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“You should never have been taught to read!”
Father raged at Ada before stomping out of the sitting room and up
the stairs. The slam of the door to his study used to make Ada
flinch and cringe, but it didn’t so much as surprise her. She
continued to read, trying to ignore the anger and helplessness
coursing through her veins.

“Really, Ada.” Ada raised her eyes from the
novel to see Mother standing at the entrance to the sitting room,
her hands on her hips.

“Did you hear all that?” Ada asked, marking
her place in the book and letting it drop to her lap.

“How could I not?” Mother asked, putting her
shopping bag down. “Even the carriage driver could hear it outside.
In fact, I’m sure they could hear it clearly all the way to
London.”

“Father started it,” Ada said, looking out
the window. It was a limpid day, the kind that showed everyone that
it wasn’t quite ready to be spring yet. She felt sorry for the
crocuses that had thought it safe to poke their heads out of the
ground. Ada had gone out for a walk this morning just down the lane
to the woods and nearly frozen to death.

“Father only wants what’s best for you,”
Mother said, taking her gloves off. “You know that.”

“Do I?” Ada countered. “I’m quite sure that
Father only wants what’s best for Father — or what looks best,
anyway.”

“I don’t know how you can say that,” Mother
said, sitting in a chair beside Ada. “Both Father and I want you to
marry a man you can take comfort in, be proud of, and relate
to.”

Ada snorted. “You want a man with an income
to afford servants and opulence and status,” she said. “I want
nothing of the sort.”

“Well, is it so terrible to desire those
things?” Mother asked, leaning forward and taking Ada’s book from
her. “Is this what Father was upset about? You should be reading
literature, not this.”

Ada grabbed the book back and pressed it to
her chest. The story was about star-crossed lovers and was terribly
romantic. The man was from the upper crust of society, but the
woman was of the working class. They’d met when he was buying a
bouquet of flowers from her and had fallen in love almost
instantly.

It was a searing, almost unbearably
passionate telling of their attraction and affair. There were so
many hurdles to overcome — his family’s opposition to the
relationship, her family’s suspicion as to the intentions he had
with a poor girl like her — but each hurdle leapt over only made
their love even worthier.

“It’s a wonderful novel,” Ada protested. “A
gripping story.”

“If you want a gripping story, try the
bible,” Mother said wryly. “It’s absolutely riveting, and much more
well written than stories like this.”

“Of course I read the bible,” Ada said. “It’s
just that sometimes I like to take a break from it. Weighty stuff,
you know.”

“Only if your soul has a heavy burden,”
Mother remarked. “Do you really think that marrying outside of your
station is the answer to everything? Do you want to have to strive
and scramble to survive? Is that what you want for yourself?”

“You’re beginning to sound just like Father,”
Ada said, staring stubbornly out the window. At this rate, she was
going to have to go on another walk just to escape this house, but
she’d already moved all of her winter clothing to storage in a fit
of hope that warmer months were here to stay.

She’d have to borrow one of Mother’s coats or
resign herself to frozen extremities. She was half a mind to walk
all the way to London proper, and then keep on walking. She was
tired of Father’s tirades and Mother’s increasing willingness to
agree with him.

“We want what’s best for you,” Mother said.
“That’s all we ever want. We don’t want you to struggle. God knows
that marriage is enough of a struggle. Don’t add to it by becoming
destitute on purpose.”

“You don’t understand,” Ada said, standing
suddenly. “I don’t want to marry someone I don’t even know. What if
I don’t love him? What if he’s perfectly awful? You couldn’t
possibly know what it’s like for me.”

“Can’t I?” Mother countered. “Do you think
you’re the first woman to ever rebel at a marriage arranged for
you?”

Ada sat slowly, staring at Mother. “You mean
… you and Father?”

“Your father and I were like dogs and cats
when we were first betrothed,” Mother said, smiling at the memory.
“We didn’t get along at all. I don’t know who dreaded the wedding
more — him or me.” She laughed and shook her head.

“But, that’s not funny,” Ada said. “Why make
each other miserable? Why agree to something like that?”

“That’s just the thing,” Mother said
thoughtfully. “After the wedding, when we were in this house
together, when we actually thought to take the time to get to know
each other rather than scratch and claw and growl, we didn’t make
each other miserable at all. In fact, we quite liked each
other.”

“Well, not every arranged marriage ends with
a happily ever after like you and Father,” Ada said. “I want
something different for myself. Don’t I get any say in it?”

“You can at least meet him,” Mother said. “I
suppose Father told you that Douglas was coming to lunch
tomorrow?”

“What do you think sparked the fight?” Ada
asked.

“You’re not going to find your husband
sweeping a chimney or working a factory or carrying coal from a
mine,” Mother said, eyeing the book that Ada still clutched. “I’m
sorry, but that’s not how it works in real life. That’s only in
fairytales. What they don’t show you in fairytales is just how
their happily ever after is achieved. Ten children and working
sixteen hours every day just to barely afford to feed everyone,
keep a roof over your head?

“Does that sound romantic?”

No, not when Mother put it like that, but Ada
wasn’t about to concede a defeat.

“It sounds better than marrying someone you
hate,” she said, standing up again.

“How can you hate Douglas?” Mother cajoled.
“You haven’t even met him yet.”

“Then I hate the idea of him,” Ada said. “I
hate the idea that my own parents are forcing me to marry a
stranger.”

“Get to know him,” Mother urged. “It’s not as
if you’re marrying him tomorrow. Give him a chance. You don’t know.
He might be a wonderful young man you could envision spending the
rest of your life with.”

“As if I had a choice,” Ada muttered. “I’m
going on a walk.”

“Take my coat,” Mother said, shrugging the
garment off and holding it out to Ada. “It’s terribly cold for this
time of year.”

“I’ll be fine,” Ada said, brushing past the
coat and marching out the door, book in hand.

 


 


The chill in the air robbed her of her
breath, but she just kept walking. Turning back now and accepting
Mother’s coat would be a concession she was unwilling to make. At
this point, she couldn’t give her parents anything. It would be too
close to giving up, to accepting this match they’d already made for
her.

To hear them tell it, Ada and Douglas were
always meant to be. She had actually met him once before, but as
much as she strained her mind to remember, it was lost to time and
age. She’d been very young, but her parents had attended some event
or other with his parents, and they’d played together for an entire
afternoon and evening.

Ada would’ve thought that her mind, as young
as it was, would be able to recall an entire day with a playmate,
but it refused to. Maybe he had been that horrible, and she’d
forgotten the entire day to protect herself.

Ada shuddered, but she didn’t know if it was
more for the cold or for the thought of marrying Douglas.

She walked to the end of the lane, then
picked her way through the woods. This was where she’d turned back
earlier, but she stubbornly pressed forward. She didn’t want to be
in the house with Mother and Father’s smugness, with their belief
that they knew what was best for her. The only person who knew what
was best for her was Ada herself.

Mother and Father had raised her to be a
Christian woman, and she had much more than a passing familiarity
with the bible. However, the part about obeying your parents was
awfully rich. If her parents didn’t understand reason, did she
still have to obey them? If they had forgotten what it was to be
young and open to the possibility of love, how could she agree to
anything in the realm of marriage if they planned it all out?

Perhaps Mother and Father’s own marriage had
worked out in the end, but why couldn’t they have been free to
pursue love at their own pace, within their own interests? Ada just
didn’t understand it. Marriage was a bond that the Lord smiled on.
Did it have to be rushed? Couldn’t she wait until God opened her
heart to someone — no matter what his family lineage or annual
income was?

Ada reached a dilapidated stone bench that
someone had brought out here at some point and then promptly
forgotten about. She’d never seen anyone sitting on it, and she
usually had to brush leaves or moss off the seat in order to sit
comfortably. Over the years, it had become her bench. Ada had taken
ownership of it.

She opened her book and tried to read a
little bit, but her teeth were soon chattering from the cool air.
She should’ve taken Mother’s coat, and then she could’ve read more
comfortably. There were only a handful of pages to go.

Ada hunched her shoulders and plowed through
the rest of the story. The woman’s brother suffered a terrible
accident in a factory, and the man paid for his medical treatment.
The man was always paying for this and that, which enraged his
parents. Nevertheless, they finally saw the woman all cleaned up —
no soot on her face — and recognized the love that the two shared
between each other. It reminded the parents of how much they had
loved each other.

Then, they were married, and lived happily
ever after.

It was a good story. It would’ve been one
that Ada would’ve dwelled happily on until she got her next book
and started on it, but now a sprout from the seed of doubt Mother
had planted in her mind earlier grew.

The story ended with those three magical
words — “happily ever after” — but it didn’t have any pages after
that. What happened after they recited their nuptial vows and
kissed, sealing their holy union? Ada closed her eyes and tried to
imagine it.

The man had told the woman that she never had
to work again selling flowers in the streets. Did she get bored
without having anything to do anymore? Did she wander through the
house, staring at the bouquets and missing her own flower cart?

Did his parents truly mean it when they said
they accepted her into their family? Had they only been saying that
to see if it would end their son’s rebellious streak in love? Did
they regret inviting her into their lives? Would they turn on her
slowly, sadistically, until she dreaded the visits, letters, and
chats with them?

Would the man and woman live together as
husband and wife and discover that they didn’t love each other so
much after all? Would the man long for a woman who understood
proper protocol at balls and social functions? Would she long for a
man who didn’t hold so much stock in useless gatherings, who
listened to his heart instead of society?

Happily ever after was never really the end,
was it? There was a moment of hope in happily ever after, but there
could never really be any kind of promise or assurance that the man
and woman would remain happy with each other forever.

In addition, what if the roles had been
reversed? If the man had forsaken his social status and gone to
live with the woman in a tiny apartment in the din in the bad bit
of London, what then? Say his parents disowned him, told him that
if he turned his back on them, they could just as easily do the
same to him.

He’d be forced to get a job — perhaps at the
same factory the woman’s brother worked at. He’d be asleep on his
feet for most of the day, doing the same mindless tasks repeatedly,
but the danger would always be there. If he were careless, the
machinery would take a finger or more from him. If he became
disabled, he wouldn’t be able to work, wouldn’t be able to support
the woman and the children they would share.

There would be precious little time for the
sweet nothings that they used to have the time to whisper to each
other, for the passion that had spun their fortunes together in the
first place. They would rise before dawn and fall in bed after
night fell.

That was no happily ever after. That was
hell.

Ada shivered again and stood up. It was too
cold to sit around outside reading, and the sun was sinking lower
and lower, anyways. It would be dinner soon, and if she missed
that, it was another fight with Father followed by Mother’s
disapproving discussion afterward. Seeking to avoid that future,
she turned toward home.

Maybe her books weren’t realistic. Maybe it
wasn’t worthwhile to wish for something she didn’t really
understand. However, all Ada really wanted was a chance to find
love for herself, to judge a man’s character and open her heart by
herself — not because her parents thought they knew a man who’d
take care of her.

Was that so much to ask for? Ada didn’t think
it should be.

 


 


As she walked along the lane, she gathered
some wildflowers growing in the fields. They were struggling along
in spite of the cold, and Ada had to admire their vigor. They’d
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