll have to wait.”
He sighed. “Alright.”
“I could stop by and send out a telegram for you when I’m in the next town if you would like.”
“No, that’s alright. I can wait five days.”
The man turned to the young woman. “May I send a telegram on your behalf, Miss...?”
“My name is Adrienne Dayton. No, I don’t want you to send a telegram. But I do need a job to make money.”
“We have an opening for a cleaner and a cook. One of the two women who cooks at the restaurant just had a baby and the other woman needs help right away. As for the cleaning position, we need someone to clean this inn. Mrs. Gallows is getting too old to handle it all by herself.”
Adrienne shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “I don’t have experience with either of those things.”
Trevor shook his head. She’s a spoiled rich girl alright. It’s amazing she could find her way onto the train without any help.
“Are you willing to learn?” Mr. Gallows asked.
She nodded.
“Which would you rather learn?”
“The cooking I suppose.”
“Fine. Then Mrs. Gallows will take you over to the restaurant after breakfast and get you started there.”
He had to hand it to Mr. Gallows who was respectful of all persons, no matter how annoying or spoiled they were. Most likely, Adrienne didn’t want to clean because then she would get dirty.
Mrs. Gallows returned with the food. “Eat up. You’ll need your energy.”
“I can’t wait to try it,” he said. He hadn’t realized he was hungry until he smelled the delicious aroma from the bacon.
“You’ll be having lunch on the Howard farm. Adrienne, you’ll have lunch at the restaurant. Then you’ll both have dinner here around six,” Mr. Gallows said.
Trevor took a bite of bacon. “If dinner’s going to be as good as breakfast, I can’t wait. This stuff is really good, ma’am.”
Mrs. Gallows beamed from the compliment before she drank some orange juice.
He ignored Adrienne who rolled her eyes again. That’s the thanks I get for trying to be nice to her on the train. Well, I won’t be doing anything else for her.
“Now, we’d love to hear about your plays,” Mrs. Gallows stated.
He spent the breakfast explaining the plots and themes to his work as they ate their meals. He saw that Adrienne purposely stuck to herself as she concentrated on her own meal. He pushed aside his irritation and hurt by her obvious rejection of his work. Not everyone is going to like my material. I better get used to criticism since critics will be hard on me in New York. Still, it was much nicer to talk to the Gallows who seemed excited about his book.
After the meal was done, Mr. Gallows looked between him and Adrienne. “So, when is the wedding?”
“Excuse me?” Trevor asked.
Adrienne cringed.
“You two were on the train together going to New York. Obviously, you are planning to get married. You aren’t related to each other since you have different last names.”
“Oh no, sir.” Trevor was going to put a stop to all of this right away. He would never marry someone as uptight, stuck-up and rude as Adrienne. “I don’t even know-”
A man walked into the room. “Hi there, Pa and Ma. I got the buggy’s wheel tightened.”
Mr. Gallows stood up. “This is our son, Bronson. He’s a repairman. It’s handy to have him around.”
Bronson looked to be around twenty-two. He had red hair and freckles and the same pudgy frame that his mother had.
“Good morning,” Bronson greeted the two newcomers.
“This is Adrienne Dayton and Trevor Lewis. They were two of the train passengers who got robbed before they accidentally fell off the train,” his father explained.
“The cops haven’t found the robbers yet but they got to be around somewhere.” Bronson turned to Adrienne in interest. “So, where did you come from?”
She seemed startled that he talked to her. “Oh. I came from out west. It’s a place that’s far away.”
Why was she being so vague? Trevor shook his head. Why did he care?
“I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance,” Bronson said as he took her hand and kissed it.
Trevor didn’t hide his amusement at the look of shock and unease on her face.
“Now son, she’s engaged to Mr. Lewis over there,” his father warned.
The boy frowned. “Oh. I’m sorry.” He released her hand.
“We’re not engaged,” Trevor said. “She’s free to marry whoever she wants. She prefers redheads.”
She gasped. She must have understood that he was giving Bronson free reign to kiss her hand again.
It serves her right for mocking my writing. Trevor was very satisfied to watch Bronson drool over her as he welcomed her to the town. She struggled to be polite but he recognized the repulsion she felt in his presence. He made it a point to notice small details in people since it helped him become a better writer because he incorporated the same subtle actions and words into his work.
“Now, just because you two are having a lover’s quarrel, it doesn’t mean you have to call off the wedding,” Mrs. Gallows inserted. “I’m sure that you can work things out. Marriage is like a rose. It has its beautiful scent and is pretty but it also has thorns.”
Trevor thought that was a good analogy. I’ll have to incorporate that into one of my future writings.
“At least, their relationship doesn’t seem serious,” Bronson argued. “The ring isn’t on her finger yet.”
“You got that right. Why, Adrienne and I can hardly stand to look at one another. I don’t mind letting another man court her. Shoot, I’ll just make it all official right here and now. I call off the engagement. She’s free to be with anyone she wants.”
“As if I would ever consider marrying you,” she spat.
Trevor blinked. She’s talking again.
Bronson was grinning like a schoolboy.
Trevor chuckled to himself. It was funny to watch Bronson and Adrienne, but Trevor was eager to start working so he could make money and head out of town. “I’m ready to go out to the Howard farm,” he told Mr. Gallows.
Mr. and Mrs. Gallows looked shocked but nodded.
“If you’ll follow me,” Mr. Gallows finally replied. “Do you ride a horse?”
“I sure do. I’ve been riding them since I was two.”
“We’ll have to get a welcoming party to introduce you two to the folk around here,” Mrs. Gallows said. “I’ll make arrangements for tomorrow. It looks like you two will be here for at least a month.”
“Or maybe longer.” Bronson smiled at Adrienne who grimaced.
Trevor laughed as he followed Mr. Gallows out of the inn.
“You should be careful,” the man kindly warned him. “There are plenty of young men in this town who are eager for a young lady as beautiful as Adrienne.”
What did he care? If some other man wanted to be miserable by confining himself to a marriage to a woman like that, then let him.
Trevor walked to the horse stable with Mr. Gallows who told him that he could have some of Tom Peters’ old clothes. “That boy just turned sixteen. He shot up like a weed overnight and outgrew his clothes. You look like you could fit his old things. We’ll send those clothes to your room by morning so you can change. Thankfully, what you’re wearing now will be adequate for farming.”
Trevor hadn’t considered that he was smaller than the average man. He was slender and only 5'6" which made him shorter than his brother who was six feet tall. Most men around him were a little taller than him, and he hadn’t minded it before, but realizing he fit into clothes of a sixteen year old boy suddenly bothered him. After all, he was twenty.
Mr. Gallows led him into the stable and showed him the horse he would ride.
Trevor smiled at the mare and petted her. “We’re going to make a good team for the next month. I can tell you’re a fine animal by the way you welcome someone new.”
“This is the easiest horse to ride.”
“I love horses. I used to work with horses back home.”
“How did you find time to write?”
“When someone loves writing as much as I do, they make time. I sacrificed a lot of sleep to produce some of my best work.”
“You certainly are dedicated to your chosen profession. It’s a pity you lost your last manuscript.”
The reminder made him more upset with Adrienne than he already was. It was her fault and she didn’t even apologize. She acted like it was no big deal. How could a woman watch a man’s heart break and not care? She might be nice to look at but she’s got a cold heart.
“Try not to let it get to you too much,” the old man said. “I know it’s hard to lose something you worked hard on but perhaps God has something better in mind for you.”
Trevor knew he was trying to make him feel better but it wasn’t easy to let go of the pain.
Mr. Gallows seemed to understand his thoughts, for he patted him on the shoulder. “I realize it can’t be replaced.”
That did make him feel better. “I suppose I shouldn’t mope when I can’t do anything about it.” He sighed. “I will just have to start over and make the best of it.”
“You have a good attitude. I will pick up some paper and pencils and leave them in your room with your new clothes.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“If there’s anything you need, let me know. I’ll do my best to help you.”
Trevor thanked him again and got the horse ready for the ride out to the Howard farm with Mr. Gallows.
Chapter Four
Mr. Howard, his employer, was a down-to-earth honest and caring man. His wife was a skinny tall woman who towered over him. Her husband was also tall, so their three sons and two daughters were taller than average as well. His sons were twenty-one, thirteen and seven. His two daughters were seventeen and nineteen and seemed especially delighted to welcome him to the farm. They were a little taller than him and had black straight hair and light blue eyes. They were just as skinny as their mother. They didn’t have any obvious feminine curves and hardly had breasts. What a contrast to Adrienne who has lots of curves and a full bosom. He shook his head in disgust. Why am I thinking such things? Because I’m a writer. That’s what I do. I notice details. He comforted himself with that reasoning.
The work was monotonous but gave him plenty of time to think of his play. The romantic comedy seemed to be going well, and it was flowing along nicely before it got destroyed. But he had to admit that it was missing something. The characters didn’t seem as lively as they should have been. Usually when he wrote something, the characters came alive and took over the storyline in their words and actions. This wasn’t the case this time. They were stagnant and predictable. The plot and action were the strengths of the play though, which was why he kept writing it.
By lunch hour, he was famished so he eagerly followed the men into the house, cleaned up and sat at the large kitchen table where fresh bread, chili and salad waited for them. He looked around at the siblings and a wave of homesickness washed over him. He didn’t like thinking of his empty room back at the inn. He didn’t like being alone for a long period of time. At home, he always had the ability to find someone to mess with or talk to when he was done being alone working on his writing. He sat at the table and joined in the conversation, glad for the companionship of the brothers who had already made him feel like he was one of them. The sisters, however, were too interested in him.
“You do fine work on the farm,” Mr. Howard told him as they started eating their lunch.
“Thank you, sir,” he replied. “I grew up on the farm so it helps to have the experience.”
“It’s good to have an extra man around to help out,” Trudy, the seventeen year old sister, said. “Planting and taking care of the chickens and sheep can be time consuming.”
“Once the boys get older, it will be easier since they’ll be able to take on more responsibilities,” Mrs. Howard added.
“Mr. Gallows said he and his wife will be hosting a dance and a dinner party tomorrow night to welcome you and the young woman you came with,” Mr. Howard said. “We’re looking forward to going. We haven’t had a good social event for a couple of months. We enjoy getting together with the other people in this community whenever we can.”
“I’m sure it will be a fun evening,” Trevor replied. He was looking forward to it since it would give him an excuse to be surrounded by people.
“You came with someone?” Bonnie, the nineteen year old sister, frowned.
“Yes. Her name is Adrienne Dayton,” their father answered for Trevor who had his mouth full of food.
“So you’re not married?” Bonnie and Trudy perked up at this announcement.
Trevor slowly swallowed his food. He didn’t like the way this conversation was going.
“Now, let’s not make Trevor feel uncomfortable,” their mother quickly inserted. “He just got here last night. He needs time to adjust to being here.”
“I’ll be going to New York as soon as I can afford a train ticket,” he announced. That should get Trudy and Bonnie off my back.
Clark, the twenty-one year old son, glanced up from his bowl. “New York? What are you going there for?”
“I’m going to be a playwright at a theater company.”
“How exciting!” Bonnie exclaimed.
“A writer!” Trudy added.
Uh oh. Trevor cleared his throat nervously.
“I wouldn’t mind going to New York,” Trudy said.
“Me neither,” Bonnie agreed.
“That was a great meal,” Trevor quickly stated as he wiped his mouth with the cloth napkin. “I admit that I’m anxious to get back to work. I enjoy being outside on a day as nice as this.” The truth was, he would rather be inside writing but there was no way he would tell them that since they might offer him a paper and a pencil to keep him nearby.
“We do have a lot of work to do,” their father agreed.
Trevor breathed a sigh of relief as he joined the men back out into the fields. It suddenly occurred to him that throwing Adrienne at Bronson was unusually cruel, even if he couldn’t stand her.
***
Adrienne was surprised that cooking wasn’t as daunting a task as she originally feared. Mrs. Harper was helping her learn, and she found the thirty year old woman to be a patient teacher with a kind heart. There are a lot of good people in this town. If she had to pick anywhere to get stranded, she would pick this place. She especially liked the fact that the town was isolated from the rest of the world. It made her feel safe from her father who was, no doubt, still searching for her. Why would her father place such importance on her marrying Mr. Parker because he was rich? How did her father find out she was on her way to New York? He must have ridden his horse hard to catch up with me on the train. She was relieved she got off the train when she did.
However, she did regret she brought that crude man named Trevor with her. He was sure stuck on himself. He thought he was important because he was a writer who already had a book published. She saw his face when he found out she didn’t know how to clean or cook. He thought she was a rich, snobby person who didn’t know how to do anything but entertain at parties. Just because she grew up surrounded by wealth and privilege, it didn’t mean she was useless. What she didn’t know, she could learn. He’s jealous because he didn’t have the same opportunity to be rich like I did. She found that many people lower than her on the economic ladder hated the fact that money came so easily to her. They wanted everyone to struggle with their finances. Well, they should all be happy now since I am officially poor.
She cut up potatoes and carrots and added them to the pot roast that Mrs. Harper had taught her to make. She put the dish into the oven and turned her attention to the boiling pot of potatoes that needed to be mashed. With the recipe book in front of her, she was able to answer a lot of her questions on her own.
She still couldn’t believe the nerve Trevor had to practically hand her over to Bronson. Not that she and Trevor knew each other but with the way he talked, one would assume they did know each other and that he insisted on giving her away to the first available bachelor who showed an interest in her. She left California to avoid marriage, not to find it. She had no desire to be with any man romantically. Men were only concerned with what they wanted from her. They didn’t care about who she was or what she wanted. She didn’t wish to confine herself to a fate where she was an object.
Mr. Owen, the owner of the restaurant, came into the kitchen. He looked pleased. “The customers are happy with the food. Adrienne, are you sure you’ve never cooked before?”
She shook her head. “No, sir. This is my first attempt at it.”
The fat middle-aged man smiled at her. “You certainly have a talent for it.”
“She picks up on it very fast,” Mrs. Harper agreed, smiling at her. “She’s a natural in the kitchen.”
He nodded. “The single men will be flocking in here to taste her cooking and to get a good look at her. It’s not often that we get a single woman in this town who is pretty and cooks as well as she does. Adrienne, you’re going to do my business some good. I’m sorry for the situation that put you here, but I am glad to have you here anyway.”
“I do like it here,” Adrienne confessed. “I was only heading to New York to work as a nanny, but I don’t have to go there.”
“That’s even better. You’ll have your pick of any bachelor you want in this town. I suspect you’ll be married before the year is up.”
She winced at the thought. “I don’t know, Mr. Owen. I left California to get out of marrying someone.”
“Really?” Mrs. Harper asked. “What happened?”
“My father arranged a marriage between me and a forty-eight year old bachelor who wanted to marry me so I could give him children.”
“Oh. So you didn’t love him.”
“No. Nor did he love me.”
“Well, there are single men closer to your age who will be more than happy to love you,” Mr. Owen said. “You shouldn’t let a bad experience rob you of the joy of marriage. I love my wife and we’ve been married for twenty-five years now.”
“And I love my husband of eleven years,” Mrs. Harper added. “There are some wonderful things about marriage, even if there are some difficulties with living with another person. It certainly is nice to come home to someone who cares about you.”
“For now, I would rather focus on learning to cook and getting familiar with the town,” she replied, hoping to end the conversation.
Mr. Owens grinned. “You’ll have a good chance to do that tomorrow night when Mr. and Mrs. Gallows give you and that young man you came with a welcoming party.”
“Speaking of which, are you involved with that young man?” Mrs. Harper asked.
“No, I’m not,” she quickly responded. Nor do I care to be.
“I heard he’s a writer. Mr. Gallows is going to pick up some copies of his book to hand out at the dance tomorrow.”
Adrienne hid her disgust. Why was everyone thrilled that Trevor wrote a book? He wasn’t that impressive. She met authors who were full of themselves. They figured they knew everything there was to know on any subject they wrote about. And they were too sentimental about their work. She had never seen a grown man agonize over a story. He could always write another one but seemed to find that option too distressing. He said he couldn’t replace his work, as if everything he wrote was as important as a person. What a baby. It might be a good experience for him to lose his work for once. Maybe it will give him proper perspective on what really matters.
She finished mashing the potatoes and handed the bowl to Mrs. Harper who put the food on the plates resting on the counter. To her surprise, the older woman told her to take the plates of steak, mashed potatoes and corn to table number five. “I’ll bring the coffee,” she added.
She nodded and did as instructed. Leaving the kitchen with the three plates, she frowned when she realized that table number five was filled with three single young men. No doubt, I am being fixed up already and I just got here last night. She sighed and took the plates to the men who smiled at her. She forced herself to smile in return and set the plates down.
“Are you going to be at the pot luck and dance tomorrow night?” the one with curly blond hair and a creepy mustache asked her.
“Yes,” she quietly replied.
“I hope you save me a dance,” the husky brunette with a beard told her.
“It seems that a lot of people will be coming,” she said, intentionally ignoring his offer. Hopefully, there will be married people.
“The whole town will be there,” the third man, who was already balding despite his young age, reported. “There will be lots of children there too. Do you like children?”
“They’re fine,” she reluctantly stated. He was obviously after a lineage just as Mr. Parker had been.
The brunette took a bite of her food and grinned at her. “You’re a mighty fine cook, Miss Dayton. A man could get used to coming home to a meal this good.”
And he’s after a hot meal.
“Good looking and a great cook. That’s an unbeatable combination,” the blond added.
And he wants a trophy wife. She hadn’t realized how easy it was to read men’s intentions before.
“I must get back to work,” she finally replied and left the table. She was glad that the kitchen was far away from the customers. She didn’t feel like talking to anyone but Mrs. Harper and Mr. Owen.
***
That evening at dinner, Adrienne offered to help Mrs. Gallows cook.
“You must be tired. You should rest,” the woman told her.
“No. Surprisingly, I have a lot of energy,” she insisted. “I suppose it’s all the days I spent sitting on a train. Besides, I discovered that I actually enjoy cooking.”
“I did hear many positive comments from people in town today. Your first day was a great success.”
“I had no idea I could like it so much. It’s nice to know I have a useful talent.”
“I’m sure there are many things you do well.”
She wasn’t sure anymore. Her entire life had been wrapped up in dancing and dressing well and making small talk with important people so she could impress them for her father’s sake. She knew those things well enough but they didn’t have any use in this town. She was relieved to find she had an unexpected love for cooking.
“Tonight I was planning to make stuffed green peppers, green beans, fruit salad and rice,” the woman said.
“Can I try the stuffed green peppers? I haven’t had a chance to make those yet and I noticed they are on the menu at the restaurant for tomorrow.”
“You are certainly welcome to make them. I must say I admire your eagerness to learn new things.”
“When it’s fun, I like a good challenge.”
“Here’s the recipe.” She handed her the card from her stack of favorite recipes. “Will you be making something for the potluck tomorrow night?”
“Oh. I hadn’t thought about it but I should. Do you recommend anything?”
She paused as she thought it over. “Would you like to try fried chicken? We can make it together. It’s one of the more popular dishes and I usually run out of it before everyone gets a chance to try it. It would be nice to have an extra pair of hands for the task.”
“That sounds like fun.” For the first time since she learned of Mr. Parker, she felt like smiling. “Thank you, Mrs. Gallows. You have been most kind to me.”
The woman seemed pleased by her words but shooed the compliment aside with a wave of her hand. “It’s nothing. You are an easy customer. Since you are helping me cook dinner, I don’t feel right in charging you for the room.”
“Oh, in that case, I will help you with breakfast too.”
“You’re a nice young woman. Trevor Lewis is lucky to have you.”
Before she could protest, Mrs. Harper came into the kitchen. “I’m sorry to interrupt but I wanted to stop by and give you my recipe for brownies before I forgot.”
“Great, Regina!” Mrs. Gallows added it to her stack of cards. “I don’t know what your secret is but I’m anxious to find out.”
“Let’s make them for dessert,” Adrienne said.
Mrs. Harper shook her head in amazement. “You’re a real trooper. You spent all day in the kitchen and came home to do more cooking.”
She shrugged. “I’m having more fun doing this than I’ve had in a long time. I have to be honest. I don’t want to leave.”
Mrs. Gallows gasped. “But what will Trevor think?”
“I don’t care. It’s not his decision.”
“I know you’re having relationship problems, but do you really think it’s wise to not consult him about this?”
“We’re not getting married.”
Mrs. Gallows frowned. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out for you. Perhaps it’s best you found out before you said ‘I do’.”
Adrienne sighed. She decided to let people think whatever they wanted to. It was better than explaining her running from Mr. Parker.
“Will you be staying for dinner?” Mrs. Gallows asked Mrs. Harper.
“I suppose I could if you don’t mind five children. Mr. Harper is working late at the lumber yard.”
“Bring the children. They are fun to have over.”
“That means we’ll have to make more food!” Adrienne looked forward to making another dish. And I can easily ignore Trevor. The more people, the better. She had been dreading the meal but now she didn’t have to.
Mrs. Gallows chuckled. “You’ll fit right in this town.”
Adrienne turned back to the meat and mixed the rice and tomato sauce with it so she could stuff it into the peppers. Then she made meatloaf. Afterwards, she helped Mrs. Gallows with the brownies. Mrs. Gallows made the side dishes. Once they were done and Mrs. Harper, her five children and Trevor were ready to eat, they took the food out and everyone took as much as they wanted.
She noticed that the children were already gravitating to Trevor who seemed happy to be surrounded by all of them. He likes a lot of people, especially children.
“Adrienne made the meatloaf and stuffed green peppers. She also helped me with the brownies,” Mrs. Gallows said in the middle of the meal.
“You’re kidding?” Trevor spoke up. “I thought she couldn’t cook.”
“She learned how to do it today, and she’s a quick learner,” Mrs. Harper replied.
“Well, I’m blown away. I didn’t think she could pull it off.”
Adrienne glared at him.
He looked at her and shrugged. “Sorry but I’m really surprised you could make something this good.”
“You are a horrible man,” she snapped.
“Why? I just paid you a compliment.”
“Your compliment was wrapped up in criticism.”
“Oh dear,” Mrs. Gallows sighed. “I had not wished to start a lover’s quarrel.”
“She’s not my fiancée. I hardly even know her.”
“Well, I don’t wish to know you either. I can’t wait until you buy your ticket and get out of here.”
“The feeling is mutual.”
“Trevor, it’s not nice to fight,” a five year old girl interrupted.
He immediately cooled down. “I’m sorry, Fiona. You’re right.”
“You should apologize,” the eight year old boy said.
He sighed and stiffly said he was sorry.
The kids looked over at her.
“Alright. I’m sorry too.” She quickly said it so she could get back to her meal and get the ordeal over with. She quickly finished eating so she could start collecting the dirty plates to wash.
Chapter Five
The next night, Adrienne helped Mrs. Gallows and Mrs. Harper set up the dining room in the inn for the potluck dinner while Mr. Gallows helped Trevor and a couple of other men get things ready for the entertainment. After the dinner, they would enjoy music and dancing. She had taken a bath and washed her hair so that she could be presentable at the social function. If she was going to meet the people in town, she wanted to look her best. She decided to wear the soft pink dress with a dark pink ribbon that she tied around her waist. Then she pulled hair back with a pink bow. Her hair fell softly over her shoulders. It was nice to be dressed up with somewhere fun to go.
She was looking forward to having a good time and watching people’s reaction to the fried chicken. More than cooking food, she enjoyed watching people as they ate it. She never realized that making a meal could make people happy. She glanced around the large room which was filled with adults and children. She was surprised that so many people showed up for the evening, but it was nice they did.
During the meal, people complimented her and Mrs. Gallows on the fried chicken. She was pleased that they liked it so much. The more she cooked, the more she wanted to try new recipes and revise the recipes she already knew. Mrs. Gallows introduced her to Bonnie and Trudy Howard and twenty year old Mrs. Camilla Dundee who was six months pregnant.
“Is it true that you and Trevor Lewis aren’t serious?” Bonnie asked.
Adrienne inwardly groaned. “We aren’t even together.”
“Oh good,” Trudy replied, obviously relieved. “We think he’s wonderful.”
She could think of a few words to describe him and “wonderful” wasn’t on that list. She shook her head in wonder that any woman could find him appealing. Sure, he was good looking but his personality killed the initial attraction she felt for him.
“I’m going to get him,” Bonnie said.
“No. I will,” Trudy argued.
While the sisters bickered, Adrienne turned to Camilla. “What does your husband do in town?”
“He works at the lumber yard. It’s a big business in this town.”
“Considering the number of trees in Virginia, I’m not surprised.”
“Where did you come from?”
“San Francisco, California.”
“Oh how lovely. I hear you have the Pacific Ocean out there.”
“Yes. It was fun going to the beach.”
Bonnie and Trudy turned their attention back to Adrienne. “What does Trevor like?” Bonnie asked.
Adrienne shrugged. “I don’t know and I don’t care.”
“Mr. Gallows said he wrote a book,” Camilla told them. “Mr. Gallows even brought several copies here tonight. I think he plans to ask Trevor to read one of his plays while everyone is here.”
“That sounds lovely,” Trudy gushed.
“I can’t wait to hear it,” Bonnie agreed.
“It also seems like he’s good with children,” Camilla noted.
Despite her better judgment, Adrienne looked across the crowded room at Trevor who was surrounded by ten children. He was giving them piggyback rides.
“He is wonderful,” Bonnie swooned. “He writes, he works hard on the farm, he’s good looking and he likes children.”
Adrienne noticed that other single young women were checking him out too. She grunted. “Most likely, he will expect his wife to have a lot of kids and make her read his stories.”
“What’s wrong with that?” Trudy wondered. “It’s refreshing to find a man who wants a large family. At least you know when you tell him you’re pregnant, he’ll be happy about it. Some men don’t want a lot of children.”
“I guess it’s fine as long as you don’t mind being used.”
The three women looked at Adrienne in shock.
“Wow. Whatever happened between you two really left you bitter,” Bonnie commented.
“Maybe she was sour to begin with,” Trudy told her sister.
The sisters left her and Camilla.
Adrienne rolled her eyes.
Camilla smiled at her. “Don’t mind them. They’re eager to get married.”
“Apparently.”
“I suppose I can’t blame them. Trevor is new and exciting. It’s a nice change from the young men they grew up with.”
Adrienne shrugged. She had no intention of marrying, so it wasn’t her concern.
Mr. Gallows stood up in the center of the room and asked for everyone to sit down so Trevor read to them.
Adrienne decided to start cleaning up while he read one of his plays. She briefly noted that he really got involved with his material. His enthusiasm was infectious for he held his audience captive for the next thirty minutes. She intentionally blocked his words out so that she didn’t have to hear him. She was aware that he changed his voice depending on which character was talking and he acted out part of the story. By the time he was done, she had most of the tables cleared off. The audience loudly applauded. She sighed. What was so great about him or his work?
Mrs. Gallows ran over to her. “Oh, you should have waited for me to help you clean up.”
“I didn’t mind doing most of it alone.”
“I suppose since you’ve already read his book, you didn’t have to hear it again.”
Adrienne decided not to respond. Let them think what they want. Soon enough, he’ll be gone and it won’t matter anyway. As she and Mrs. Gallows and a few other women cleaned up the rest of the tables, the men put the tables away. Afterwards, five men, two women, and two children played some instruments so that people could dance.
When everything was done, she stood along the side of the room. She watched Trevor with a mixture of awe and disbelief. He was taking turns teaching a group of girls and boys how to dance. Some people stood around clapping along with the fast music as they watched him with the children. She shook her head. Apparently, no one else had any trouble getting along with him.
When the music ended, a man got up on the stage with a fiddle. “Who wants to do a square dance?”
The people cheered.
“Will you be my partner?” Bronson asked her.
“Oh, I don’t know. I’ve never done a square dance before,” she replied. She didn’t want to dance with anyone but dancing something unfamiliar was worse.
“I’ll help you along.”
She hesitated. She didn’t want to lead him on. She had no desire to be in a romantic relationship with him.
“We’ll dance as friends,” he added, as if he understood her uncertainty.
“Alright,” she consented, relieved.
Five groups of squares were formed, with four couples to each square. She was glad to see Trevor in a different square. He was with a girl who was as tall as him but she looked like she was fifteen. Adrienne tried not to roll her eyes. Did every man out there want to be with someone who was obnoxiously younger than him?
The man playing the fiddle started the music while another man called out the instructions. Adrienne focused on Bronson’s leads and found that switching partners, promenading, and spinning around were fun. She messed up on a few moves but everyone was helpful and easily overlooked her errors. Despite her irritation at having watched Trevor become popular, she did enjoy herself.
“Now all the ladies go to the square on your left,” the caller instructed. “It’s time to give another man a chance to dance with you.”
Her next partner was a black haired twenty-one year old male named Clark Howard. He towered over her 5'2" frame. He must be 6'2” or taller. She felt awkward dancing next to him but he was in good spirits and had a friendly smile. After Clark, she danced with Mr. Gallows. Then her partner was sixteen year old Tom Peters. Finally, she found herself being partnered, against her will, with Trevor.
He shrugged. “Might as well make the best of it.”
She frowned. He liked everyone but her and it annoyed her. “Great idea,” she sarcastically replied. She was determined that she wouldn’t like touching him. It was insane that she would enjoy his closeness. She couldn’t stand him and he couldn’t stand her. She was relieved when the dance ended because it meant she could get away from him.
Finally, the night came to an end and she went back to her room, feeling more alone than she had in her entire life. She wondered if she would ever talk to her mother again. Her mother took a big risk in rescuing her from a marriage to Mr. Parker. Why didn’t my father love me enough to let me make my own decision about my future? Depressed, she cried herself to sleep.
Chapter Six
That night, Trevor fell into bed with a mixture of feelings. He had thoroughly enjoyed himself at the potluck dinner and dance. He was flattered and thrilled that everyone seemed to like his play called Mistaken Identity about two reindeer that mistook a regular deer for the missing reindeer that was to go along with Santa Claus on the Christmas run. The only person who wasn’t even remotely interested in his work was Adrienne. She made it a point to ignore him as she cleaned up the tables. He continued to read the comedy, but it stung that she dismissed his work so easily. Ever since she made light of his ruined work, it seemed that she was determined to show him how little she thought of him.
He hated to admit that she impressed him with her cooking. She was willing to help out Mrs. Gallows around the inn and do most of the cleaning after the potluck was over too. She wasn’t as spoiled as he originally thought. In fact, she seemed to like helping others. She had won the hearts of the people in town despite her quiet and shy nature. And she was beautiful.
What could turn a woman so attractive and talented from men? He noticed all the available men who sought her out, but she was either oblivious to them or ignored the intent they came to her with. Though she was polite, she had a wall safely built around her that no man could penetrate. This should have turned him off completely from her, but he was intrigued by it. She was an interesting character that was multidimensional. She was exactly the kind of character who should be in his play. If he could figure her out, then he could make the woman in his romantic comedy come alive.
He recalled her words in the buggy on the night when Mr. Gallows took them from the train station to the town. She said that she was running from her father who wanted to drag her back to California so she would have to marry a man she didn’t love.
Trevor sighed and rolled over in his bed. She didn’t want to be with a man who wanted to use her. That was understandable. She was eager to escape her past and start a new future where she was in control of her destiny. That was her character. Her strength was her determination to do whatever it took to fit into this new world despite how different it was from her rich background. And though he initially saw someone who was selfish and spoiled, she didn’t turn out to be that way after all. Her weakness was that she was scared of marriage. She wanted to control her own destiny, and in so doing, she would rob herself of the joys of having a loving husband and children of her own.
Everyone wants to love and be loved. Perhaps, that was the very essence of romance. It gave him something to consider as he contemplated rewriting the romantic comedy he was working on...for the third time.
His first attempt was a total flop. After talking to his mother, he wrote his second version of the play. Since that version was all torn up, he had begun his third draft. He sighed. He knew he would have to start a fourth draft. Adrienne was the perfect female lead role for his play. He would start her out as a snooty rich young who really wasn’t what she first appeared to be. There was some humor to be had in the set up. Any audience would sympathize with her predicament.
But how would she fall in love? That was the purpose of a romantic comedy. It wasn’t enough to bring humor into the play. He had to introduce the man who would break through her wall and make her fall in love with him. Obviously, someone like him would never win her heart. She had shut him out. Bronson was too eager, so she wouldn’t ever consider him. Maybe Clark would work. He was sincere and likeable. He wouldn’t come on too strong and he was patient.
Maybe Trevor could arrange it so that the two would be forced to meet. She did dance with him at the square dance. She even seemed to have a good time. She had a good time with everyone but me. He told himself the only reason the realization hurt him was because he never had any problems getting along with people before. It was better than the truth.
So how am I going to get Adrienne and Clark together? he wondered, forcing his thoughts back to his play. He didn’t have long to make his plan work. He would be gone in a month. He wondered if he could talk her into going out to the Howard farm. It would be nice if she could get Bonnie and Trudy off his back for a day. They were unbearable with their constant attention and hinting with him that he should marry one of them and take her with him to New York. He gagged. Like that will ever happen.
He went to sleep before he came up with an idea to get Adrienne to go to the Howard farm with him. When he woke up, an idea occurred to him. Bonnie and Trudy wanted to impress him. If he took Adrienne out there to teach them how to cook, perhaps she would spend some time with Clark during lunch. Trevor wasn’t sure how he was going to talk her into it, so he decided he would go with the conversation at the breakfast table and work his way into the topic.
He dressed in typical farm clothes: a plaid dark blue and green shirt, brown slacks, and brown boots. He would wear his hat once he was outside. Entering the dining room, he greeted Mr. Gallows.
“The women will be bringing breakfast out in a minute,” the old man informed him. “Adrienne wanted to learn how to make waffles. She’s quite amazing. It’s like she can’t learn how to cook recipes fast enough. I don’t know how she keeps all the foods straight in her mind. She must have an excellent memory.”
“She is an outstanding cook,” he admitted. He didn’t particularly enjoy complimenting someone who intentionally put down his work but he had to give credit where credit was due.
“Mrs. Gallows and I just learned that our oldest daughter is expecting her first child in a couple of weeks.”
“Congratulations. I bet you’re excited.”
“We can’t wait. This will be our first grandchild.”
Mrs. Gallows and Adrienne came out of the kitchen carrying a plate full of fresh waffles and sausage. He noted that Adrienne looked especially nice in the purple dress with small white polka dots on it and her hair pulled back into a ponytail. Clark will be pleased.
“Adrienne, we’re going to miss your fine cooking when you leave,” Mr. Gallows told her.
Adrienne blushed. “Thank you,” she smiled as she sat down. “You and your wife have been most kind to me.”
He marveled that she could be pleasant to other people. As long as they’re not me, she’s nice.
“Will you be working at the restaurant today?” Mrs. Gallows asked her.
“No,” she replied. “Mr. Owen only wants me there during the weekdays when the customers come into town to work.”
Perfect. Trevor sat up straight and cleared his throat. “Do you remember Bonnie and Trudy Howard?”
Adrienne’s eyes grew wide in surprise. Apparently, she hadn’t expected him to speak to her.
“I introduced her to them,” Mrs. Gallows inserted.
“Well, they want to learn how to cook, and I can’t think of a better person to teach them than Adrienne. What do you think, Adrienne? Are you up for the challenge?”
She looked uneasy. “I don’t know. They don’t seem like the kind of women I naturally get along with.”
“But you’re a great cook. They need a lot of help.”
“What a wonderful compliment,” Mrs. Gallows said. “I do believe you two may work through your lover’s quarrel after all.”
He sighed. No matter how many times he tried to make it clear to the Gallows that he and Adrienne were never romantically involved, they refused to listen. “What do you say? Will you join me for a day at the Howard farm so you can help those poor women out?”
“Why are you so interested in me all of the sudden?”
He couldn’t tell her that he was interested in her because he was basing one of his characters on her, so he had to come up with another reason. “Bonnie and Trudy can’t cook well. I have to eat what they make when I go out there six days a week. I’m not interested in you. I’m interested in my taste buds.”
“Oh go ahead,” Mrs. Gallows urged. “I’ve tasted their cooking and he’s right. It’s decent enough but not as good as your cooking.”
Again, she seemed pleased by the compliment. “I suppose I could. Are they expecting me?”
“No, but that won’t be a problem. I’ll explain things to them when we get out there.” He knew they were eager to make a good impression for him so they would do whatever he asked them to do. He should have been pleased by such knowledge but he only found it annoying. They only wanted a husband. They weren’t necessarily interested in him.
“You sure do a lot of good around here,” Mrs. Gallows told her.
He noticed her smile widen. Every woman likes to be complimented, but it has to be a sincere compliment. Ma was right. Women want to be appreciated. That made perfect sense. Didn’t everyone like to be appreciated? It would be nice if she showed some interest in his writing. Women apparently weren’t the only ones who wanted to be appreciated.
Chapter Seven
After breakfast, Mr. Gallows led Trevor and Adrienne to the stable to get their horses.
“Oh, a horse.” She halted in her tracks.
They turned to look at her.
“I never rode a horse before,” she softly explained. “I thought we would walk.”
“It’s too far of a trip to walk,” Mr. Gallows said.
“Can we take a buggy?”
“I’m sorry but the path is too rough. You have to cut through a lot of trees and a hill. The Howard farm is far out of town.”
“It’s no problem. She can ride with me,” he said. He wasn’t going to let something as unpleasant as riding with her deter him from his work. Sometimes a writer had to suffer for his art.
She cringed. “I don’t know. Maybe Bonnie and Trudy can come to the inn.”
He forced himself not to roll his eyes. Was the thought of touching him disturbing to her? It wasn’t enough that she ridiculed his writing but she was also critical of him as a man?
“They don’t get a chance to come into town much,” Mr. Gallows told her. “That’s why they haven’t found a husband yet. Men don’t go out there.”
No wonder they’re on me like bees on flowers. Trevor felt a little better knowing this. He really wanted to get them away from him for the day and he wanted to watch her with Clark, so he decided to compliment her, though it pained him to do so after she showed such blatant repulsion of him. “You are the best cook I’ve ever met. I have to endure those women’s cooking for the next month. A month can be a long time to a man’s stomach.”
She eyed him warily.
He sighed. “I’m being honest, alright? I wouldn’t tell you I liked something about you if I didn’t mean it.”
Her expression softened. “I’m sorry. I guess I didn’t expect it coming from you.”
He felt better. It was the first civil word she spoke to him. He nodded and put the saddle on the horse. “Willow is a good mare,” he told her. “She’s gentle and calm. You don’t have to worry about her bucking you off.”
“What do you mean by ‘bucking’?” she asked.
“She won’t throw you off.”
She hesitated as she stared at the horse. “I didn’t know horses did such things.”
Despite himself, he grinned at her apprehension. “Don’t worry. She’s a good animal.”
“I see you two are beginning to get over whatever argument you had.” Mr. Gallows smiled. “It’s nice to see you two getting along again. Perhaps that wedding will happen after all.” He left before they could say anything.
“Are you telling people that we are courting?” she asked him.
He couldn’t tell if she was curious or mad. “Of course not. They assume we’re together because you dragged me off the train.”
“That was an accident.”
“I know. If you were going to intentionally drag someone with you, you would have picked someone you liked.” He finished getting the horse ready and hopped up on the animal. “Take my hand, put your foot in the stirrup and hop on. You can sit sideways in front of me. I’ll hold you.”
She took a deep breath and did as instructed.
He was surprised that she got up on her first try. He tried to ignore how good she felt in his arms. I’m doing this for the play. I have no interest in her at all. He cleared his throat as he urged the horse forward.
She gasped and wrapped her arms around his waist.
He hid his irritation at the thought that it felt even better with her pressing as close against him as she was. He was aware of how nice her body felt against him. Maybe this is a bad idea.
Before he could talk her into staying behind, she spoke. “I didn’t expect the ride to be so bumpy. Am I hurting you?”
He smiled at her concern. “No. You’re fine.”
“I am sorry about knocking you off the train, and I’m sorry about destroying your play.”
His jaw dropped. He hadn’t expected this.
“I was trying to get off the train by myself.”
He suddenly realized that she needed someone to talk to about what happened. Feeling much better now that she had apologized, he was willing to listen to her. “What happened to make you want to run off the train in the middle of nowhere?”
Willow trotted out of the town and onto the path in the forest that would take them to the Howard farm.
“Well, almost two weeks ago my father arranged for me to marry a forty-eight year old bachelor who wanted someone to bear his children. I begged my father to let me work, even if it meant I would be a spinster. I didn’t want to marry Mr. Parker, but my father wouldn’t change his mind so my mother arranged for me to leave for New York on the train. I was supposed to meet my aunt who would introduce me to Mrs. Rochester who needs a nanny. After the thieves took our money, I saw my father on the train coming for me, so I ran from him. I didn’t see you in front of the train door. I bumped into you by accident and tripped on the step. I reached out for something to steady my balance, and it turned out that I grabbed you. So when I fell off the train, you went with me.”
“I hope you don’t mind my saying that the way we ended up falling out of the train was funny, if you think about it.”
She softly giggled. “I’m sure the image of your papers flying everywhere was just as humorous.”
“Most likely, it was.” He did see how it might appeal to an audience. Turning serious, he said, “For what it’s worth, I don’t think what your father did was right. No woman should have to marry someone she doesn’t want to be with. I know I wouldn’t want to be stuck with a woman who only wanted me so she could have kids. What kind of life would that be?”
He felt her relax against him. “I hadn’t considered that neither men nor women want to be used.”
“Perhaps men and women aren’t so different after all. Sure, we have some things that are different but if you think about it, all people want to love and be loved for who they are.”
“You’re right.”
She tightened her grip and gasped as Willow leapt over the stream in the path.
“Don’t worry. You’re safe with me.”
“This is a whole new world to me. I must admit that I like it here. For the first time in my life, people are being kind to me because they want to be kind. In San Francisco, people were nice to me to get something from me since I was wealthy. I notice that a lot of men are after a wife for various reasons. Some want to leave behind children to carry on their name, some want someone to cook and clean for them and some want money.”
“You forgot the other kind.”
“What’s that?”
“There are men who want a companion who will walk with them through life, to share the good and bad times. Remember what God said about Adam in the Garden of Eden: He said it wasn’t good for man to be alone so He made Eve to be his friend and lover.” He would have to incorporate that into his romantic comedy. Turning his attention back to her, he asked, “Is that why you’re opposed to marriage, because you think every man around you wants something from you?”
“I would rather be alone than be in a loveless marriage.”
“I can see your point.” He paused to express what was deep in his heart but decided to, even if she laughed at him. “I hope I get married. I don’t want to live my life alone. I’m glad God made woman. I’ve seen two of my siblings get happily married and want the same for myself. It gets lonely in the room at the inn. I grew up surrounded by siblings. There was always something fun to do with someone. I want a companion I can share everything in my life with.”
“You shouldn’t have any trouble with that. You have plenty of admirers in this town already. I’m sure you’ll win a lot of women over in New York too.”
“She can’t be just anyone. I have to be selective, just like you have to be selective, if you ever decide to give marriage a try.”
“Oh, I’m not interested in marriage. I’m happy to be where I’m at.”
“I didn’t think a woman wouldn’t want marriage to the right kind of man. Don’t you want to marry a good man and have children?”
“I could live without those things just fine as long as I’m the one making those decisions for myself.”
“I don’t think I could be happy unless I did marry and have children.”
“So you’re one of those men who want children to leave behind a legacy.”
He frowned. He thought they were having a good conversation but he didn’t like the direction her thoughts were going. “Children aren’t just a legacy. They are a blessing from the Lord. I love my nephew and niece. I hope to have more of them. But sometimes I get jealous when I hear them call out ‘Pa’ to my brother or brother-in-law. I want a whole bunch of kids to run up to me and call me ‘Pa’.”
“Just how many is a ‘bunch’?”
Was she offended? He stiffened. “I always thought a large household is a happy household. The more kids, the better. If my wife and I can’t have kids, then that’s God’s will, but I do hope that God intends for me and her to have about eight or so kids.”
“Eight?”
“Well sure. Then we can play lots of games together. I would like them to be closer in age than my siblings were so they can actually grow up together.”
“Is your wife going to be a baby producer?”
“Of course not,” he snapped. “I don’t know where you’re getting your ideas from. Didn’t you hear me tell you I want a companion?”
“Whose sole purpose is to pop out your babies.”
He shook his head, greatly annoyed. “You’re amazing, you know that. Most women would be thrilled to have a man who wants a woman to be his friend and lover, whom he will be very happy every time she announces she’s pregnant again. There are men out there that consider children to be a burden. Would you rather have one of those?”
“I wouldn’t want either. I don’t intend to marry. But Trudy and Bonnie told me that they will be very happy to give you lots of children.”
He gagged. They were nice enough but he had no such attraction for them. “They’re just eager to get married to anyone.”
“It sounds like you are too.”
“Give me a break. Didn’t you hear me say that I plan to be selective?”
“Are we at the farm yet?” She struggled to move away from him, but considering the saddle and horse’s pace, she couldn’t.
“Almost. We’ll have to bear with one another for the time being,” he grumbled. He was usually a good-natured person, but with her around, he wasn’t pleasant at all.
They rode the rest of the way in silence. By the time they got off the horse, he breathed a sigh of relief. How could she be so insensitive? He poured his heart out to her and she rejected him. It was worse than when she rejected his writing because now she was rejecting him. He couldn’t stand her. He hoped she would end up with some miserable old coot who would use her.
He reluctantly helped Adrienne down from the mare, refusing to make eye contact with her. He groaned when Bonnie and Trudy ran out of the house to greet him.
“Oh, good morning, Adrienne,” Trudy slowly said. “I thought you said that you and Trevor weren’t together.”
“We’re not,” he quickly replied. “Where’s Clark?”
Adrienne shot him a startled look.
“I work with him in the barn,” he snapped at her.
“You’d better mean that,” she hissed back. “I don’t need anyone fixing me up with anyone.”
“You and Clark?” Bonnie asked, laughing.
“What’s so funny?” she demanded.
“It’s hard to imagine you with any man. You clearly don’t like them.”
“If you went through what I did, you would understand. But no one knows what it’s like to be wanted for what I can provide instead of who I am.”
“You’re not exactly a peach to be with, sweetheart,” he retorted.
“I hate you,” she spat. “You constantly criticize me and make me out to be a horrible person.”
He shrugged.
“I am here to teach you two how to cook,” she told Trudy and Bonnie. “He said that your meals are mediocre.”
They looked shocked.
“That was just a ploy to get you out here,” he quickly covered his tracks. “I want them to teach you how to be a nice woman for a change.”
They snickered at her.
“You are a sorry excuse for a man,” she huffed before she stormed into the house.
“No wonder you ended your engagement with her,” Bonnie replied. “She is absolutely dreadful.”
“And did you see the way she walks? She’s completely unfeminine,” Trudy added. “We’ll see what we can do, Trevor.”
They followed her into the house. He could hear her banging pots and pans on the counter in the kitchen as he walked past the open window so he could take Willow to the barn.
No, she’s not completely unfeminine. He had watched her enter the house and hated the fact that he was intrigued by such a simple action. The Howard sisters were nowhere as attractive as she was, and that greatly irritated him.
Chapter Eight
Adrienne spent the morning trying to teach Bonnie and Trudy how to make fried chicken. Their mother was actually interested and paid close attention but her daughters only half-listened. They actually took Trevor seriously and figured they needed to make her appear more feminine. As if she hadn’t spent a good portion of her schooling learning how to act all dainty and gentle.
Finally, she had enough of their continual snickering when their mother wasn’t in hearing range. She decided it was time to show them exactly who they were messing with, so she set up the fine china for the meal. She was shocked that they even owned such a nice dish set but Mrs. Howard told her it was a wedding gift and hadn’t been used yet. This made sense since the girls were obviously brutish. Then she put on her “I’m at an important dinner and must be a lady” act. She set the utensils out in proper order, prepared a salad, a soup, the main course and dessert. She took out a beautiful tablecloth that had been stored in the closet for years and set it out. Next, she put out four candles and lit them.
She pulled the drapes closed so the lighting was dim but relaxing. She even took the time to lightly spray some perfume throughout the kitchen to set the mood for a romantic lunch.
“We may call in the gentlemen for their meal,” she instructed.
Bonnie and Trudy were too shocked by her sudden actions to protest. Mrs. Howard looked delighted to see the kitchen looking so wonderful. “I’m finally going to use my china set!” she exclaimed as she went to call the men in.
Adrienne was satisfied. Just wait, Trevor. You don’t know who you’re messing with. She forced herself not to laugh when she saw the stunned expressions on the men’s faces. Trevor’s eyes widened, as if not believing what he was seeing.
“Gentlemen, thank you for attending this lunch,” she demurely smiled. “Please have a seat. We will start with the salad.”
“Why is it so dark?” seven year old Alex asked.
She lowered her eyelashes and kept her voice soft. “Trevor wanted Bonnie and Trudy to teach me how to be a proper young lady, so this lunch is the result of my morning studies.”
“I know my girls didn’t do this but it’s nice for you to give them credit,” Mr. Howard replied.
“You did a fantastic job,” Clark stated, obviously impressed. “I hardly recognize this place.”
“Thank you, Clark,” Adrienne replied. “Will you gentlemen please have a seat? As you can see, we have everything set out and ready to eat.”
She noticed that no one sat down, so she took the first seat. Clark quickly sat next to her. Trevor glared at her and sat across from her. Bonnie and Trudy sat on either side of him. As soon as he noticed it, he rolled his eyes. She hid her laughter. Serves you right, you buffoon. Alex sat on her other side and thirteen year old Max sat on Clark’s left. Mr. and Mrs. Howard sat at the opposite ends of the long table.
“Who will lead us in saying grace?” she asked and looked around. “It would be appropriate to have a handsome, strong man lead the prayer.”
“I’ll be happy to volunteer,” Clark eagerly stated.
She smiled at him. “That would be lovely. Thank you.” She was pleased to note Trevor’s huff.
Clark prayed over the meal. “Thank you, Lord, for this fine food that Adrienne and my sisters and mother worked so hard to prepare. We are very glad Adrienne could come out today and hope she will bless us with her presence again.”
“That was a lovely prayer,” she replied. Turning to the others, she instructed, “We start with the salad, so we need to take this fork.” She lifted the fork sitting furthest away from the plate. “It is proper at lunch parties to start with the utensil furthest out and work your way in.”
Trevor shifted in his chair. “Really? In my house, we eat whatever we feel like, with whatever we feel like, in whatever order we feel like. I’m a man who’s been working outdoors, and I’m hungry. I’m starting with the chicken.”
She lightly gasped and quickly reached for a neatly folded napkin so she could wipe the fake tears from her eyes. “I am sorry to have displeased you so.”
Clark frowned. “Trevor Lewis, I insist that you remember whose house you’re in. We will eat this meal the way Adrienne prepared it.”
She smiled at Clark. “You are very kind.”
He blushed and shrugged. “You worked hard to fix this meal.”
“We should go along with her order,” Mr. Howard agreed. “She put a lot of time and effort into this meal.”
“I must say, this is a wonderful change of pace,” Mrs. Howard added. “I feel beautiful in the candlelight.”
“You are beautiful, my dear,” her husband smiled at her.
She giggled. “You haven’t called me ‘dear’ in years.”
He shrugged. “Something about this room suddenly makes me feel romantic.”
Trevor picked up his fork and ate the salad.
“We helped,” Bonnie said. “We wanted to make the lunch nice for everyone too.” She looked over at Trevor as she spoke.
Adrienne chuckled to herself as she realized that Trevor didn’t like the attention Bonnie and Trudy were giving him. They disgusted him just as Mr. Parker disgusted her. At least no one was forcing him to marry either one of them.
She turned her attention back to the meal. “After we finish the salad, we eat the soup. We use this spoon for that.”
Trevor rolled his eyes as he followed along with everyone else.
By the time they were eating the fried chicken and mashed potatoes, everyone was complimenting her on her cooking and the romantic atmosphere.
Trevor spoke up. “While we are discussing romantic atmospheres, I would like to know what everyone here thinks romance is. I am writing a romantic comedy and I need help knowing what is romantic, especially since I didn’t get any experience in that area.” He pointedly looked at Adrienne.
“I can help you with that,” Trudy immediately offered.
“I could too,” Bonnie gushed.
“I hardly believe Adrienne has a problem with romance,” Clark said. He turned to her and smiled. “She did arrange this beautiful meal.”
Realizing that smiling at Clark bothered Trevor, she returned Clark’s smile. “It is nice to finally be appreciated.”
“Bonnie and Trudy, I look forward to your opinions,” Trevor told the sisters. “What do you consider romantic?”
“I like dancing,” Bonnie said. “Last night was lovely.”
“Dancing is a lot of fun,” he agreed.
“I like flowers,” Trudy added.
“Flowers are typical of romance,” Mr. Howard nodded. “I think all women like flowers.”
“I enjoy them,” his wife supported. “Candy is a nice addition to flowers.”
“What about music?” Clark asked. “I play the fiddle and it doesn’t always have to be used for square dancing. It can play something like Mozart or Bach.”
“You play classical music?” Adrienne wondered, impressed a farmer would engage in such pursuits.
“I practice once in awhile.”
“I would love to hear you play something. I miss listening to Bach.”
“So you find music romantic?” Trevor interrupted before Clark could respond.
“I like to listen to it. True romance is being appreciated for who one is. None of the other things, like flowers or dancing, matter if love doesn’t factor into the equation.”
“I seriously doubt you have the capacity for love since you can’t even appreciate it when someone is being honest with you.”
“When honesty is coated in manipulation, then it’s hardly worth noting.”
“Manipulation?”
“All you want is someone to give you children.”
“What’s wrong with that? Children are delightful,” Bonnie interrupted.
“We would like grandchildren,” Mrs. Howard said. “Is that wrong?”
“There’s nothing wrong with having children,” Adrienne clarified. “But it should not be the only reason someone gets married.”
“Who said that was my intention?” Trevor snapped. “Just because you had that experience with one man, it doesn’t mean that all men are like that. Let’s take Clark here. He’s a hard working, honest man. Clark, do you want to marry a woman for the sole purpose of having babies?”
Clark looked startled. “No. Children are a natural result of marital relations, but there’s more to marriage than sex. There is companionship. It certainly is nice for a man to come home after a long day in the field to a warm smile and a big hug from a caring woman who he can talk to and share his life with.”
“That’s beautiful,” Adrienne whispered.
Trevor grunted. “I told her the same thing earlier today but she accused me of manipulation.”
“You did not say it the way he did,” she told Trevor.
He rolled his eyes. “You’re impossible.” Turning to everyone else, he asked, “So does anyone else have thoughts on what’s romantic?”
“I think kissing and hugging are romantic,” thirteen year old Max said.
“What about just smiling at the girl?” Alex added.
“Those are great points,” Trevor told the kids. “I always appreciate the views of younger peoples. I think adults tend to overlook their importance. It’s amazing how little some women value them.”
“I value children,” Adrienne said.
“So do I,” Bonnie and Trudy added in perfect unison.
“I would like to have a wife that cooks as well as you do, Miss Adrienne,” Max interrupted. “This is the best fried chicken I ever had. I wish I had tried it last night but I got sidetracked with Melissa Peters’ turkey.”
“Melissa Peters is Tom’s sister,” Trevor recalled. “She’s about your age, isn’t she Clark?”
“I believe so,” Clark responded.
“She would be your age too. You and Clark are only one year apart in age,” Adrienne stated.
“And here I didn’t think you cared to notice any detail about my life,” Trevor remarked.
“If I recall, the Peters are some pretty good folk,” Mr. Howard thoughtfully stated. “They have a twenty-five year old son who is looking for a wife. He just came back from college. I believe he got a degree in agriculture. Do you girls remember Hank?”
“Hank Peters was at the dance last night,” Mrs. Howard nodded. “He was the tall blond with a goatee.”
Adrienne nodded. “He’s a lousy dancer but a good poet. He has a romantic side to him. He might be your type, Bonnie. You mentioned how you enjoy poetry. I heard one of his poems and have to admit that I was impressed.”
“You take time for literature after all then?” Trevor threw his napkin on the table and stood up. “I can’t stomach this fancy meal anymore. I’ll be out in the fields working.” He stomped out of the room and slammed the door.
“What’s his problem?” Clark wondered.
Adrienne shook her head. “Who knows? He’s so unpredictable. One minute he’s nice and the next thing I know, he flies off the handle.”
“Is that why you two aren’t engaged anymore?”
“We were never engaged. I don’t know why everyone thinks we were.”
“Then you must have almost been engaged,” Mrs. Howard remarked. “He was probably ready to propose when you had your falling out.”
“I seriously doubt that.”
She shrugged. “You got him all riled up. A man doesn’t act the way he does unless he finds something interesting in a woman.”
“Well, I don’t find anything interesting in him. I only came out here today to help with lunch. I didn’t have to work at the restaurant and it was nice to have a diversion from sitting around by myself at the inn.”
“We’re glad you came,” Clark said.
“Thank you. It’s nice someone appreciates me.” She turned her attention back to the meal. “Who wants dessert? I made Mrs. Harper’s famous brownies. She gave the recipe to Mrs. Gallows and we tried them out with great success.”
“You remember all those recipes in your head?” Mrs. Howard asked.
“Yes. I just need to see it one time on paper and it’s stored up here.” She pointed to her right temple.
“How fortunate for you.” Trudy sighed. “I struggle with recalling how many ounces are in a cup and I’ve been helping make meals for a couple years now.”
“Oh Trudy, you did just fine. You don’t have to have anything memorized if you know where to find the information you need. Besides, I heard you singing under your breath and you have the voice of a songbird. You should sing at one of the dances.”
Trudy’s eyes lit up. “You really think I have a good voice?”
“I’ve been telling you we should do a duet sometime,” Clark confirmed. “If I play the fiddle and you sing the words, we’d make a good pair.”
“That’s a wonderful idea!” Adrienne clapped her hands, forgetting her demure act. “Bonnie, you mentioned that you play the flute. Do you all ever do a song as a trio?”
Bonnie blushed. “No, we haven’t. But it would be fun to try sometime, wouldn’t it?”
Mrs. Howard grinned. “Adrienne, you have such a lovely thought. We should entertain a few people here. We’ll do it next Saturday.”
“I’d love to do some more cooking,” Adrienne offered.
“Don’t you ever take a break from your hard work?” Clark asked.
“Actually, I don’t consider cooking to be work. I have a lot of fun with it.”
“You are an exceptional woman. I wonder why Trevor let you go.”
She chose not to respond. Instead, she finished up her dessert and helped the other women clean up after the men went back to the fields. Now that the awkwardness between her, Bonnie and Trudy had been eliminated during the lunch, she found that she was having a good time with them. She spent the rest of the day listening to Bonnie play the flute and Trudy singing her favorite songs.
“Clark was right,” Trudy told her. “You are exceptional. It would be nice if you became our sister-in-law. Don’t say anything but I think Clark is sweet on you.”
“He did look smitten during lunch,” Bonnie agreed. “You really aren’t as stuck up as Trevor said you were.”
She stopped herself from rolling her eyes. Trevor would be saying all kinds of mean things about her to anyone who’d listen. “I would rather not talk about him, if that is alright with you.”
“Oh, we understand. Do you mind if he courts one of us?”
“Why should I mind? He doesn’t belong to me.”
They breathed a sigh of relief. “We didn’t want our newfound friendship to be ruined because of him,” Trudy said. “We like you now that we got a chance to know you. We also like him. We’ve already decided that whoever he picks, the other will gracefully back out.”
“Good luck to you both then. I don’t think he’s worth the time or effort, but that’s just my opinion.”
“I think he’s good looking and fun to be around. He loves being surrounded by people. I like the way he took turns teaching all the kids how to dance. It’s refreshing to see a man have such a tender heart for children,” Trudy recalled.
“I love his writings,” Bonnie said. “I have his book and read it last night. He has a great sense of humor, but he is right about not knowing how to be romantic. He had a great chance to make a romantic part in his Christmas play but he missed it. The male and female deer should have fallen in love.”
Adrienne didn’t understand their fascination with Trevor. Not that it mattered. In a month, she wouldn’t have to see him ever again. And as far as she was concerned, that couldn’t happen soon enough.
Chapter Nine
When it was time for her to go back to the inn, Adrienne found Trevor leaving without her.
“What are you doing?” she yelled at him as Willow was walking toward the path in the forest. She ran up to the horse and stopped in front of it.
He pulled back the reigns, glaring at her. “Get out of my way.”
“No. You promised me that you would take me back after I taught Bonnie and Trudy how to cook. I fulfilled my part of the deal.”
“You spent the whole lunch hour mocking me.”
“And you were a perfect gentleman,” she sarcastically retorted.
He shook his head and pulled the reigns to the left so that Willow walked around her.
“Oh no, you don’t, Trevor Elewis! I need a ride home!” She grabbed the horse’s bridle. When the horse neighed at her, she quickly released it.
“What did you call me?” His tone was sharp.
“I just said your name.”
“Did you call me Elewis?”
“That’s your last name.”
“No, it’s not. It’s Lewis. L-E-W-I-S. Do you know Clark’s last name?”
“Sure. It’s Howard.”
His face was red. “I am constantly amazed at your ability to nicely recall things about anyone who is not me. I can’t believe you. I stood up for you in front of a robber but you show absolutely no gratitude.”
“Gratitude? You go around telling other people how stuck up I am and you act like I’m beneath you just because I’ve enjoyed a life of comfort while growing up.”
“I’m out of here,” he coldly stated.
She stomped the ground with her foot. “You can’t just leave me here!”
“Can’t I?”
She picked up a rock and threw it at him. Her aim was off so she hit the horse on the rear end. The horse bucked back but Trevor regained control of the animal. She snatched up another rock.
“Adrienne?” Clark called out. He rode his horse over to her. “Is he giving you trouble?”
“Yes,” she replied. “He promised to take me back to the inn but he won’t do it.”
“Trevor, I really don’t appreciate the way you’ve been treating her today. I’m sure that whatever happened between you two is still bothering you, but why did you bring her out here if you had no intention of taking her back?”
“She’s constantly putting me down.”
Clark sighed. “I don’t wish to get caught in the middle of this fight. I’ll tell you what, Adrienne. I’ll take you home.”
“Thank you, Clark,” she gratefully replied. She accepted his hand and got up into the saddle and sat sideways in front of him.
He put an arm around her waist to hold her steady on the stallion.
“Fine. I’ll take her back,” Trevor griped.
“I got it,” Clark replied. “I’m letting you off the hook.”
“I haven’t ridden a horse before today,” she told Clark. “So forgive me if I hold on to you a little tight.” She wound her arms around his waist to brace herself for the bumpy ride home.
“Oh, I don’t mind that at all, Adrienne. You hold on as tightly as you need to.”
“Wonderful,” Trevor loudly said. “I wanted to be rid of a woman who’s opposed to marriage anyway. Good luck, Clark. She’s made it perfectly clear that she thinks all men are evil.” He urged Willow forward and let the horse gallop into the forest.
“Is that true? Do you think that?” Clark asked her.
“Of course not,” she said. “I don’t think all men are evil. Some are just better than others.”
Clark relaxed. “Try not to let him get to you. I’ll do what I can to protect you.”
She suddenly realized that Clark might be getting the wrong idea about her. She wasn’t interested in marrying him. She wanted to enjoy her life of spinsterhood. She held onto him as he urged his horse forward. Clark was a nice man, but she had no attraction for him. He was too tall, and he wasn’t her type. No man is my type. I’m not interested in romance. All it leads to is a life of being used and unappreciated.
On the way back, Clark talked about farming and his fiddle. She tried to pay attention but her thoughts drifted back to Trevor’s book. Was his writing as good as everyone claimed? Perhaps I was hasty in judging it. I shouldn’t let my opinion of the author get in the way of his work. Mr. Gallows kept a few copies of the book at the inn. She decided she would borrow it and read it. She was interested to see what Bonnie meant when she said he missed the possible romance between the two reindeer in one of his plays. It would soothe her ego to find out he wasn’t as good as others said he was. Then she could be justified for not reading or listening to his work in the future.
Why do I even care? It was ridiculous that thoughts of him consumed her. He was as egotistical as any other man she had met. All men were after something. Weren’t they? But Clark actually seemed sincere. Maybe she was being too hard on men. Surely, they couldn’t all be bad.
By the time she and Clark arrived at the inn, Trevor was talking to Melissa Peters by the entrance. She narrowed her eyes. What is he up to? If he thought she was going to get jealous of him and Melissa, he had another thing coming.
Clark led the horse over to the front door and helped her get off the stallion after he hopped to the ground.
“Thank you for the ride back, Clark,” she said. Turning to Melissa, she continued, “Clark was kind enough to take me home after Trevor stranded me at the Howard farm.”
“You did what?” Melissa gasped.
Trevor’s cheeks turned red. “It wasn’t like that at all. Clark insisted on bringing her back.”
“Don’t mind them, Miss Peters,” Clark politely greeted her. “He used to court her, things didn’t work out, and now they bicker all the time.”
“So you really did plan to leave her behind?”
“Oh, I was not. I just wanted to mess with her a bit. After she insulted my writing, I thought I would teach her a lesson. It was no big deal. Shoot, she even threw a rock at me.”
“You did that?” Clark asked her.
“To stop the horse,” Adrienne defended herself. “He made it clear that he was leaving me behind. I seriously doubt he would have brought me home.”
“Everything I do is wrong,” Trevor complained. “There’s no pleasing her.”
“I hope you will not let his rude behavior scare you away from other men,” Clark told her. “I assure you that there are some men around who will treat you right.”
She realized what he was telling her, and it was bothering Trevor to no end. She smiled. “Thank you, Clark. I will consider it.”
“I should go home,” Melissa stiffly told Trevor. “Good day.” She nodded to Adrienne and Clark as she walked away.
Trevor crossed his arms and watched them.
“Don’t you have somewhere to go?” she asked him.
“No.”
She rolled her eyes. “I better help Mrs. Gallows with supper,” she told Clark.
“I look forward to seeing you again next week. I’d be willing to come by and pick you up.”
“Oh, that’s alright,” Trevor interrupted. “I can take her out with me. I promise.”
Why was Trevor insistent on taking her everywhere all of the sudden? She had heard that women were moody but she wasn’t as unpredictable as he was. Maybe that’s the way writers are.
“If you need anything, I’ll do what I can to help,” Clark told her. “I have to head back so I can help with the evening chores. Good evening, Adrienne. Trevor.” He got back on his horse and rode out of town.
“You just ruined a perfectly good match,” Trevor told her.
“I don’t think so. I kind of like him. He’s sincere.”
“You have got to be kidding me! I said the same things he did.”
“Maybe, but you don’t like me.”
“That is not true. I was trying to be nice to you on the way to the farm.”
“Oh right. You said it was wrong for me to want to be single for the rest of my life.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Really? I recall you saying that there was something wrong with me since I didn’t want to marry a man who wanted a dozen kids.”
“I never said that. You’re putting words in my mouth.”
“Who cares anyway? All of this arguing is pointless. I have no intention of marrying you and you have no intention of marrying me so it really doesn’t matter what the other person thinks.” She walked into the inn. She was irritated that he followed her.
“So now you are considering marriage?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know,” she lied. “Clark is actually a nice man.”
He jumped in front of her, startling her so she stopped. “I don’t understand you at all. I can usually figure people out but you are impossible.”
“It doesn’t matter what we think of each other.” She tried to walk around him but he blocked her. “What do you want?”
“You are nice to everyone but me. Why is that? Am I really that bad?”
“What do you care?”
Mrs. Gallows rounded the corner, wringing her hands. A worried expression clouded her usual sunny disposition. “I thought I heard someone talking.”
Adrienne immediately cooled down.
Trevor frowned. “Is something wrong?”
“Last night we had that terrible thunderstorm, and there was a leak in the roof of the Harper cabin, so they have to repair it. I’m getting things ready for her family to stay here until their roof is fixed.”
Adrienne sighed. “That’s terrible. I’ll help you prepare the rooms.”
“I should run over there and see if they need someone to help them with the roof,” Trevor said, his anger gone. “I helped someone fix the roof on my family’s barn a couple of years ago.”
He raced out of the inn.
Adrienne turned to help Mrs. Gallows get ready for the Harpers, glad Trevor was gone.
***
She didn’t want to think about Trevor Lewis anymore but as she passed by the table in the lobby after supper, she saw two copies of his book. She reluctantly picked one up and went to her room before anyone saw her with it. She sat on her bed and flipped open the cover. There were three plays and five short stories. Did she really want to read what he wrote when he obviously detested her? She took a deep breath and proceeded to read it.
To her surprise, the book was a quick read. She hadn’t expected to finish it in one night. She grudgingly admitted that he had talent. He mostly wrote about things he knew but he could do fiction too. He was excellent with drama, action and comedy. But Bonnie is right. He doesn’t know anything about romance. How did he expect to write a romantic comedy if he couldn’t grasp the essence of romance? I bet he never fell in love before. He had great potential for love but had been so wrapped up in his own world of writing that he never actually pursued a courtship. She wondered about his current play. She wondered if he would let her read what he rewrote up to that point. Probably not. He can’t stand me. He didn’t even like Bonnie or Trudy.
Did he ever take the time to seriously consider marriage? He talked about it as if it was something he anticipated but she didn’t see him doing anything to make it happen. Does he think his future wife is going to land in his lap? Then it occurred to her that he might have taken an interest in Melissa Peters. After all, he had been talking to her when she and Clark showed up at the inn. Perhaps, Melissa had caught his attention.
So I destroyed his play when we fell off the train. Now I’ll make up for it by helping him discover what romance is. It wasn’t good enough for him to ask questions about it. He had to experience it. And who better to teach him than Melissa Peters? She felt much better as she began forming a plan in her mind. It wasn’t her style to play matchmaker, but she would do what she could to get him and Melissa together.
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