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For my dad and Karen who have the most beautiful love story I ever heard.
Scripture taken from the New Kings James version of the Bible.
Chapter One
December 1899
Jake Mitchell was good at two things: making money and managing people. What he wasn’t good at was getting Sue Lewis to stop coming by the bank where he worked every day. It wasn’t that Sue was outwardly rude, but she was persistent and vocal. This particular day was no exception. He was sitting in his office when he heard her enter the bank.
“I want to speak to someone in charge here,” she told one of the tellers.
Jake closed his light blue eyes and ran his hand through his short dark brown straight hair. He rubbed his neatly trimmed beard and sighed. He was only thirty-five but when he heard her nagging voice, he felt like he was sixty. She could wear any man out.
“Mr. Mitchell, that woman is back,” George Leroy said.
“So? Take care of it,” he replied.
“I’ve done everything I can but she won’t go away.”
Jake shook his head. How did George ever expect to take over as president when his father retired if he couldn’t handle one woman? “I’m the vice president, George. I’ll be working under you soon enough. You need to learn to handle these kinds of customers.”
“That’s easy for you to say. You handle people better than I do.”
“Now is the perfect opportunity for you to work on that.”
He heard her constant demands for a resolution to her family’s debt every day for the past two weeks. She came in around noon every single day and said the same thing. He had unsuccessfully tried to resolve her dispute, but she wouldn’t listen to any of the logic he presented to her.
“I don’t want to talk to her,” George whined.
“I talked to her on Monday,” Jake said. “Now it’s your turn.”
“I talked to her yesterday. And Mr. Edwards talked to her last Friday.”
“So we’re all taking turns?” He sighed. “Then it’s Edwards’ turn again. We’ll just go in circles because there’s nothing else to do. We can’t solve her problem.”
Noah Edwards was in charge of the mortgages. He really was the ideal person for her to talk to, though it wouldn’t do her any good.
“Miss, you can’t just walk back there,” the teller exclaimed.
“I will not be treated so rudely,” she snapped. “I know my rights as a customer.”
Jake cringed as she walked past the teller and into his office. He made a mental note to buy a lock for his door.
Sue was actually easy on the eyes, despite the fact that she wore her blond curly hair in a bun. Her face was nice to look at. Her hourglass figure and ample bosom were even better. Her green eyes and fair complexion would grab the attention of any man, but her aggressive behavior turned men off, which was why she was still single at thirty-three. No man wanted a nag for a wife. They also didn’t want the debt she came with. Every man knew that her parents were in desperate financial straits and if they married her, they would have to take that debt on themselves. Considering the size of the debt, Jake understood why men shuddered to even consider a courtship with her. Had she been blessed to remove either her debt or nagging, she might have succeeded in marrying someone. However, she had two strikes against her, and those were two strikes too many.
“I demand to have a conversation with you since you’re the vice president,” she ordered.
Jake sighed. The teller had no experience to withstand her stormy emotions.
George and the teller quickly left the office.
Great. Now I’m stuck with her. “I have nothing new to say to you,” Jake finally told her. “You don’t have a case.”
She sat in the chair in front of his desk and folded her arms. “I won’t go away until the issue is resolved.”
“It is resolved.” Why am I wasting my time? The woman simply refused to listen to reason.
“Not to my satisfaction.”
Suddenly, an idea came to him. “I’ll be right back.”
“I’ll stay here all day if I have to. I won’t leave just because you run and hide,” she warned as he stood up.
He stopped himself from rolling his eyes. “I said I would be right back.” He made sure to emphasize the words “right back.” He grumbled as he left the office and went to the backroom where he could grab her family’s folder. He shut the file cabinet in irritation and stomped back to his office.
Her eyes grew wide.
She didn’t expect me to actually return. He placed the folder on his desk and opened it. “Have you seen these contracts?”
She shifted uncomfortably in the chair. Her hard expression disappeared. “Yes,” she softly replied.
He looked at her in disbelief. How could a woman change her mood so quickly? Her gentle expression drained him of his anger. He sighed. He didn’t like what he would have to say next but knew there was no alternative.
“Your father signed the contracts, and he is legally bound to uphold them. If he fails to pay his debts, then he will lose the house and the farm. He is already five months late in his payments. We sent a letter notifying him that foreclosure is imminent. I’m sorry but there is nothing we can do unless he gets current on his back payments.”
“But the late fees associated with those back payments will make it impossible to get current.”
“We can waive those late fees if we receive an additional month’s payment in advance.”
“Mr. Mitchell, there are circumstances that have greatly affected my family. We lost most of our crops in the fields last summer during the hail storm, and the tornado killed a great number of the cattle in the fields.”
“I sympathize with you. There are two other farmers who are facing the same situation you are. If we made provisions for you, we’d have to do it for everyone who suffered hardships, and then we’d lose so much money, we’d have to go out of business. I know banking can be a cold business but we do need to make a profit in order to stay open.”
Her mouth tightened. “Surely, three farms aren’t going to hurt your business so badly. We can work out a deal. Perhaps, we could offer our crops or cattle.”
“I already arranged that with the other two farmers. Their debts are considerably smaller than your father’s debt. Even if you were to offer food and cattle for ten years, it wouldn’t be enough to pay what you owe.”
“There should be something you can do,” she protested, quickly getting upset again.
He frowned. What right did she have to be upset with him? “I wasn’t the one who made the poor financial decisions your father did. He borrowed so much against his house and land that he buried himself in a hole he can’t get out of.”
“That was to cover the expenses for my youngest brother’s heart surgery. He would have died if we didn’t do it. Really, you are heartless. I would think that even if you had an ounce of humanity in you, you would forgive part of the debt.”
“The surgery wasn’t the only thing that got your family in trouble. Your grandfather had a substantial gambling problem.”
“So my father is to pay for his father’s sins?”
“Yes, since he insists on living on the property your grandfather borrowed against.”
She banged her fists on the sides of the chair and glared at him.
He wasn’t going to be intimidated by her. “Like I said, I am sorry but if we bailed your father out, we would lose too much money. This isn’t personal.” He struggled to remain calm but her continual insistence to bother him was getting on his nerves.
“I will come by every day until we can work something out.”
“Then I will put your own chair in the lobby so you can be comfortable out there. But I will not be talking to you again. As far as I’m concerned, the matter is closed. The best thing for your family to do is to move off the farm and purchase a reasonable residence in town. At least then, their debts will be eliminated and they can go about their lives.”
She gasped. “That farm has been in our family for three generations. It is to go to my brother and his wife.”
“He’ll have to do something else. It’s not that big of a deal. What use is it to hold onto something that isn’t working?”
“You don’t understand sentimental value. You have a cold heart.”
“Maybe so but I do understand common sense. You can’t pay your debts if you don’t have money. The best thing your father can do for you is to wipe the slate clean. Perhaps with your family’s debt out of the way, you’ll find a man who’s willing to overlook your constant nagging.”
She stood up, her nostrils flaring in anger. “I have tried to be decent with you. If it weren’t for your money, you would have absolutely nothing to offer a woman.”
His face grew red. “I have been as nice as to you as I can possibly be, but you are impossible to deal with. It’s not my fault that you refuse to listen to reason. You know what the contracts say. Your father signed them with his eyes wide open. If there’s anyone you should be mad at, it’s him. I didn’t condemn your brothers and sisters to a lifetime of poverty.”
“My father is an honorable man who would give his life for his family.”
“Really? Then why can’t he give up the farm so his family can have a better life?”
“This bank does not care for its customers. The bottom line is the dollar. The only reason people come here is because there is no alternative.”
“You are dismissed.”
“Not until this matter is resolved.”
“It is resolved.”
“Not to my satisfaction!” she yelled.
He noted the looks from the customers as they turned to his office. “That’s it. I’m calling security.” He had enough. He angrily walked out of the room and called the guard to take her away.
As the guard dragged her out of his office, kicking and screaming, she vowed, “I will come back every day until you resolve this matter.”
He groaned. She meant it too. He used to enjoy working here, but with her constant irrational demands, it wasn’t easy to come to work. He glanced at George. “You’re handling her tomorrow!” he barked before he slammed his office door.
***
After work, Jake took the horse-drawn buggy to his house. It wasn’t a mansion, but it was elegant in appearance. He prided himself on the way he kept the white two story home with blue trim. The gardener did an excellent job trimming the shrubbery and trees. The grass was cut short. The inside of the house was spotless and cared for by his maid and butler. Though he had six bedrooms, four bathrooms, two parlors, a large dining room, a kitchen, and a den, he rarely had visitors. He was content to stay by himself, but he enjoyed owning fine things and spared no expense for his furnishings.
Mr. Reynolds stopped the buggy so he could get out.
“Henry,” he told the taxi driver, “I’m going to need to go to the business meeting tonight at seven. Can you have the buggy ready at 6:30?”
“Yes, sir,” Henry replied.
“Thank you.”
He walked to his house which was similar to other houses in the area. He enjoyed the Virginia city life for things rarely got boring. There were plenty of things a single man could do without the headache of dragging a woman along with him. He wasn’t opposed to women such as they were, but he had seen enough men lose their freedom to a wife. He was determined that such a fate would never happen to him. He had no intention of giving up his life of adventure.
“Good day, sir,” his butler greeted as he opened the door.
“Good day, Ralph. How is the misses doing?” Jake asked as he entered the house and took off his coat.
“Very well, sir. She is expecting any day now. The doctor says she is doing well.”
Ralph Border was married to Lydia, who was also the maid. When Jake hired them, they had just gotten married but had no means to support themselves, so Jake decided that he could use some help keeping up his house and gave them a job. They resided in one of the two bedrooms on the lower level of the house, and their soon-to-be-born baby would be in the next bedroom. Jake didn’t mind the company they provided, though he kept his distance. He didn’t believe in getting too close to anyone.
Jake went to his den that was decorated with a bear’s head and two deer heads, which he had mounted after hunting them. He had various collectible items, such as cigar boxes he never opened and paintings that he had collected from Europe on his travels. His den was his safe haven from the world. In it, he could relax and enjoy doing extra work he didn’t have time to accomplish during business hours. The large fireplace and the two plush blue chairs that sat in front of it was his secret reading place. The large oak desk contained his business documents which he kept in the top drawer on the right side. Other items in the room included a globe of the world, a bookcase full of his books, and antiques from his travels. It was a man’s room, with walls that resembled a log cabin and oak flooring to give it a rustic atmosphere. No other room in his house was like it.
He sat at the desk and pulled out a piece of paper and a pencil. He would be leading the meeting that night since the president, Conrad Leroy, decided he was too old to be attending the meetings anymore. He wondered why George wasn’t already in the president’s position. He considered that his father wasn’t too sure of George’s competency. He realized George knew the job well enough, but did he have the leadership ability to run a bank?
Jake sighed. Such matters did not concern him. He had decided long ago that he would not work at that bank forever. He had his sights set on opening his own bank as soon as Conrad officially retired. Something about George bothered him, though he could never put his finger on it. He knew it was in his best interest to offer the people an alternative to the only bank that was currently in town. Competition was a good thing when it improved people’s lives. He hated to agree with Sue Lewis, but he did often wonder how much George cared for the customer. Conrad was an honorable man, but would George follow in his father’s footsteps? Deep down, Jake seriously questioned George’s professional ethics when his personal ethics were shoddy.
A light knocking on the door interrupted his thoughts.
“Enter,” he called out.
Lydia opened the door. “Dinner is ready, sir,” she softly said.
He smiled. Her face glowed with the impending arrival of her child. “Are you sure you feel up to cooking these days? I can always hire a temporary cook while you rest.” He folded the piece of paper and put it in the breast pocket of his dark blue suit.
“Oh, I am feeling fine.” He could tell that she appreciated his concern by the way she smiled. “I need something to do or else I’ll go crazy waiting for the little one to be born. It looks like he or she will be a Christmas baby.”
“Just don’t push yourself too hard. Ralph worries about you.”
“I know. He’s a wonderful husband.”
“And he’ll make a good father.”
Jake wasn’t opposed to marriage or children for others. He just didn’t wish those things for himself.
“Tonight’s menu is rib eye steak, baked potato, and green beans,” she informed him.
“No one makes steak like you do. Ralph is a lucky man.”
She blushed at his compliment.
“We both think the world of you, sir,” she said.
“Well, I think of you two as the brother and sister I never had. But enough emotional talk. I’m hungry.”
After he ate dinner, he insisted that Ralph and Lydia take the rest of the night off so they could enjoy their remaining moments alone before the little one arrived. He took Henry’s taxi to the bank and paid him the usual fare plus tip. A long time ago, Henry offered to taxi him anywhere he wanted to go. “It’s hard to find a man who tips as well you do, sir,” he admitted. Since Henry was punctual and maintained a clean buggy and horse and dressed nicely, Jake was glad to have his services every time he needed to go somewhere.
As soon as the five board members of the bank assembled into the backroom at the maple table, Jake began the meeting. He knew he had to mention Sue Lewis at the end of it.
“We need to figure out what we can do about her,” he began. “She’s not going to leave us alone until we foreclose or prevent a foreclosure. Are there any ideas?”
“Just foreclose,” George replied. “In three weeks, the Lewis farm and house will be ours. Then she won’t be a problem anymore.”
Justin Monroe spoke up. “Maybe we could work out an agreement where they could take another loan to get current on their payments.”
“But that will only delay foreclosure,” George argued. “If they keep getting deeper into debt, how will they ever get out of the mess they’re in?”
“Actually, Justin makes a good point,” Jake intervened. “The problems they are having are due to extraordinary circumstances. The boy’s surgery and the hail and tornado are not likely to happen again. It might even help if we could talk the hospital into settling for half the debt they owe.”
“Perhaps we can settle on some of their debts with us,” Justin added. “We won’t be too bad off if we forgive some of the debt. At least it would keep them from sinking into the quicksand they’re in.”
“Are you crazy?” George shook his head. “We won’t make any profit if we do that.”
“Not with the Lewis family,” Jake began, “but there are other customers who make us a suitable profit from their investments.”
“Then we’ll have to do this for everyone else who comes to us with a sob story.”
“I think people will understand that given the circumstances the Lewises find themselves in that we wouldn’t offer everyone a break. We might even attract more loyal customers since people seem to like mercy.”
“I disagree. People need to know that they will be treated fairly. If other customers have to pay their full amount on a debt while someone else gets off with less, then there will be unfairness.”
“People can see that the Lewises are hurting,” Justin protested. “They will understand.”
“Let’s take a vote,” Jake said. “All in favor of Justin’s proposal, say aye.”
To his dismay, he and Justin were the only ones in favor of it.
“All opposed, say nay,” he continued, already knowing that the other two members would agree with George. Had Conrad been there, Justin’s idea would have succeeded since he would have voted to help Sue’s family, and being the president, he would be the tie breaker.
He sighed and stood up. “That is all. This meeting is adjourned until next month.” When he left the bank that night, he was in a sour mood. He thought Justin had a good idea. When I open my own bank, Justin will be the vice president.
Chapter Two
Sue Lewis was distressed that night as she paced back and forth in her one room apartment in town. She could barely afford the place and was forced to eat bean soup again. She was at her wits’ end. She hated to tell her parents that her efforts had been in vain. Nothing she told the bank employees made any difference. They were all a cold hearted lot. Her father wasn’t able to come in to make his case because he threw out his back and couldn’t afford the wagon ride into town. Her mother was an emotional wreck over the stress of losing her home. Her twenty-seven year old brother and his wife were busy trying to maintain the farm so they could put food on the table. Her sister Emma would have been twenty-four that year but had died three years ago due to pneumonia. Trevor was seventeen, so he couldn’t do anything until he was an adult. The ten year old twins, Luke and Patty, were still children. The burden rested on her shoulders.
She tried not to cry, but her situation seemed unbearably hopeless. “Lord, what am I going to do? Is there no one who will show mercy upon my family?”
She spent the past two weeks praying and reading her Bible every night, but the Lord didn’t appear to hear her. Perhaps He is saying no to my request. She knew that God didn’t always say yes.
She sat on her small cot that served as a bed and stared at the wobbly kitchen table a foot away from her. Her job at the library barely paid the bills. She couldn’t afford to help pay her father’s debts. She was thirty-three. She was hardly of marrying age anymore. Most women by her age had already settled down and had families of their own. Who would want to marry her? Jake’s words penetrated her thoughts. “Perhaps with your family’s debt out of the way, you’ll find a man who’s willing to overlook your constant nagging.”
She had been accused of coming off as too harsh to members of the opposite sex from other people. It seemed that no man wanted a woman who was strong-willed and outspoken. She hadn’t intended to be so abrasive at the bank, and originally, she wasn’t. But the more her request for mercy was denied, the angrier she got, and when she got angry enough, she said whatever was on her mind, whether or not it was appropriate.
Oh Lord, I know I need You to tame my wild tongue. It’s so hard.
Who would want to marry an old maid anyway? She was well past her prime. A man could be Mr. Mitchell’s age and still be an attractive catch, but a woman wasn’t worth much once she reached thirty. She sighed. Her sister-in-law was twenty when she married her brother. Gloria was sweet, quiet and soft. She was fragile. Her brothers often joked that Sue was too hardheaded for a man.
But didn’t You make me this way? You don’t expect me to be what I’m not, do You?
She knew what she wanted out of life and pursued it. She didn’t back out of a challenge. She even rode horses bareback and sought adventure when she could find it. She wasn’t content to stay in one place for long. She desired to see the world but couldn’t due to her financial situation, so she spent a great portion of her days in a good book where she could transport herself to places that she longed to see but never would. A man wanted a woman who was content to stay home all day and take care of the children. And she did want children. She just envisioned taking the children with her on her travels. The thought of being confined to a home just didn’t sit well with her.
She picked up the birth announcement that rested on the table next to her. It was from her childhood friend Belinda. Belinda married at eighteen to Jim Hawke, a man twice her age. Because of Sue’s single status, she was not allowed to see Belinda much. They would talk if they happened to run into each other, but there was an unwritten rule that women who were married needed to stick with other married women. And a single woman was to never be alone with a married man since they tended to find the unmarried women a temptation. Sue made it a point to avoid private encounters with any male since her virtue was important to her. It was all she had that was worth of value. But even her virginity didn’t attract respectable single men.
“Maybe Jeremiah is right,” she muttered. “Maybe I need to find anyone who is willing to marry me.” But it wouldn’t be just anyone. If she was going to commit her life to a loveless marriage, she would make it worth her while. She would marry a rich man who could bail her family out of debt. Then at least, her sacrifice wouldn’t be in vain. She took a deep breath.
Alright, Lord. I don’t see what other choice I have but to be a gentle and quiet woman who will sit at home and take care of the children while my husband has all the adventures. Since I can’t talk anyone at the bank into showing me mercy, this is the only option I can see that will save my family.
She did have one small consolation. Eventually, she would die so her time on Earth in misery would be limited. Besides, what were a few decades compared to eternity in Heaven? She felt much better now that her decision was made. She would set her sight on every available and wealthy bachelor. Perhaps someone would notice her and marry her. What other choice did she have?
***
That Friday evening, she took all of her savings and bought an elegant light blue dress which accentuated her curves while leaving her modesty intact. She even went to the hairstylist who trimmed her long blond curly hair and set her curls in gentle waves against her face. She put on make up too. She couldn’t afford any jewelry so she borrowed Belinda’s diamond necklace. She hadn’t realized her hair reached slightly past her shoulders since she wore it in a bun so much. She stared at her reflection in the mirror. She didn’t recognize herself. She almost felt like a different woman. Deciding to use that thought, she went to the upscale dance, determined that she would find her future husband that very night.
Her heart raced with nervous dread. She wasn’t looking forward to this. She loved to dance but since this wasn’t a social function on her part, she had a tough time enjoying herself. She entered the grand ballroom and sighed as she studied the available men in the room. Most of them were around her age or older, but they seemed to have set their eyes on the eighteen to twenty-five year old women. She sighed again. Who would want to marry a thirty-three year old? A seventy year old man from the corner of the room winked at her.
She involuntarily shuddered. Of course, only an old man would be interested in her. But perhaps that was a good thing. He didn’t have many years left to live.
“Sue?” Mrs. Walker called out as she walked to her.
Sue relaxed. She liked her employer and was glad to see her there. It helped ease her anxiety. “Good evening, Mrs. Walker.”
“I hardly recognized you.” The older woman took her to the side of the large room. “You look so different.”
“I hope that’s a good thing.”
“Oh, you’re a nice looking woman no matter what you wear.”
Sue grinned. “Only you would be so kind as to say that.”
“You sell yourself short, Sue. You have a lot to offer.”
She shrugged.
Mrs. Walker softly patted her shoulder. “What brings you here? You’ve never made an appearance before.”
“I’ve given up on the bank.”
“Did you speak to Mr. Mitchell like I suggested?”
She shuddered at the mention of his name. “Yes, I specifically went to his office. I have talked to him a couple of times and nothing ever gets resolved.” She shook her head in aggravation. “I don’t know why you speak so well of him. He’s just like George Leroy.”
“That’s not true. Mr. Mitchell is a competent businessman. He knows his job and does it well. He has helped out a lot of people in this town. If there is anyone who would show mercy, it is him.”
She didn’t feel like hearing a list of his qualifications. “That may be true of everyone else, but he refuses to help me.”
“Speaking of him...”
Sue turned in the direction she indicated. She noted that several prominent, younger women turned their attention to him as he entered the room. He was irritatingly attractive in his black suit and light gray tie. He seemed to be oblivious to the fact that so many women were staring wistfully at him. Instead, he walked over to a couple men and began talking to them.
“I don’t see what’s so great about him,” she finally commented. She looked at Mrs. Walker. “It’s disgusting that a thirty-five year old man can have his pick of any available woman in the room but a thirty-three year old woman has to settle for someone who’s desperate enough to marry her.”
The older woman’s eyes widened. “Is that why you’re here?”
She nodded. “I don’t have a choice.”
“I’m sorry, Sue. I tried to raise enough money to help your family.”
“I know, Mrs. Walker. The debt is overwhelming. You have been most kind. It is not your problem. It’s mine. I do not wish to burden you anymore with my family’s troubles.”
The older woman looked at her sympathetically. “Is marriage something you want, Sue?”
“I don’t know. I have learned to be content without a man. It would be nice to marry for love but I’m not the kind of woman who attracts attention.”
“There are several men looking your way.”
“The old and creepy ones.”
Mrs. Walker grinned. “It appears that Mr. Mitchell just noticed you.”
“How flattering,” she sarcastically stated.
“You should be flattered. He hasn’t given any of the other women a second glance. I do believe you caught his attention.”
“That is ridiculous. He can obviously have any woman he wants.”
“Which is why you should be flattered. He’s coming over here.”
“I have nothing to say to him.” He was the last person she felt like talking to.
“He has something to say to you.”
Before Sue could protest, the woman walked away. Maybe he’ll just walk by me.
“Miss Lewis, we missed you at the bank,” he said once he was right behind her.
She spun around. “It’s obvious you have no intention of helping me, so I’m taking your advice.”
“Your father’s going to turn over his property?”
Did he actually sound sad by that possibility? She pushed the thought aside. “No. I’m going to marry a wealthy man and pay off my family’s debt.”
“So you’re here for business.”
She nodded and examined the men in the room. Some of them were with their wives but there were some who were available.
“I come here for business as well,” he continued. “I’m not interested in the women here. I’m interested in the men’s pocketbooks. I come here to establish rapport with existing customers and potential customers.”
“Is everything about money for you?”
He shrugged. “I suppose it is. I’m in the business of making money and I do it well.”
“You disgust me.”
“Excuse me?” He sounded offended.
“Think about it, Mr. Mitchell. You aren’t interested in people. You’re interested in things.”
“That’s not entirely true. I do care about people. Sometimes the best way to show care for others is to help them financially.”
She rolled her eyes. “You’re one to talk.”
“If you had been at the meeting Wednesday evening, you would understand.”
She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “Fine. Then explain what happened.”
He shook his head. “I’d only be wasting my time.”
“I thought as much.”
“So you’re here to snag some poor rich bachelor into a life filled with misery? That doesn’t sound very warm-hearted to me.”
Just as she was about to make a clever retort, a twenty year old beautiful redhead walked up to him.
“Good evening, Mr. Mitchell,” she softly spoke. Her eyes met his and she offered him a gentle smile. “It is nice to see you here.”
He warmly smiled back. “Miss Gordon, the pleasure is all mine.”
Even though Sue didn’t know either of them well, she could tell they were lying to one another. Neither one really found the other one interesting.
“I do hope you’ll come to my dinner party this Sunday,” she invited. “I saved a seat especially for you.”
“I will try to make it,” he replied.
Sue could tell he was lying.
Jennifer Gordon continued to stand by him.
“I would ask you to dance, but I already promised this one to Miss Lewis,” he politely said. Turning to Sue, he asked, “Are you ready?”
She almost said no but there was an anxious look in his eyes that stopped her. She silently nodded and took his hand to the dance floor. She tried to ignore the way his strong arm felt around her waist and how his firm hand felt on hers. He was six inches taller than her.
“I owe you one,” he whispered. His breath caressed her ear in a way she didn’t anticipate.
“Do you find her so repulsive that you would dance with me?” she finally asked.
“Yes,” he simply said.
She rolled her eyes.
He continued, “She’s only after my money. I can smell a vulture from a mile away.”
“You must have smelled me as soon as you entered the room then.”
He shrugged. “Not really. You’re looking for someone to fix your family’s problems. That’s different from what she’s doing.”
“It’s not something I want to do. I just don’t know what else to do. I know I can’t change what the contracts say, and I don’t have the ability to make a lot of money in a short amount of time. So my only hope is to find a husband.”
“And spend the rest of your life miserable.”
She nodded.
He sighed. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do anything for you. I don’t own the bank, so I can’t make any changes that aren’t approved by the board members.”
“I know. I don’t like it, but I understand.” She took a deep breath. “Sometimes you just do what you have to do.”
He seemed like he wanted to say something but decided against it.
“You dance fairly well,” she said, changing the subject.
“As do you,” he replied. “I haven’t had a dance partner worthwhile up to this point. I am impressed.”
“Oh, I don’t know. Mr. Wilkins taught me and my siblings to dance in exchange for some steak.”
He frowned. “That’s an odd exchange. Why didn’t your father just take the money?”
She blinked. “Mr. Wilkins didn’t have any money and his family needed the food.”
He stopped dancing and pulled her aside. “Mr. Wilkins just bought a new horse and buggy. He’s been showing it off all over town. Weren’t you aware of this?”
Her cheeks grew hot. “No.”
“Your family really needs to be careful when making business decisions. Mr. Wilkins isn’t exactly noted for his honesty, but he does have a large sum of money at the bank. What your father needs to do is start drawing up his own contracts demanding money. The last thing your family needs right now is dancing lessons. I could offer those for free.”
“We only accepted it because we thought he had no money.”
He closed his eyes for a moment. “I can understand why your father did what he did, but he’s making poor financial decisions. It’s no wonder that he can’t make his payments to the bank. I’m not even sure he’ll be better off if you do marry someone who pays off his debts for him. He’ll probably just end up back in the same hole he’s in now.”
“Surely that doesn’t have to be the case.”
“Not if someone talks some sense into him. I’m guessing he won’t listen to his daughter either. It has to be someone who carries some financial weight, someone he can respect.”
“Then what I am supposed to do? Let my brothers and sisters get kicked out of the house and go hungry?”
“Don’t you get it? You’re not the one doing it. He is.”
“I can’t listen to you talk about my father this way. He is an honorable and good man.”
“Yes but he is also naive and stupid.”
She crossed her arms, suddenly feeling vulnerable.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he gently warned.
“What? Cross my arms? Why not?”
“Because women aren’t the only vultures in this room. There are some men who would like nothing more than to take advantage of you, and your dress isn’t high enough in the neckline to conceal all of you.”
She blushed and quickly put her arms back at her sides. She didn’t intend to show any cleavage. “They don’t make dresses like this for women of my...” She couldn’t bring herself to say bosom.
“I understand. I wanted to make sure you didn’t attract the wrong kind of attention. You see that man over there?”
She glanced over her shoulder at a scrawny middle aged man who was grinning at her. She cringed.
“He’s Tom Smith. He’s as smart as they come in investing money, but he gets his way with available and gullible women. He’s not much to look at but he’s convinced a couple of gullible, young women he wants to marry them and they think they’re going to be rich but they end up being duped because they don’t make it to the preacher before he has his way with them. They think since they’re about to get married, it’s alright to engage in sexual activity, but as soon as he gets what he wants, he changes his mind. Here’s the trouble with the games some of the men and women choose to play here. Women think they’re being smart by marrying into money, but they have to be careful which man they pick. A couple of men in this room can outwit them.”
“What a horrible place this is then.”
“I guess it depends on your company and your reason for coming. If you stay true to God and obey His Word, you can pick out which people to accept and which ones to avoid. Most of the people here are respectable.”
“I didn’t realize you were a Christian.”
“It’s not something I advertise.”
“I don’t advertise it either.”
“Look, Sue,” he began, “you need to be careful. I know you’re trying to do the right thing, but have you considered that God has other options available for you?”
“That’s easy for you to say. You can buy your way out of trouble.”
“Not always. Sometimes money creates more problems than it solves.”
She hadn’t considered that angle before. “I suppose it is difficult to tell your friends from your enemies.”
“Exactly.”
“Do you have any friends then?”
“I have people I don’t mind being around, if that counts.”
“Not really. It sounds lonely.” She suddenly felt sorry for him. He had money but he had no one to share it with.
“I have an idea,” he interrupted her thoughts. “Conrad Leroy is the president of the bank. Why don’t you come by at nine on Monday and I’ll arrange a meeting for you. Some bank members did come up with a possible plan for your situation, but it was vetoed because we didn’t have enough votes in your direction. Conrad has the final say. He’s a fair man and I think if another board member and I sit with you at the meeting, he will agree with the terms.”
She didn’t hide her surprise at his invitation. “Why would you do that for me?”
He shrugged. “I see the men here who are checking you out and they are either old enough to be your grandfather or out for one thing. If you were ten years younger, you would have a chance at a decent man in this room, but that’s not the case anymore.”
“I feel so pretty,” she sarcastically commented. Though she knew he spoke the truth, it still stung.
“You are pretty. You’re just not at the ideal age.”
That made her feel better.
“What do you say? Would you like to stop by the bank on Monday?”
What did she have to lose? “Alright. I’ll come by at nine.” It beat the alternative. She didn’t really want to marry someone she was forced to be with.
Jennifer walked back to them. “I see that your dance is over, Mr. Mitchell,” she gently remarked.
Sue couldn’t believe the young woman had the nerve to act as if she wasn’t even there.
Jake politely smiled at Jennifer. “Actually, we were taking a break. I am sure you understand that with this being Miss Lewis’ first social gathering that it wouldn’t be fair to leave my friend alone.”
“Perhaps I can introduce her to a few gentlemen,” she offered. “It wouldn’t be right to keep her all to yourself.”
“Maybe next time.”
She gave a slight pout before she nodded and left.
He sighed with relief. “She’s unbearable at times. Care to dance?”
Sue shrugged. “Why not? I did spent a lot of money on the dress. I suppose it would be wasteful not to use it.”
He led her to the dance floor and took her in his arms.
“We’re not friends,” she quietly admonished him. “Do you really think it’s appropriate to lie to someone like that?”
“I don’t know. Who says we can’t be friends? I thought we were having a good conversation. Didn’t you?”
She considered their discussion. “I would hardly call it friendship but I suppose you’re not so bad after all.”
He grinned. “At the very least, we do work well together on the dance floor.”
“True. You haven’t stepped on my feet yet.”
“And there’s something I do know about you. You wouldn’t pretend to like me to get something from me. You’re too honest for that.”
“Thank you. I appreciate the comment.” She smiled and enjoyed the rest of the night.
Chapter Three
Jake spent four hours preparing the contract that he and Justin planned out in hopes of helping Sue’s family. He hoped that they could go over the board members’ vote by discussing the situation rationally with Conrad who would be in his office on Monday. He and Justin waited in the lobby of the bank a little before nine for Sue’s arrival.
Justin chuckled next to him.
“What’s so funny?” he asked. He didn’t see what was so comical about a business meeting.
“Did you hear what Miss Lewis did to Mr. Wilkins?”
He shook his head.
“On Saturday, she went over to Mr. Wilkins’ house and threatened to lasso his buggy and hang it by the barn rafters unless he paid her father the money he rightfully owed him. When he refused to listen to her, she lassoed the front wheel and used a horse she borrowed to pull it to his barn. He realized she was serious, so he made the proper restitution. Then she thanked him as if nothing was wrong and went her way.”
Jake stared at him. “Did she really do that?”
He nodded. “Now whenever Mr. Wilkins sees her, he makes the sign of the cross and runs the other way. His wife apologized to her and gave her a little more money for the injustice her husband did to her father. What’s even funnier is that his wife now adores her because he doesn’t get away with lying to anyone anymore.”
He laughed and shook his head. Good for her. “Apparently, she’s a force to be reckoned with.”
“My wife and kids adore her. They attend the library children’s story hour that she’s in charge of. Personally, I’d hate to get on her bad side. There’s no telling what she’d do.”
“Well, George is anxious about today. I just hope Conrad will veto the board vote.”
Sue walked into the bank. He hid his disappointment at the sight of her. She had her hair pulled back into that obnoxious bun again. After seeing her with her hair down, he wanted to pull those pins out so her hair would fall softly over her shoulders again. She was beautiful but seemed determined not to show it. He forced his observation aside and followed Justin and her into Conrad’s office. He couldn’t help but note the gentle sway of her hips. The green dress was old and faded with time, but it didn’t hide her figure.
She sat in the chair across from Conrad and properly greeted him. George stood to the side of the room so he could hear the presentation. Her posture remained rigid. He didn’t realize she was so tense. She’s scared.
Justin sat in the chair next to her while Jake stood and presented the contract to Conrad, outlining the plan for getting her father’s debt reduced to an amount that could get his finances back on track.
“We can teach him what we know about handling finances so he won’t fall into more debt, and once he is out of debt, he won’t go back into it,” Jake concluded.
He waited for Conrad to speak. Surely, his boss would show her the compassion she needed. To his horror, Conrad turned to his son.
“What do you think, George?” his father asked.
“I oppose it. It’s too risky,” George argued. “There’s no guarantee her father will follow the contract to the letter. He’s already breaking the ones he signed. We’ll make more money if we foreclose and sell his property to someone else.”
Jake cringed at Sue’s gasp. “Sir,” he told his boss, “let’s think this through. Money is important, I grant you that, but it isn’t the only thing to consider here. We are talking about people who live in this house and farm this land. There are children still living there.”
Conrad took a deep breath. “I can’t run this bank forever. It is time I hand over the hard decisions to my son. We will go with George’s plan.”
“I would advise against that. People in the community will see how you treat the Lewis family, and I guarantee you that they will not like it. Sometimes it is best to do what will bring in more clients.”
“We are the only bank in this city,” George protested.
“Perhaps, but people can go to the next city if they want. This is the perfect opportunity to keep them here.”
“This is just one family. It won’t make a difference with our wealthy customers.”
“But it will make a difference to our consciences. We can’t afford to throw people out of their homes.”
“That’s enough, Jake,” Conrad barked. “I already made my decision. George is old enough to take over the bank. As of next month, I will be retiring.”
“I will say one thing, Mr. Leroy,” Sue spoke up.
Jake recognized the anger bubbling beneath the surface of her cool exterior.
“People will find out about this,” she continued. “I work at the library, and I have access to many of the citizens of the city. They will know what you decided today.” She stood up and stiffly walked out of the office.
Jake ran after her. “Sue, we might be able to figure out something else.”
She stopped and looked at him. “I appreciate what you and Mr. Monroe did today. You are not cold hearted, but I do see how your hands are tied. I will make it clear that you and Mr. Monroe did your best to help. I know what my option is at this point, and I will accept it.”
He knew she meant that she would marry someone old enough to be her grandfather in order to save her family’s property. “There has to be another way.”
She shook her head. “Thanks anyway.”
He watched her as she left.
Justin walked over to him. “I hope you do open your own bank. I don’t care to work here anymore either.”
***
Jake packed his suitcase as he scrambled to get his things ready for the three day trip to Michigan. There was no love lost between him and his father ever since his father walked out on him and his mother. Though he was ten at the time, the memory still stung. During the divorce, his mother managed to obtain half of his father’s wealth which she left to him when she died when he turned twenty-three. He vowed that he would not let her heartache go in vain, so he carefully invested the money until it quadrupled. Now he could live the rest of his life in comfort, but since he had no wife or children, he focused all of his energy into his work. Upon his father’s death, a lawyer notified him of his father’s will, which mentioned him as the sole beneficiary. He almost refused to attend the reading of the will but decided it was his due after growing up without a father. How a man could leave his wife and child, he would never understand.
He took the first train he could out of town and went to Michigan. The ride wasn’t so bad since he brought a couple of books he had been meaning to read. He particularly enjoyed Shakespeare and could read those over and over. He considered going to New York City and checking out a Shakespearean play soon. It had been a long time since he went to the theater. It would be a much needed break after the stress at the bank.
He shook his head as he thought of Sue Lewis’ situation. For a beautiful woman to have to live a life confined to a grouchy old husband who would most likely only pay attention to her when he wanted her body made his stomach turn. She wasn’t as bad as he originally thought. After talking with her at the dance, he learned that there was more to her than her abrasive mannerisms. He considered the possibility that she presented herself to the world as being a woman who was so strong she didn’t need a man so that people wouldn’t feel sorry for her since she was a spinster. He knew he was lucky. A man could remain unmarried his entire life and not suffer public disapproval because of it.
He forced aside his thoughts and picked up The Merchant of Venice. He always enjoyed this comedy the most. The women in Shakespeare’s plays were just as bold and endearing as Sue. He shook his head again. What was he doing? He made it a point to help people as much as he could, but if there wasn’t anything else he could do, he let the matter go. Why couldn’t he do that with her?
He put the book in his briefcase and took out the Bible instead. He wasn’t sure what to do about George. That young man didn’t have good business sense. What am I to do about him? He turned to the book of Proverbs because it contained a great deal of wisdom. He used it on a regular basis as a guide for his life. Not that he didn’t read other books of the Bible, but this particular book had the most influence in his business dealings. He credited it with his success. He read the entire book during the next half hour. It wasn’t a long book and it was easy to read. He also stumbled upon the answer to his question. It came from Proverbs 23:9.
Do not speak in the hearing of a fool,
For he will despise the wisdom of your words.
Jake set the Bible down and realized it was pointless to argue with any other stupid ideas George came up with. If Conrad was determined to run his business into the ground by handing over crucial business decisions to someone who put money before people, then he was going to reap the results of that foolish choice. Talking to Conrad or George would only be a waste of his time.
Lord, there must be something I can do for Sue Lewis. What can it possibly be?
***
The next day, Jake sat in the lawyer’s office. He deliberately skipped the funeral to show how little he thought of his father. To his surprise, no one else attended the funeral either. It was hard to feel sorry for his father, though it did make him wonder who would bother to come to his funeral. He pushed aside the funny sensation in the back of his mind as the lawyer entered the office.
“Jake Mitchell, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Mr. Barnett said as he shook his hand.
“I wish I could say the same but I would rather be doing something else.”
“Your father wasn’t an easy man to deal with.”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Barnett. It’s hard to think of him without getting upset. I’m sure you are a decent man.”
“I try to be.” He smiled to show that he took no offense to Jake’s earlier bland greeting.
They sat across from each other.
“Your father had no other children besides you. At least, there were no children that we are aware of, and he didn’t marry any women after the divorce so there’s no heir but you. I think once you see the amount of money he was worth, you’ll be glad you made the trip.”
He handed Jake a piece of paper that revealed his father’s total assets. Jake’s eyes widened in surprise. He could easily triple his net worth with his father’s money.
“There is one stipulation before you can receive this money,” Mr. Barnett slowly stated.
Jake’s eyes narrowed. Leave it to that man to make me miserable from the grave. “Alright,” Jake said. “I’m a businessman. What are his terms?”
“You must marry a woman and stay married for six months. He always regretted leaving your mother and didn’t want his example to turn you off from marriage. He used to say that leaving her was when his life went downhill. It wasn’t until two weeks ago that he came to Christ and got saved. I guess it gave him lots to consider as he laid in the hospital bed waiting to die.”
“Why six months? Why not one year? Or two?”
“He fell in love with your mother in six months.”
He rolled his eyes. “And left her eleven years later.”
“He thought the grass was greener on the other side. But after having a heart attack, he quickly learned it wasn’t. So this brings me to the qualifications that this woman you are to marry must possess. She must be a virgin, for sexual purity became a big thing for him. She must be a Christian who pursues honorable work, if she is out of her parents’ home. Also, she has to be close with her family so she knows the importance of being with loved ones.”
“This woman is the total opposite of who he was,” he noted.
“Yes. I notice that too.”
“Tell me, did he give me her name? It seems that he has everything else planned out for me.”
“I know his method for giving you this money is unorthodox, but it is legally binding. He heard you were still single and didn’t want you to miss out on the joy of marriage to a wonderful woman.”
“Who can control me and make my life incredibly dull. I know what women are like. I have married friends who are stuck at home, helping with the kids and unable to do anything fun because if they were able to have fun, it would mean they would get their manhood back which is what every woman hopes to eliminate.”
“You have an unexpectedly morbid view of marriage.”
“Well, isn’t that why he left my mother?”
“It wasn’t her fault. She did everything she could to keep him happy. He just refused to see her value until he was ready to die.”
My mother was an honorable woman. She didn’t deserve what he did to her.
“Anyway, this is the will, so you can read everything for yourself,” Mr. Barnett said as he handed Jake the document. “If you decide to follow through with your father’s wishes, I will need to be at the wedding to verify your marriage and I must stay with you for one week, unannounced, to make sure you two are living in the same house. Then at the six month mark, I will stop by to give you the money. Actually, I can give you half of it at the wedding. The other half will be due at six months. What do you say?”
Jake carefully read every word of the will, his jaw clenching more and more as he read each paragraph. Only his father could control his life after death. He almost rejected the money when a thought occurred to him. Half of this money will not only pay off the Lewis debt, but it will be enough to cover their farming expenses for the next year and it will provide Sue with a comfortable living for the rest of her life. Then after six months, she can go her way and I can go mine and I will live very well off the remaining half of the money. What if God was answering his prayer this way? Sure, it wasn’t the way he expected his prayer to be answered, but sometimes God used unconventional means to solve a problem. After all, Jonah lived to tell of his experience after he was swallowed by a whale.
Jake looked at Mr. Barnett. “I’ll do it.”
***
Jake wasn’t able to return home until Friday afternoon, which made him rush through a quick dinner before he bathed and dressed. He would be going to the dance but the business he usually tended to at these dances would focus on one person. Sue would most likely be there, ready to say yes to a marriage with any available bachelor who offered it. As much as he hated the idea of being married, he knew any woman who settled for an old man just to bail her father out of debt would be more miserable than he would be for the next six months. It would be better for her too, if she only had to confine herself to marriage for six months to him instead of a lifetime to an old man who only valued her for her body.
I’ll give Miss Lewis credit for being selfless. Had it been him, he would let his father go bankrupt.
He arrived at the dance at his usual time and tipped Henry.
“I’ll be waiting for you when you come out,” Henry promised.
“Thank you,” he said. He liked the fact that Henry always waited for him whenever he went anywhere. He didn’t have to worry about finding another driver. “I appreciate you taking me on such short notice. I wasn’t originally planning to come tonight, but I discovered a business opportunity too good to pass up and if I don’t act on it tonight, I’ll probably lose the account.”
“My wife and children are so grateful to you that they said to take you anywhere you want to go whenever you want to go,” he confided. “You’re steady employment for me.”
He smiled. “If things go well, then I’ll most likely bring a guest to take to her home.”
“I thought you said you had a business venture here tonight.”
“Part business, part pleasure. I’ll explain later if she agrees to it.”
He nodded.
Jake entered the building, adjusting his dark blue tie with thin white diagonal stripes on it. It matched his dark blue suit. He wasn’t superstitious by nature but more often than not, when he wore this particular suit in the past, he succeeded in all of his business transactions.
“Good evening, Mr. Mitchell,” Thomas Evans greeted. “May I take your coat and hat, sir?”
“Yes, you may, Mr. Evans,” he replied. He slipped off his black coat and hat and handed it to the doorman. “Have you seen Miss Lewis?”
“The new blond who is wearing the same blue dress she wore last week?”
He grimaced. He wondered why she would do something as tacky as wear the same dress to two dances in a row but reminded himself that she probably used all the money she had to buy that dress and didn’t have any others. “That’s the woman.” He tried not to let his distaste show. Thank goodness Mr. Evans warned him before he saw her and reacted poorly at the sight of her. It wouldn’t be a good way to start his proposal.
“She is on the dance floor,” he said.
“Thank you.” He slipped him a tip for hanging his coat and hat.
“Anytime. I’ll keep a close eye on your things.”
He nodded and walked further into the building. He knew that Mr. Evans took better care of coats and hats than the other doorman did, so he made it a point to enter the building when Mr. Evans was at the door.
As he walked into the ballroom, he saw Jennifer Gordon laughing and whispering to one her friends who was just as gossipy and giggly as she was. He sighed when he realized the two girls were making fun of Sue who was dancing with the seventy year old man who had his eyes glued to her last time. He didn’t know what was worse. Watching old man York staring at her bosom or the fact that Jennifer and a few others in the room believed Sue was making a public spectacle of herself.
Two things are for sure: one, I’m not going to let York ogle her for the rest of the night and two, I’m buying her a new wardrobe as soon as she agrees to my plan.
Just as he was about to walk onto the dance floor, Chad Walker stopped him. Chad Walker was one of the wealthiest clients at the bank, so he had to talk to him. At least York wouldn’t grope her in public.
“Mr. Walker, how are you this fine December evening? Are you looking forward to Christmas?” he warmly greeted.
“With Christmas being two weeks away, my wife is out doing her usual yuletide shopping. I’m almost scared to see the bill every time she comes home.” He grinned. “But she is a sensible woman and only purchases things we need so I don’t complain too much.”
“Will you be going to Richmond this year?”
“I had thought about it. Her relatives live there. We spent Thanksgiving with my side of the family, so it’ll be their turn. What will you be doing for Christmas?”
“With any luck, I’ll be welcoming my bride home.”
He raised his eyebrows in interest. “A confirmed bachelor like you has decided to settle down?”
“It’s a long story but yes.”
“You’re not going to ask Jennifer Gordon, are you? I know she’s pretty but she’s shallow. She won’t amuse you beyond the honeymoon.”
“No. Miss Gordon is definitely not on the list. I’m considering Miss Sue Lewis.”
He looked impressed. “She’s rough on the outside but she’s got a heart of gold. My wife owns the library and thinks well of her. Actually, she is part of the reason I wished to speak with you tonight while things are friendly.”
Jake stood at attention, aware that the conversation was going to be serious. “What is it?”
“Miss Lewis has been telling everyone at the library about George Leroy’s decision to veto your and Mr. Monroe’s plan to help her family. Now, under ordinary circumstances, I would not allow such a thing to influence my business dealings. However, my wife is very fond of Miss Lewis and has insisted that I withdraw my accounts from the bank on Monday. I will be transferring all of my accounts to the bank in the next town.”
He sighed. “I can’t say I’m surprised. I warned George and his father that this would happen.”
“When are you going to open your own bank? You have often discussed the possibility with me.”
“I have to wait for one of my investments to mature before I have enough funds to buy the building across the street from the dress shop. I should have it open shortly after New Year’s Day.”
“Hmm...In that case, I can probably keep my accounts there until then. I will want to transfer my funds to your bank. My wife will be relieved. We really didn’t want to go to the next town but saw little choice.”
“Mr. Walker, if you don’t mind, would you not tell anyone my plan? I don’t wish for George or Conrad to learn of this. With George’s ethics, it’s hard to tell what he will do.”
He nodded. “I understand.”
He was relieved.
“I’ll let you rescue Miss Lewis.”
Jake was surprised by the protective urge that came over him when he saw the old man “accidently” touch her bottom. This is going to stop and it’s going to stop now. “It was good talking with you,” he politely told Mr. Walker.
Chad walked back to his wife who was talking with her good friends.
Jake tried his best to not scowl at Mr. York who was bragging to Sue about his coin collection. “Good evening, Mr. York, Miss Lewis,” he interrupted.
They stopped dancing.
She looked relieved when Mr. York released his hold on her.
“Mr. Mitchell, just the man I wanted to see.” Mr. York smiled and shook his hand.
Jake returned his smile though it wasn’t easy considering how greasy his palms were. “Mr. York, it is always a pleasure to see you.”
“Yes. Well, I heard what you did for Miss Lewis and her family. I hadn’t realized that Mr. Leroy’s son was at the age where he’s ready to take over the bank. I must admit that I’m disappointed in the decision he made.”
“Yes, it is quite distressing.” Just how many people know? He didn’t know one woman could have such a profound impact on people. He didn’t know whether to be alarmed or impressed. “Actually, I had a question for Miss Lewis and wondered if she would be willing to dance with me so I could ask it?”
“Oh, I don’t know. We’re having a great time together,” he argued. He winked at her.
She smiled but it seemed forced. “Of course, we are.”
“And I am very grateful she has been able to be in your company since you kept her away from men who would take advantage of her while I was away,” Jake pleasantly stated. “I had asked her if she would marry me last week, but she said I had to wait until tonight for her answer. So after I returned from Michigan today, I came right by here to see what her answer is. I hope you don’t mind that I got her first.”
“You didn’t tell me about this.” He frowned at her.
She looked flustered as she tried to think of something to say.
“I asked her to keep it a secret,” Jake quickly inserted. “I know she thinks you’re a very attractive man. Did you know she thought you were fifty?”
“Did she now?” He smiled, obviously pleased.
“She did. She wanted to dance with you last week, but I got jealous and insisted she spend her affections on me. I am sure you can understand my reason. I hope you didn’t steal her from me.”
“Oh, well now, Mr. Mitchell. You are a fine man. I couldn’t take something that belongs to you.” He turned to her. “Sue, you are very precious and I’m flattered you would consider leaving Mr. Mitchell for me, but he is a good friend of my son’s, and I must keep my loyalties to my boy. I don’t wish to upset him, and if you break Mr. Mitchell’s heart, my son would be sore with me. I hope you can move on and not dwell on what might have been with me.”
“I...I don’t know what to say,” she stammered.
“I fear I did some damage, Mr. Mitchell,” he said. “Mr. Mitchell may not be as charming or attractive as I am, but he’s a good man and he’ll treat you well. You go on with him.” He softly pushed her to Jake and quietly walked away.
Jake expected her to express her relief over being saved from a marriage with an old man, but instead of gratitude, she was upset.
“You have a lot of nerve,” she quietly hissed.
“Excuse me?” he asked.
“I had him exactly where I wanted him and you ruined it for me. He was just offering to pay off my family’s debt.”
“So am I.” Now he was getting upset. “I just asked you to marry me. Weren’t you listening?”
She rolled her eyes. “The only reason you did that was to ‘save me’ from him.”
“No. Though it was a nice benefit. He’s like a dog in heat. You can do better than that.”
“I figure he doesn’t have much longer to live and he will pay my father’s debts off.”
“I can pay that off just as easily as he can. And you only have to spend six months married to me instead of years married to him. I offer the better deal.”
She gasped. “Is that the way you see marriage? As a business deal?”
“This one is. I will explain everything if you’ll dance with me.”
She crossed her arms and remained still.
“I warned you not to do that.”
She quickly put her arms back down. “I know. I forgot, alright?”
“I don’t understand you. I’m a much better choice than York is any day of the week.”
“If you were desperate to save your family, you would go to great lengths too.”
“I wouldn’t know that kind of loyalty seeing that I have no family. And quite frankly, if that’s what family loyalty will get me, then count me out.” He took a deep breath to calm down. If anyone could get him riled up, it was Sue Lewis. “May I have this dance so I can talk to you? We can even pretend to be friends while we do it.”
“You’re ruining all my chances for me.”
“I’m giving you the best chance of all.”
“Alright. But I’m not going to enjoy myself.”
“Fair enough.” This is why I hate marriage for myself. Women are difficult to manage when it comes to romance. He ignored the way his body responded with pleasure as he took her in his arms. “Before I go into detail, I need to ask you a question. The answer is probably yes but I need to cover all my bases. Are you a virgin?”
Her jaw dropped and she stopped dancing. “I beg your pardon?”
“I’ll take your horrified look as a yes. Only a virgin would respond like that.” He led her in a common dance step so that she would move again.
“Since we’re discussing personal matters, are you one?”
He grinned at her sarcasm. “Yes. And our marriage won’t change that.”
“You are speaking in riddles.”
“Not really. Here’s the situation. My father died recently and left a will. I am his sole heir and am entitled to everything he owned on one condition. I have to get married to a woman who is a Christian who does honorable work, provided she doesn’t live with her parents, and is a virgin. She must also be close to her family. I only have to be married for six months. Then I can get an annulment. Here’s the good part. My father was rich.” He told her how much money he would receive on the wedding day.
Her eyes grew wide. “He had that much?”
“That’s only half. I will give you that amount as a wedding gift to you. I will receive my part of the money after six months is up.”
“I can see why you’re tempted to do this,” she admitted. “That’s a lot of money.”
“So, you can see that this isn’t really a marriage. It’s a business transaction.”
She frowned. “I don’t know. Isn’t it sacrilegious to make a marriage into a business deal?”
“I think it’s better than what you were trying to do with Mr. York, don’t you? If you help me get money, then I can help you get money so you can save your family’s property. What better cause can a person have than to help others?”
“You would really give me all of the money you will get on the wedding day?”
“Yes. I’ll even draw up a contract which you can read over to make sure it’s all legitimate.”
“And I won’t have to have sex with you?”
“Correct. You will be as pure as you are today.”
“Then we’ll get an annulment and go our separate ways?”
“Yes. No one gets hurt. It’s a win-win situation.”
“I want to take the contract to a lawyer and have him look at it.”
“Of course,” he agreed. “I wouldn’t expect you to do anything less.”
“Should I stop by the bank on Monday to pick up the contract?”
“As long as you come before noon. I have to attend meetings for the rest of the day.”
“If this is legitimate, you have yourself a deal.”
He smiled. “And who knows? Maybe we’ll even become friends instead of pretending to get along at these dances.”
Chapter Four
Sue’s head was spinning by the time she got home that evening. She didn’t know whether to trust Jake Mitchell or not. He asked for her coat and slipped it over her shoulders by the end of the dance and escorted her to his personal taxi driver, Henry Reynolds, who congratulated them on their engagement and took her home. Jake walked with her to the front door of the apartment and wished her a good night and said he would see her at the bank on Monday.
It almost seemed too good to be true, except she wasn’t marrying for love. She had always hoped to marry for love, but a spinster whose father was up to his eyeballs in debt could hardly expect her prince to waltz through the door and take her off to his enchanted castle where they would live happily ever after. She read enough books to understand the difference between fairytales and reality. She could be content with marrying Jake to fulfill a business agreement.
The next day, Belinda sent her a telegram asking her to come by for a snack in the afternoon. Sue walked to Belinda’s house since it wasn’t too far from where she lived. When she arrived at the two story, three bedroom home, Belinda’s five year old daughter came running out to hug her.
“Good day, Miss Sue,” the girl greeted.
“Good day, Tracy. How are you?”
“I’m doing good. My mama said that we can see you more now that you’re getting married.”
Sue sighed. She couldn’t believe word had spread so quickly. She didn’t tell anyone. Did Jake do this?
“Mr. York said that you were getting sweet on him but he had to put a stop to your advances before you broke Mr. Mitchell’s heart.”
She rolled her eyes. Mr. York would be eager to tell everyone how she adored him. She forced her stomach ache aside. The very memory of feeling his arms around her and his “accidental” slip on her bottom made her shiver in disgust. At least with Jake, she felt comfortable.
Belinda showed up at the front door, holding her newborn son in her arms. “Sue, how wonderful it is to see you! I was hoping you’d come by.”
“How are you today, Belinda?”
Tracy followed Sue into the house and followed her and Belinda to the parlor.
“Will you please sit?” Belinda offered.
Sue nodded and sat on the pink couch. Tracy sat next to her. Belinda loved pink and frilly things. Sue always felt more like a tomboy next to her childhood friend. She preferred blues and greens and solid colored furnishings. Her tastes were simpler as well. Belinda loved to fill each room of her house with countless figurines and knickknacks. Sue would rather fill her place with books and travel brochures.
“Would you mind holding little Bartholomew while I get some coffee and cookies?” she asked.
Sue nodded. “I’d love to hold him.”
“Who knows? Maybe you can use him for practice for when you hold your own little one. Wouldn’t it be fun if we could take our children to the park together?”
Before Sue could answer, Belinda handed her the baby and left the room. She sighed as she held the baby in her arms. He was sleeping. She hadn’t expected news to travel so fast, but it made her feel overwhelmed. She wasn’t happy with the fact that she fit in with Belinda’s world because she was going to be married. She hated the unwritten rule that said she couldn’t spend much time with her childhood friend as long as she was a spinster. If she wanted to be around Belinda’s husband, she could understand the need for such a rule, but she merely wanted to see Belinda and talk to her.
Suddenly she felt sad. She was only worth something because she was going to marry someone. Otherwise, very few people cared she existed. Belinda cares. She always cared. It was just her husband that forbade her to socialize with me unless I was married. Did a woman have to blindly follow her husband’s rules? Couldn’t she maintain her own personality and interests even if she was married? Did Jake think that he could control her once they married? There’s no way I’ll let him control me! I’ll still be my own person. Just because I change my last name, it doesn’t mean I give up who I am.
Belinda returned with the coffee and cookies. She set the tray on a white table decorated with pink roses. “Tracy, put your napkin in your lap if you wish to eat.”
“Yes, Mama,” she obeyed as she spread the pink napkin out.
“I will take him so you can eat and drink,” Belinda offered.
Sue handed him back to her. She knew she wouldn’t ever have a child of her own. Pushing aside the depressing thought, she turned her attention to Belinda who sat in the chair across from her.
“So, how did you get engaged to Jake Mitchell?” Belinda wondered, her eyes wide in interest. “I heard that he was ardently opposed to marriage. What is your secret?”
“There is no secret. He’s marrying me so he can receive his father’s inheritance. Really, it’s not a big deal.” She took a sip of the coffee and added some sugar.
“I heard that he couldn’t stand his father. His father abandoned him and his mother when he was ten.”
She glanced at her friend. “How do you know so much about him?”
“My husband does business with him on occasion when he needs financial assistance with his investments.”
Jim Hawke was well-known for his store, Hawke’s Buggies and Horse Supplies. He made a decent living but he didn’t handle his money very well so he consulted Jake for investing advice. Sue considered that Jake’s advice was working because Belinda recently got the diamond necklace.
“Oh, I just remembered your necklace.” She pulled it out of her coat pocket and handed it to her. “Thank you for letting me borrow it two Fridays in a row.”
“You’re welcome,” Belinda replied. “I’m just happy it worked. You snagged the most sought after bachelor in Virginia. I hear about him from the luncheons at the Ladies’ Hall. He’s the man women want to marry and men want to be. You’re very lucky. Anyway, you’ll get to join us now that you’re marrying Jake. In fact, you’ll be one of the wealthiest women there. Everyone will love you.”
“Because I’ll be rich?” She set the cup down. She lost her appetite. Was her life really going to revolve around luncheons and other pointless social endeavors?
“Rich women are treated like royalty. You’re making a tremendous jump.”
“I’m only marrying Jake because of an arrangement. He can only receive his father’s money if he marries someone for six months. I agreed to it because I will get half the money which will cover my father’s debts.”
“So this is a business arrangement?”
She nodded. “And it will only be for six months.”
She frowned. “I didn’t know that. Then you won’t be having children?”
“No. We agreed to keep it platonic.”
“Then we can’t go to the children’s events together. And once six months is up, I won’t be able to see you as often anymore. It’ll be even worse though since you’ll be a divorced woman.”
“It will be an annulment.”
“Still, I had hoped this would be the start of our being best friends again.”
“I don’t think I’ll be going to all those social functions either. I like my life, Belinda. I enjoy my quiet time in my apartment where I can be alone and read. I like sitting in the library surrounded by books. I like visiting my family on the farm and helping with the cattle and fixing things around the place. I like racing my siblings on the horses and lassoing cattle. What do you spend your day doing?”
“Entertaining guests and joining other married women to luncheons and playgroups for our children.”
“Do you ever get to travel with Jim?”
“Jim doesn’t like to travel. I don’t either though, so it works out. Once you get married, you learn to enjoy entertaining at home and doing social activities in town.”
“Marriage sounds boring if that’s what I’m expected to do.”
“Oh, you’ll learn to like it. Once you start doing these things, you’ll even think it’s fun.” Belinda handed her a cookie. “Try this. It’s my new recipe.”
She reluctantly took the cookie and bit into it. “It’s good.”
“Do you know much about Jake?”
“Not really. I met him because I kept pestering everyone at the bank.”
“I heard about that. Why did you keep going there and causing such a fuss?”
“Do you remember the parable Jesus told about the old widow and the judge? She kept going to his office to take care of a wrong that was done to her and the only reason he took care of the problem was because she wouldn’t give up. I thought if I did the same thing, my father would be able to keep his land and house.”
“It worked. Jake is marrying you so you can get money to bail your father out of debt. I guess it’s a good thing you don’t quit.”
She sighed. “He called me a nag. Do you think I’m a nag?”
“You’re very...persistent. When something is important to you, you don’t give up until you obtain your goal.”
“Just the kind of attribute that makes for a poor wife, don’t you think?”
“Since you’re not staying married to him, it doesn’t matter what kind of personality you have.”
“In other words, I will make a poor wife.”
“I didn’t say that. You’re putting words in my mouth, Sue. You have a lot of great things going for you. You’re passionate, strong-willed, persistent, and bold.”
“And what is it that men want?”
“Well, Jim tells me that men like women who are submissive to their husbands. You know, women should be soft spoken, delicate, sweet, and obedient.”
“How cute. Are you allowed to do anything you want or is it all about what he wants?”
“Sue, don’t be so negative. It is God’s way.”
“I don’t think I care much for this.”
“Your attitude is exactly why you were a spinster for so long. Men don’t want women who oppose what they say or want.”
“Tell me, do you agree with everything Jim does or do you just go along with it to please him?”
“I find the easiest way to get what I want is to make him happy. Marriage is hard work and the woman does a lot of sacrificing, but if she does what he wants, he is happy. And when he’s happy, things are better for everyone. How do you think I got the necklace? He gives me nice things when I do what he wants.”
To Sue, this sounded like a dog being rewarded for performing a trick. “I’m not going to follow your path. I’m sorry, Belinda. I don’t agree with you. I’m going to make sure Jake understands that I’m not going to just lie down and let him walk all over me.”
“Jim doesn’t walk all over me. I enjoy being married to him.”
“He does dictate who you can see and how often. I don’t know why I’m such a threat to him.”
“He’s afraid you’ll put ideas in my head.”
Sue set the cookie down and crossed her arms. “Really? What kind of ideas would I put in your head?”
She looked embarrassed. “Nothing. Let’s just forget I said anything.”
“I don’t want to forget this, Belinda. Why do I threaten him?”
She sighed. “Because you have such strong opinions. He figures when you marry, Jake will tame you.”
“Is that what Jake said?”
“No. It’s just the way things are in marriage. Men lead and the women follow.”
“I don’t agree with that. The Bible makes it clear that men and women are equal before God. The husband is the head of the family, but since he loves his wife, he will certainly value her opinion and want to do things that are pleasing for her. It is a love relationship where both sides serve each other.”
“Jim says the Bible says the wife is to submit to her husband.”
“Did he also mention how the husband and wife are to submit to each other? Or how the husband is to love his wife as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for it? Would Jim put your interests ahead of his own?”
“I can see why Jim feels the way he does. Sue, you are a dear friend, but your words are upsetting to me. Jim sets the tone for this house and I follow along.”
“He bosses you around.”
“I take it that is how you see it.”
“You’re right, Belinda. This conversation is upsetting. Jim may get away with this but Jake won’t. I refuse to let him run my life. I will maintain my identity. I won’t give up who I am. God made me the way He did for a reason.”
“If you’re not careful, he won’t want to keep you after the six months are up.”
She cringed. “I’m not a pet. I’m a person.”
“I’m just saying that if you want to keep your husband happy, you have to bend to what he wants.”
“Even if it displeases me?”
“That’s what submission is all about.”
“So my opinions don’t matter.”
“What could be more important than bringing a smile to his face?”
“Being who I really am. I would rather be single and be who I am than live such a miserable existence.”
Belinda sighed sympathetically. “My poor, sweet Sue. You are going to be alone once June arrives. Six months isn’t a long time.”
“I hope you don’t mind if I go back home. I find this conversation very distressing.” She stood up and buttoned her coat.
“I am sorry. Please, don’t take offense to what I said. I won’t mention it again.”
She suddenly realized she was doing the same thing that Jim probably did to her. “No, Belinda. You were just voicing your opinion. I should allow you that right. I’m the one who’s sorry. Can we agree to disagree?”
She smiled. “I would like that very much.”
“Thank you.” She sat back on the couch so they could continue their conversation.
***
On Monday, Sue arrived at the bank around ten. As soon as George saw her, he stomped up to her and ordered her to leave.
“I don’t appreciate you coming by here after all those vicious rumors you spread about me,” he hissed at her.
She placed her hands on her hips and smiled in satisfaction. “You mean people actually care about what I think? How flattering.”
He scowled at her. “You’re a thorn in my side and I’ll do everything I can to bring you down.”
She laughed. “I’m just a simple librarian. Good luck on finding a deep dark secret looming in my closet.”
“Get out of my bank.”
“What are you doing with my fiancé?” Jake barked at him as he walked up to her. He put his arm around her shoulders. “Is he being mean to you?”
She found Jake’s protective stance unexpectedly pleasing.
“You can’t be serious.” George rolled his eyes. “Since when did you want to be with her?”
“Ever since she showed up at the dance on Friday night. You would be surprised with how good her dancing is,” he answered. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we have some things to discuss in my office. Come along, honey, and don’t let George disturb you. His bark is worse than his bite.”
She mutely allowed him to gently lead her into his office. He shut the door so that George couldn’t overhear what they would discuss.
“Will you have a seat?” he offered.
She struggled to overcome her shock as she sat in the chair.
He sat in his chair and pulled out the document from his desk drawer. He glanced at her when she didn’t say anything. “Are you feeling alright?”
She nodded.
“When have you ever been at a loss for words?” He grinned. “Don’t mind George. You shouldn’t let him get your feathers all ruffled.”
“He’s not what he appears. You think he’s harmless but he’s not. There’s venom in his bite.”
He waved his hand as if to dismiss the observation. “I can handle him. Besides, once I finalize my purchase on the empty building across from the dress shop, I will own my own bank and he won’t be my problem anymore.”
Her ears perked up at this announcement. “You’re opening another bank? That’s wonderful! It’ll give people an option.”
“I didn’t expect you to be so pleased.” He smiled, obviously enjoying her enthusiasm.
“Of course I am. Most of the people in this city will be. Very few people like George Leroy. They are fond of his father but they worry about what will happen when George takes over.”
“Conrad will retire after New Year’s. Then George will take over. With any luck, I’ll have opened the bank by then. I have to hand it to you. You’ve already attracted Mr. Walker to my bank, and he’s one the most prestigious clients at this bank.”
“Mrs. Walker and I talk about twice a month about the books we should order and maintain at the library. She loves literature as much as I do.”
“Mr. Tobias and Mr. Elan also approached me this morning about their desire to stop business at this bank. Their wives are good friends with Mrs. Walker and are just as upset about what George and Conrad did to your family as she is. You may not realize it but your opinion pulls a lot of weight in this town. I never considered the power of women interacting together and influencing their husbands’ decisions. I’ll have to take you dancing with me as long as we’re married. You’re good for business.”
She frowned. Was he going to make her attend luncheons and dinner parties too? She had to put a stop to this as soon as possible. “I have no intention of quitting my job at the library. I work daytime hours and do not wish to leave home after a long day at work.”
He shrugged. “That is fine, as long as you go dancing with me on Fridays.”
“You do understand what I am saying, right?”
“I’m not a moron. I get it. You’ll keep your job and confine yourself to our house in the evenings, except for Fridays.”
She slowly nodded. “Just as long as you understand. I’m not going to do things just because you tell me to.”
His face turned red with irritation. “Did I give you the impression that I was going to boss you around?”
“Well, no. Not yet.”
“Look, it’s not women who get bossed around in a marriage. Women are the ones who boss their husbands around. Before men get married, they can enjoy their hobbies, but a woman comes along and decides what he can and cannot do. I don’t want you dictating my life for me. I have my own interests and you won’t stand in the way of them.”
Now she was offended. Did he think so little of her? “I don’t care what you do as long as you honor your word and pay off my father’s debts.”
“Good. Then it’s settled. You will live your life as you please and I’ll live my life as I please. I just need your company on Friday nights so I can network with potential customers. If I don’t show up with you, the wives will most likely take offense and insist their husbands do business somewhere else. Do you have a problem with that?”
“No, I don’t!”
“Then let’s get down to business,” he snapped. He shoved the contract at her. “This states everything in clear terms.”
“I’ll take it to my lawyer before I sign it,” she shot back.
“I know. Just bring it back before Wednesday. I have to let my father’s lawyer know I’m getting married this Saturday. The sooner I can get the money, the sooner your father’s debts can be cleared and the sooner your family won’t have to worry about George foreclosing on you. Then on May 20, I can annul this marriage and receive my money. Let’s just get this over with so we can go back to our lives.”
“Fine. I will be back later today. I want to finish this as much as you do.”
“At least we can agree on something,” he grumbled.
She stiffly nodded and left the bank. He made her so mad she wanted to scream. What right did he have to accuse her of trying to control him? She had no such desire. It was men who controlled women with their misuse of the “women submit to your husbands” verse in the Bible from the book of Ephesians.
She went directly to the lawyer’s office and sat in the waiting room until he could squeeze her into his schedule. She liked Mr. Gregory. He was an honest and fair man who helped her family out in the past. After he read the contract, he gave her his approval.
“It’s all very clear and precise,” he said. “I see nothing wrong with it.”
“So I won’t lose anything?”
“The only thing you’re in danger of losing is your heart.”
She snorted her opinion.
He shrugged as he handed it to her. “Mr. Mitchell is a fair and generous man. Not only will your family’s debts be absolved, but he’ll make provisions to teach them the basics of money management so they won’t fall into debt ever again. Then you will receive the remaining money into your personal account to do whatever you see fit to do with it. You will be financially well off for the rest of your life. This is an excellent deal for you.”
That made her feel better. Her anger over her argument with Jake earlier that day began to die down. She returned to the bank, ignoring an irate George who glared at her, and entered Jake’s office unannounced. He seemed to be surprised to see her.
“I’m ready to sign it,” she said. “Mr. Gregory said it had to be notarized to be official and you can do that at this bank.”
“Good. Follow me.”
She noted that he still sounded sour but was trying to be polite. This only served to irritate her again.
“Good morning, Justin.” He smiled as they walked to Mr. Monroe’s office. “Do you have a moment?”
She shook her head at how he could be so pleasant to someone who wasn’t her or George.
“As a matter of fact, I do.” Justin waved them inside. “I just finished some paperwork and my next appointment won’t be for another ten minutes. What can I do for you?”
“I need you to notarize this contract between myself and Miss Lewis.”
“Alright,” he slowly replied as he got the necessary supplies out. He called in two witnesses.
She signed her part of the document and he signed his part. After the two witnesses signed their names, Justin finished the process.
“This is an odd way to propose, Jake,” he softly said as the witnesses left his office.
“As long as it gets the job done,” Jake blandly replied.
“Here you go.” He handed Jake and Sue a copy of the contract. “What lengths you won’t go to in order to help out a customer.”
“I would have offered you to her but you’re already married.”
“I am standing here,” she reminded him.
“Marriage isn’t all bad, Jake,” Justin assured him. “If you allow it, you can actually have fun.”
“I’m not interested in having fun with her, nor is she interested in having fun with me. We will have fun while we are married but we won’t have fun together.”
“I know when I’m not wanted,” she snapped. “I’ll see you at the church on Saturday at noon.”
“I’ll be sending a seamstress by your place later this week to take your measurements for your wedding gown,” Jake notified her.
“You’re already trying to dictate my life,” she angrily replied.
“Give me a break. You can’t show up in the same blue dress you wore to the dance two Fridays in a row, nor can you show up in one of your peasant clothes. I do have an image to maintain in this town, and I refuse to let you tarnish that image.”
“Peasant clothes?”
“Yes. You may be pretty but your clothes leave a lot to be desired. I am going to have a beautiful wedding which will impress important people. You have to do your part.”
“You just wait, Mr. Mitchell. I’ll wear the dress but you won’t dictate anything else I do.”
“As long as you go dancing on Fridays, I don’t care what you do. You can roll in the mud on your other days or go around nagging the rest of the town.”
She was ready to throw something at him so she quickly turned to leave.
“I think you’ve met your match,” she heard Justin chuckle before she left the bank.
Chapter Five
Jake spent the rest of the week fuming despite his best efforts to put Sue Lewis far from his mind. He wasn’t married to her yet, and he was already dreading having her around his house. He hadn’t even been aware of her a month ago, and suddenly, she was a big part of his world. Six months. All I have to do is survive the next six months and I’ll be free again.
Justin did his best to console him. “I don’t think she’s that bad of a woman. My wife speaks highly of her. She may not be rich but she has found a way into the hearts of many prominent women in town. They can’t wait to invite her to their luncheons.”
He grimaced. “Before I know it, she’ll insist on dinner parties at my house. The next six months of my life are going to be a living nightmare.”
“I don’t know. She’s got a lot of passion. It could help warm up those cold winter nights. You might enjoy yourself so much you won’t want to end the marriage.”
“No way, Justin. I’m not going to lay a hand on her except to kiss her at the wedding and hold her hand or arm in public. This is a business arrangement.”
“Aren’t you the least bit attracted to women?”
“Of course, I am. But I don’t lose my head over any woman. They use their beauty to trap men into marriage and the next thing the men know, they are helping to host a variety of dinner parties. I hope she remembers what I told her. I have absolutely no intention of stopping my trips to the theater or traveling abroad just because she wants to be strapped down to the house.”
“Not every woman is like that, Jake. Jennifer would have had you tied to the home but I don’t think Sue will. My wife says that Sue likes to read because she can live the adventures in those books. Maybe you should ask her to join you to the theater or on one of your European excursions.”
“Like I would ask any woman into my world.”
He shrugged. “You might have more fun if you did. A wife can be a good companion. If nothing else, be her friend.”
He grunted his reply and left Justin’s office to go back to work. He didn’t care to hear about the virtues of women from Justin who claimed to be happily married with two little kids that clung to his pants whenever she stopped by with them. How embarrassing it would be to have that happen to him if he was trying to do business. He didn’t know why the other men seemed to think it was cute. Justin took it all in stride. He’s a braver man than I am.
He talked to the seamstress, Mrs. Parker, who was working on Sue’s wedding dress and ordered a new wardrobe for Sue to be made. He had seen her other skirts, shirts and dresses, and there was no way those clothes had any place in his nice house. “Just have your team of seamstresses make dresses that are befitting my social status.” He didn’t wish to have Sue humiliate him when she walked out of the house. People would be basing their opinion of him based on how she presented herself to the world, and though she had a great reputation, people would expect her to dress better now that she was moving up the social ladder.
Then he sat down and wrote a letter to her family explaining the situation, inviting them to the wedding and asking if they could use new clothes and furniture. He had Henry hand deliver the letter and requested a response before the end of the next day so that he could make the appropriate arrangements. To his surprise, her entire family wrote a couple of sentences expressing their enthusiasm over the marriage. They said they didn’t have proper wedding clothes, so Jake immediately ordered that to be done. He couldn’t have her family showing up underdressed to the biggest event of his life. They confessed that they did need some new furnishings, so Jake asked the furniture makers in town to confer with them on what they would like to see in their home.
He had a wedding planner do all the arrangements at the church for the ceremony and reception. He wanted to have a wedding that people would talk about for years to come, so he spent as much as he dared. He had clients to impress and possible clients to win over. He decided to invite George Leroy, in case people thought ill of him for not including everyone. He secretly hoped George would stay home but comforted himself with the knowledge that so many people would be there that he could easily ignore the irritating man.
As a last minute thought, he purchased a diamond necklace and earrings and sent a telegram to Sue telling her that these were for the wedding and that he wouldn’t be taking her to the dance that Friday since he would be getting his tuxedo made for Saturday.
***
It was a busy week, so he was relieved when Saturday morning came. Despite Sue’s telegrams telling him that he was being too controlling, he was actually looking forward to the wedding. He was eager to see how the church was decorated and how good the fish and steak tasted. He knew Mrs. Wilcox did an excellent job at her catering business. On Saturday morning, he arrived at the church early so Henry could escort Sue and her family to the church. It was bad luck for him to see her before the wedding, so he stayed well out of sight in the groom’s room.
However, an hour before the wedding, a loud knocking on his door interrupted his meeting with his father’s lawyer. He was already dressed and ready for the ceremony so he was ready to open the door when someone from the other side yelled that it was the bride who was knocking. He immediately locked the door.
“I must speak with you,” Sue demanded from the other side of the door.
“You can talk to me after the wedding,” he replied.
“I will talk to you now. Let me in.” She tried to open the door.
“No way. You know what tradition says.”
“I also know that tradition says I am to marry for love, but that’s not the case either.” She tried to open the door again. “You are an obstinate man!”
“Then we are a good match because you are an obstinate woman.” He grinned at his clever retort.
“Why did you buy my family new furniture?”
“Because they needed it.” Was this really worth discussing before a big ceremony?
“You didn’t even ask me if I was alright with it.”
“I asked them and they said yes. It had nothing to do with you.”
“They are my family.”
“And in about an hour, they’ll be mine too.”
“Sue, we told you to go back to your room,” another woman kindly told her.
“No, Mother,” Sue argued. “He can’t just come into my life and take over everything and everyone in it.”
“But we needed those things. Most son-in-laws wouldn’t care about his wife’s family.”
He grinned. He was pleased that her family was enjoying their new furniture and clothes. When he saw the condition of their old things, he was relieved that they agreed to it since he couldn’t imagine people living in such horrible conditions.
“What is he going to make me do next?” Sue asked her mother. “Is he going to start teaching me how to act like a lady? Really, Jake. Where does all this manipulation end?”
“Sue Mary Lewis, you get to your room right this minute,” came a male voice.
“Jeremiah, this is none of your business!”
“Sure it is when you’re making a public spectacle of yourself. You are downright impossible to deal with. Pardon my sister, Mr. Mitchell. She was raised better than this.”
“I don’t need any of you to apologize for me. I am not sorry! I am your daughter and your sister. Some family loyalty would be nice.”
“We are being loyal, sweetheart,” her mother said. “Don’t you see that this is the best thing you can do for yourself? Do you want to be a spinster for the rest of your life?”
“Yep,” Jeremiah added. “With the way you act, no other decent man would have you. You better count your blessings and hold onto that one.”
“I am not that horrible of a person. Why does everyone insist that I am impossible to deal with?”
“Because you are,” a group of people replied.
“Some family you are,” she grumbled.
Jake chuckled at the family drama ensuing on the other side of the door.
“Mr. Mitchell, we could get her drunk if you’d like,” Jeremiah offered. “It might be the only way to subdue her enough so that she won’t disturb anymore guests. She nearly ran through the church like a cat with its tail on fire as soon as she saw her dress.”
“That’s because I hate lace, but what would you know what I like or dislike. You didn’t even bother to ask,” Sue bitterly told Jake.
“It’s just for your wedding,” her mother consoled her.
“No. It’s for the next six months of my life.”
“You should act better than that,” her brother inserted. “You don’t want to be so miserable he’s going to drop you. You’re always wanting to hold babies. If you play your cards right, you can hold one of your own someday.”
Jake cringed. That was not going to happen.
“That will never happen,” she hissed.
At least we can agree on that. Jake was comforted by knowing he had no desire to be intimate with her. Her continual nagging made that easy for him.
“Let me talk to her,” Mr. Barnett softly said as he eased himself through the door without Sue seeing Jake.
Jake immediately locked the door.
“Good morning, Miss Lewis,” his father’s lawyer said. “I am sure you are aware of this arrangement. You did sign the contract.”
She calmed down. “Yes, sir. I did.”
“And in that contract, was there anything specifying clothing or your family aside from the monetary counseling?”
“No.”
“Then isn’t Mr. Mitchell technically within his rights to do what he has done?”
Her silence was enough of an answer.
“We only have forty-five minutes left before the wedding and we haven’t decorated your hair yet,” her mother said. “Come along.”
“Very well,” Sue resigned herself. “But this isn’t over, Jake Mitchell.”
Jake rolled his eyes.
Mr. Barnett knocked on the door. “The coast is clear.”
Jake opened the door and let him in.
To his surprise, the lawyer was laughing. “She’s a wonderful woman.”
“How can you say that?”
“Because she is sincere and honest. You can be sure of one thing, she’s not marrying you to impress people and she will also let you know exactly what’s on her mind. You won’t have to guess with her. And if she does fall in love with you, she’ll be faithful for life.”
“Falling in love is the last thing on my mind,” he softly growled.
***
The moment of the wedding finally arrived and Jake stood by the preacher in front of the altar. He knew that this day was the bride’s day and everyone would be interested in her which was why he spent so much time preparing Sue for this day. The wedding colors were light blue and white. He picked light blue since it went with his tie. He had ordered blue ribbons and bows throughout the church, and the bridal bouquet featured white roses with a blue ribbon tying the flowers together. He supposed that women would prefer pink but he couldn’t stomach that color at his wedding, so he didn’t bother to ask her opinion. He didn’t want her opinion on any of the wedding plans for that specific reason. He was associated with this wedding, even though he wasn’t the main attraction. People would want to remember this day and he didn’t want pink to be associated with that memory. He considered the irony that she didn’t complain about the colors. She was bothered by the lace on her dress. The lace wasn’t his idea but the seamstress liked it so he allowed it. He thought it was odd that Sue would be offended by something so uniquely feminine.
He glanced at Justin who was chuckling beside him.
“I can’t believe you’re actually getting married,” Justin whispered. “I never thought I’d see the day.”
“Try not to act so obvious about it,” he grumbled.
“Sorry. I got the ring in my pocket. Something tells me Sue won’t want a ring this big.”
“A big diamond is a status symbol. It’ll impress people.”
“Perhaps but she’s the one who has to wear it.”
“Maybe you’d like to trade places with me since you seem to know her so well.”
“I love my wife, thank you very much. I wouldn’t leave her for anyone.”
He sighed and glanced around the room. On Sue’s side sat a great company of people. Her family sat in proper attire up front and looked relieved that she was finally getting married. He liked her family. She had her mother and three brothers sitting up front. But her friends were a mixture of people from the low to the high end of the economic ladder. Mr. Walker hesitated on knowing where to sit but he finally followed his wife to her side of the aisle. He was surprised and delighted that so many wealthy women had indeed led their husbands to her side. He never imagined a woman could be so resourceful, even if she was hard to get along with. Apparently, she was a good friend to someone out there. On his side of the aisle were all wealthy members of the city. He tried to ignore Jennifer who insisted on sobbing loudly into her handkerchief. She was upset that she didn’t get the chance to snag his money. At least he had the consolation that Sue wasn’t in this for her benefit. In fact, she made it clear that this was a great sacrifice on her part.
“The bride is in love with me, but I told her to stay true to Mr. Mitchell,” he overheard old man York tell the person next to him. “She better not try to run off with me today.”
He closed his eyes and counted to ten so he wouldn’t burst out laughing. As if York ever had a chance compared to him.
“Straighten up. Sue’s ready,” Justin whispered.
He cleared his throat and stood at attention as the music began to play. He tried to hide his pleasure at the sight of her. Her hair fell in soft curls around her shoulders. The sides of her hair were neatly pulled back by two light blue ribbons to match the ribbon on her bouquet. Her veil did little to hide her natural beauty. He noted that she managed to get rid of the lace on the dress. The upset seamstress standing to the side of the room made him realize how she accomplished that feat. He couldn’t help but grin. He liked the dress better without the lace anyway. The dress was simple yet elegant in appearance. It had long sleeves and a square neckline. The diamond necklace accentuated her slender neck and her dangling diamond earrings enhanced her fine cheekbones. The dress was modestly cut but with her amazing figure, it couldn’t hide her curves. The dress reached down to her ankles and her white shoes with blue flowers etched on them completed the look. She is breathtaking.
Justin let out a low whistle. “Maybe I should trade places with you.”
Jake wanted to respond but couldn’t find his voice.
Everyone stood in honor of the bride. As she walked down the aisle with her proud father who favored his left leg, Jake was aware that people were commenting on how beautiful she looked. He was too busy staring at her to enjoy the fact that he had succeeded in impressing them. He was aware that he was slightly shaking like a nervous schoolboy ready to ask his favorite girl if he could court her.
“Close your mouth. You’re starting to drool,” Justin quietly said.
He immediately straightened up and closed his mouth. He tried to take his eyes off of her but he couldn’t. Even Jennifer didn’t come close to matching her beauty.
As soon as she stood in front of him, the spell was broken for she was glaring at him. He sighed. So much for a romantic wedding.
“Who gives this woman to be married?” Preacher Davis asked.
“I do,” her father proudly replied.
Though she was supposed to hold Jake’s hand, she intentionally ignored it when he extended his hand to her. Not to be dissuaded in front of an audience, he held her by the elbow instead and smiled as if nothing was bothering him. Did it really pain her to marry him? Wasn’t it better than being with Mr. York?
He turned to the Preacher as the group of people sat back down. She refused to look at him. Instead, she stared straight at the preacher as he proceeded with the ceremony. Jake was ready to pull away from her in response but decided it would be more fun to mess with her a bit, so he took a step closer to her. Since her sister-in-law and sister stood to the other side of her, she couldn’t get away from him.
He progressed smoothly through his vows but when it was her turn, she hesitated.
“Uh...” she stammered.
“Oh go ahead and marry him, sweetie pie,” Mr. York yelled out. “Don’t go holding a flame for me. Move on with your life.”
Several people chuckled.
“Ewe,” she muttered under her breath. “I do,” she told the preacher.
Finally it was time to give her the ring, and she didn’t hide her disappointment when she saw it.
“Told you,” Justin whispered.
Jake simply smiled and slipped it on her finger.
“I now pronounce you man and wife,” the preacher said. “You may kiss the bride.”
He lifted the veil and was struck that she would wear so little make-up and still look stunning. She really does have simple but excellent taste. She’s going to throw a fit when she sees her new wardrobe. He already knew he would be assigning Mrs. Parker and her team of seamstresses with a new wardrobe. This time he would have to let Sue talk to her about what she wanted. He didn’t know whether to be relieved or annoyed. He was glad she wasn’t into all the flashy and flowery material women seemed to crave but all his efforts to please her were in vain.
As he bent to kiss her on the lips, she gave a slight turn of her head so he kissed the side of her mouth instead. “Well honey, aren’t you full of surprises today,” he teased. Having managed to catch her off guard, he wrapped her in his arms and gave her a long kiss on the mouth. She was too stunned to react in time to stop him. Several men chuckled and the single women sighed as if imagining he was kissing them. When Jake let go of her, he shot her a triumphant look. She looked flustered and then furious.
They turned to the people as the preacher announced, “I present to you Mr. and Mrs. Jake Mitchell.”
She was reluctant to walk down the aisle with him so he gently led her by the arm. “We don’t want to disappoint the people. Remember, it’s only for six months.”
She sighed and started walking with him.
After they were finished, the rest of the people followed them to the reception where a live orchestra played while the guests either danced or ate their lunches. They stood to the side of the room and shook hands with people who wished to talk with them.
“I hope your heart isn’t hurting too bad, darling,” Mr. York told her as he held onto her hand.
“I’ll survive,” she politely said. She tried to pull her hand away but he wouldn’t let go.
“You must go on with your life. I know you thought I was a young buck but the truth is I’m seventy and probably old enough to be your grandfather. Take comfort in Jake’s arms. He’s a good boy.”
“I will try.”
“You must, sweetie pie.”
Jake hid his annoyance. He didn’t care for the way old man York kept slobbering over her. The man is a pervert. As he was about to politely interrupt York, Jennifer came up to him and put her hand on his arm.
“I am sorry that I didn’t make my interest known to you sooner,” she cooed. “I never realized you would settle for any old thing.”
He tensed. Her father is wealthy. Don’t blow it. “Now we both know you’re much too pretty to settle down just yet. You need to let many men enjoy your dancing.”
Mr. York finally left and Sue breathed a sigh of relief.
“Were you actually in love with Mr. York?” Jennifer giggled, turning to Sue.
“What do you think?” Sue blandly asked.
“I think you did. You have such bad taste.”
“How fitting that such an observation would come from someone who thought Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter was a printing shop.”
Jake coughed to cover his laughter. He didn’t realize Sue had such wit but it pleased him that she did.
“I think I’ve just been insulted,” Jennifer pouted, looking at Jake. “Are you going to let her talk to me like that?”
“Yes, dear husband. Are you going to dictate how I talk to other people?” Sue pointedly wondered, staring at him in interest.
“I agree with my wife. You were way out of line,” Jake quickly responded.
Jennifer gasped. “I can’t believe you said that. I will tell Mr. Leroy that he has a rude employee.”
He shrugged. “I don’t care what you do as long as you apologize to my wife.”
“I’d rather eat snake.”
“Wouldn’t that be cannibalism?” Sue reflected.
She ran off, ready to cry on her father’s shoulder.
Sue sighed. “I probably just lost you a customer.”
He chuckled. “Are you kidding? That was worth it. Jennifer’s father isn’t that prominent in this society, and even if he was, I wouldn’t let his daughter get away with her comments.”
“Really?”
He noted that she seemed touched by his confession. He grinned at her. “Really. When people insult you, they insult me. I take it personally.”
“As rude as she is, she is harmless. I don’t believe she will complain to her father. She’s all talk.”
“But you insist that George Leroy isn’t so docile?”
“No. He’s up to something.”
He followed her gaze and saw George talking with a few of the guests. From where he stood, George seemed to be engaged in innocent conversation. He wondered what it was that Sue saw but he didn’t.
“Congratulations, sis,” Trevor said.
“Have you actually met my family?” she asked.
Jake shook his head. “Not in person. Which brother is this?”
“I’m Trevor. I’ll be eighteen in March. I’m almost a man.”
“Good for you,” Jake replied as he shook his hand.
“Boy, we didn’t think she was ever going to find someone to marry. You sure did her a tremendous favor.”
“He’s right,” another brother said, laughing. “I’m Jeremiah and this is my wife, Gloria. She’s the light of my life and almost nine months pregnant. And over there, the boy and girl dancing like crazy on the floor, are Luke and Patty the ten year old twins. We’re all tickled pink to have you join the family. We hope you’ll be coming out to our place for Christmas. We begin celebrating on December 24 and don’t stop until New Year’s.”
“Oh good, here come Mother and Father,” Sue said. “Despite your help, I was able to take care of the lace,” she told her mother.
“Lace is so pretty.” Her mother shook her head. “You were always such a tomboy.” She turned to Jake. “It’s a good thing you chose blue and white for the wedding colors or else she would have taken down everything pink. When she gets started on something, there’s no stopping her.”
“She means well,” her father interrupted. “Her heart is in the right place. Being the oldest child, we gave her boy chores on the farm. I reckon that had something to do with her dislike of overtly feminine things. Though she is true woman deep in her heart where it counts.”
“I’m not applying for a job. Do we really need to have this conversation?” Sue didn’t hide her agitation.
“Uh oh. We’d better scurry. She’s gonna blow,” Jeremiah half-joked.
They quickly dispersed.
“Thank goodness I’m not the only one who gets you riled up,” Jake commented.
“They mean well, I suppose. They would do anything for me. When I was at the courting age, they tried to find someone for me but none of the young men wanted a girl who knew more about taking care of horses and cattle than cooking and sewing.”
“So you’re a terrible cook?”
“I’m decent at it. I can get by in the kitchen but it’s not my favorite place. I’d rather be reading a good book.”
“That’s why you’re a librarian?”
She nodded.
“I have a maid who cooks so you don’t have to worry about that, and I do have my own library that you may check out.”
Her eyebrows rose in interest. “What kind of books do you read?”
“I have some biography, history, and science books but my enjoyment comes mostly from the classics.”
“Greek literature?”
“And Shakespeare. Along with others.”
“So when I referred to Nathaniel Hawthorne’s book, you understood what I was telling Jennifer?”
“That was clever,” he admitted.
She smiled. “I didn’t think anyone but Trevor would get it. He’s as involved with books as I am.”
“It looks like the guests are done congratulating us. Would you like to sit at the center of the table at the front of the room?”
“Alright.”
During the course of their lunch, Jake was pleased that the guests were well entertained and seemed to enjoy themselves. So far, everything was going along perfectly.
Mr. Barnett walked over to him and shook his hand. “You pulled off the first half of the agreement,” he said. “Now it’s just a matter of waiting it out for six months. Remember, I’ll be by at some point during the six months unannounced. I’ll only intrude on your life for one week. Then at six months, I’ll give you the rest of the money. Here is a copy of the amount due to you today. I know you consider marriage to be a pain, but she isn’t that bad and she certainly is beautiful. Perhaps, you’ll find her to be good company.”
“I’m not holding my breath but thanks for the warm wishes.”
Mr. Barnett said his congratulations to Sue and left.
Jake turned to her and handed her the cheque. “It’s official. Here’s the amount of money you’ll find in your bank account on Monday.” He handed her the piece of paper.
“I’ve never seen so much money at one time,” she whispered. “Is it normal to feel some fear at the responsibility when considering how to manage it?”
“If you’re not used to it, it can be distressing.”
“Whoo hoo!” Trevor yelled as he took a look at the paper. “You’re loaded, sis.”
“Can you quiet it down a notch?” she snapped as she shoved it into her shoe.
Fortunately with the orchestra playing and people talking, very few people noticed his statement.
“There goes my big sister, barking out orders as soon as she can,” he said. “We love you, sis, but you are a real pill sometimes. So we got poor Mr. Mitchell here a ‘how-to-manual’ on you. Here it is. William Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew.”
She gasped as he handed Jake the book.
“It gives you a process that’s guaranteed to work,” Jeremiah called from further down the table.
By this time, everyone stopped what they were doing and the orchestra stopped playing to see why her family was laughing so hard.
“Do you think William knew she would come along?” Trevor asked Jeremiah.
Her cheeks grew red and her eyes narrowed as she watched Trevor give Jake some more advice.
“I took the time to mark the pages I think you’ll find extremely helpful. Like this stuff right here. That’s typical Sue behavior. She seems like she’s rough but she’s really not,” Trevor said.
Jake knew she was embarrassed but he had trouble not laughing with the rest of her family.
“Oh sis, we only joke with you because we love you.” He lightly punched her in the arm. “There’s no need to act all shy. We know you can’t help but voice your opinion.”
“We also got you something for headaches when she’s keeping you up all night with her insistent nagging on how to do it right,” Jeremiah called out as he threw a bottle of pain medicine Jake’s way.
Jake caught it before it landed in the wedding cake.
She stood up. “I’ve taken all I can from you two.”
Jake couldn’t tell if she was upset or not. She actually seemed to enjoy their ribbing.
“You need to behave. We are here to make a good impression,” she whispered. “People are watching.”
It was true, and Jake was beginning to feel self-conscious.
“You can tease me over Christmas,” she continued in a soft tone.
“Nobody move! I just lost my mouse!” ten year old Luke screamed. “Wait. There it is.”
He hopped up on the table and raced after it. The women shrieked as the mouse scurried across the food.
“Luke! How could you bring that thing here?” Sue snapped. She lunged for it. Just as she caught it, Luke ran into her and knocked her into the cake.
“Now my sister is sweet!” Jeremiah cheered. “Better grab her while she’s good to go.”
Trevor and Jeremiah pulled her out of the cake while Jake backed away so his suit wouldn’t get ruined.
She threw some of the cake at them which landed on some of her other family members.
Luke grabbed the mouse from her hand and jumped off the table. “I told him not to get out of his cage.” He quickly put him back in the small wire cage he brought with him to the wedding.
Jake cringed at the realization that the mouse had been there the whole time. His perfect wedding was quickly turning into a perfect disaster.
“Luke, I told you not to bring that thing,” her father admonished. “You’re going to do extra chores tonight for disobeying me.”
“Because of you and Trevor, my dress is ruined,” Gloria cried. “Take this, you dolts!” She poured champagne on their heads.
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Trevor grinned mischievously at Jeremiah.
They picked her up and counted to when they would throw her at the cake.
“Oh no you don’t,” Sue interfered as she stood between them and the cake. “This has to stop! We are at a wedding, not a food fight. Put her down right now.”
“I knew the sweetness from the cake couldn’t tame her,” Trevor grumbled as they obeyed her.
“We’ll just have to hope the book does the trick,” Jeremiah agreed.
“Sorry everyone,” Trevor apologized to the people in the room. “We don’t mean any harm. And thank you for watching our production of ‘A Wedding Folly.’”
To Jake’s surprise, people applauded and commented that it was an entertaining show. Justin came up to him and patted him on the back. “What a great idea! Weddings are usually boring but this was a treat. Everyone’s going to be talking about this one for a long time.”
Suddenly, Jake felt much better, but it occurred to him that he wasn’t included in her family’s good-natured fight and it bothered him.
Chapter Six
After Sue cleaned up from the wedding mishap, she arrived at her new residence and marveled that Jake had such immaculate but beautiful taste. No wonder he got away from me and my family as soon as that mouse ran across the table. He doesn’t like to get dirty. He had wanted to stick around and go home with her so he could give her a personal tour of the place, but he was called to business at the last minute to discuss plans to buy the building that would house the future bank. So Henry took her and her things from the apartment to the house. She only had two worn suitcases that summed up her entire life. Her apartment had been furnished. It felt strange to know she was making such a drastic change in her economic status. She climbed out of the buggy, acutely aware that her old clothes were sorely out of place there.
Henry carried her suitcases to the front door for her.
“Am I supposed to pay you?” She searched for any money she might find in her purse.
“No, Mrs. Mitchell. Your husband has taken care of that already. He pays me well in advance for all of my services.”
“Oh.” He really is a generous man then.
He rang the front doorbell for her. “I know you are free to enter on your own, but Ralph and Lydia Border wanted to be at the door to welcome you. Ralph and Lydia are expecting their first child. Jake gave them two bedrooms which are downstairs and a decent salary for their services. Ralph is the butler and Lydia is the maid. They’re as friendly as can be and are eager to meet you.”
“How many bedrooms are here anyway?”
“Six.”
“What does a bachelor need with so many bedrooms? Does he entertain?”
“He never entertains. He hates dinner parties and any other social gatherings. He makes himself go to the dance on Fridays so he can do business there and avoid the need for going to the other social functions in town. He likes to stick mainly to himself, but I think he gets lonely sometimes. He has a big house and a big heart but there’s no one special to share it with.”
The door opened and a couple in their late twenties smiled at her.
“We’re so happy to meet you!” Lydia declared. She hugged her as much as she could with her expanding belly.
“You’re ready to deliver at any moment, aren’t you?” Sue laughed.
“The baby is a week late,” Ralph confided. “We’re anxious to see the little one.”
“How exciting! I can’t wait to see him or her either. I love babies. I got a lot of practice helping out with my younger siblings.”
Ralph brought in her bags.
“Maybe you can help a nervous mother then?” Lydia asked.
“I would be honored to do what I can to help.”
“I knew I was going to love you as soon as Mr. Mitchell told me he was marrying you. I go to the library on occasion and hear about how nice you are. Now I know those aren’t just rumors.”
“I don’t think everyone would agree with you. There are some people who run when they see me coming.” She thought of Mr. Wilkins who had turned the other way when he saw her walking in his direction at the wedding.
Lydia changed topics. “Mr. Mitchell has prepared your bedroom for you. Will you follow us?”
Sue sighed as she recalled her irritation over the lace in her dress. It didn’t take long for him to start dictating her life for her, did it? They led her up the oak staircase and into a room with peach walls, lacy curtains and a flowery bedspread. The plush white carpet was the only bearable thing about the room. Her eyes narrowed when she saw the many frilly dresses decorated in sequins, bows, and flowers.
“He makes me so mad!” she hissed. “I don’t hold any of this against you since you were following instructions, but all of this makes me want to throw up. I want another room. This time, I’ll select it.”
They looked bewildered as she stomped to the next bedroom and opened the door.
“Ma’am, we’re sorry. The room was originally yellow and white with a plain yellow bedspread. As for the clothes, I gave him advice on what to make,” Lydia said.
“He didn’t bother to ask me what I wanted. That’s my problem,” Sue assured her. “I hold none of this against you. You are wonderful people.”
She looked around the light blue walls and beige carpet. The bedspread was a medium blue with a matching pillow. She went down the hall to another bedroom and saw that its colors were green and white. The last room was his bedroom. It was the best one, in her opinion. In strong contrast to the other rooms, this room was striking in its dark colors. The walls appeared to be made of wood. The dark blue curtains were drawn, but on the oak desk in the corner was a golden lamp on it with a beige shade which created a warm ambience to the room. The large bed had an oak headboard and footboard. The dark green, navy, and white pattern of the bedspread matched the pillow cases. On his oak night stand was a copy of The Iliad by Homer. On his oak dresser, he had a small golden globe, a golden clock and a picture of his mother in a gold frame. She walked across the soft dark green carpet and opened the oak closet door, marveling at the large walk in closet filled with countless suits and shoes.
“I want this room. Throw his things out,” she said.
Lydia looked flustered and Ralph was ready to panic.
“Oh, I don’t actually expect you to do that. I suppose it’s only right he gets the best bedroom in the house.” She went back to the blue bedroom. “I’ll take this one. And can I have a bookcase? I want to start a book collection.” It was comfortable enough. She would have preferred his setup but realized six months was hardly worth the money or effort to fancy her room up the same way. Compared to his room, hers was cold and barren.
“But I refuse to wear these clothes,” she said. She dragged out the hideous clothes he selected for her and threw them down the stairs. “I will wear my peasant clothes until I get a seamstress to make clothes I prefer.”
Before she could give further instructions to the overwhelmed couple, Jake walked into the house. “What are you doing? Those are perfectly good clothes,” he yelled at her.
“They are not the kind of clothes I want,” she snapped.
Ralph and Lydia ran down the steps so they could quickly collect the clothes.
“And I hate the bedroom you picked out for me,” she added as she finished throwing the last two dresses over the rail. “I don’t like peach or pink or flowery stuff. I prefer solid colors like green and blue. But what would you know about any of that? You never bothered to ask what I wanted. You compared me to a bunch of women and decided I would like the same things they do. And while you’re at it, return this awful ring!” She took the wedding ring off of her finger and threw it at him. “I can hardly lift my finger with a rock that big. I am not someone you can put into a box, Mr. Mitchell.”
“You’re amazing, you know that!” he screamed back. “You show absolutely no gratitude. I just handed you a lot of money today and you complain about colors, clothes and diamonds that are too big. Don’t you realize what you can buy with the amount of money you hold in your purse?”
“Great. So get me a seamstress and I’ll pay her the appropriate fees.”
“We’ll get right on it, sir,” Lydia told him as she and Ralph left with the bundle of clothes in their arms.
“I want your room,” she decided.
“What?”
“You got it. I like your room. Make the blue one like your room, except you can leave the blue walls because blue is my favorite color.”
“What a relief I picked that for the wedding then!”
She stomped down the steps.
He shuddered.
“What is your problem?” she demanded, her hands on her hips.
“I can’t believe you’re soiling my nice home in that horribly worn out dress.”
“Well, until I get a seamstress, I’m wearing my peasant clothes. And I’ll even leave the house in broad daylight and wave to everyone I see.”
“You wouldn’t!”
“Try me,” she snapped. “You will not control me. I have as much right to my likes as you do.” She walked down the rest of the steps. “Now what else is in this house?” She saw a door to her left and went to it.
“That’s my sanctuary. You can’t go in there,” he argued as she opened the door.
“Why do you have all the good rooms?”
He followed her in, his face red with anger. “You’re out of your mind.”
She inspected the fireplace, the chairs, the artifacts he had in careful display on the walls and on shelves, the bookcase filled with volumes of books, his desk, and the animals on the walls. “You really amaze me, you know that. You obviously have impressive taste yet you don’t display it in anything that is not uniquely yours.”
“You’re not coming into my home to change anything. This is my house. The only room you’re allowed to change is your bedroom and that’s it. You’re so afraid I’m going to control you because I was trying to be nice and fix things up the way a typical woman likes it.”
“In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not a typical woman.” She faced him and crossed her arms, knowing her high neckline made it perfectly acceptable to do so. “I am a spinster. I grew up doing boy chores on a farm. I know more about books and horses than I do about flowers and other dainty things. And just so you know, I will not go to a single luncheon or dinner party, and I refuse to do any entertaining at this house. So don’t expect me to follow in suit with what other wives are happy to do. I like my privacy and won’t compromise it for anyone or any amount of money. And you can tell your Mr. Barnett that I didn’t sign up for those things so I am well within my legal rights.”
“Well, that’s great news because I hate those things too! I don’t want you bringing people over here or dragging me off to boring social events. The dance is all I can stomach.”
“So it seems we are in agreement.”
“I guess we are!”
“There is one thing I would change about this room.”
“Here it comes. I won’t get it.”
She ignored him. “You need a black bearskin rug in front of the fireplace. Then this room will be complete!”
“That’s actually a good idea!”
“I am full of good ideas.”
“So you mean it. No dragging me to social functions or bringing people here?”
“When I get home from work, I like to read a book. I get enough of people all day and I need time to myself.”
“And you won’t feminize my house?”
“That’s not even a word.”
“You know what I mean.”
“No, I’m not going to decorate your precious house with feminine objects. Weren’t you listening when I told you I don’t like all that stuff?”
“So why are we fighting?” he yelled.
She paused as she processed everything they just agreed on. What were they arguing about? “I don’t know, but I’m sure there was a good reason,” she said in a calmer voice.
He laughed. “And to think I was so scared of marriage. You’re actually going to be easy to live with.”
She relaxed and chuckled. “My friend Belinda lets her husband control everything she does and says. I was afraid you’d try that with me.”
He walked over to his desk and sat in the chair behind it. “I know husbands who are controlled by their wives. It’s not pretty.” He took out some paper he had neatly folded into his breast pocket and set them on the desk. “It’s official. I own a building which will become Mitchell Bank in a matter of weeks.”
“That’s wonderful!”
He smiled. “I already asked Justin Monroe to be the vice president. He and I will turn in our resignation letters to Conrad Leroy right after New Year’s Day.”
“You would be surprised how many people in this town are afraid of what will happen when Conrad retires. George doesn’t have a very good reputation with the women I’ve talked to. He keeps a mistress in another town, and women don’t like the thought of their own husbands being unfaithful.”
“Is that why you said you could hurt his reputation in this town?”
“Women are as upset about infidelity as they are about children being forced out of their homes because of foreclosure.”
“You should be a businesswoman. You understand your clients very well.”
“Oh, I wasn’t trying to manipulate anyone. I just knew that many of the wives would want their husbands to pull out of the bank if they were aware of what was going on. Hmm...I can see your point. I suppose a lot of women do have control over their husbands.”
“I would call it influence instead of control in this situation. The women aren’t allowed to close out their husbands’ accounts. There is a great deal of apprehension from the male side about what type of leader George will make. What happened with you only confirmed those fears. The wives voicing that same fear is the support those men needed to approach me about opening my own bank.”
“I hadn’t thought of it from that angle.”
As he turned his attention to filling out the paperwork, she walked over to the bookcase and examined the books. She was impressed with the excellent condition the books were in. The library received books in such good shape but after people read them, they lost their integrity. She longed to take a book out but wondered if he would allow it.
“Go ahead,” he softly said.
Startled, she looked at him. She hadn’t meant to be so obvious. “I don’t know. You keep everything in such good condition. I’m almost afraid to touch anything in this room.”
“I know you’ll be careful with my things.”
She nodded and pulled the book off the shelf. “I didn’t know you liked Jane Austen.”
“Why not?”
She shrugged. “She’s a woman author.”
“I’m broad minded enough to think women have a lot to offer society. I enjoy her work.”
“This is one of my favorite books. Sense and Sensibility. The story of two sisters who represent two opposing forces: logic and emotion.”
He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. He seemed to be considering her analysis of the book. “I didn’t think anyone else in Virginia understood that.”
“Sometimes I like to seek out a deeper meaning to a story. But at other times, a story is just a story.” She picked out Tom Sawyer by Mark Twain.
“The Adventures of Tom Sawyer has its elements in it but I prefer Jane Austen’s work to Mark Twain’s.”
“Don’t let my brother Luke hear you say that.”
“Which one is he?”
“The one with the mouse that escaped at the reception.”
He cringed. “I don’t know how your family managed to pull that escapade off but you did an excellent job. People kept coming up to me and told me how impressed they were with my originality. I told them I had nothing to do with it. I do give credit where credit is due.”
“Trevor’s head is always in a book, so he was able to save the day. That was definitely not planned.”
“For what it’s worth, you made a most beautiful bride. I don’t know why you insist on wearing those buns. You turn many heads when you wear your hair down.”
“Oh.” She blushed at his compliment. “I figured I had no one to impress so I started pulling my hair up and then it became a habit. You really like the way I look when it’s down?”
“I do,” he softly admitted. “But don’t wear it down because I said that. I don’t want to be accused of controlling you.”
She chuckled. “Now that I know you aren’t trying to run my life, I can actually enjoy your company.” She put The Adventures of Tom Sawyer back on the shelf. “Can I read this?” She showed him Sense and Sensibility.
“You have an open invitation to any book in this room.”
“I’ll probably read all of them.”
“Is that a bad thing?”
“No. I suppose not.” She studied the book for a moment. “The irony with me is that I actually like logical Elinor more than emotional Marianne. Isn’t that odd? I know I’m nothing like Elinor.”
“Sometimes we like that which we lack. I always preferred Marianne myself. She had a lot of passion. She never did things just because society dictated something to be done a certain way.”
“That surprises me because you are ruled by logic. Your world is very orderly.”
“Opposites attract.”
“Then I guess we better watch out. We just might become good friends in the next six months.” She took the book to the chair by the fireplace. “Do you mind if I read here? It’s more comfortable than my bedroom.”
He sighed. “I’ll see what I can do about getting someone to decorate your room the way you want it. We’ll also get you clothes and a ring that you like. As for this room, since you appreciate it as much as I do, you may come in here anytime you wish.”
“Thank you, Jake. That’s very kind of you.”
He grinned before turning back to his paperwork.
She sat down and opened the book. Apparently, Jake wasn’t so intimidating after all.
***
To Sue’s surprise, Mrs. Parker and her team of seamstresses had a hunter green skirt, a plain white long sleeved shirt, and a hunter green hat ready for her that evening so she could wear that outfit the next day. “I’ll have two more outfits ready tomorrow, and the rest of your wardrobe will be ready on Tuesday,” she told Sue when she dropped the clothes off.
“Thank you, Mrs. Parker,” Sue replied. “I am sorry for the way I talked to you at the wedding this morning. I was upset because I assumed Jake was trying to mandate what type of clothing I wear. I have been a spinster for so long that I have become set in my ways.”
Mrs. Parker’s face relaxed and she smiled. “I appreciate the apology. Now that I know what you like, it will be easier to design your clothes. Are you sure you want three pairs of slacks, three plaid shirts and two working boots?”
“Sometimes I help my family at their farm. It’s not easy to do those chores in a skirt or a dress.”
She nodded. “I see your point. Very well.”
“Do I need to pay you?”
“No. Mr. Mitchell already took care of that.”
Apparently, Jake moved fast, Sue noted. She was happy with her new clothes. They would be perfect for the play at the library the next evening. In fact, she was so excited about the skirt and shirt, she had trouble sleeping in the large comfortable bed. She was used to sleeping on a thin, small mattress, so she felt like she was floating on a cloud on her new bed. She finally fell asleep in the early morning hours and woke up in time for church. After she got dressed, she was ready to pull her hair back into a bun when she caught sight of her reflection with her hair down. She decided to keep it down that day. Her soft golden curls framed her face, making her appear softer and younger. She had forgotten what if felt like to actually appear feminine.
Turning from the mirror over the dresser, she slipped on her black shoes and went to the kitchen where Lydia was cooking breakfast.
“Do you need any help?” Sue asked.
“No. I manage fine in the kitchen by myself. Ralph and Mr. Mitchell are easy to please.”
“I promise I will be too. I hope I didn’t scare you yesterday.”
She grinned. “Ralph and I thought it was funny once our shock wore off. We never saw Mr. Mitchell look like he didn’t have control over a situation before. You’ll probably be good for him. He needs to enjoy life more. He’s so serious all the time.”
“A couple of days around my family will most likely change all that. They live their lives based on how much fun they can have, though they have their serious moments.”
“We heard about the fiasco at the wedding. Did your family plan that?”
“No. It just happened. I’m relieved Trevor said it was an act. I think it would have been a disaster if he hadn’t.”
“Yes, you and your family will be good for Mr. Mitchell.”
Sue watched as Lydia poured the pancake batter into the skillet. “I have a play to direct tonight at the auditorium, so I will have dinner with Mrs. Walker. Since Mrs. Walker owns the library, she likes to thank me for putting on a play for the parents to enjoy.”
“I heard about those annual Christmas plays. The parents do like to see their children having fun on stage.”
“What’s wonderful about children is that even when they mess up their lines, they’re still cute. So it’s hard to destroy a play that they are in. Anyway, for the past five years, my brother Trevor has been writing the Christmas plays. Usually, he comes into town to watch them but he won’t be able to attend tonight. He has to help make up for the chores he didn’t get to do yesterday.”
“What is this play about?”
“It’s called The Path to Christmas, and it’s about six children who are traveling through a forest. As long as they stay on the path, they will reach their destination, but if they let one of the Temptations lure them off the path, then they will miss out on the true meaning of Christmas. The path leads to the manger where Jesus was born.”
“How lovely. I would like to see it. What time is it?”
“Five. It only lasts for thirty minutes but we’ll have refreshments afterwards, so usually it is a full hour event.”
“I’m going to push dinner back then. I don’t want to miss it.”
“Trevor’s thrilled whenever people tell him they enjoy his plays. Personally, I think this is his best one.”
Lydia flipped the pancakes over. “Breakfast is almost ready. Mr. Mitchell likes to eat in the dining room. Will you be joining him?”
“I suppose I should.” It felt strange to eat with someone. She was used to eating her bland foods by herself. “If you need any help, please let me know.”
“I will.”
Sue left the kitchen and walked into the dining room where Jake sat, dressed in one of his immaculate dark suits, reading the newspaper. “You’re a very odd person,” she commented.
He looked up from the paper. “Excuse me?”
“You never entertain guests, yet you have an oak table that seats twenty people. Why didn’t you just purchase a small table?”
He grinned. “I like the impression it gives.”
“You want to make people think you entertain guests?”
“It’s nice to have the option though I don’t wish to exercise it.”
She shook her head and sat by him. He sat at the head of the table. When she noticed that he hadn’t returned to his paper, she asked, “Should I sit somewhere else?”
“No. It’s just nice to look at you.”
She blushed.
He cleared his throat and picked up the paper. “Our wedding made the paper. Usually, these announcements are boring but I have to admit that Justin was right when he said ‘The Wedding Folly’ was a memorable event.”
“I must warn you that my family acts like that on a regular basis.”
“So I’ll get to see more of this for a week?”
She blinked. “You’re planning to go to the farm for Christmas?”
“Of course. I believe Jeremiah gave me a personal invitation.”
“But they aren’t your kind of people.”
“They’re my family now. Besides, it’s not all pleasure. I’m going to teach your family how to adequately manage money. Tomorrow they will be debt free. I don’t wish to see them get back into trouble.”
“That makes sense.” She couldn’t imagine him going out to the farm to enjoy himself. She chuckled.
“What’s so funny?”
“You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into. They’ll listen to you give your lesson on money, but I think Lydia is right. They’re going to give you a lesson in how to have fun.”
“I have fun.”
“That’s hard to imagine.”
He set his paper down and folded his arms on the table. “You don’t strike me as someone who has fun either.”
“I have lots of fun.”
“And so do I. We just define fun differently, that’s all.”
“Perhaps.”
Lydia came in with two plates full of pancakes, ham and sausage. She set down two glasses of apple juice and two glasses of water by the plates. She set out a jar of honey and a jar of strawberry jam. “Would you care for anything else?”
“You expect me to eat all of this in one sitting?” Sue asked. Her breakfast usually consisted of a bowl of oatmeal.
“Mr. Mitchell eats all of it. I am not sure how much you’ll eat until I see what you do. I’ll adjust the portions as I notice a pattern.”
“Are you going to church?” Sue asked as Lydia left the room. She took a bite of the ham. Lydia was a much better cook than she was.
“Yes. Aren’t you?” He poured honey on his pancakes.
She nodded. “I did go to the church on Jefferson Street, but I suppose since we are married, I will go with you. Which church do you attend?”
“The one on Washington Avenue.”
“Is the preacher there good?”
“I wouldn’t go if he wasn’t. He sticks to the Bible.”
She liked to hear that.
They spent most of the meal in silence.
When Lydia came in to announce Henry’s arrival, she added, “And I look forward to the play tonight,” before she cleared the table.
“What play?” Jake asked.
“Oh, it’s nothing major. Every year the library puts on a play that the children act in. Trevor wrote this one.”
“I didn’t know you liked plays.”
“I love them. When I read Shakespeare, I pretend I’m in the theater watching the actors on stage. I know the children’s play doesn’t compare to an actual theater, but it’s as close as I’ll ever get to seeing an on stage production. I do have fun directing the play.” She stood up. “Where is my coat?”
He led her to the front door where Ralph was waiting with their coats, hats and gloves.
She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw her long black coat. At least she wouldn’t have to ask Mrs. Parker and her team to make another one. Ralph helped her with her coat. As she put on her hat and gloves, she noticed that Jake’s coat was similar to hers, though with a masculine trim. “Are we supposed to match?”
“I figured we should look good together when we go out.”
“I know. People are watching.” She marveled that he could be so concerned about what others thought of him. His whole world was about impressing people he didn’t care much for. And he was afraid a wife would control him when strangers already control most of what he does.
Chapter Seven
Out of curiosity, Jake decided to attend the Christmas play at the auditorium later that day. He was surprised by how many people went to the event. Mrs. Walker was at the table collecting donations. “You don’t have to give if you don’t want to,” she told each person who walked through the door.
“Where do your donations go?” one man asked.
“To fixing the library, costumes and other supplies for future plays and additional books,” she warmly replied. “My goal is to provide a fun place for adults and children to enjoy the thrill of reading.”
“I can handle that.”
“Oh, you can just slip the money into this box. I don’t want to know who gives what. I’m just pleased people offer so much. This donation takes care of the entire year most of the time.”
“Well, I can’t wait to see Trevor’s play this year,” another man commented. “My son is one of the lead characters.”
“Really? My little Annabelle is one of the Temptations. I believe she’s named Lazy Time.”
Jake watched the scene in amusement. He saw people from all economic levels enter the auditorium. Some were dressed nicely and others were dressed poorly, but all of them were in good spirits and expected to enjoy seeing their children, grandchildren or nieces or nephews who were involved in the production.
As he placed his donation in the box, Mrs. Walker stopped him. “Will you be joining me and my husband for dinner after the show?”
“No. I have other plans.”
“Oh. I thought since your wife was coming over that you would too.”
He frowned. Sue didn’t tell him that she was going to Mrs. Walker’s house.
“It’s a tradition we have. To thank her for all her work in putting the play together, I have her over for dinner. We only do it once a year,” she continued. “I suppose I should be honored she comes by that often because she already declined several invitations to luncheons and dinners. She’s very selective about who she chooses to spend her time with.”
“She told me she looks forward to her quiet time at home.”
“Yes. She always has her nose in a book when she’s not entertaining the children at the library.”
“Is that what her job is?” He hadn’t thought to ask anything about it before.
“It’s one of her jobs. She also updates the card catalogue, puts books back on the shelves and orders new books. Sometimes someone will come in looking for a certain book but they can’t remember the name of it, and as soon as they start describing it, she can name the title. I don’t know how she does it. It’s her gift I guess. She has an excellent memory.”
“Apparently, she is well liked.” He was pleased by the observation. She was a completely different person from the one who stormed her way into his office at the bank.
Mrs. Walker chuckled. “She isn’t boring, that’s for sure. If she doesn’t like someone, she let’s them know it. But she is loyal to the death for her friends.”
“And her family too.” Why else would she confine herself to a marriage she didn’t want?
“Yes, them too. I hate to end this conversation, but I do need to get back to the table. Mrs. Edwards will give you a copy of the program. If this play is as good as the show at your wedding, we’re in for a treat. I haven’t read the script but I know Trevor does a good job.”
He thanked her and entered the auditorium.
“Jake, I didn’t know you were coming,” Justin said as he walked over to him.
“You come to these things?” Jake asked, surprised.
“Of course. My two sons are in the play. Why don’t you sit with us?”
He shrugged. “Alright.” He usually sat alone at the theater but decided to accept Justin’s offer since Justin wouldn’t bother him about dinner afterwards. He was relieved that Sue meant it when she said she didn’t like to do that kind of socializing either.
After he sat down, he opened the program and read through the list of names of everyone involved in the production. Then he read the synopsis of the play: “Six children leave home to find their way to the true meaning of Christmas. The angel tells them not to stray from the path or they will get lost. The Six Temptations are determined to make sure they don’t make it.” It sounded interesting enough. He wondered what kind of writer Trevor was, and this would give him a good chance to find out.
“If you have children of your own, they can be in a play too,” Justin whispered.
“Will you stop? I already told you that’s not going to happen.”
“Will you please leave the poor man alone?” Justin’s wife told Justin. “He and Sue know what they’re doing.”
“Yes, I suppose you’re right.”
Jake silently thanked her.
The lights dimmed and the play started. Jake noted the children created the scenery and some of the costumes were poorly sewn together, but the audience didn’t care. He had to admit that the play was entertaining, despite the fact that the children had trouble remembering some of their lines.
A seven year old girl wearing a pink dress was talking to the third temptation named Lazy Time. That must be Annabelle.
Annabelle, who was fourteen, spoke her lines:
“Tell me this, little Claire,
Who did tell you to beware
The joy of sleep where dreams await?
Come with me now, for the hour is late.”
The girl playing Claire said:
“I do confess my eyes are falling,
And...And...”
From the side of the stage, someone whispered to her. She turned to the person. “What?” she loudly whispered.
The people in the audience chuckled.
“She’s so cute,” a woman told the person next to her.
Claire nodded and continued:
“I do confess my eyes are falling,
And I hear the Sandman calling.
With you, Lazy Time, I will go,
Show me the way to your pillow.”
At another point in the play, another angel appeared before the three children left on the path. “That’s my son, Ryan,” Justin told Jake.
Ryan, dressed in white with wings and a halo, said:
“Behold three are lost who started this way,
Who now has the wisdom to stay?”
The three children remaining made their reply though one boy was out of sync with the other two children:
“We will stay on the path that was set,
We promise that we shall not forget.
Though temptation comes our way
We do possess the wisdom to stay.”
“Wasn’t he adorable?” Justin’s wife asked her husband.
He smiled, obviously proud of his son. “He worked so hard on those two lines.”
Jake marveled that despite the mistakes the children made, the audience thought those errors were endearing.
Finally, there was one boy left. Jake recognized Mr. Walker’s twelve year old son.
The Sixth Temptation called Doubt, a ten year old girl, called out to him:
“Jesse, I hear your footsteps on the leaves
What brings you here this Christmas eve?”
Mr. Walker’s son replied:
“I come seeking the meaning that eludes me,
I wish to know the answer behind the mystery.”
Doubt shook her head sadly and said:
“Such an answer you will not find,
The angel you spoke to was most unkind;
He promised something that isn’t true,
Come with me and I’ll comfort you.”
The boy replied:
“Though you cast doubts on my heart
I will finish the path that I did start;
Go your way for I will not turn aside,
Though there is now no one by my side.”
She gracefully left him, and he finished the path to find a baby in a manger with Mary and Joseph and shepherds. Jake recognized Justin’s other son who played Joseph.
The angel who instructed the six children to start the path, showed up again and said:
“Now find the answer that you sought,
Your journey hasn’t been for naught;
Behold the child when he is thirty three
Will go to the cross at Calvary;
And on the cross He will die to rise again,
Lord and King, He will cleanse all sin.
At Christmas we celebrate His birth,
Praise Him all you that breathe on the Earth.”
When the production ended, Mrs. Walker walked onto the stage and thanked everyone for attending. “I must say, Trevor Lewis outdid himself this year,” she said. “Of course, the children make the play come alive. I would like to thank our director, Mrs. Mitchell.”
Sue looked shy but appeared on stage and smiled.
“Is that Sue Lewis?” a man asked from behind Jake.
“Yes,” another man answered him.
“If I knew she looked that good, I would have married her.”
“She’s only going to be with Jake Mitchell for six months. Their marriage is strictly business and platonic.”
“Hmm...Maybe I should stop by the library and pick up a book sometime.”
Jake turned around. “You enjoyed the play that much?” He smiled despite his irritation.
The man’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry, Mr. Mitchell. I didn’t know you would be here.”
“Why not? She is my wife.” He emphasized the words ‘my wife.’
The man nodded. “I understand.”
Jake nodded in return and turned back to the stage where Sue was announcing all the children and their roles in the production of the play.
Justin snickered next to him. “You won’t last six months before you admit you want to keep her.”
“Nonsense,” he snapped. It shouldn’t have bothered him that available, good looking, young bachelors were beginning to take note of her. It meant that he made a good choice. Why couldn’t he be happy with that?
***
The next afternoon after Jake came home from work, there were five dozen flowers sent from different bachelors congratulating Sue on her part in the play. What are single men doing going to these events? It was clearly a family-oriented production.
“Has Sue seen these?” he asked Lydia.
“No, sir. She’s been at work all day,” she replied, her eyes wide. “Who knew she would become so popular after marrying you?”
“Indeed. Who knew?” He scowled at the flowers. “Throw them out. This is my house and she is still my wife. Those men have no right to try to court her. They should at least have the decency to wait until May 21.”
“Right away, sir.”
“Wait!” He took the cards. “I want to know who I need to watch out for. And I don’t want Sue to know about this,” he growled before he headed for the den. He sourly sat at his desk and sorted through the cards.
Dear Sue, I saw the performance last night. You did a wonderful job as director, and Trevor’s writing continues to improve. I have some important news to discuss. I will be by to see you soon. Donald Cline.
For Sue, The performance last night was wonderful. I would love to hear how your brother came up with the idea. Ben York. That was old man York’s grandnephew who was thirty-two.
My Darling Miss Lewis, You are more beautiful than any other woman in town. I will stop by the library to congratulate you on directing such a delightful play. I will by tomorrow at noon. Larry Martin. Jake decided he would have to tackle Mr. Martin first.
Dear Sue, After your annulment, you shouldn’t have to go back to being a spinster. I would be much obliged to relieve you of that fate. Your admirer, Tim Blacksmith.
To my sweet Sue, Age is just a number. Consider my courtship after your annulment. Wilbur Vance. Jake knew Wilbur was twenty-five.
He wrote each man’s name on a piece of paper before ripping up the cards and throwing them in his rubbish bin. It was December 22. He had to go to the Lewis farm from December 24 to January 1. He could probably wait until he got back to take care of Donald Cline, Ben York, Tim Blacksmith, and Wilbur Vance, but he needed to do something about Larry Martin the next day. He considered what would best make Mr. Martin decide not pursue Sue. He didn’t know the man well enough to make a reasonable judgment.
He stood up and went to see Ralph who was replacing a cabinet in the kitchen.
“Good day, sir,” Ralph warmly greeted. “Is there something I can do for you?”
“Are you familiar with Larry Martin?” he asked.
Ralph stopped what he was doing and turned to him. “I know his butler. Larry is a good man. He volunteers his weekends to help the orphans, owns a restaurant in town, cares for homeless animals and attends church every Sunday.”
Jake hid his disgust at the man’s impeccable character. “Is there anything he doesn’t like in a woman?”
He chuckled. “Was he one of the men who sent those flowers?”
He frowned. “I don’t want Sue hearing about any of this.”
“Duly noted, sir.” He sighed as he considered Jake’s question. “He is a mild mannered man who prides himself on being a peacemaker. If a woman were to be brass, he might take offense to her.”
Jake smiled as an idea came to him. “Do we still have those clothes that Sue didn’t want?”
“Yes. They are in the baby’s room. Mrs. Parker won’t pick them up for another two days.”
“Good. Get me the pinkest dress with as much lace, flowers, sequins, or bows on it as you can find.” He left a very stunned and curious butler and went back to the den to work on his plan.
Thirty minutes later, Ralph came in with the dress and set it on the desk. “I hate to be rude but Lydia’s in labor.”
“Really?” Jake jumped up and followed Ralph to their bedroom where Lydia was packing her suitcase.
“My mother and the midwife will be coming by to pick us up. Ralph and I will be at her place for two weeks. Will you be alright without us?” she asked him.
“I’m a grown man. I’ll figure things out,” he assured her. “Are you in a lot of pain?”
“Not yet. My contractions just started, and they’re far apart and mild. I want to be sure I get to my mother’s so we can prepare for the birth. I made some meals ahead of time for you and Sue.”
“Don’t push yourself too hard.”
“I won’t.”
Jake watched Ralph and Lydia leave as her mother came to the door. As soon as they left, he noted that the house seemed empty. He was actually relieved when Sue walked through the door.
“Lydia’s going to have the baby tonight or early tomorrow.” She smiled. “What a great Christmas gift for them. I got home just in time to congratulate them.”
“Speaking of which,” he began, “did anyone congratulate you today?”
She thought about it for a moment. “Several people did. They were very thoughtful.”
“Were any of them men?”
She took off her coat and hung it up. “I think so. I didn’t pay attention.”
He shook his head. She wore a light green shirt with a long black skirt. She took off her hat and he saw that her hair was pulled back with a black headband. She looked attractive, and that was suddenly a problem. How many men were out there trying to get her attention that he didn’t know about?
“Would you like me to cook dinner?” she asked.
“Lydia said she made some meals.”
“Wouldn’t you like to try something I made?”
Her effort to please him made him smile. “Alright. What are you going to make?”
“I’ll figure it out when I see what you have in the kitchen. I’ll tell you when dinner is ready.”
He nodded and returned to the den where he inspected the dress. It was gaudy. It had so many sequins that he almost had to squint when he looked at it. The lace on the edges of the sleeves were the perfect touch. Lace would definitely get Sue mad since he had put it on her wedding dress and she specifically made a fuss about it. He grinned. He couldn’t wait to see Mr. Martin’s face when he stopped by at noon the next day.
He quickly put the dress away so she wouldn’t see it when she came into the room to read after dinner. He was learning that she loved books more than just about anything else, and she had already become attached to sitting in the chair by the fireplace.
When she called him to dinner, he was surprised to see meatloaf and mashed potatoes. He hadn’t eaten such a simple meal since he was a kid.
“It’s my fanciest dish,” she said as she sat in her seat. “Hot chocolate is my favorite drink, and I’m actually good at making it.”
She did put a lot of effort into the meal. “Thank you, Sue.”
She smiled widely.
Did she ever get complimented for anything? She seemed so happy at the slightest good word someone spoke to her. It must be because she got clowned for being a nag so much. “You are actually nice company to have. I’m sorry I called you a nag.”
She grinned. “I’ve been called worse. I know I can come on a little strong. If you knew my family, you would understand. My brothers make it impossible for me to be a demure woman. If I didn’t stand up for myself, I’d get walked on all the time.”
“Did you get a new ring?”
“It’s right here. Didn’t you notice it?”
He blinked at the small gold band with a single diamond in it. It hardly looked impressive.
She sighed. “If it makes you feel any better, I told people that you gave me a large diamond but I didn’t like it so I insisted on this ring instead.”
He appreciated the fact that she did that. He almost hated what he was about to do to her the next day but reminded himself it was for her own good. She didn’t need men pawing all over her before she got annulled from marriage.
He took a bite of the meatloaf and nearly gagged on it. He quickly picked up the napkin and spit it out. That’s the worst thing I ever tasted!
“Is it that bad?” She took a bite of her own and frowned. “I added too many breadcrumbs and overcooked it.” She tasted the mashed potatoes and grimaced. “Don’t eat the mashed potatoes.”
He glanced at the drink. Was it safe?
As if she could hear his thoughts, she tasted her own. “This is actually alright.” She took the plates, apologized and went back to the kitchen to get one of Lydia’s meals.
Despite her poor cooking skills, he chuckled to himself. She was trying so hard, but there was no way he’d eat another one of her meals again. It’s a good thing I can afford a maid. He took a sip of the hot chocolate and shuddered. She obviously wasn’t used to decent meals if she thought the drink was acceptable. He dumped the drink into the plant that sat in the corner of the room. He didn’t want to disappoint her anymore than he already had.
***
He took an early lunch from the bank so he could get to the library a little before noon. He carried the dress in a brown paper bag so no one would know he was carrying it around. He had to ask the woman at the front desk where Sue was, and the woman directed him to the children’s room. He quietly entered the room and stood behind a bookshelf so he could watch Sue without her noticing him. She still wore her hair down, except today she had it pulled back with two barrettes. She wore a navy blue dress that showed off her hourglass figure. It was a good thing he was here to stop Mr. Martin before he got started.
A group of about thirty children and their mothers sat in a semi-circle to listen to her. He didn’t recognize eight of the women. Mrs. Monroe, Mrs. Hawke, Mrs. Evans, Mrs. Edwards, and Mrs. Gregory were the women he recognized because of their husbands who did business with him. He shook his head in amazement when he noticed Mrs. Parker sitting with three children. Mrs. Parker had been furious with her at the wedding because Sue had made her take off the lace she had sewn on her wedding gown, and now Mrs. Parker looked very happy to be in Sue’s presence. She certainly has a way with people, or at least the women. He considered the fact that women enjoyed Sue because Sue entertained their children at the library. The children were excited to listen to Sue as she told them a story about Jack and the Beanstalk. A ten and eight year old boy were standing next to her while a three year old girl sat on the floor.
Sue was narrating the story while the children acted it out. “Jack saw that the goose was laying golden eggs.”
The eight year old boy took a plastic yellow egg from the girl.
“What do you think Jack said?” she asked him.
“This is my goose!”
“You’re right,” she replied. “So he took the goose, but the giant saw him running off with his goose. What do you think the giant said?” She turned to the ten year old.
“Give me back my goose,” he said.
“Go ahead and get that goose back,” she instructed.
She backed away while the eight year old grabbed the girl’s hand and ran from the ten year old boy.
“Fee Fi Fo Fum! Give me back that goose, you bum!” the ten year old yelled.
The children in the audience giggled at the scene.
“Do you think Jack made it down the stalk with the goose?” Sue laughed.
“Yes!” the children answered.
“And then he chopped down the stalk.” She handed the eight year old a fake axe so he could pretend to chop the stalk until the ten year old voluntarily fell off the chair he was standing on. “And so Jack gave his mother the goose and they never had to worry about money again.”
The women and children cheered.
Jake smiled. It was nice to see Sue at work. He didn’t realize she could be so much fun. And she didn’t even have to seek out the women. The women came to her and liked her because their children liked her. Sue was a marvelous businesswoman and she didn’t even know it.
As the women and children left the room so Sue could put the chairs, wooden eggs, and axe away, he decided it was time to get down to business. He peered around the door and saw Mr. Martin. Glancing at his watch, Jake saw that it was exactly noon. I’ll give him credit for punctuality.
He walked up to Sue and cleared his throat.
She turned around. Her eyes lit up when she saw him. “Hello, Jake. What are you doing here?”
He suddenly felt guilty for the way he was about to treat her but as he watched Mr. Martin approaching the doorway, he strengthened his resolve. He took the pink dress out of the bag and threw it at her.
She blinked in surprise.
“Put it on,” he ordered, his tone firm.
“Pardon me?” She looked stunned.
“You heard me, woman. Put it on.”
She gasped, her shock quickly wearing off.
He lowered his voice so that Mr. Martin wouldn’t hear what he was saying. “Are you deaf?”
“You’re ordering me to put this horrid thing on?” She looked at the dress in disgust.
“You got it, woman. So get going.”
She threw it at him. “You put it on since you like it so much.”
“What?” he whispered so she would have to raise her voice.
“You put the dress on,” she said in a louder voice. “I can’t believe you have the audacity to come in here and tell me to do something you know I can’t stand.”
“Believe it,” he said in a low voice. “I am your husband and you will do what I say.”
“I will not!”
Good, she was yelling. He quickly glanced at Mr. Martin and noted that he was in perfect hearing distance. He stood in the room and waited for them to finish their argument.
He’s good to orphans and animals, well mannered, considerate of women and rich. He’s the perfect bachelor. He makes me sick.
“I am going to undress you and put the dress on you myself unless you obey me,” he hissed.
She gasped. “You wouldn’t.”
He loudly said, as if he were deeply hurt, “Nothing would make me happier than to see you enjoy the gift I bought you.”
By now she was fuming. “I don’t know what sick game you’re playing but you will never get me to wear one of those monstrosities that you call a gift.” She angrily put the rest of the chairs away. She walked back over to him and ripped the dress. The sequins flew all over the place. “There is your precious gift. Do you still want me to put it on where people can see me in it?”
“But I bought it for you because I care about you.” He pretended to look rejected.
“You don’t care about me! The only person you care about is yourself. I see right through you, Mr. Mitchell.” She turned and saw Mr. Martin. “All you men want to do is control women. You disgust me,” she spat as she left.
“Are you alright?” Mr. Martin asked him.
“I’ll manage.” He sighed sadly. “I try so hard to please her, but she gets mad no matter what I do.” He put the dress back in the bag and threw it in the trash can on his way out the door.
“I’m glad I missed that mistake,” he heard Mr. Martin mumble.
He grinned. His plan worked perfectly. As he walked toward the front entrance, he caught sight of Sue glaring at him from one of the bookshelves. Or maybe things didn’t as well as I thought. He walked over to her. She walked behind the bookshelf, and he followed her. He had to make things right with her or who knew what else she would do to his home. Clothes might not be the only thing she would be willing to throw down the stairs.
“Get away from me,” she quietly snapped as he followed her between the bookshelves.
He caught up to her and gently took her hand in his and kissed it.
“What are you doing?” she demanded, too bewildered to pull her hand away.
“I just wanted to say thank you for standing your ground. I find your determination to stand true to your values extremely refreshing.” He meant those words.
Her expression softened. “Why would you test me like that?”
“Because some men have wives that don’t, and I want to make sure if you tell me anything, you’ll stick to your word. I don’t like weak women.” He meant that too.
“Don’t do that to me again. I don’t like it.”
“I know, and I’m sorry.”
She sighed. “Alright. I’ll let it go this time.”
“Thank you. Can I take you out to dinner tonight?”
“Where?”
“Any place you want.”
“I do like Italian food.”
“Luigi’s?”
She nodded. “That would be nice. I’ve never been there but always heard great things about it.”
“Done.” He was happy to do it since he instigated their argument.
“I’ll see you after work then.”
He felt much better as he left the library. He took the sheet of paper out of his pocket and crossed Mr. Martin’s name off the list. “One down, four to go.”
Chapter Eight
Sue finished packing her suitcase. She added the new pants and flannel shirts she asked Mrs. Parker to make for her so that she could help her brothers with some of the farm work. She included a couple of her new dresses, which she had to admit, she enjoyed wearing. She was very satisfied with her bedroom now that the bed had thick dark blue blankets and hunter green pillows on it. It didn’t look exactly like Jake’s bedroom, but that was fine with her. It held a small lamp on her oak night stand which she used to read a book late at night. The new oak headboard provided ample support for her back and the large pillows were comfortable so she could sit all night reading if she wanted to. She didn’t bring many personal belongings. There was a picture of her family and a couple of worn out books she owned, one being her childhood Bible. From the wedding gifts, she took a gold and oak clock so she knew what time it was, a crystal musical jewelry box so she could keep the diamond necklace and earrings Jake had given her to wear at the wedding, and a bouquet of ceramic red and pink roses which was a gift from Belinda. She had to admit that she didn’t mind Belinda’s gift. Flowers were better on a dresser than on a dress.
Since it was December 24, she wore a red dress and a small gold cross necklace, which had been a gift from her parents. She still wore her hair down. She was surprised by the number of compliments she received from this simple action, and the more she got used to wearing it that way, the more she liked it.
She was about to close her suitcase when she remembered that she would need a pair of boots to go with the pants and flannel shirts. She couldn’t exactly do farm work in dainty shoes. She zipped her suitcase and carried it down the stairs. She slipped on her coat and hat and waited for Henry to arrive with his buggy. She marveled that he would willingly give up Christmas Eve to drive her to her family’s farm. The trip wouldn’t be long but it was still a special day. Jake’s employees were loyal to him.
As soon as she saw Henry’s buggy approaching the house, she grabbed her suitcase and walked outside to wait for him.
A good looking thirty-seven year old bachelor happened to be walking down the street and smiled when he saw her. He tipped his hat and said, “Good day, Mrs. Mitchell. Or should I still call you Miss Lewis?”
She wondered why so many men were asking her that ever since she got married. “In six months, it will be Miss Lewis, so I suppose it doesn’t matter.”
“So you and Mr. Mitchell are serious about this marriage simply being a business arrangement?”
She nodded. “Yes. Why would it be otherwise?” That was the only way anyone would marry her. Or he would have to be over half her age.
“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Tim Blacksmith.”
She smiled politely. “It’s nice to meet you. Do you live on this street?”
“Yes. As a matter of fact, I live six houses down from you. I saw the play on Sunday evening and must say I was impressed with it. Children are adorable. Even if they get the lines wrong, they don’t care because they are too busy having fun. I often think that it would be nice to have children of my own someday, but I haven’t found a lady who is worth considering for marriage. I would like to marry someone who has a good heart for children.”
She briefly noted that just as Henry pulled up to the house, Jake set his suitcase next to hers.
“Would you like to have children someday?” he asked her.
“To be honest, I never considered the possibility. When you’re a spinster, you don’t concern yourself with such matters,” she replied.
“Well, you don’t necessarily have to go back to being a spinster after your six month business arrangement is completed. You have caught the attention of some respectable bachelors who realize what they have been missing.”
“I seriously doubt that, but it’s kind of you to say.”
“Mr. Blacksmith, it’s nice to see you on this fine winter day,” Jake quickly greeted.
“The pleasure is all mine, Mr. Mitchell,” he replied. Turning back to Sue, he asked, “Did you receive the flowers I sent you?”
“What flowers?” she wondered.
Jake cleared his throat. “Oh look, Mr. Reynolds is eager to get going. We don’t want to be rude. He has to get back to his wife and children before dark. Come along, Sue. We don’t want to keep him waiting. Good day, Mr. Blacksmith.”
The man nodded. “I will see you after New Year’s,” he told Sue. “Good day, Mr. Mitchell.” He continued his walk down the street.
She shook her head. “The poor man has me confused with someone else. He never sent me flowers.” She handed Henry her suitcase.
“What did he want?” Jake asked her as he followed her into the buggy. He sat across from her.
“Oh, he just wanted to say hi and to say he enjoyed the play. There was nothing more to it than that.”
“You just keep thinking that,” he muttered under his breath.
“What?” She wasn’t sure she heard right.
“I was saying that I hope he likes his new cat.”
She decided that he probably did say that after all. She settled back into her seat.
“Why didn’t you let me take your suitcase out for you?” he asked. “I don’t mind helping you out.”
“I didn’t think you were coming.”
“I told you I was.”
“Yes, but that was days ago. I hadn’t heard you mention it since then. I figured you would like to spend the season resting from all the work you’ve been doing to get your bank started.”
“I signed a contract with you promising to counsel your father and brothers on the proper management of money. I see this as the perfect opportunity to do that.”
She grinned as they moved forward. “Do you do everything for business?”
“I do most things for business, but I do allow myself some pleasure. Why do you think I’m going to spend a week on the farm? The counseling will only take a couple of hours. I’ll have the rest of my time to see what your family does out there, and it might give me some insight into how you turned out so bold and daring.”
She chuckled. “Bold, yes. You can thank Jeremiah and Trevor for that. But daring?”
“Any woman with the courage to marry a confirmed bachelor has her work cut out for her, especially with the way you won’t put up with anything that displeases you.”
“It was either you or Mr. York. I didn’t really have much of a choice. But I am having fun in your presence, when you’re not throwing frilly dresses at me. I still can’t believe you did that.”
He grew serious. “I won’t do anything like that ever again. I promise.”
“I believe you.” She shook her head in amusement. “It took me and several other women a long time to get all those sequins off the floor. Next time I tear something up, I’m going to make sure it’s not going to cause a big mess.”
He grinned. “That was a memorable moment.”
“Would you really have undressed me to put another dress on?”
“Only if that’s what you wanted,” he teased.
She sighed as she looked at the houses they passed by. “I should warn you about my family. They are wonderful people who will do anything for anybody, but they like to joke around a lot. My parents, Patty and Gloria aren’t like that. They are more serious. But Jeremiah, Trevor, and Luke will most likely try to have fun messing with you. It’s harmless fun but I thought you should be warned.”
“I think I can manage. I got a glimpse of what they’re like at the wedding.”
“Well, more chaos is on the way.”
“Tell me, were you enjoying yourself when they were giving you a hard time about being a shrew?”
“At first, I was horrified because so many people were watching but I can’t stay serious around them for long. I nearly burst out laughing when Luke lost his mouse, but the look on your face sobered me up. I’m afraid after this week is over, you’ll never want to have anything to do with them or me again.”
“I doubt that. I always enjoy a good comedy.”
“That’s good. You’re going to need a sense of humor. Just keep in mind that what they do, they don’t mean you any harm. In fact, the more they like you, the more they’ll mess with you.”
“I figured that much was true.”
“I don’t think you’ll have any trouble winning them over. You’re actually good company.”
“You are too,” he softly admitted.
She turned her attention back to the scenery and enjoyed the rest of the trip.
***
Sue woke up early the next morning, excited about getting outside and enjoying the freedom of riding a horse on the open land. The acreage was mostly cleared of trees but a forest and clean river passed within walking distance to the three bedroom home. Jeremiah and Gloria lived in a two bedroom cabin nearby. Her parents had one bedroom, Trevor and Luke shared a bedroom and Patty had her own bedroom. Sue was sleeping in Patty’s bedroom and Jake was sharing a bedroom with Trevor and Luke.
She quickly put on a pair of dark brown slacks and a dark green and brown plaid shirt. Then she slipped on her brown boots and slipped on her old brown coat and gloves. She wanted to see the horses before anyone else woke up to open Christmas gifts. She quietly made her way to the barn and opened the door. She sighed when she saw the condition of the place. It needed repairing. She knew she could reinforce the stalls and shelves but there was no way she could repair the leaking roof. Then she remembered that she had money now and could hire someone to fix it. She smiled with relief. Money did have its advantages.
“Hello there, Emma Lou,” she greeted her dead sister’s favorite horse which the family named after her. She hugged the horse and breathed in the comforting scent of being back home in the barn.
The horse neighed in response. She chuckled and quickly made her rounds to greet the other three horses: Bossy which Jeremiah named after her, Trouble which she named after Jeremiah, and Double Trouble which she named after Trevor. They enjoyed the play on words for the horses. She supposed that two more horses would soon be added to the barn to accommodate Luke and Patty.
She went back to Emma Lou and took the mare for a long ride through the fields. She passed by the cattle pen. She was happy to see that the cattle were thriving after the hail and tornado hit the farm that previous summer. She blinked in surprise when she saw that a pig pen had been erected, and three pigs oinked for their morning meal.
“I didn’t even know you were here,” she told them. “So don’t blame me if you’re hungry.”
She returned Emma Lou to the barn and went into the house. She saw that everyone was up and had opened up their gifts.
“Well, it’s about time you showed up,” Jeremiah said. “We made a bet on when you’d return and once again, you didn’t fail to wait until the gift exchange was done.”
“I didn’t realize I was gone for so long. What time is it?” she asked.
“It’s time for you to show more attention to your husband than to a horse. Poor Mr. Mitchell is all alone on the couch.”
Luke, Patty, and Trevor sat next to Jake, squeezing him in the middle so he couldn’t move. She hid her laughter at the sight of him. He was out of place in his suit. Everyone else wore farm clothes. Jake had a lot to learn about being with her family.
Her father and Jeremiah sat in the chairs across from the couch.
“Where are Mother and Gloria?” Sue asked as she took off her hat and coat. She had pulled her hair back into a ponytail so it wouldn’t fly into her eyes during the ride.
“They’re in the kitchen making breakfast,” her father replied. “Did you get a chance to ride Emma Lou?”
“I did. She’s as graceful as ever.”
“You can thank Trevor for that. He’s been working with all the horses.”
“When did we get pigs?”
“Oh, that was in October. We got them for a good price at the auction.”
She noted that Jake rolled his eyes.
He thinks Father should have put that money towards the mortgage. And he’s right. She was secretly relieved Jake would teach her family about handling finances.
“We named the big, mean one Sue.” Trevor grinned. “She pushes all the other pigs aside when she wants to eat. We’re thinking she’ll be Christmas dinner next year.”
“After all the garbage you’ll be feeding her, you’ll be doing her a favor.”
“Oh, you love me and you know it.”
“What names did you geniuses name the other two pigs?”
“Luke named the male Hank, and no one knows why...”
“He looks like Hank Williams,” Luke inserted. “Hank is my classmate. He’s big and fat.”
“Does Hank know you named a pig after him?” she wondered.
“Why do you think I got the black eye last month?” he responded.
“Good for him. You needed to be taken down a notch,” she joked.
“And I named the other girl pig Oinky,” Patty added.
“That’s cute.”
Jeremiah gagged. “Only a woman would say that.”
“Hey, that’s good though, isn’t it? There’s hope for sis yet,” Trevor said.
“Don’t listen to them, Patty,” she told her sister. “You do what you want to do. Don’t let these two bozos run your life for you.”
“We already messed up with you. Do you think we’d repeat our mistakes? We treat her like a princess.” Trevor’s eyes were wide with sincerity.
She ignored him as she headed for the kitchen.
“Where are you going?” Jeremiah quickly asked.
“I’m going to help Mother and Gloria cook Christmas dinner.”
“Oh no you don’t!” Jeremiah and Trevor were so fast that she didn’t even see them jump in front of her. They turned her around. “We actually want to survive the day. Even picky pig Sue wouldn’t eat your cooking.”
“I’m not that bad at it. Besides, how much damage can I do by just helping out?”
“We don’t aim to find out.” Trevor pushed her until she sat next to Jake. “Usually, I’d say a woman’s place is in the kitchen but with you, your place is right here with us men and the children. Far away from any food preparation.”
Jake was chuckling next to her.
“I’m glad someone is finding amusement with the way I’m being treated.” She pretended to be upset but her smile betrayed her.
“Have you tasted her cooking yet?” Trevor asked him.
“Once. It was meatloaf,” Jake replied.
Everyone but her father grimaced. Her father simply smiled warmly at her.
“And that’s her best dish,” Trevor said. “Sis, you can’t be trying to push him away from you. You want to hold onto that one. What other chance are you ever going to get?”
“You would be surprised, Trevor,” her father stated. “Sue’s got a lot going for her and men are taking notice. You remember that Billy Crayton from the house two farms over? He was asking about her the other day.”
She shivered. “Billy was always a vile boy. He is worse than my cooking.”
Trevor grinned. “What? You don’t want to be with someone who never takes a bath and thinks farting is a hobby?” He snapped his fingers and turned to Jeremiah. “We should fix him up with pig Sue! Then they can roll around in the mud together.”
“He’s cleaned up his act,” her father argued.
“No way are we letting someone who thinks a woman is an object marry our bossy, overbearing sister,” Jeremiah argued. “She may drive everyone insane but I couldn’t confine her to a life of misery.”
“I’m just saying that she has options once she gets her annulment, that’s all.”
“Can we stop talking about me as if I’m not here?” she insisted.
“You’re right, sis,” Trevor said. “We all chipped in this Christmas and made you a gift that comes straight from the bottom of our hearts.” He handed her a present. “We know you love to read, so we made you a book.”
“Really?” She was touched at their thoughtfulness.
“It’s not what you’re thinking, Sue,” her father warned.
Her eyes narrowed. “What are you siblings up to now?”
Patty giggled.
Luke nudged her in the side. “We worked a long time on this,” Luke said. “It was tougher than my homework to come up with my part.”
“We spent day and night on this masterpiece ever since we got wind of your engagement.” Trevor motioned to the gift. “I even used my best pen and paper to write down what everyone said.”
Acutely aware that everyone was watching her, she carefully unwrapped the green paper.
“We were going to use lace but figured you’d destroy the book before you got a chance to read it,” Jeremiah said. “Do ya’ll remember how she was trying to tear the lace off of her dress? She practically had that poor seamstress in tears.”
“I wasn’t that bad,” she argued.
Her brothers rolled their eyes.
“Anyway, I apologized to her and everything’s alright now,” she added.
“That’s my girl.” Her father winked at her.
“At least someone in this room appreciates me. Thank you, Father.” She finished unwrapping the gift and hid her laughter so she could feign indignation. “What is the meaning of this?” She held up the handwritten book titled “50 Ways to be Nice to Mr. Mitchell so he Won’t Drop You Like Yesterday’s Newspaper in Six Months.”
“It’s your own ‘how-to-manual’ on your husband,” Trevor said. “You got a good thing going. Don’t blow it.” He shoved a protesting Patty aside and sat next to her. “I personally think we did a good job. Just look at some of these pointers. Number one: don’t cook. Number two: smile. Number three: say hello when you see him.”
“That one is mine,” Luke proudly announced.
“Number four: compliment him on something you like about him.”
“I can read,” she inserted.
“Let me see that.” Jake chuckled as he took the book from her.
“Father’s part of it was boring,” Trevor said. “His was number twenty nine: let him see the real you. I almost didn’t include it.”
“My girl is fine just the way she is,” her father said. “So what if she can’t cook or sew or clean well? She has other attributes that are just as important. It’s inner beauty that counts.”
“I’m still in the room but thank you, Father.” She smiled at him.
“Who’s ready to eat?” Gloria asked.
“Gloria, your timing is impeccable,” Sue said, relieved to get the spotlight off of her.
***
The next day passed with little event. Sue listened as Jake sat down and discussed how to effectively manage money. When he discussed business, he handled himself with confidence and professionalism, so it was easy for her to see why he attracted so many customers at the bank. She found that she enjoyed watching him work. He still wore a suit, but she noticed that he didn’t have his tie so tightly knotted around his collar. He seemed to enjoy watching her family’s good natured banters and even followed her and her siblings to the barn and the pig pen. She hid her laughter at his apprehension about being so close to dirt and animals. He was a true city boy at heart. On the farm, he was clearly out of his element but he maintained himself with a quiet dignity that impressed her. Though her family did like him and went out of their way to be nice to him, he was still an outsider to their world.
At lunch on the fourth day of their visit, Jeremiah brought in the Rocky Mountain oysters so they could finish them up. “We have ten left,” he called out. “Who’s brave enough to help me eat them?”
“Jeremiah, I told you not to bring those things here while Mr. Mitchell is staying here,” Gloria told her husband. “I made a good meal. You can’t be tainting it with that stuff.”
“I’ve eaten oysters before,” Jake said. “It’s no big deal. I’ll eat some.”
In that instant, Sue noted that the mood of her brothers switched from being nice to a new person to inclusion into their circle.
Jeremiah set the bucket in front of him while Trevor pushed her aside so he could sit on his right and Luke hopped up on the chair to Jake’s left.
“When did you eat them?” Jeremiah grinned as he sat across from him.
“Last year in Paris was the last time I had some,” Jake said, looking startled that they were surrounding him and smiling. “I’ve had some in New York too. Really, it’s like eating caviar and frog legs.”
“Uh huh.” He laughed. “Alright, city boy. Let’s see what you got. Gloria, bring Jake here a plate and some water.”
“I will not! This is wrong,” she argued.
“Oh, I’ll do it,” Sue offered. She knew if Jake could pull this simple act off, then he would win the hearts of her siblings, and he wouldn’t feel left out from the activities. He didn’t say anything, but she could tell he wished to be included in their close circle. She put the plate and water in front of him and patted him on the back. “The first time I ate these, I went for a nice, long walk in the forest. I will show you where I went when you’re done.” Once he found out what it was he was going to eat, he wouldn’t be able to hold it down. His tastes were too refined to psychologically handle the food, though her brothers most likely weren’t aware of that.
She crossed her arms and stood by the door so she would be ready when he wanted to make his exit.
Jeremiah dumped the oysters on the plate. “How many do you think you can handle?”
Jake examined them. “These don’t look like oysters.”
“Oh, they’re oysters alright. Rocky Mountain oysters.”
Trevor and Luke struggled to hold in their laughter.
“What’s so funny?” Jake wondered.
“Nothing,” Jeremiah said. “Now, you two hush. This is serious business.”
Jake shook his head and picked the first one up and put it in his mouth. He paused, slowly chewed it, while glancing at his audience who was still fighting their urge to laugh, and swallowed it. “It tastes funny.”
“Do you know what Rocky Mountain oysters are?” Jeremiah asked.
“Mollusks from Colorado?”
Trevor burst out laughing.
“No, they’re bull testicles,” Luke informed him.
Jake’s eyes grew wide.
“Think you can finish your plate?” Jeremiah chuckled.
Jake straightened up and cleared his throat. “I sure can,” he said with a newfound steel resolve that impressed Sue. He took a gulp of water and calmly and methodically ate everything on his plate but the last one. “I don’t want to be accused of being selfish. Do you want it?”
Jeremiah’s mouth hung open.
“Nah. You can have it,” Trevor said for his brother.
“You don’t know what you’re missing.” Jake grinned and ate the last one before he finished the cup of water.
“He’s good,” Luke commented, obviously won over by the newcomer.
“After a big meal like that, you’re going to need to walk it off,” Sue spoke up.
“If you’ll excuse me...” Jake nodded to them and followed her out the door.
“Wait until you’re out of sight before you throw up,” she whispered to him. She led him far enough into the trees and watched the house to make sure no one else saw him as he emptied his stomach. When he was done, she handed him a napkin. “I have to admit, that was an impressive display of bravery in there.”
“I know when I’m backed into a corner. That was disgusting. Why didn’t you warn me?”
“And rob you of the chance to show them up? Never. The river is half a mile away. You can rinse your mouth out down there.”
They walked to the river and he drank the water. After he was done, he brushed off his pants.
“Now they will ask you to go horseback riding,” she told him. “They only allow those they deem worthy of their respect to ride their horses.”
“I’ve never ridden a horse before.”
“Well, you’re going to have to learn. If they have to throw you on a horse, they will. There’s no stopping them when they get an idea in their heads.”
He sighed. “What did I start?”
She smiled. “Probably a lifetime of loyalty.”
Once they returned to the house, her brothers cornered her in the hallway so Jake couldn’t hear them.
“We want to keep him,” Jeremiah told her.
She blinked. “What?”
“We took a vote, including Pa, Ma, Gloria and Patty, and the vote is unanimous. We want to keep him in the family.”
She shook her head in amusement. “That’s not your decision.”
“We know. That’s why we came to you. You have to make it so.”
She narrowed her eyes at them and crossed her arms. “Do you understand what you’re asking me to do?”
“Of course we do, and we are confident that you can do it,” Trevor replied.
“No. I will not. This marriage is over in six months.”
“Five and a half at this point, and the clock is ticking.”
“It won’t take any effort on your part,” Jeremiah said. “Just lay there and he’ll do the work. Since he’s never done it, it probably won’t take long.”
“You are horrible people!” she hissed. “The answer is no and that’s final.”
“If you allow yourself, you will probably enjoy it. Sometimes Gloria can’t keep her hands off me, so women must like it too.”
“I said no!”
“Fine. We did the reasonable thing and came to you first. Now we’re not responsible for what we’ll do next.”
“What are you going to do?”
“That’s for us to know and you to find out. Operation Keep Jake is now in effect.”
She watched in disbelief as her brothers nodded in agreement and left her alone in the hallway. Maybe I should have told him what those oysters really were.
***
Later that evening, she discovered the first part of her brothers’ plan, and even worse was the fact that her parents were a part of it.
“Well, we do like Jake,” her father said. “It would be nice to keep him in the family.”
“He treats you well too,” her mother added. “I like to see my children taken care of.”
“But we don’t love each other,” she protested.
“Give it time.”
She shook her head in bewilderment that Jake could come into her home and win these people over in less than a week. That night as she pulled on her nightgown in Trevor and Luke’s bedroom, she decided that she wasn’t going to explain the sudden sleeping arrangements to Jake. The last thing he needed was to be pulled into her family’s elaborate schemes.
Jeremiah claimed that there was a mouse running loose through his cabin, so he and Gloria had to sleep in Patty’s bedroom with Patty sleeping on the floor. Trevor and Luke offered to sleep in the parlor. There wasn’t enough room for Jake to sleep out there too, so they threw Sue’s things into their bedroom and said she was going to have to share their bedroom with Jake. She didn’t know whether or not Jake bought Jeremiah’s story, but one thing was clear, they didn’t mind harassing Jake about his poor horse riding skills. And Jake enjoyed their good-natured ribbing.
She didn’t know how Jeremiah and Trevor talked Jake into riding Bossy, but she overheard their comment on how well he handled himself in unfamiliar situations. “He doesn’t back down from a challenge,” Jeremiah noted as Jake struggled to keep himself steady on the horse.
“That’s good because sis is the biggest challenge of them all,” Trevor whispered back.
She walked past them and “accidentally” knocked them on their heads with a shovel she was carrying so she could shovel some snow.
“Watch where you’re swinging that thing!” Trevor barked.
“Oops. Sorry,” she innocently replied.
Now that it was bedtime, she realized she should have hit them again for concocting this insane scheme. Gratefully, there were two beds, so she didn’t actually have to sleep in bed with Jake. He would most likely be relieved as well. She laid down and pulled the blankets over her and yawned.
Jake entered the room and threw Jeremiah’s pants and shirt by his bed. Jeremiah let him borrow his clothes so he could ride the horse. “I am sore. That horse wore me out.” He chuckled as he sat on his bed. “They told me why the horse is named ‘Bossy.’”
She pretended not to notice that he wore silk dark blue pajamas. He even dresses up for bed. “Did they tell you why two horses are named Trouble and Double Trouble?”
“Yes, they actually did. Apparently, they gave you a hard time while you were living at home. They said you were so eager to get out that you left some stuff behind. I didn’t know you collected travel brochures. It seems that you have more brochures for Greece than anywhere else.”
“I pick up extra brochures when the travel agency decides the ones they have are outdated. I read books and like to see what the places I read about look like so I can visualize the story better in my head. When I read a book, I feel like I’m there, experiencing everything the characters are doing. When I was a little girl, I used to pretend the forest led me to different countries.” She grinned. “Sometimes it was boring around here until Jeremiah was born. He’s five years younger than me, so I had a lot of time to imagine things that would never happen. Father kept me busy once I was old enough to help out with the farm.”
“Do you still pretend to be in different places?”
“When I read, I do. It’s the cheapest way to travel.”
“So why is Greece your first choice?”
She shrugged. “I went through a period when I was sixteen where I read a lot of Greek literature. I was fascinated with the mythology which is interwoven into a lot of their work. I noticed that you are reading The Iliad. When I read that three years ago, I had difficulty getting through the description of every soldier that was dying, but once the focus of the book changed to Achilles and Hector and how the Greek gods were influencing the Trojan War, I couldn’t put it down. I will say that the Greeks were very creative.”
“You are full of surprises.”
By the way he was smiling at her, she realized that he liked what he was learning about her. She raised an eyebrow. “It’s like I always say, keep them guessing. Who knows what you’ll discover next?” She yawned.
He chuckled. “Well, I hope you have a good night’s sleep.” He turned off the light and laid down in his bed.
“Good night.”
She fell asleep right away, but at some point in the middle of the night, someone threw a pile of blankets on her. In a matter of fifteen minutes, she threw the blankets off, still tired enough to go back to sleep. Ten minutes later, she woke up covered in sweat. She sat up and realized the blankets were back on top of her. She shoved them aside and looked over at Jake who had his eyes closed. Was one of her brothers playing a joke on her? She laid back down and pretended to be asleep. When twenty minutes passed, someone threw the blankets on her again. She quickly sat up and grabbed the person’s arm.
“I caught you,” she whispered.
“Keep them on.”
She frowned when she realized it was Jake. “You’re the one who’s been throwing blankets on me?”
“Yes. I can’t sleep unless you have them on.”
“But I’m sweating too death.”
“It’s better for you to be uncomfortable than to drive me insane. The moon lights up the room too much. A man can only handle so much.”
“Well, I won’t be able to sleep like this. Just turn your face to the wall.”
“I try but I like to sleep on my left side.”
“Fine. Let’s switch beds. Then I won’t be right next to the box stove.”
He agreed and they switched beds.
Halfway through the night, he threw the blankets back on her.
“What are you doing now?” she hissed.
“It’s no good. I know you’re here.”
“So what difference does it make if I have one blanket or five on me?”
“A lot. At least, I know you’re well covered.”
She sighed. This was all her brothers’ doing. She knew exactly what it was they were trying to do, and it was working. Well, she wasn’t going to let them win. “Can we at least open the window for some cool air?”
He considered it. “Done.” He opened the window. “Can I have that bed back? It’s closer to the box stove.”
“Alright.” She went back to the other bed, dragging the ton of blankets with her and laid down. “Will you be able to sleep now?”
“I think so.”
When morning finally came, she woke up and saw that he was slightly shaking under his single blanket. She shut the window and grabbed the clothes she planned to wear for the day. As an afterthought, she threw the blankets on him so he could warm up. The minute she opened the door to go to the bathroom to get dressed, Trevor ran over to her.
“Can we keep him now?” he anxiously asked.
She grinned. “You would really like me to say yes, wouldn’t you? Well, you underestimated him. He has perfect self-control.”
He frowned. “Jeremiah said the plan was foolproof.”
“He was wrong.” She enjoyed the sour look on his face as she got ready for the day.
Chapter Nine
Jake was tired as he ate his breakfast. He was keenly aware that Sue was sitting next to him. Though she was wearing pants, she couldn’t hide the fact that she was a woman. In a strange way, it made him notice her more since she was trying so hard to hide it. He didn’t believe for a minute that a mouse was loose in Jeremiah and Gloria’s cabin. Her brothers were up to something and he intended to find out what it was. For the time being, he was content to mess with them as they had messed with him over the Rocky Mountain oysters. He grinned as an idea came to him.
“Do any of you want to ride into town?” he asked as he glanced around the table.
“Can’t wait to get back to the city?” Jeremiah replied.
Trevor smirked. “A few days on the farm and he’s given up.”
“I can handle anything you throw at me,” Jake quickly said. “I feel the need to return a favor.”
“What kind of favor?”
“You introduced me to Rocky Mountain oysters. I’m going to introduce you to caviar.”
Sue almost spit her drink.
“Sis, don’t spray your husband like that,” Jeremiah admonished, chuckling. “It’s gross.”
Jake hid his own laughter. She knew what he was doing. He turned to her. “Do you want to go into the city with me and pick up something special for your brothers to eat?”
“You’d have to ride a horse,” she said.
“Actually, Jeremiah, Luke and I are going to take our horses out to the fields today,” Trevor quickly inserted. “You’ll have to take him on Bossy.”
She gave them a sharp look. “You don’t have to go into the fields today.”
“Sure we do. We got important work to do.”
By the look on her face, she obviously didn’t believe them.
Jake shrugged. “Alright. We’ll take the same horse.”
He was secretly relieved to not have to worry about riding the animal by himself. He had a tough time staying on Bossy when he rode her the previous day. He didn’t care to go through that again, though he would never admit it to her brothers. The animal lived up to its name. It didn’t like anyone telling it what to do. It protested all of his commands and threw him off a couple of times. He never felt so dirty in his life when he fell in the mud. But he wouldn’t let the newfound respect he gained from her family be eliminated by his apprehension, so he kept getting back onto the horse and riding it again.
“Well, just so you know, Bossy is a very particular animal,” Sue said. “I need to be the one to lead her if you’ll be riding with me.”
Jeremiah and Trevor tried to hide their laughter but Jake noted their amusement. Something’s definitely up with those two. The rest of her family seemed oblivious to the conversation as they enjoyed their meals.
“It will serve you right anyway,” Sue told her brothers. “I can’t wait to see you eat caviar.”
“Bring it on!” Trevor encouraged. “We’re not afraid of anything. We’re country men.”
“Just promise me that I’m here when you give it to them,” she told Jake.
“It’s a deal.” He winked at her.
After breakfast, her three brothers followed him and Sue to the barn.
“Are you sure you want to wear a suit?” she asked. “It won’t be very comfortable wearing such formal clothing on a horse.”
“I can’t show up at a restaurant looking like...” He paused. He didn’t wish to offend any of the Lewises.
“A farmer,” she inserted.
“Certain things are acceptable in society and others aren’t.”
“What will people say when you show up with me then?”
“Oh, well I was hoping you’d take me to Henry’s house. He’ll take me to the restaurant.”
“While you’re at it, you better freshen up at your home because your suit will not be immaculate after you ride a horse.”
He frowned. He hadn’t considered that. “I’ll do that.”
She shook her head but didn’t respond.
She probably thinks I’m a snob. The thought bothered him though he wouldn’t show it. He simply smiled at her as if nothing was wrong.
“Now remember, you got to hold Sue really tight when you’re on Bossy,” Jeremiah said. “You don’t want Bossy to buck you off again.”
Her three brothers laughed.
“That’s enough, you three,” Sue snapped. “Don’t you think for a minute any of this will work.”
Any of what? Jake suddenly realized she knew exactly what was going on, though she didn’t seem to take an active part in it. In fact, she seemed to be resisting it.
“Sue, don’t give Jake here a hard time,” Jeremiah said. “It wouldn’t be right to make the poor man suffer. Remember, OKJ.”
OKJ? What did that stand for? Jake decided to let their comments go for the time being. He could figure it out later.
Once they got into the barn, Sue took Bossy out of the stable and saddled her up. “This will seat both of us,” she told him. “But Jeremiah’s right. You do have to hold on tightly or else you’ll probably fall off.”
He was intrigued as he watched her work with the horse. She was very comfortable with the animal, and Bossy seemed to willingly follow her lead. She works well with Bossy. That’s why it’s her horse.
She got on the horse with ease and urged Bossy over to him. “Are you ready?”
No. But did he have a choice? He was determined to get that caviar and they would make good time to the city on the horse.
“Here’s the bag for the food,” Luke said as he handed the large leather bag to him.
“I’ll take that.” She took it and put it behind her.
“You can’t do that,” Jeremiah protested.
“Why not?”
“It defeats the whole purpose of this trip.”
“No, it doesn’t. We’re still going to get caviar.”
He suddenly smiled. “That’s right. And you can’t hold the food in a sack between you and him on the way back.”
She held her hand out to Jake. “The sooner we go, the sooner you can come back and take another bath. Then we’ll let them have it.”
He did enjoy the fact that she was willing to play along with his scheme. He took her hand and put his foot in the stirrup. He didn’t get on Bossy the first time but he succeeded in his second attempt. He struggled to find adequate balance and finally settled into a comfortable position.
“Now you two don’t have to hurry back on our account,” Trevor called out as Sue urged the horse forward.
Startled by the sudden movement, Jake quickly wrapped his arms around Sue’s waist and held onto her tightly.
“I can hardly breathe,” she told him.
“I can’t loosen my grip yet,” he whispered. He had to overcome his initial shock of being on the horse. It wasn’t easy to adjust to the way the animal moved under him. He missed the buggies and trains which were predictable.
“Alright. Just move with the animal. Don’t fight her.”
“Listen to Sue,” Jeremiah called out. “She knows what she’s talking about.”
He was too worried about not falling off the horse to concern himself with her brothers’ comments. He hated riding horses.
Sue nudged the horse and it picked up the pace. She led Bossy out along the open field until they reached the side of the dirt road. She rode along the grass so Bossy wouldn’t kick dirt up into the air.
“Can’t you slow down?” he asked.
“Not unless you want to get back to the farm after lunch. You want to surprise them at lunch, right?”
“Yes. I do want them to be hungry.”
“You’re doing great, Jake. It’s not easy to ride Bossy. You’re giving my brothers some stiff competition. I think they like the challenge you present them with.”
Her compliment took his mind off of his fears. “Thank you for not saying anything back there about my discomfort over riding Bossy.”
“I want to see you win. They need someone to show them a thing or two.”
He grinned. “And you think I can do that.”
“I saw the way you ate those Rocky Mountain oysters. You’re not one to back down. I was impressed.”
He was pleased to know that. It was fun to have someone rooting for him. Halfway to town, he was able to relax enough so that he wasn’t holding her so tightly that she had a hard time breathing.
“We’ll get there soon,” she said. “You have to tell me where Henry lives.”
He gave her the directions.
She turned her horse so that it went north. “If we cut through these trees over here, we can cut our time by half.”
“So you grew up riding horses?”
“Yes. They’re almost like my second pair of legs. Once you get used to riding them, they’re not so intimidating. Bossy may seem mean but she’s actually got a soft heart. She might have bucked you off a couple of times but she’d never step on you. You’re safer with her than with Trouble or Double Trouble. Those horses will run you down if you get in their path by mistake. Bossy always makes sure to check if someone is near her.”
“I’ll be sure to never let your brothers talk me into riding one of their horses.”
“No, I think they had enough fun with you when it came to the horses. Next, they will want to either get you into the pig pen or lasso up some cattle. You should ride Emma Lou for that. She’s great with going slower and giving the rider time to swing the rope.”
He cringed. None of those activities sounded very fun to him but he knew he would do it to go along with her brothers. “What did I get myself into when I married you?”
She laughed. “They may have their plans to mess with you but they’re loyal to the death. If you ever get into trouble, they’ll move heaven and earth to bail you out.”
“I’m not likely to get in trouble, but it’s nice to be surrounded by people that care.”
By the time they got to Henry’s house, it was mid-morning. Henry was surprised to see him but agreed to take him to town. Sue’s warning had proven true. His suit was crumpled up so he had to go to the backdoor of his house and change. Horses were dirty animals. He shuddered as he contemplated riding Emma Lou and trying to rope cattle. He went to the restaurant and got caviar, crackers and a bucket of ice to keep the caviar fresh. When he returned to Henry’s house, Sue was having a good conversation with Henry’s wife and children. He marveled that the same woman who could barge into a bank and disrupt business or run through a church right before a wedding and threaten the poor seamstress to remove the lace from her dress could get along so well with so many people. What’s her secret? Does she have a twin I don’t know about?
When they reached the farm, he was relieved and disappointed. Being so close to her on a horse was better than dancing with her, but he didn’t know how much longer he could hold off his sudden desire to kiss her. He was very much aware that she was a woman and he was a man. It was ridiculous that he would want to be with her in such a way. He had no intention of being married to her longer than he needed to. It’s a simple business arrangement. Don’t let her get to your head.
When they got off the horse, she said, “You handle yourself better on a horse than you let on. If you keep it up, you could master riding her.”
Jeremiah burst out laughing.
She peered around the horse’s nose. “I didn’t see you there.”
“Apparently not.” He walked over to them. “So, city boy, you got the caviar?”
“I sure do.” Jake widely smiled. “Do you think you’re brave enough to eat some?”
“If you can eat Rocky Mountain oysters, I can eat your fancy food.”
“We’ll see about that.”
“That sounds like a challenge.”
“It is. Are you up to it?”
He scoffed. “I’m always up for a good challenge.”
“Then let’s go.”
As soon as Jake got Jeremiah, Trevor and Luke at the dinner table, he handed them the crackers and took out the caviar. “You smear it on the cracker with a spoon or knife. Then you eat it.” He ate his and looked at them. “Now, it’s your turn.”
Sue and Gloria sat at the table, interested to see what the three brothers would do. Her parents were taking care of some chores while Patty played with her dolls in another room.
Trevor picked at the caviar with a spoon. “What is this stuff?”
“Caviar,” Jake replied. “It’s expensive. Only the best for Sue’s brothers.”
“Hmm...” Luke said, staring the caviar on his cracker. “You try it first Jeremiah. You’re the oldest.”
“Alright. Move aside and give me some of that creepy looking stuff.” Jeremiah spooned a very small amount and lightly rubbed it on his cracker.
Jake shook his head. “I must say that I’m disappointed. Here, I thought I had met my match but you are all talk.”
Jeremiah grunted and put more caviar on his cracker. He put the cracker in his mouth and winced.
“Rich people eat this all the time,” Sue said. “You’re always saying that they are too soft to manage life on the farm. Surely, you can eat caviar.”
Jake looked at Jeremiah. “So people that have lots of money are soft? I suppose that’s why they like to eat fish eggs.”
“Caviar is fish eggs?” Trevor’s eyes grew wide.
Jeremiah motioned for Gloria to bring him some water.
She remained sitting.
He forced himself to swallow it. “What’s wrong with you, Gloria? I need something to wash this awful stuff down.”
“You made him eat Rocky Mountain oysters. I’m not helping you,” she retorted. “You’re on your own.”
“Who’s soft now?” Sue grinned.
“Well, I’m not,” Trevor decided. He quickly shoved the caviar in his mouth and swallowed it. “There. I did it.”
“But can you do ten? Jake ate ten of those oysters.”
“I sure can. Just watch. It’s no different from the play I wrote where this boy is dared to eat a bunch of worms. He just had to open his mouth and eat as fast as he could. Food doesn’t taste so bad if you rush through eating it.”
“Except for Sue’s cooking,” Jeremiah said under his breath.
Her family quietly chuckled.
She rolled her eyes. “At least I became a librarian instead of a cook.”
“She doesn’t need to cook. I hire someone to do that,” Jake added.
“That’s nice of you to stick up for sis like that, Jake,” Jeremiah noted as Trevor quickly wolfed down the remaining nine caviar filled crackers on his plate. He turned to her. “Want to keep him now?”
She blushed. “Hush!”
Jake pretended not to notice the exchange but it gave him some insight into what was going on between Sue and her brothers. He recalled the abbreviation her brothers had used that morning. OKJ. K must be for Keep. Obviously, whatever the whole thing stood for was embarrassing to her.
“Done!” Trevor announced.
Jake looked at his empty plate. “I’m impressed. You have earned my respect, Trevor.”
“Respect is overrated,” Jeremiah huffed as he stood up to get himself a glass of water.
Luke licked the caviar from his cracker, shrugged and put it in his mouth. “I guess it’s not too bad if you think of something else while eating it.”
“Are you going to let your two younger brothers outdo you?” Sue pointedly asked Jeremiah as he gulped down the water.
“From that stuff? You bet,” Jeremiah said. “I’m already married. I have nothing to prove anymore.”
She smirked. “So says the chicken.”
“I’m not a chicken. I’m just man enough to know that what I eat doesn’t determine who I am.”
“Sure.”
“You want to see who can lasso the most cattle in fifteen minutes?”
She smiled. “You could never win that one.”
“Then you won’t have any trouble accepting the challenge.”
“Do you really think it’s manly to challenge a woman to do a man’s task?” Jake asked.
“Oh, don’t worry about Sue. She’s practically a man. She can do everything a man can, except she can have babies.”
Sue slightly winced at his comment.
Jake suddenly wondered if she ever felt like a woman. It would be hard to feel feminine with three brothers roughhousing with you all the time. No wonder she didn’t think any man could be attracted to her.
“Jeremiah, I’ll give you a lesson in business,” Jake spoke up. “When you are dealing with people, you need to notice details. Sue turned a lot of men’s heads at the wedding. She’s definitely not a man.”
He noted her pleasure and felt better for her.
“Really?” Jeremiah said as if he was considering something. “You like the way she looks. Interesting.”
“I’m not blind,” Jake answered. “I have excellent taste. I wouldn’t marry someone who wasn’t the finest looking woman in Virginia. No offense to your wife.” Deciding it was time to take the focus off of Sue, he turned to Trevor. “I saw The Path to Christmas. I’ve seen many plays and must admit that yours was one of the more entertaining ones I’ve been to.”
Trevor’s eyes lit up like the Christmas tree in the parlor. “You think so?”
“I don’t lie about things like this. You have a lot of talent. What else have you written?”
Trevor excitedly explained several works he had already completed and the one he was working on. “There is one that we act out for Pa and Ma. It’s called The Kidnapper. We have the lines all memorized and the costumes made. Want to see it? Sue does a great job of acting.”
“Trevor, I don’t know if I want to do that,” Sue argued. “I don’t feel like playing the part of the middle-aged fat man. Let someone else do it.”
“But you do those lines better than anyone else. You got the whole accent and mannerisms down just right. Besides, Gloria plays the cop. You got the best part in the whole thing. You have the most lines and you’re the most interesting character.”
“In Shakespeare’s plays, women often dressed up as men. Remember The Merchant of Venice?” Jake hoped to ease her discomfort.
“That is true. Alright,” she said. “Though we could always do something else.”
“You’re right, sis,” Jeremiah spoke up. “We could take Jake out to rope cattle.”
“I want to do the play,” Trevor argued.
“Oh, let me see it. If it’s anything like the Christmas play, we’ll all have a good time.” Jake was anxious to do anything but more outdoor activities.
Jeremiah was disappointed but reluctantly agreed to join his siblings.
Jake waited for them to get ready for their performance in amusement. He sat on the couch with Sue’s parents in the parlor and made small talk. He couldn’t remember anyone ever going through as much trouble to impress him as the Lewis family did, and it was even better now that he fit in with their group. He didn’t have siblings but imagined this was what it was like.
When they were ready, Trevor came out wearing a torn up suit. “Alright. Here’s the setting. We are on a train heading for California where a sixteen year old named Jeremy, played by yours truly, is being held hostage by Larry, played by Jeremiah. You see, Jeremy’s father is rich, so Larry kidnaped Jeremy in order to get a ransom for returning him. The father is played by Sue whose name is Al, and Al’s younger son, played by Luke, is Gerald. Gloria and Patty play the cops who show up at the very end. The plot of this story is simple. Al and Gerald create a plan to save Jeremy from evil Larry, and Al and Gerald are disguised as country bumpkin who don’t speak proper grammar so that Larry won’t suspect their true identity.”
He set up several chairs. “Now pretend this is a train.”
Jake chuckled at his enthusiasm. Trevor really got into his work.
“They like to do this a couple times a year,” Sue’s father said. “They get better each time they do it.”
Trevor went back to the kitchen to get ready for his part.
Larry shoved Jeremy onto the train. He pointed a fake gun at Jeremy. “Don’t do anything to arouse suspicion.”
Jeremy nodded his consent and sat down.
Larry sat next to him. “This is real simple. As long as you do what you’re told, I’ll let you live. Your father will be worried about you by now. Surely, he’ll bring the ransom money to the designated spot.”
Jeremy sat quietly and stared out the window.
Jake tried to hide his shock as Sue appeared. They did a good job of disguising her as a middle-aged fat man with graying hair and thick mustache who wore tattered old green and black clothes and a faded black hat. He hardly recognized her. How can a woman look so beautiful on her wedding day and make such a convincing man? He could understand her hesitation in doing the role. But to her credit, she fell right into character.
Al and Gerald walked casually onto the train. Al bumped into Larry on purpose, but Larry was supposed to think it was an accident.
“Oh, I is so sorra, misser,” Al quickly apologized.
She sounds like a man too. And she does have the southern accent down well. Jake was amazed that someone who could look so incredibly feminine in her new clothes could appear so masculine in this skit.
Al cleared his throat. “Here. Let me get ‘em there marbles I dropped when I bumped inta ya.”
Jake hid his distaste for the poor grammar she used.
Jeremy and Larry tried to move aside as Al hurried to collect the five marbles on the floor. Jake watched the quick slip of the hand as Al slipped a folded piece of paper into Jeremy’s hands.
“Misser, misser.” Gerald anxiously tugged on Larry’s suit jacket.
“What are you doing?” Larry snapped and struggled to get the boy’s hands off of his clothes.
Al successfully stood up and patted Gerald on the back. “Son, if I had tol’ ya once, I had tol’ ya a dozen times not ta touch oter people. Who knows what they be a carryin’?”
“But this man has a tie, Pa. A real, honest ta goodness tie!” Gerald insisted, as he held onto it so that Larry couldn’t watch Jeremy read the note.
As soon as Jeremy nodded to Al, Al bopped Gerald on the head. “What did I tell ya? Now leave Misser...ah...Misser...” He snapped his fingers. “Well, what be ya name, son?”
“Uh...Larry.”
“Misser Larry...”
“Is this really necessary? You got your marbles, now go old man.”
“Oh what a neat barn out that winda!” Gerald crawled over Larry until he sat between him and Jeremy.
“What is going on here?” Larry demanded, his face red.
“Whoa!” Al pretended to lose his balance and hung onto Larry’s arm to stand back up.
Meanwhile, Gerald reached into Larry’s pocket and picked out a wallet and quickly handed it to Jeremy who slipped it into his own pocket.
Before Larry could look over at what was taking place, Al patted him on the shoulder. “Ya know, I was jist a recallin’ a time when I first rode the mighty rails. It was the summer of 1859. Oh wait. That ain’t right. That was when I got my wisdom teeth pulled. Look in me mouth. Not a single wisdom tooth left, but that process, it sor did hurt somethin’ awful. That dentist didn’ give me anythin’, no alcohol or nothin’. I ain’t neva felt pain like that befor and hope I won’ again. Thank goodness, that’s all ova. Anywhoo, what was I a talkin’ ‘bout. Oh I ‘member. The first time I rode these here rails. I was a wee lad like yoself. Shoo, son. Ya lookin’ like ya coulda be twenty. No mor than twenty-one. How old are ya anyway?”
“Does it matter?” Larry was irritated. “I’m on business here. I would like to be left alone.”
“Oh I ain’t tryin’ to upset ya. I is terribly sorra. I have a tendency to talk an’ talk an’ talk. I is like one big wheel.” Al moved his hand in circular motions. “I go round an’ round an’ around. Ova an’ ova an’ ova.”
Meanwhile, Gerald handed Jeremy the gun.
“Jist when I git done sayin’ one thang, another one of ‘em thoughts pops in me head an’ I gotta say what’s on me mind. It’s hard ta quit once I git a started,” Al continued.
Gerald gave a thumbs up sign.
Al patted Larry on the back again. “Ya sor has been a good ol’ sport. Much obliged ta make ya acquintance. Oh, the train stopped.” Al peered out the window. “Yep. This be the stop ta take alright. Hope ya gents have yoselves a nice little trip.” He grabbed Gerald by the collar and pulled him across Larry’s lap until he was in the aisle. “‘Member ya manners, son. Don’t go a touchin’ strangers. Ya cain’t tell where they’ve been.”
“Yes, Pa.” Gerald followed Al off the train.
Larry patted his suit jacket. “They took my wallet! And the gun.” He grabbed Jeremy’s arm and dragged him off the train.
Jeremy knocked Larry aside and ran towards Al who was swinging a lasso. Larry lunged for Jeremy but Al threw the lasso which expertly fell around his wrist. Larry fell to the floor.
Gloria and Patty, dressed as policemen, came out to arrest Larry.
Trevor went to the center of the parlor. “It would work better if Al showed up on a horse and threw the lasso around the kidnapper’s ankles or waist but this is all we could manage inside a house.”
“It was very well done,” Jake applauded.
“Sue, that hurt,” Jeremiah said as he freed his wrist from the rope.
“Oh, I’m sorry. I don’t know my own strength sometimes,” she sweetly apologized. “I suppose it’s because I’m so manly.” She wacked him on the head with the rope as she left the room.
“That’s Sue for you. She doesn’t let anyone get away with insulting her. She’ll let you know exactly what you did to annoy her. Sometimes she makes me so proud.”
“She does do an excellent job lassoing the cattle,” Trevor admitted. “She can lasso anything, no matter how fast it’s moving. One time, she lassoed me and Jeremiah by the ankles and had us hanging upside down for a half hour in the barn.”
“Those were the good old days alright.”
“What did you do to deserve such treatment?” Jake asked.
“We put itching powder in her saddle. She and Bossy were hilarious out there in the fields.”
They laughed at the memory.
Jake hid his horror. He couldn’t imagine someone doing that to him. He did have to give Sue credit for not backing down when her brothers messed with her. No wonder she can be a nag. Did she have a choice? He also noted that they treated the other women in the household as women. It seemed that Sue got the rough treatment. It must be because she was the oldest child and had to do so many boyish chores on the farm. Her brothers obviously forgot that she is a woman. Well, I didn’t.
Chapter Ten
Sue had never been so humiliated in her entire life. It was one thing for Jeremiah to make all those subtle jokes while she and Jake were on the horse but it was another thing for him to keep making her feel like she wasn’t attractive as a woman. She was glad when he couldn’t eat the caviar. She enjoyed watching him squirm under Jake’s intense stare. Jake had a perfect poker face. No one could tell for sure what he was thinking if he didn’t want them to. It probably helped him succeed in business since he had to deal with some crummy people. She sighed as she got out of her costume for the play that Trevor wrote. She was glad to be out of those clothes. She bit her lower lip as she looked at the clothes she had packed. She brought a couple of dresses but had been so busy riding horses and helping with fixing parts of the barn her family hadn’t had time to get to yet, that she hadn’t bothered to wear a dress. Dresses weren’t practical on the farm, though Gloria managed to wear them. Gloria also stayed in the house and cooked and cleaned. Maybe I’m not a good catch for a man. Who wants a woman who knows more about fixing stable doors and riding a horse than cooking and cleaning?
A soft knocking on the bedroom door interrupted her thoughts. “Just a minute.” She quickly threw on the pants and shirt she had been wearing earlier that day and opened the door.
Gloria smiled at her. “Can I come in?”
Sue nodded and led her into the room. “What is it?”
Gloria shut the door. “How are you doing?”
She rolled her eyes. “Was I that obvious?”
“Only to the careful observer.” Gloria sat next to her on the bed. “I just spoke with Jeremiah about letting up on the jokes. He didn’t realize he was coming off so rough.”
“I know. He means well. His jokes never bothered me before but with Jake here...” She sighed.
“Jake did a good job defending you. I think he does like you. It may not be a romantic relationship but it seems that you two are forming a friendship. I like him for you. He’s a good man. And I have to admit, I have a lot of respect for anyone who can stand up to your brothers the way he did.”
She laughed. “You should see him when he does business. He has a way with people.” She smiled. “How have you been doing? You’re due any day now.”
“I’m hanging in there. I’m anxious to give birth so I know the baby is alright.”
Sue nodded understandingly. Gloria had gone through three miscarriages and a stillbirth, so she spent most of this pregnancy worried. “Would you like me to pray for you?”
“That would be nice,” she admitted. “I always feel better after you pray for me. It’s very comforting.”
Sue held her hands and prayed that God would watch over her and her child and protect them. She wanted the baby to be born alive and well. After the stillbirth, she and Gloria had spent their times together crying over the loss of another baby. Gloria had handled the miscarriages well since her mother had gone through two of them before she gave birth to Gloria and her two siblings, but when Gloria suffered the stillbirth, she feared that she would never have a living child. “I know it’s wrong to envy Emma,” Gloria had cried on Sue’s shoulder one time, “but sometimes I tell God I would rather have a living child and die of pneumonia like Emma did than to keep losing children. I know it hurts Jeremiah too, though he does his best to be strong for me. I just feel so inadequate as a woman because I can’t give my husband a child.”
Now as Sue looked at her, she noted that mixed in with her fears was a ray of hope. “I’m very thankful you made it as far as you have. I will continue to pray for you. Is the baby kicking well?”
“The baby kicks all the time. It’s very reassuring. He’s kicking now. Would you like to feel him?”
She nodded and let Gloria guide her hand to the part of her expanded belly where she felt a sharp kick. “He’s strong.” She grinned. “Have you picked out any names?”
“We are going to name him Kevin if he’s a boy and Sarah if she’s a girl.”
“Those are wonderful names. I hope you don’t mind if I’m excited for you. I have a feeling that everything will be fine.”
“Deep down, I do too. I just hate to say it in case I jinx myself.”
“Well, it’s your pregnancy. You can handle it any way you want to.”
She looked at Sue thoughtfully. “I know it was wrong to lie about the mouse being in my cabin. I’m sorry.”
“Oh, I’ll survive the rest of my visit. I don’t suppose Jeremiah and Trevor will let me go back to Patty’s bedroom?”
“Not a chance. The more they get to know Jake, the more they’re determined to keep you and Jake together, and you know when they set their minds to something, they pursue it until the end.”
“Unless it’s caviar.” She giggled. “But everyone has to understand that what Jake and I have is a business deal. It’s not meant to be more than that.”
“I hope you’re wrong about that,” Gloria softly confessed. “It would be nice to see you married. I worry that you may get lonely.”
“I managed before without a husband and I can manage again. I have plenty of things to keep me busy. I don’t get lonely.”
“Still, some companionship would be nice.”
“I’m fine, Gloria. Just focus on yourself, alright?”
She patted her hands. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”
“You’re a good friend. I’m glad I got the chance to talk to you. With everything else that’s been going on, it’s been hard to find some time to sit and talk.”
“I’m glad too.” She sighed. “I better get dinner ready. Are you going to head outside?”
“Yes. If I dare enter the kitchen, Jeremiah and Trevor will haul me out to the barn and tie me up.”
She laughed.
“You think I’m joking but I’m not. They’ve done it before.”
After Gloria left, Sue put on her boots and hat and headed out of the house. She heard some loud laughter from Jeremiah and Trevor. Uh oh. They must be giving Jake a hard time. She followed the sound of their laughter to the pig pen and saw her three brothers howling at the hilarious sight of Jake, wearing Jeremiah’s overalls and coat, trying to pour the pigs’ food into the trough in the pig pen without getting any snow, mud or slop on him. She hid her own grin. Jake was bravely handling the situation but she could tell that being around all the filth was disturbing him. He’ll be taking another bath tonight.
“Watch out, Jake, here comes big, old, cranky Sue!” Jeremiah warned.
At first, Sue thought they were talking about her but relaxed as soon as she saw the large sow run to the trough. The other two pigs followed her.
“Hurry up and dump the slop before she runs you over!” Trevor yelled.
Jake anxiously tried to dump the rest of the food into the trough without getting any on him.
“He’s not going to make it!” Luke grinned excitedly.
Pig Sue oinked impatiently at him and bumped into him. He lost his balance and fell into the mud and snow. The bucket of remaining slop fell to the ground and rolled away from him. He quickly rolled over to avoid getting trampled by the three pigs.
Even Sue had trouble not laughing at the scene, but she felt sorry for Jake. She quickly went to the barn and hopped bareback on Trouble and ran the horse towards the three pranksters. She knew Trouble would knock them all into the pig pen, and they knew it too. Luke glanced over his shoulder and saw her speeding towards them on the horse.
“Run!” Luke yelled.
Her other two brothers looked over, and as soon as they saw her, they jumped into the pig pen to avoid getting run into by Trouble. She quickly pulled Trouble to a stop and grinned in satisfaction as Pig Sue ran up to the two troublemakers and stepped all over them to get to the remaining slop in the bucket that was right by them.
“You just watch out, Sue. You’re next!” Jeremiah called out.
“Ha! As if you can get me. I know all your tricks,” she retorted and nudged Trouble back to the barn.
***
After the three men took baths, they joined everyone else for dinner.
“I heard you taught your brothers a lesson in the pig pen today,” her father chuckled. “You were always good on a horse, whether riding one with a saddle or not.”
“They had it coming,” she said. “I couldn’t let them get by with naming a pig after me.” That wasn’t why she really did it, but she didn’t want to embarrass Jake by reminding him of his earlier dirty condition. He had looked mortified to be covered in filth.
“I don’t know,” Jeremiah said. “You and that pig are a lot alike. You like to run poor unsuspecting people over.”
“That’s true. I’ll give you that. We don’t tolerate anyone misbehaving.”
“We hope you can keep her in check, Jake.” Trevor grinned. “You’re our last hope.”
“I kind of like her the way she is,” Jake began as he smiled at her, “full of passion and intensity.”
She felt her cheeks go red.
Jeremiah gave her a knowing look.
She glared at him. Stop it! How long were her brothers going to keep up this ridiculous plan to keep him?
“You know, I was wrong about Sue earlier today,” Jeremiah began.
Sue frowned. Her brother was up to something and she didn’t like it.
“I mean, anyone can tell she’s pretty, even when she’s wearing pants. Of course, Gloria is better.” He winked at his wife.
“Jeremiah, that’s enough,” Gloria admonished. “If you say one more thing, I’ll take away your food and feed it to the pigs.”
“It’s not right to mess with a man’s stomach.”
“The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, except in Sue’s case.” Trevor chuckled. “I have to hand it to you, sis. You can hold your own against us.”
She was pleased by the unexpected compliment.
“So, what are we doing tomorrow?” Luke asked.
“We’re going to lasso some cattle up,” Jeremiah replied. “I’ve been practicing and I bet I can get more cattle lassoed than Sue. Are you up for the challenge?”
She shrugged. “What’s in it for me?”
She noticed Jake’s grin. His mind is always on business negotiations.
“You can have my slice of pie tomorrow night,” he offered.
She shrugged again. “You have to offer something I want.” She crossed her arms. “We already know you’re going to lose so I might as well get a good deal.”
“What do you want?”
“If I win, you have to eat the remaining caviar,” she said. “Still interested?”
“How can that benefit you?”
“I like to watch you squirm. It’ll be amusing.”
“Just be glad she’s not making you eat her cooking. That’s ten times worse,” Trevor said.
He thought it over.
“Oh come on, if you’re so good at it, go for it,” Jake told him. “You can’t lead someone into a business deal and not follow through.”
“Alright,” Jeremiah decided. “But if I win, you have to clean out the stalls.”
“Done. Save your appetite for tomorrow because you’re going to lose.”
Jake shook his head. “Jeremiah, if I were you, I’d learn to do a better job of not showing your fear in front of your opponent. Half the battle is in the mind.”
“He’s right, Jeremiah,” Trevor admitted. “You got sweat running down your face.”
“You all need to hush! I’m doing just fine,” Jeremiah snapped.
“Ooh. We hit a nerve with that one.”
“Who’s side are you on?”
“Jake’s of course. Anyone who likes my work as much as he does is the one I root for.”
Jake smiled in amusement. “It looks like I’m stealing your support.”
“I don’t need support. I can do just fine by myself,” Jeremiah sulked.
“Oh, you know we’re just playing with you,” Trevor said. “Really. Don’t get your underwear in a bunch.”
Sue chuckled. She liked the fact that Jake could easily hold his own against her brothers. He was a good businessman indeed.
***
Later that evening, Jeremiah found Sue alone in her temporary bedroom getting her things ready for the next day. “Can I come in?” he asked.
“Sure.”
He stepped into the room and crossed his arms as he leaned against the dresser. “I want to apologize for those comments I made earlier today about you being just like a man. I didn’t realize it sounded bad until Gloria told me so.”
She smiled. “I know you didn’t mean any harm in it. I got even with you when I forced you into the pig pen, so let’s say we’re even. Agreed?”
“That’s the great thing about you, Sue. You don’t let anyone get away with misbehaving and you have the grace to be forgiving.”
She raised an eyebrow. “That’s unusually nice of you to say.”
He shrugged. “I have my moments.”
“It’s nice when you do. But I enjoy our good-natured quarrels as much as you do. It makes coming home fun.”
He grinned. “So tomorrow, we’ll meet in the barn and may the best person win.”
She nodded. After he left, she got ready for bed. She opened the window and slipped under the covers and layers of blankets. I might as well do it myself before Jake does it for me. She closed her eyes. It had been a tiring day with riding Bossy into town and performing in Trevor’s play. She heard Jake enter the room and opened her eyes.
“I hope my brothers didn’t scare you off.”
He smoothed his pajamas and slipped into bed. “No way. It takes more than rolling in the mud to avoid a hungry pig on a rampage to disturb me.”
“I have to admit that you impress me, Jake. I can see why you’re so good at your job.”
He seemed pleased by her comment. “Never break a sweat.” He leaned up on his elbow. “Are you going to tell me what all this OKJ talk is about? I finally figured out it stands for ‘Operation Keep Jake’ but can’t understand what it means.”
She sighed. She wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to tell him or not. He had a great sense of humor, so he might be alright with it. “Very well. After you ate the Rocky Mountain oysters, my brothers cornered me in the hallway and told me they want to keep you in the family. I told them that it wasn’t going to happen because we made a business deal.”
“So that’s why we’re sharing a room together.” He chuckled. “I wondered about that.”
“Sometimes, they don’t know when to stop.”
“I should probably be appalled but I’m flattered they think so well of me to want me to stick around. I guess you can’t blame them for trying.”
“They’ll have a hard time when May comes, but they’ll survive it.”
He shook his head and laid down. “I’ll be rooting for you tomorrow.” He paused. “I heard you actually lassoed Jeremiah and Trevor and hung them upside down in the barn when they put itching powder in your saddle.”
She laughed at the memory. “That was funny. Poor Bossy wouldn’t let me ride her for a month after that.”
“There’s more to you than meets the eye,” he seriously said.
She blinked at his change in tone.
“You can charge into a bank scaring George Leroy, nearly run your brothers over with a horse and lasso them upside down, yet you manage to look like a woman the entire time you’re doing it.”
“Really?” She didn’t know why hearing him say it was so important to her. Perhaps it’s because he’s not related to me.
“Hasn’t anyone ever told you that you’re beautiful?”
She shook her head.
“Well, maybe it’s time that changed.” He turned off the light. “Good night, Sue.”
She tried to respond but she choked on her tears.
***
The next morning, she woke up and saw that Jake had put his blankets on her. She rolled her eyes. She was covered under a mountain of blankets. She shook her head and closed the window and placed some of the blankets on him. How could he sleep when he was so cold? Is he really having that hard of a time keeping his hands off of me? The thought pleased her. She never thought she could be appealing to a man before.
Sighing, she collected her clothes for the day and went to the bathroom to change. As soon as she came out of the bathroom, her brothers stood around her. She rolled her eyes. “No.”
They grumbled.
“When are you going to stop this nonsense?” she asked. “Poor Jake spent the night freezing because he had to give me all the blankets, and I got hot so I had to open the window.”
“Oh, really?” Jeremiah grinned. “So it’s working.”
She realized her mistake. “He knows what you’re doing, so you might as well quit while you’re ahead.”
“Quit? What we’re doing is affecting him. I know a man’s mind, Sue, and he’s going crazy.” He chuckled. “Thanks for the information. We were going to go back to the original sleeping arrangements, but now that we know we’re succeeding, there’s no point in it.”
“Fine. Then I’ll need more blankets tonight. I won’t have him spending his last night here cold.”
“Who says he’s cold? That poor man is burning up with desire for you.”
She knew when it was useless to talk sense into him. “I’ll meet you at the barn after breakfast.”
“I’m looking forward to it, sis.”
So was she, but she would never admit it to him.
After breakfast, everyone gathered around the fence where they kept the cattle so they could watch Sue and Jeremiah compete. Sue won by lassoing two more cattle than Jeremiah did in the time allotted to them.
“That’s my girl,” her father commented, beaming at her. “She makes the old man proud every time.”
Jeremiah spent almost an hour eating the remaining crackers and caviar. He shuddered with each bite and drank a gallon of water. “This stuff is the worst. How can you fancy, rich people stand it?” he asked Jake.
Jake shrugged. “Maybe it’s an acquired taste.”
“He’s just a sissy.” Trevor waved his hand.
Sue grinned. “At least you did it.”
As soon as her parents, Luke, Patty and Gloria left, Jeremiah looked at her. “Sue, can you get me some milk so I can wash this junk down?”
“You trust me near the ice box?”
“How can you mess up a glass of milk?”
“Knowing Sue, she’ll find a way,” Trevor joked. “But seriously, I’m thirsty too. Get me a glass as well.”
“Why can’t you get it yourself? You have two feet.” She looked at them.
“You’re always complaining that you want to be treated like a woman. Well, here’s your chance. Women get food for their men,” Jeremiah insisted.
She sighed. “Fine. Do you want anything, Jake?”
“No, thanks.”
She got up and went to the ice box. She opened the door and looked inside. “Where is it?”
“On the bottom shelf, way in the back,” Jeremiah called out.
She ignored her brothers’ laughter as she bent down and reached for it. What is so funny? She took out the bottle and put it on the counter. When she opened the cabinet where they kept the glasses, she frowned. “Where are they?” she asked her brothers. You two are up to something and I don’t like it.
“Oh, we moved them to the top shelf.” Trevor chuckled. “They’re way up in the back.”
“Is it wise to do that when Gloria’s ready to give birth?”
“You’re right, sis. We didn’t consider that. We’ll put them back on their usual shelf before she comes in here to cook.”
She eyed them warily. What is so funny? She stepped onto the stepladder and looked at the shelf. “Why did you put them so far back? I can’t reach this high.”
“Maybe you need a boost. Jake, why don’t you help her out?”
She noticed that Jake was struggling to hide his amusement as he stood up to help her. “I got you,” he assured her as he gently lifted her by the waist so she could get the glasses. By the time he brought her back down and against him, she understood what her brothers were doing. Her cheeks grew hot from embarrassment.
“I’m cooking dinner tonight,” she loudly announced as Jake stepped away from her.
Her brothers gasped in shock.
“There’s no need to get vicious,” Jeremiah quickly said. “We’re sorry for offending you, sis.”
They quickly ran out of the room before they could upset her anymore.
“I’m sorry about them,” she told Jake as she put the milk back. “I didn’t realize what they were up to until it was too late.”
“Don’t be sorry. I enjoyed it,” he whispered before he kissed her on the cheek. “You’re definitely a woman.”
She blushed as he left the room.
Chapter Eleven
Jake was relieved to be back home after spending a week at Sue’s family’s farm. Though he enjoyed most of it, he felt incredibly filthy after riding the horse, being in the pig pen, and falling in the mud. He took two baths when he got home but he still felt disgusting. He was glad he wore Jeremiah’s clothes instead of his own because if it had been his clothes, he would have burned them afterwards. After he bathed, he went to bed, exhausted. If he had to spend another night in the same room with Sue, he would go insane. She was too appealing. He didn’t sleep at all, especially after seeing her reach for milk and holding her in the kitchen. He was happy to be in his own bed. After he got a good night’s sleep, he was ready to go to work and hand in his resignation letter to Conrad.
On his way out the door to meet Henry at the buggy, he saw Mr. Blacksmith walking up the steps to his house. He frowned. One good thing about being at the farm was that he didn’t have to worry about the bachelors who were suddenly taking an interest in Sue. It was time for him to go back to his list. He quickly shut the door behind him before Sue walked down the stairs and saw them.
“Good morning, Mr. Mitchell,” he greeted.
“Mr. Blacksmith,” he politely acknowledged. “May I help you?”
“Actually, I would like to discuss your relationship with your wife. I understand it is a platonic business arrangement. Is that true?”
“Yes, it is. The annulment will be on May 21.”
“Would it be forward of me to talk to her and get to know her? I will not reveal my intention to court her until after the annulment.”
An idea came to him. “Sue is free to talk to whomever she chooses, but for her reputation’s sake, you cannot be alone with her. I’m sure you understand.”
“Of course. I would not wish to be improper in my conduct.”
“You are a food critic, aren’t you?”
He nodded. “Yes, I am. I’m surprised you remembered.”
“Well, you are a valuable customer at the bank. I make it a point to remember something about everyone who has an account there. I find it helps to build rapport.”
“It certainly does.”
“Since you love good food, why don’t you stop by sometime this week for dinner? My maid, Lydia, is visiting her mother, so Sue has offered to cook meals she is well-known for. It will be an informal way to properly introduce you to her. She is somewhat shy about suitors since she was a spinster for so long, so you will understand why I will have to tell her that you are there to discuss business at the bank. We’ll make something up so she won’t get suspicious.”
“What a brilliant idea, Mr. Mitchell. I must say, you are handling this situation better than I expected. I know you are an excellent businessman by nature, but I am impressed with how well you separate business from romance in this arrangement.”
“I never let a woman mess with my head. It’s the only way to stay focused. So will you come by Thursday evening at six?”
“That sounds splendid. I shall be here then.”
The door opened and Sue walked out. Jake hid his annoyance at how beautiful she looked in her turquoise dress, especially with her blond curls framing her pretty face. I never should have told her she looked nice with her hair down. Now every man was noticing how attractive she was.
“Good morning, Mrs. Mitchell,” Mr. Blacksmith greeted, smiling widely.
“Oh, hello,” she said. “Mr. Blacksmith, isn’t it?”
“Yes but you may call me Tim. Mr. and Mrs. Gregory tell me that you love to read and would like to travel.”
“I do enjoy reading but I haven’t seriously considered traveling. I collect old brochures and dream but that is all I do.”
“Perhaps that can change.”
“Well, I doubt it. I wouldn’t want to travel alone. It wouldn’t be any fun.”
Jake forced aside his irritation. Tim wasn’t one for subtlety. So far he had told her that he wanted to marry her, give her children and show her the world. Where are these men coming from? And why does each one keep getting better?
Jake cleared his throat. “Yes, well we should get going. You know how Henry is. We will see you later this week.”
He nodded. “Yes, Mr. Mitchell. Mrs. Mitchell.”
Jake breathed a sigh of relief as he left.
“Why does he keep stopping by?” she asked him. “Is he a friend of yours?”
“Hardly,” he muttered. “Do you want a ride to the library?”
“No, thank you. I enjoy the walk. It’s good exercise. I’ll see you tonight.”
He watched her as she walked down the street and politely nodded to the people she passed. A couple men turned to stare after her. Jake gritted his teeth and went to the buggy.
“Marital problems, sir?” Henry grinned.
“My problem is that it suddenly occurred to me that there are too many bachelors in this town,” he growled.
Henry opened the door of the buggy and let him in. “I like her too. She’s quite charming when she wants to be, but don’t let her get to your head.” He winked and shut the door.
She’s not messing with my head. I’m in full control of myself. It’s those vultures out there that are the problem. What was he going to have to do? Lock her in the house for the next five and a half months?
***
After Jake turned his resignation in to Conrad, who was actually at work that day to announce his retirement, George cornered him in his office.
“What can I do for you, George?” Jake asked as he put his belongings into an empty box. He didn’t wish to waste another moment in the bank.
George shut the door.
Jake immediately stopped and carefully watched him. Was Sue right? Was there venom in his bite? He waited for George to speak.
“I hear you’ve come into a large inheritance and plan to open your own bank,” George politely stated as he walked around Jake’s desk and examined the contents on it with an interest that bothered Jake.
“I don’t see that it is any of your business,” Jake replied, still watching him.
He shrugged. “One might suggest that you and Sue Lewis got together to make this plan work.”
“Plan? What plan?”
“You’re a good businessman and an even better liar.”
Jake put his hands on the table and leaned toward George. “If you have something to say, then say it. Otherwise, leave my office.”
“It’s more than a coincidence that Sue shows up at this bank and complains about her family’s debt. Then suddenly, your father dies and the only way to save her family’s farm is to marry her, which just so happens to be the only way you can receive your inheritance. That almost sounds like something two people could get together and plan.”
Jake understood what he was saying. “That’s not what happened. I have been straightforward about the situation. Everyone knows about it.”
“Yes. Both of you walk away wealthy. One almost has to wonder what else is going on.”
“Since we are being so candid with one another, I will tell you something. You have poor customer service skills. If you would treat your customers with half the care you treat your mistress, then I wouldn’t have to open my own bank to give people fair treatment. However, since you refuse to listen to reason, you will lose customers. I warned you that if you mistreated Sue, then you would lose business. If you wish to be my true competitor, you would heed my advice. Now, if you will excuse me, I have to finish packing.”
“This isn’t over.”
“Oh good. I do so love our chats,” he sarcastically replied. “Let me know in advance next time so I can include Sue in the discussion, since you’re so sure we’re in this scheme together.”
George narrowed his eyes at him before he opened the door and left the office.
He closed his eyes and forced himself to relax. He didn’t appreciate being treated like he was conniving.
Justin knocked on his door.
He opened his eyes and waved him in.
“It’s official,” Justin said. “I’m out of job here. You better keep your word and make me vice president of your bank or my kids will go hungry this year.”
He chuckled, relieved to let go of the tension in his shoulders. “Don’t I always keep my word? You are due to report to work next Monday. In the meantime, I have to get things ready for my debut as owner. Finally, I’ll get to run the show instead of taking orders.”
“It wasn’t bad when Conrad was in charge.”
“No, it wasn’t. But his son leaves a lot to be desired.”
“Maybe we should put him in a room with Sue. He was always scared of her. Remember how he didn’t want to deal with her when she came in here ranting and raving about her family’s debt?”
He grinned. “That was classic.”
“I kind of like her. My wife takes our kids to the library to hear Sue give them story time.”
“I saw Sue do one of those stories. She was presenting Jack and the Beanstalk. She was pretty good.”
“Anyway, mind if I ask what George wanted?”
“Oh you know George. He thinks everyone is out to destroy him. It was one of those moments.”
“He gave me one of those before he talked to you.”
Jake raised an eyebrow. “What did he tell you?”
“Apparently, you, me and Sue came together late one night to develop a plan to draw customers away from his bank. Conrad’s not even retired yet, and George has already taken over it in his mind.”
“It was already his. We were too blind to notice.”
“Anyway, you’d better get your bank open because I took a big risk in quitting today.”
“You have nothing to worry about. Just show up next Monday at 8:30. We open at nine.”
Justin nodded and left.
Jake finished putting his things in the box and walked out. He refused to let George ruin his day. He had business to take care of and he needed a clear head to do it.
“Where to?” Henry asked him when he reached the buggy.
“My new bank. I want to start setting up my office.”
***
By the time Wednesday evening arrived, he knew he would have to tell Sue about his invitation to Tim Blacksmith for dinner the next evening. Sue was reading another book in the chair by the fireplace. Fortunately, she didn’t notice the way the bachelors looked at her. She spent so much time as a spinster that it was as if she forgot she was a woman. He had to admit that the house seemed less empty with her in it. He put aside his remaining paperwork for the new bank on his desk and turned his attention to Tim Blacksmith. Now how was he going to talk her into making dinner?
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