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Synopsis: An overweight woman from back east,
about to become penniless, decides to both answer an ad and place
one herself to become a mail order bride. It all ends up in
confusion as the man’s two daughters, returning home, and the mail
order bride, all arrive at the train station at the same time, and
with none of them knowing the complete scenario.

 


 


Mary had always enjoyed the best that life in
Portland, Maine, had to offer. After all, her father Robert Morse
I, was the patriarch of the state’s most prestigious law firm,
Morse and Morse, LLP. His small staff, handpicked from the
brightest, secured the high reputation and longevity of the family
name in legal circles.

As a child always Mary wanted to become a
member of the firm too, alongside her father and brother, Robert
Morse II. “I should be a boy,” she thought, “so I go everywhere
with Father, like Rob.” But by age three she thought she could make
it happen if she asked often enough – maybe it could even make
things better between her parents and improve her chances - because
she was a girl.

“Papa, why can’t I go to work with you?” she
often asked her loving, overindulgent father. “I love books like
you so I can read your books and learn about the law too.”

“My princess will never have to bother her
pretty little head about such vile matters,” was his standard
response to her little game, “as long as her Papa has anything to
do with it,” he regularly teased her.

“You will marry well and have a handsome,
prosperous husband to take care of you, just like I take care of
your Mama,” grasping her chubby hand, as he often did when they
strolled through the park, on their way to her favorite place --
the Portland Public Library, or for sticky jelly cakes at Reuben
Kent’s bakery.

“Please,” was her innocent plea, “I can work
with you and marry a handsome prince at the same time.” However,
with the passage of time she grew to accept her fate - women were
born into a different destiny - but it added to her anxiety about
finding the perfect man. She was sure another man like her father
did not exist. If her brother Robert II was the standard by which
men of her age were to be judged, they were all brutes.

 


 


Robert was arrogant, self-centered and spent
much of his time trying to impress their father with his brilliance
but made very time for his sister and definitely no time for her
mother. His picture was always in the newspaper, attending one
important function or another for the law firm. Hence, Mary did not
know him very well and neither did she like him.

Oddly, he was once engaged to a beautiful
girl who sat with her in the parlor, reading books and coloring
pictures but her brother was always unhappy if he saw alone them
together, “I like Beth, Rob,” she recalled telling him, “When will
she come again?” after about one year, when there was no mention of
her name and there was definitely no wedding. No one would say why
when Mary asked about it.

He was not particularly fond of little sister
either, “When do you plan to stop eating?” he often teased her,
when no one else was around. “No one will want to court you if you
keep eating like that.” Words she found impossible to shake off,
even when she put on a brave face in front of him.

“Mother, why are you always so nice to him,
he barely speaks to us,” she had complained to her mother as a
teenager, “and he hates me.”

“Do not be jealous of your brother, Mary,”
she said, “Life has to be difficult for him with all the
responsibilities your father gives him. When you are older, you
will understand.” But Mary never understood his hard heart.

In keeping with her father’s social status,
as a sixteen-year-old young lady, Mary was sent off to the best
finishing school in the state, to improve her poise and
self-confidence.

“Every well-bred young lady is expected to
run an efficient household with infinite dignity and grace, under
all circumstance,” her mother said when Mary complained about
going.

Therefore, her training included dancing,
manners and etiquette, deportment, style and fashion as well as how
to entertain in and manage a home. She hated it so much that she
was often found hiding in her closet with a book and her favorite
pastries for company on the side when she should have been
cooking.

To her mother’s disappointment, at the end of
the training, Mary declared, “With a houseful of servants at my
beck and call; there is very little practical use for embroidery,
tatting and crochet.”

“How will you make your way in life without
those skills?” her mother demanded.

“I have no ambition to become a seamstress or
a cook,” was her terse response. “The tasks involved with daily
overseeing the servants, planning daily meals or organizing grand
banquets are your domain, Mother.” There was very little productive
use to which the plump fresh-faced bookworm was prepared to put the
few skills she had acquired in finishing school.

“Do not ever take your life and good fortunes
for granted Mary,” was another of her Mother’s list of principles,
“always remain humble. There are times when you sound just like the
things you criticize in your brother,” she’d said, which always
left her feeling angry.

Full of resentment about her lot in life,
Mary spent most of her time with Sarah, her best friend since
childhood, attending various luncheons, parties, charity events and
numerous other social functions around Portland, Maine. Mary put
all hope in attracting a desirable suitor; since it seemed young
women like her could not have complete happiness on any other
terms.

 


 


Her love of desserts and sweets was rivaled
by her only redeeming quality, her fascination with reading books.
She was particularly fond of the local poet H. W. Longfellow. It
was his poem, The Courtship of Miles Standish, which planted the
seeds of romance in Mary’s heart - through Priscilla awaiting her
John Alden.

Unfortunately this interest did not nurture
her confidence and ability to succeed at romance; unlike her best
friend Sarah, who was always the most popular dancing partner at
the parties, which they attended around Victorian Portland.

 


 


As the time for her coming-out party
approached, Mary tried unsuccessfully to picture her bulky frame
waltzing gracefully around a ballroom in a delicate gown. Growing
visibly more agitated with each passing day, Sarah made a
suggestion to help Mary set a romantic goal, “If you could get even
one fellow to dance with you for the maximum three dances and
collect his calling card at the end of the evening you will know
that you are on your way to courtship,” she encouraged her.
“Whatever you do, keep dancing all evening.”

Mary’s defenses went into immediate effect
with the excuse, “As long as none of those Irish hurry come-ups are
among them. They do not usually own any property worth considering
– they came here penniless to escape the famine,” was her most
uncomplimentary remark and one that sounded more liked remarks
associated with her brother. “Any interest from any of them would
be beneath my station in life.”

“That is what you are saying now, but I am
sure if one single handsome Irishman shows an interest, you will
sit up and pay attention,” Sarah insisted. “Isn’t that what
happened to Priscilla in the Longfellow poem?”

 


 


In the end, Mary did not hold a full dance
card for the ball nor receive many calling cards at the end of the
evening; and unlike Priscilla in the poem, there was no messenger
bearing a marriage proposal. As fate would have it, none of the
eligible bachelors wanted to dance with her more than once - except
John Malone, the only Irishman among them.

Mary felt forced to dance with him the three
times they were allowed or she would have had to sit all night in a
corner with the widows and spinsters, while Sarah, danced all night
with her many suitors. At each opportunity John regaled her with
details of his ambitious plans to improve the circumstances of his
family, “Now that the rail service is more reliable and the water
supply has been upgraded,” he explained to Mary, “I am planning to
branch out from Portland, into Ontario, for the new
opportunities.”

Appalled, “Why would you think of moving to
Canada, with its long, tiresome winters?” she replied, before
adding insult to the injury, “How will that be an improvement for
you and your as a longshoreman-types?”

“Not Ontario, Canada; Ontario, Maine, where I
will put my family’s farming traditions into practice, with oranges
instead of potatoes. I am also studying to be a lawyer,” he
reassured her. “I have never been a longshoreman,” he continued
proudly, “my father was but he had no intention for being one for
the rest of his life.” He smiled at the relief that rose to her
face.

“Thank heaven for that; it must be so
unrewarding to toil away on the docks,” she continued
thoughtlessly, “I could never enjoy life in the family of a
longshoreman or farmer! How did you do it?” she declared in horror.
“I would probably die from shame if my family had to work in those
kinds of trade,” she added, helping herself to large portions from
the tray of appetizers as the moved towards the banquet hall.

John watched with amusement as she nibbled on
the delicacies, “If it had not been for farmers and
longshoremen-types like my father, we would not be sitting around
here eating the food you seem to be enjoying so much.”

“This is just a small taste of cheese; I
would not call this food,” she replied dismissively.

“Everything you eat comes from the sweat and
blood of hard working laborers, who find honor and dignity in hard
work,” he said quietly, before taking the seat opposite to her at
the long table.

Despite her initial reluctance, she was happy
to have his attention and elated to sit across from him, observing
his impeccable manners and grace as he conversed with other guests.
Ultimately, she agreed with Sarah that he was indeed handsome and
seemed interested in her, despite her deliberately insensitive
remarks designed to test him.

 


 


“He is the only one who does not have a
problem with my size, Sarah,” Mary whispered just after the first
course of their meal. “Everyone else seems intent on dancing with
you girls who have no meat on your bones, except him.”

“If you are that much interested in him, you
need to change the tone of your conversation with him, though,”
Sarah cautioned her, “none of the things you said to him before we
entered the banquet room was nice.” Adding almost as an
after-thought, “You do remember that he is Irish.”

“Yes I do; I just do not want him to think I
am an easy conquest,” Mary laughed at her own joke.

Needless to say, John Malone danced with Mary
for as many times as he was allowed; he even gave her his calling
card at the end of the evening, but Sarah’s warning was too late to
help Mary. He did not call on her after that evening. Despite her
greatest hopes, social norms did not allow her to make contact with
him, to fix the errors she made at their first meeting, without
appearing unsophisticated and desperate.

John Malone disappeared in to the night, like
every other prospective suitor she met.

 


 


Over the next three years, no one else seemed
even slightly interested in courting Mary and even Sarah did not
find any of her numerous suitors particularly desirable. By the
time she turned twenty-one, her compulsive eating had become a part
of who she was; her mother fed it and her father ignored it and her
brother laughed at it. Hence her parents also became concerned
about her prospects for a decent marriage. “Mary, you are spending
an awful lot of time just reading books at home. You need to go out
to meet new people,” her father suggested.

“That’s the problem; there are no new people
to meet at these parties anymore,” Mary argued. “The same people
seem to be spending the weekends at each other’s homes, in the name
of coming-out parties.” Even worse than that was Mary’s caustic
tongue that lit into everyone who showed the slightest interest in
her.

“The best suitors have left for more
adventurous lives out west, Mary,” Sarah observed, “so there is
very little point in attending all these parties, be I would not be
caught dead in those places.”

Nonetheless, Mary agreed to attend the last
ball for the season, with no great expectations because the Ross’
were the host. Like every other one she attended - expect for the
time she met John Malone - no one danced with her. As usual, she
spent her time at the dessert station, watching Sarah have the time
of her life.

Mary would have taken a book to read with her
if her mother had not insisted that it would have insulted the
hosts. She felt insulted by the whole ordeal, but no one cared.
Instead of remaining to endure the humiliation for the entire
night, she reluctantly asked her brother to take her home when she
saw him leaving early. Her parents remained with their friends to
the end.

 


 


“You should stop attending these parties,
Mary,” Robert II sneered. “Stop making a spectacle of yourself and
this family, hovering over the food all the time. I wish you would
make something out of your life and stop being a parasite on
father’s goodwill. You have done nothing to show for all the time
and money invested in your.” That was the punishment she endured
for the entire thirty-minute drive home. “You and your mother are
our biggest liability.”

According to the report that came later, they
were being driven back home in the wee hours of the morning, when
her parents’ carriage capsize along the coast road. The only
survivor was the horse that escaped uninjured. Everyone else was
trapped under the wreckage where passersby found them dead on the
frozen ground, early the next wintry morning.

 


 


Mary had embarked the longest, darkest days
of her entire life; as in the face of her unexpected loss and
mourning was added betrayal; she quickly learned the identity of
her real friends.

“What is there to
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