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Lorraine wiped away another tear from her eye with her handkerchief. She almost hated to use the handkerchief. It was another reminder of everything she’d lost already. She looked down at the little blue piece of cloth with pink roses embroidered on the corner. Her mother had helped her embroider a dozen of them when she was only ten years old. Their pink petals looked faded and frayed now from years of use.

Her mother had been gone for a whole six years now and her father had followed only days ago. Despite being twenty-three years old, Lorraine still felt quite abandoned by their deaths. It wasn’t as if she needed parents to provide for her, but they had always been a part of her life. Her father had always been there for her, and now she was all alone. 

“Lorraine? Can I help you with something?” Milly’s voice interrupted her memories. 

Milly would be eight years old in a week. She wasn’t really old enough to completely understand the gravity of their situation, but she was old enough to understand that first their mother, and now their father, weren’t coming back. 

Milly was a shy child. She was so innocent and pure, fascinated with every bird and butterfly that fluttered across her path. Her father had doted on her since the loss of his wife. Lorraine had raised her like a mother since he was only two when her mother had died. She had cried bitterly when their father had passed away but then seemed to brush it off and her sweet happiness returned.

“No sweetheart, you go eat something, okay?” She gave Milly a reassuring pat on the shoulder. Such a little girl shouldn’t have to live without parents at such a young age. She should have had a full life with a laughing family surrounding her, making sure she grew up to be an accomplished young woman. 

Lorraine sighed, everything was going to change now, and she had no idea what she was going to do to take care of not only herself, but her little sister. 

Her father’s heart attack had been completely unexpected, and by the time the doctors had arrived, there had been nothing they could do. It wasn’t for lack of trying. They had tried everything, even the most unorthodox of methods, but nothing could bring him back from his final resting place, not even his love for his children. 

Despite her father having been a loving, caring man and taking care of them for their entire lives, he hadn’t believed he should leave his hard-earned fortune in his daughter’s hands. He felt that only a man could make financial decisions and manage the family’s wealth. He had waited for a son in law, but in vain. Lorraine had not cultivated any relationships with the young men in the town even though she could have had her pick from the lot of them. 

So with no male heir to his name, he had decided to will everything in his possession to his trusted business partner, Wilson. 

This fact worried Lorraine. She didn’t know Wilson well. She only saw him during brief times when he came to visit her father. He was in his mid-twenties and quite handsome, but also very aloof and hardly could be bothered with Lorraine or Milly. Lorraine secretly prayed he would at least consider letting them live in the house or give them a small allowance. After all, surely her father meant enough to Wilson for him to make sure his daughters weren’t homeless on the street. 

Lorraine planned to find him as soon as the funeral was over and talk to him promptly. Lorraine didn’t consider herself a beggar or someone in need, yet now, because of her father’s choices, she was in a position where she would have to abandon all of her pride and put herself at the mercy of Wilson Harper. 

“Lorraine, may I have a moment to speak with you?” The deep voice caused her to jump and turn toward the speaker. The man of her thoughts stood in front of her. He was just as tall as she remembered him and as aloof as ever. His blue eyes were sharp and seemed to look right through her, but his face was kind and he spoke like a gentleman. 

“Yes, you may,” Lorraine said carefully. She had hoped to wait until after all of the mourning guests had left but it seemed that Wilson had other plans. 

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said, staring down at his drink in an uncomfortable way for a moment. “I ahh, I respected your father,” he added. “He was a good man and a good businessman. We were partners for many years, as you may know.”

“Thank you,” Lorraine said obediently. She was expected to be polite to everyone who had come, no matter how she might feel about them. “Yes, I do remember seeing you with him on many occasions,” she confirmed.

“I actually wish to make you a proposal,” Wilson continued. The words sounded out of place among the group of people all dressed in black. 

Lorraine nodded slightly, waiting for him to continue. 

“I realize that because of your father’s... arrangements, you and your sister are without proper provisions to continue your life as you know it,” he said slowly. It struck Lorraine mildly funny that he thought she did not know of her own situation. 

“That is correct,” she responded, guardedly. Lorraine took a sip from the drink in her hand, feeling very awkward. 

“As an unmarried woman you must realize the situation you are now in without your father to care for you. I am also in need of something that I think may benefit us both. Because of this matter I wanted to ask you if you would be willing to become my wife. I will take you and your sister to live with me and we will start a family. All of your needs will be taken care of and you will lead a happy life. In turn you will do the duties of a wife, keeping our home and raising our children.” Wilson said this all quickly as if he couldn’t wait to get it out. 

“I... I would need to think about this,” Lorraine said, taken aback. She had never thought of Wilson in this manner and had never pictured herself marrying for such a thing as security. Her heart pounded, and she felt shocked to the core. She had only seen Wilson in passing. She knew nothing about the man other than the little that her father had shared about him.

“Of course, you may take some time to think about this. It is a big step.” Wilson nodded politely to her and bowed slightly before retreating to melt back into the crowd. 

Lorraine stood rooted to her spot. She wasn’t quite sure what had just happened. 

Of course, she knew that her father’s business partner most likely had no attraction toward her or he would have spoken up about it before. By the look on his face and his demeanor she was pretty sure she knew why he had offered. He felt guilty at having received her father’s estate instead of his daughters receiving it, as he rightly should. And perhaps he felt that he was indebted to their father and owed it to him to take care of his children. 

Or perhaps her father had arranged this before his death. If Lorraine knew anything, it was that Wilson was not the type of person to go against her father’s wishes. Instead of only providing them with money, he would make it proper in the eyes of everyone, by marriage. 

It wasn’t that Lorraine didn’t appreciate the gesture. It was very few men who would give up their choice to marry in the first place and even fewer who would accept the eight-year-old child of another man. But then again, maybe Wilson was special. He had always seemed to get on splendidly with her father and her father had gotten along with very few people. She did know that her father had thought very highly of the man.

During the rest of the funeral, Lorraine felt torn. How could she accept such a huge responsibility to a man she hardly knew? Of course, she wanted a family, security and a place to call home, but did she want to give up her freedom to fall in love and marry out of love and a commitment of the heart?

As she looked around her at the people and the house, she realized, she didn’t have much of a choice. Even if she found a job, it was unlikely she would be able to support herself and Milly alone. And a woman alone lived in peril. There were men who took advantage of such women.

As she drank her drink carefully and accepted condolences, she threw the options around in her mind. Whatever her feelings, she had a duty to protect her sister. She couldn’t allow her to be homeless, without food or in danger because of her own pride. 

She straightened her shoulders and smiled at yet another stranger. She made up her mind to accept the unorthodox proposal. She did trust her father. If he had enough faith in this man to leave his estate to him, then she was willing to trust him, at least a little. She had to admit it was an honorable thing to do. She put it to rest in her mind. Soon she would be married to a stranger after all. 


—-*—-


Lorraine paced nervously in the small office. She had come to find Wilson and accept his offer. She had thought about it long and hard over the past day and had decided that she truly had no other sensible choice. 

“Miss? He will see you now,” the young woman at the desk finally stated. 

Lorraine sighed with relief and hurried into the office. 

Wilson and her father had sold and bought land together. They had dealt in cattle and horses too. It was a profitable business with all the ranchers that were constantly coming and going. The little office was sparse but nicely furnished, and Wilson was sitting in a large chair behind a small wooden desk. He motioned to the chair opposite him and Lorraine sat reluctantly. 

“I’ve decided to accept your offer,” she said abruptly. There was no point in avoiding the topic she’d come here to discuss. 

“I’m glad,” he said. Lorraine could tell by his expression it was not how he truly felt but then again, she wasn’t exactly glad either. 

Over the next half hour, they talked about many things, including what they expected from each other and how they would marry. It seemed as if they were conducting a business agreement rather than planning their future. By the time Lorraine was heading back home, she wasn’t sure whether to feel hopeful or fearful about her future. But somehow, she couldn’t bring herself to feel happy. 

As she put Milly to bed that night, she told herself that she was doing it for her. This way, Milly would be safe, and they would have somewhere to live. In the end that was what was most important. With a sigh, Lorraine drifted off to sleep. She hoped that her future would bring good things, despite what was happening around her. 


—-*—-


Lorraine and Milly packed the last of their belongings. It was sad to say goodbye to the only home they had ever known. All of their memories were in this house where their parents had lived since their marriage. Most of the furniture had been sold. Lorraine felt that in a way it would e easier if the furniture was gone. She would not allow herself to grieve more about the past.

In the home of Wilson, she felt lost and awkward for the first several weeks. She didn’t know where anything was kept and felt more like an intruder than a wife. Wilson told the maid of the house to show Lorraine around and help her, but it seemed that the maid avoided her, and she had to find her own way around.

The house was enormous. The stairs that led to the second-floor housed pots all along the bannister and vines draped the sides of the bannisters, trailing down to the first floor. There was a glass skylight in the ceiling, where the sunlight streamed in brightly. It truly was a spectacular sight and nearly took her breath away on her first entry.

Milly took it all in stride. She fell into a routine and had her own personal tutor to help her with her studies. She spent hours exploring the garden and the grounds, fascinated with all of the wildlife that abounded in the wooded areas on the outer edge of the grounds.

Wilson seemed to be home very little. He was always out doing business. When he came home, he was polite and after supper retired to the library to read and study his books on business and law.  Lorraine sometimes sat in the library with him and read but their conversations were few. She didn’t feel like he liked or disliked her. He seemed neutral and distracted most of the time. 

On Sundays they occasionally went into the yard outside on the grounds and ate a picnic. Wilson took some time to walk with Milly on those afternoons, teaching her the names of the plants along the clearing edge and what they were often used for. Lorraine was surprised to learn that many of the plants had medicinal uses and she was equally surprised at Wilson’s extensive knowledge of such things.

“Where did you learn so much about the plants?” she asked one afternoon as they sat on a blanket near the creek that ran through the property. Milly had relayed his 20-minute explanation on the uses of willow bark before running off to find more leaves to show him.

“My mother,” he said wistfully. “She knew a great deal about plants,” he added. “Some called her a healer. She loved the forest as Milly does. It is a gift that some have.”

Lorraine smiled. She enjoyed these leisurely afternoons as much as Milly did. It was nice get to know the man who had taken them in a little. He seemed more relaxed and reachable on these days.

Little by little Lorraine became accustomed to her new life as Wilson’s wife. He wasn’t overly affectionate, but he kept his word. He was kind and provided for all of their needs without expecting more than house care and basic cooking. He remained aloof and she kept to herself for the most part but they had formed a sort of comfortable existence and time passed quickly.


—-*—-


Lorraine woke up to a strange and unfamiliar silence. At first, she felt alarmed, and then she everything came rushing back. Milly had moved out with her new husband. It seemed as if just yesterday they’d come to live with Wilson at his beautiful estate in the country. It wasn’t too far from the city, but it was also far out enough to be considered country which was perfect for Lorraine. 

She thought back to Milly’s suitor. He had sought after her relentlessly for two years until he had had both her and Wilson’s blessing. Even though she was only seventeen they had finally consented. Many girls married young and Milly was very mature for her age. They had now been married for over two weeks. Lorraine hoped that they would be happy together for a long time to come, unlike she and Wilson. 

Milly’s wedding made Lorraine think of her own wedding. While it had been a necessary affair, it had not been joyful for either her or Wilson. They had both known that they were doing it for other reasons rather than love. They didn’t love each other. How could they? They hardly knew each other. Over the years they had become acquainted but remained unattached. There was none of the early awkwardness that had existed in the beginning but there was a certain sadness that hung over both of them.

Lorraine had accepted her role with no complaint. She had thrown herself into creating a well-balanced home for Wilson, but the one thing that that a home needed most was still absent from their lives, a baby. He had wanted a child and still she had not borne one.They had tried so many times, and each month that they found out that again they would not have a child of their own, the two of them felt the pain more and more deeply. 

Eventually it seemed as if Wilson could hardly stand the sight of Lorraine, so she had retreated to a different room for the night and slowly that is how they adapted to being so apart. Often, most of the day would go by and Lorraine would not even see Wilson. But they had become accustomed to this routine, whether it made them happy or not. 

Lorraine knew that Wilson often thought of how things might have been if they had found people they’d loved. How their lives would have been if they wouldn’t have married for necessity and out of guilt, but there was nothing that could be done now. They were together for better or worse. Lorraine knew that Wilson would never leave her. He had promised that to her when they had married. It had in a way, been part of their contract. 

“Mary, have you seen Wilson today?” Lorraine asked the maid. She wanted to let him know that she was going to visit her sister this morning, but he was nowhere to be found. 

“I do believe he went out, ma’am,” the young woman said, smoothing down her black dress neatly. 

“Tell him I went to visit Milly, would you?” Lorraine asked. 

Lorraine wasn’t sure how she felt about having the young woman serving in their house and living there. The older woman who had been his servant for years had left to take care of a relative and they had replaced her over two months before. The new woman was capable enough, but she seemed to lately have a certain contempt for Lorraine. In fact, with the strained relationship she and her husband shared, it made her quite uncomfortable. Wilson had done nothing to make himself seem untrustworthy in the least so Lorraine kept her concerns to herself.

The young woman nodded before leaving into the kitchen. Lorraine gathered her things and headed toward Milly’s new home. Milly had insisted she could visit any time she liked yet Lorraine had tried to give them their space as newlyweds. It had been hard to wait. Milly had become like her own daughter, and after nine years of caring for her, not having her at the house anymore was a bit of a shock. 

She hoped that Milly would be as happy to see her as she would be to finally visit. 


—-*—-

-Wilson-


Wilson hopped out of the carriage. He had gone to an early business meeting that morning and had forgotten to mention to Lorraine that he would be home quite late. He hoped she hadn’t worried too much. 

His feelings for Lorraine were complicated. He had to admit that he had come to care for her to a certain degree over the years they had spent together, but it was different than the love one might have for a chosen sweetheart wife. She was more like a sister.

He felt a deep responsibility and protectiveness of her and wished to do right by her. When they had been unable to have a child, he had seen it breaking her heart, piece by piece. Despite missing her beside him at night, he hadn’t protested when she had gone off to sleep alone. He knew that it was hard for her, not being able to have a family of their own. It was hard for him too. He hated to see the constant disappointment in her eyes and the sadness. He had heard her crying during the night on various occasions and it made him feel inadequate to not be able to give her a child.

As he stepped into the house, he noticed that the kitchen was dark and empty. That was odd, considering Lorraine was usually cooking up some delicious meal for dinner when he arrived. He made his way up to his room. Maybe she was busy, and dinner would be a little late this evening. Or maybe she had given up waiting for him since he had come back at such a late hour.

When he opened the door to his room, he immediately felt that something was wrong. The young maid stood by his bed staring out the window. 

“Mary? What are you doing in here?” he asked, puzzled. Usually the maid took care of the cleaning before he was home. 

“Oh, I just wanted to tell you that Lorraine was going out to visit Milly,” she said slowly as she came closer. Her eyes met his and he became alarmed. Suddenly, Wilson realized that she was a lot closer than he would have liked... a little too close for comfort. 

It wasn’t like Wilson to ever think such a thing, but he suddenly noticed that the young woman was very attractive. She knew it too, and was using it against him. Before he could do anything, she was right up against him with her arms around his neck and they were kissing. He was so shocked that at first, he did nothing, and then he pulled away, pushing the girl back to arm’s length. As he did so he spotted the horrified face of his wife, Lorraine, who now stood in the doorway. Her mouth hung open and then she turned and ran from the room, slamming the door behind her.


—-*—-


Loraine had been crying for hours. She wasn’t even sure what time it was. The moon was high in the sky casting its ghostly light in through the window. The lantern was out but she didn’t care. She had ignored Wilson’s repeated attempts to talk to her and instead had stayed locked in her room alone in silence. She had never expected to see Wilson do such a thing, but she had also never expected for it to hurt so much. 

“Lorraine, please!” Wilson was yet again at the door, pounding incessantly. 

Lorraine decided she would have to answer eventually, so she wiped the stray tears from her face and reluctantly unlocked the door. She wasn’t sure why he wanted so much to talk to her. After all, hadn’t she just seen him with another woman?

“Lorraine, it’s not what you think,” he started apologetically. 

“You were kissing the maid!” Lorraine exclaimed adamantly. “The maid! You would rather be with a maid than your own wife! I have been your wife for nearly ten years and I would have never expected this from you!” The tears streamed down her face and dripped off her chin, 

Suddenly she felt very embarrassed at being so upset. She couldn’t care this much, could she?

“She actually kissed me, and you walked in right at that moment. I did not kiss her.” Wilson ran his fingers through his hair in a desperate motion. 

“I just need some time to think, okay?” Lorraine finally said softly, waving him away.

Wilson nodded and left the room. The fact that he left the room so easily hurt worse than she expected. It was as if he didn’t care enough to stay and try to make her feel better. She thought back to all the years that they had had together. They hadn’t been perfect years, and they hadn’t been all that happy. But they had been okay, and Lorraine had expected them to stay together forever. 

The thought of leaving crossed Lorraine’s mind. Maybe she would be better off somewhere else. She could leave and let Wilson have the maid. Maybe she could make him happy. Maybe she could give him a child. 

The idea made sense to her, but the more she thought of it the more it broke her heart. She realized she loved Wilson. How it had happened she did not understand. They had not spent much time together. He had not showered her with affection. But he was fair and kind. He put others before himself. She had been the recipient of his kindness more than once. He had been a good stepfather to her sister. He had taken time with them nearly every Sunday afternoon. He was a good man.

She couldn’t imagine her life without Wilson. He was her husband. She stood up and wiped her tears and headed downstairs. She needed to find Wilson. She wasn’t about to tell him how she felt. She couldn’t because she had promised Wilson that she didn’t expect love. But maybe if she changed things, he could love her. Maybe things could be different. 

She was going to apologize to Wilson and demand he let the maid go. She couldn’t let such a woman be here destroying their relationship even further. The sound of voices drifted up to her from the parlor. She stopped halfway down the stairs and listened.

“I don’t understand why you’re letting me go! You know as well as I do, she doesn’t make you happy!” The maid’s whining voice drifted up to Lorraine. 

“It doesn’t matter whether I am happy or not. That is my business, not yours. You had no right to do what you did. You are no longer welcome in this house.” Wilson’s stern voice addressed the maid. 

Lorraine felt a moment of warmth for him. He had chosen to fire the maid without her even asking him to do so. Maybe he cared about her feelings after all. 

“But you don’t love her, do you?” the maid asked, so softly that Lorraine could hardly hear. 

“I didn’t marry her for love. I don’t need her love. But I also don’t need people like you interfering in my affairs.” Wilson’s voice was sad now and it pained Lorraine to know that she made him unhappy. She had been wrong. She couldn’t make Wilson love her. If he didn’t care for her now after ten years, he never would. Hurrying back up the stairs she began to think on what to do. 

As she packed her bags her heart broke in two and new tears streamed down her face. Leaving Wilson was the hardest thing she had ever had to do, but she couldn’t be the cause of his misery any longer. Maybe with her gone he could find happiness.


—-*—-


Wilson rose early the next morning. He had slept a fitful sleep at best. Lorraine’s tear streamed face had plagued him all night long in his dreams. 

Wilson couldn’t remember ever seeing her that upset, even at her father’s funeral and it was tearing him up inside that he had caused it. He had thought all night about how he was going to go to her room and give her a proper apology. 

He had sent the maid away straight away. He couldn’t have that type of insubordination in his household. She had embarrassed him and hurt Lorraine. It was unforgiveable that she had tried to seduce him. It bothered him that for a brief moment he had felt temptation. He resolved to be very careful in the future about who he hired.

For a moment, he thought
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