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Synopsis: Escaping Into The Arms Of The
Oregon Rancher - An abused woman in NYC gathers her courage and
flees her abusive husband, thinking he’ll soon follow her. She sees
his face everywhere, and when she finally reaches her future
husband, she thinks it’s her current husband who has, somehow and
miraculously, reached Oregon before her.

 


 


Hazel flinched in spite of herself as the
front door slammed. She didn’t think she had it in her to be scared
anymore, to cower, but there was apparently plenty of those
qualities left. She lifted her hand to her lip, and her fingers
came away red. Blood. It wasn’t the first time, and she stared at
it almost dispassionately, like a doctor might. She was no doctor,
but she’d become well trained in the art of healing herself ever
since she married John. They were useful skills, really, but ones
she’d never thought she’d need.

Ones she never wanted to need.

Hazel had also learned to walk on eggshells,
to slip silently through the house while John was in it. She never
wanted to attract his attention, never wanted to remind him that
she was there. He would find the most inane things to lambast her
about — a smudge on the baseboard, a scratch on the floor, a speck
of dust on the mantel. When he wasn’t there, she cleaned like a
fiend, rushing through the house, scrubbing and dusting and
polishing every available surface, looking to head off the next
point of contention.

But when he was there, she was as silent as a
ghost, willing him to forget she existed, hoping he wouldn’t
remember that he had a wife he felt no qualms about raising a hand
to.

It was his right, he told her, and the first
time he’d slapped her clear across her face. She’d been in tears
about it, holding her hand over the reddening mark on her cheek,
wondering why in the world she’d never known, never suspected that
he’d be the kind of man to hit someone he’d said vows to God to be
with.

It was his right as husband to correct her
errors, and the only way she would learn to be a good wife to him
was to take the punishment he meted out and go forward.

She’d begged him not to raise his hand
against her, gotten down on her knees and asked him just to tell
her the next time that he didn’t want sugar in his coffee instead
of letting violence do the talking, but all she earned was a sharp
kick to her soft belly, like someone might do to an errant stray
dog that approached too close.

“No talking back to me, not ever,” he’d told
her, not a trace of anger in those cold words. He wasn’t even angry
with her, and he’d just hurt her twice. It chilled her to the very
bone to wonder what it would take to make him angry — and what
punishment he might see fit to dole out, in that case.

Hazel had learned many things in her time as
John’s wife. She’d learned to anticipate all of his needs nearly
better than he could. She excelled in the kitchen for every meal,
making sure there was enough of a variety to keep his palette
interested and entertained, but not too much to shock or challenge
him.

She’d learned to clean expertly and attend to
all household issues, both minor and major. She could just as
easily polish silver as refinish an area of flooring. If she
brought an issue up to John, he more often punished her for not
taking care of it herself than thanked her for bringing whatever it
was to his attention.

“The house is your domain,” he would tell her
as her face stung, her rear ached, or her scalp zinged after he’d
yanked her braid viciously. “I don’t ask you how to run the bank,
do I? Spare me the details of your work.”

It was a litany of injuries she had to deal
with. Cold water worked wonders to bring swellings down, and she’d
even developed her own compresses to help heal small cuts and
splits in the skin. Now, she walked automatically into the
bathroom, gathering up the items she’d need in a routine she’d come
to adapt.

Hazel examined the damage in the mirror. Her
lip was split, but it wasn’t bad. He’d once slapped her with his
left hand, and the gold of his wedding ring had dealt her a bruise
on her mouth that lasted nearly two weeks. No amount of makeup
could fully conceal that mess, and she’d taken to carrying a
folding fan that she could hide behind whenever she had to deal
with someone one on one.

She daubed at the wound gently with a wet
cloth, retracing the steps of her day, wondering when it was that
she’d tripped up and invited this punishment upon herself.

Breakfast had been fine. The eggs were cooked
to perfection, the biscuits golden and fluffy. She hadn’t burned
the coffee in over a year, and the sugar stayed far away in the
pantry. She’d even taught herself to drink her coffee black just so
there wouldn’t be even the risk of mixing up their cups and risking
another punishment for the same mistake.

John had gotten so accustomed to beating her
for the least little infraction — real or perceived — that he’d
given up on telling her what they were for. The worst part of the
punishment, Hazel had decided, was analyzing her every move to see
where she’d gone wrong. She never understood what would set him
off, and half of the time, she suspected he only hit her because he
was bored with her doing everything right all the time.

With a sudden, small gasp, she realized what
it had to have been. She’d left the table before he did — to start
cleaning up. She should’ve asked if he needed anything, should’ve
asked to excuse herself. Instead, she’d simply stood and carted her
dirty dishes to the sink, intent on beginning the process of
cleaning the enormous house from top to bottom, already mapping her
day out in her mind.

Yes, that had to have been it. He’d risen
from the table himself, took her by the shoulder, turned her, and
slapped her. He’d left immediately to go wherever he passed his
days — the bank, perhaps, but more than likely the tavern — feeling
good that he’d taught his wife one more lesson in their
marriage.

It had been a stupid mistake, and she berated
herself silently about it as she worked to stop the bleeding. She
should’ve known better, should’ve known it wasn’t safe to start
worrying about other things while John was in the house. When her
husband was at home, that was the only thing she needed worry
about. He was issue number one, and everything else was secondary
to that.

It was a strange and horrible thing to
realize that she put someone she feared and hated before her own
wellbeing. She thought she was doing the right thing, the only
thing that she could. She didn’t want him to beat her, so she tried
to please him, tried to always move several steps ahead. But that
meant bending over backward to please a man who Hazel was beginning
to realize would never be pleased, no matter how hard she tried.
There wasn’t a way out of this. John would never wake up one day
and kiss her, telling her how happy he was to have her in his
life.

He would only ratchet up the punishments,
dole out hits and slaps and punches and kicks until she retreated
so far inside herself that she’d become a shadow of a person, her
soul completely shattered, her hope shriveled up, hiding from the
least little sound. God, she didn’t want that. She didn’t want to
lose her mind and her reason, but it seemed as if each time John
hit her, he robbed her of just a little more. Hazel didn’t want to
disappear.

She’d wanted a happy marriage, and a family,
but she didn’t want to bring any children into this hell. It would
be too cruel.

And maybe that was why John had been so
needlessly violent with her. Maybe he was starting to resent her
for denying him new playthings. Maybe he was bored with hitting her
and wanted to start hitting something new, something fresh,
something that would still cry and protest at the blows. Hazel had
stopped crying a long time ago. Maybe that disappointed him.

She stared at her split lip in the mirror,
and then she went into the bedroom, walking as if she were in a
dream. Her arms and legs didn’t feel like her own, and her lip
throbbed disproportionately to the actual damage John’s blow had
done. Hazel couldn’t explain it, couldn’t explain what was driving
her to take such a risk, to engage the stupid, pointless emotion of
hope, but she was already on her hands and knees, crawling under
the bed she lay awake in at night, too frightened to sleep dare she
do something to upset John, who snored peacefully beside her.

There was a loose floorboard under there
she’d discovered some time ago. She’d meant to hire someone to fix
it, but thought better of it. John would likely punish her about
using household funds to do something she should’ve figured out how
to do on her own, so it languished there, eating at her
thoughts.

She examined it one day, trying to figure out
where to hammer in the nails to make this problem go away so she
could address the next one at the top of her list when she managed
to ease the floorboard out, revealing a tiny spot that only she
knew about it.

Something about that loose floorboard and the
hiding place it concealed put color back in Hazel’s cheeks for a
time. She had a little place all to herself, a little secret that
John could never even guess at, and she would squirrel away the
most mundane things in it just to have a place of her own, a place
where John couldn’t intrude.

Hazel put pretty buttons in it, a brooch that
used to belong to her mother, little clippings from the newspaper
that had interested her or made her laugh or made her forget just
what kind of man she’d married.

The place beneath the loose floorboard had
become her solace, and now, with one hand still pressing the wet
rag against her swelling lip, Hazel retrieved something dangerous.
It was a clipping from the classifieds section of the newspaper,
something she’d retrieved from the trash that John had thrown away.
It was a listing of men seeking women, an entire page of people she
could’ve married instead of John.

She hadn’t had it long, and its magic still
worked for her. She imagined what it would be like to be with just
one other man, to understand what a marriage was really supposed to
be, to go throughout her day without fear of punishment or
retribution for the tiniest slipup.

Many of the men were adventurers who’d moved
west, where there weren’t many possible matches to build a family
with. There were organizations that helped them, people who helped
pair future husbands with their future wives.

Oh, how her life would’ve been different if
one person had known what John was and could steer her down another
path. She imagined life married to a rancher in California, a
teacher in Texas, a minister in Washington. She imagined the
different things she’d learn and know how to do. She noticed one ad
in particular for a farmer in Oregon. Oregon sounded almost
foreign, and about as far away from New York as she could get. She
was sick of this place, sick of this marriage, sick of John
dismantling her soul piece by piece.

The vows they’d said to each other at their
wedding — until death. She was supposed to wait for death to simply
whisk her away. That was the only way she was going to get out of
this marriage. She’d either slip away herself, aided by the means
she deemed least painful, or John would overdo his punishments and
send her on her way himself.

Hazel had been in a hopeless situation for a
long time, and yet she didn’t want to die. There was no reason for
her to be hopeful, no way out of this marriage — up until she saw
the ad and put it away in her secret spot. This was the way out.
This had to be the way out or else the page wouldn’t have spoken to
her so loudly, wouldn’t have drawn out her hope from whatever place
it had been hiding.

She examined the page closer than she ever
had before, trying to glean whatever nugget of help it might hold
for her. All of these men advertising here had probably already
found wives. It was an old newspaper. But maybe there was something
else, some kind of clue … there. At the very bottom of the page, in
fine print, was the name of a company — New York Brides — and an
address. That company was her way out. That was how she was going
to finally get out of her marriage, finally flee from the terror
that John had inspired in her existence.

It was as foreign a thought as the word
Oregon, but it was something Hazel seized. She needed this. This
was a sign. She didn’t know if it was a sign from God, didn’t know
if she still believed in a benevolent being who was supposed to be
looking out for her. If that were true, that God would have a lot
to answer for. He’d left Hazel at the mercy of John for far too
long.

But this was something that couldn’t be
ignored. She had a name, she had an address; she had a way out. Her
lip didn’t hurt so badly, now. She seemed to not feel it at
all.

She had no attachments to this big house, the
things that filled it. She’d thought John was the only one who held
a key to her future, to her security, and one of his favorite
things was to remind her that she’d be nowhere without him.

“This is your life now,” he said as she
agonized over a nasty punch to the meat of her arm. It would bruise
horrifically later, but just then, it hurt — and so did his words.
“This is your life, and you’ll never have another. You have a nice
house and many nice things in it.

“You need to learn how to be a nice wife, and
then we can be perfectly happy.”

Those words had harmed Hazel irrevocably. It
had made her feel responsible for all of this abuse. She had to
stomach it, didn’t she, if she’d made the decision in the first
place to be John’s wife? She’d thought that for so long that it had
become the greatest truth in her life.

Now, though, she tried to push that truth
from her heart, tried to welcome in the new possibility of New York
Brides as her salvation. She had been meant to look at this paper
again. She had been meant to find this small tidbit, a single
breadcrumb on the path out of here.

Hazel replaced the floorboard and stood,
listening carefully. She could never fully predict John’s
movements, no matter how hard she tried. He could spend the rest of
the day out of the house, or he could return, eager to catch her
misbehaving so he could punish her. If he walked in on her with an
open suitcase and a plan for escape, he’d probably beat her to
death.

Again, Hazel didn’t want to die. But fear of
death did little to dissuade her from her new goal — to reach the
address of New York Brides and to utilize the company’s services to
flee from John, this marriage, and this state. If she stayed in
this house at the mercy of her husband, she really would die. Hazel
hadn’t felt brave in a long time. A brave woman would’ve done
something long ago to make sure she wasn’t hit ever again. Now,
though, Hazel had a plan. She had a way out. She had to be brave
and get her suitcase out no matter what the consequences might
be.

John could come home, sure, and find her in
the act of leaving him. That would be bad, but so would simply
going about her day without pursuing the next breadcrumb, the next
step on her path to get out of here. She’d waited for John to get
home time and time again, waited for the next time he’d lift his
hand to her. She knew she needed to be doing something different,
and going to New York Brides was what that different looked
like.

She yanked her suitcase from the bottom of
the armoire. It hadn’t seen the light of day since she’d used it to
pack her dresses to move into this home with her new husband. How
fitting that its next act would be to get her away from that very
same man.

With each item of clothing she stuffed into
the case, she felt increasingly scared. Should John arrive back at
the house, it would be too hard to remove the dresses and
petticoats from the case, putting everything back in place before
he reached her. She could shove everything under the bed, perhaps,
but what if he found it? She slowed her movements down, thinking
out a plan.

The suitcase could go back into its place in
the armoire, but there would still be the dresses missing from
their hangers, the undergarments from their drawers. Would he be
perceptive enough to notice? She could explain it away by saying
she was simply doing laundry, but Hazel didn’t like to think what
would happen if John got home too soon.

She liked thinking about what would happen if
she didn’t leave this place even less.

No. She had to hurry. She couldn’t stay here
any longer. If he got home too soon, she’d simply run for it,
taking the suitcase and whatever contents she’d managed to fill it
with and dash out into the streets. Perhaps in full view of the
public, John would show restraint.

If she made a fool of him in front of their
neighbors, though, it would be so much worse. She had to escape
cleanly and quickly and the sooner the better. Right now, even.

 


 


When she was sure not one more dress would
fit into the suitcase, she latched it shut and heaved it off the
bed. It was heavy, but so was the thought of staying in this
marriage for the rest of her life. Tucking the newspaper clipping
into the bodice of her dress to keep it close to her heart, Hazel
all but sprinted down the stairs, pausing only for a moment to take
a deep breath before plunging out the front door.

It was too beautiful a day for subterfuge. It
should’ve been dark, perhaps foggy, but, instead, the sun was out
and shining, with pigeons dancing around on the pavement.

Hazel resisted the urge to look around
nervously in spite of her pounding heart. If she looked around for
John now, suitcase in hand, her heart intent on leaving him, she
was afraid she’d find him. Hazel set her shaking shoulders and
lifted her chin up. She’d gotten too accustomed to creeping around,
hiding her injuries, ducking behind whatever hiding spot she could
find so that no one could see her. Now, though, with a split lip,
she was making her way forward.

She hadn’t left the house in a while, she
realized, as she hailed a carriage and gave the driver the address
for New York Brides. She used to go to the grocer’s several times a
week, but that had tapered off with the more noticeable blows John
had dealt her. She’d taken to having the groceries delivered,
giving the boy a list of items to bring for next week.

If she had to choose a feeling for the
wordless rush inside her heart as the carriage picked up speed,
buildings and pedestrians whipping past, it would fall somewhere
between terror and excitement. She’d reached well beyond the point
of no return, now. There was no way John could find her at this
point. She was away from her usual haunts, out of their
neighborhood, on her way to an address neither of them had ever
visited before.

A neatly dressed woman awaited her at the
desk of a nondescript office that shared the address of New York
Brides.

“Excuse me,” Hazel said softly, not wanting
to interrupt the woman’s shuffling of papers. She didn’t dare
interrupt anything that John ever did. His punishments on that
front were swift and terrible.

“Are you here about an advertisement?” the
woman asked, not taking her eyes off the papers she was arranging.
“Here to become a bride?”

There could be rules against Hazel applying
if this woman realized what she was running from. They probably
didn’t appreciate brides who were already married.

“Oh, actually, I’m responding to an
advertisement,” she said, holding the newspaper clipping out
reluctantly. It had gotten her this far. Hazel didn’t really want
to give it up to anyone.

“This is a pretty old edition,” the woman
remarked, eyeing the page before returning it to Hazel. She
breathed a sigh of relief. This paper was going to save her. She
just knew it. She wanted to keep it on her at all times for good
luck.

“Yes,” Hazel breathed. “It is old.” The date
on the page was for several months ago, but she’d kept it safe and
secure.

“Which ad are you interested in responding
to?” the woman asked, halting her paper shuffling to raise her face
and peer at Hazel. Hazel pressed her lips together. Was she acting
strangely? Should she be going about this in a different way?

“This one,” she said, pointing but keeping
the page out of the woman’s reach. “The farmer in Oregon.” That one
had always stuck with her for some reason. Perhaps it was because
Oregon was so remote, about as far away from John as she could
possibly get. Plus, she’d never so much as set foot on a farm. It
would be nothing like being married to a banker.

“I’m not sure if that account is still
active,” the woman said, yanking open an immense drawer to reveal
what had to have been dozens and dozens of files. “Especially with
how many months it’s been since that ad was printed. Did you have
your heart set on that one?”

Hazel wasn’t sure she had a heart left to set
on anything. She wanted to say that she was all right on anything,
just as long as it was away from New York, but Hazel didn’t want to
come off as desperate. That would arouse suspicions, and suspicions
might end her bid for freedom.

“Something about that one stood out to me,”
she said. “I realize it’s been a while, but I would be disappointed
if that account wasn’t still active.”

Whatever that meant.

“Maybe you’d be interested in something else
in Oregon?” the woman tried, leafing through the files. “I have
several here from Oregon, if you’re interested in the region
itself. Oh. Never mind. Here it is. How strange.”

“Strange?” Hazel repeated, feeling as if she
were in a waking dream as the woman lifted a single sheet of paper
from the file. This was the farmer from Oregon, the man who was
looking for a wife. This was the individual who had inspired her to
leave her marriage, to seek out new and unfamiliar territories.
Anything would be better than being married to John.

Anywhere would be better than New York.

“It’s just that most accounts don’t stay open
this long,” the woman said, glancing over the information the paper
contained. “The ad hasn’t been published since because the account
never requested that it run more than once. It’s unusual for an
account to go unanswered for this length of time.”

“Maybe it was just waiting for the right
person,” Hazel remarked, feeling brave. “May I see the page?” She
didn’t know what it might contain. All she knew was that it was her
way out.

“Yes, of course.” The woman held out the page
and Hazel took it gingerly, as if it would vanish from between her
fingers. There were a few professional marks that she didn’t
understand, but then the page yielded gold.

“What is this?” Hazel asked, running her
finger down the handwritten paragraph. “Is this from …?”

“Yes,” the woman said briskly. “That’s the
statement that … let’s see here … Will Baker made when he set up an
account with New York Brides.”

“Will Baker,” Hazel murmured, focused
completely on the handwriting. What could she glean about Will
Baker from his handwriting? It was neat and tidy, something he’d no
doubt learned in a schoolhouse, and his tilted cursive loops were
somehow endearing, like floppy-eared rabbits. That could mean
nothing — John had a particularly elegant script, after all — but
she thought it could be a positive.

She tore her eyes away from the details and
focused on what the paragraph was actually saying, what Will Baker
wanted his future wife to know about him.

“She should be open to new things,” he’d
written, the lines of his letter strong and decisive. “She should
be aware that life on the farm is very different from life in the
city, and should be willing to adapt as such. She should celebrate
the fact that there aren’t many people around, that I’ll teach her
everything she needs to know, that our union will be one of equal
partnership. We must trust each other completely, rely on each
other completely, and love each other completely.”

This was the one. Will Baker was the one for
Hazel. His ad had gone unanswered because he was simply waiting for
her without knowing he was doing so. She was going to make him the
best wife.

“Are you still interested in answering that
ad?”

Hazel came back to reality with a jolt,
realizing the woman was speaking to her. She returned the paper to
the woman, who nestled it lovingly back inside of its folder.

“Yes, absolutely,” Hazel said, wishing she
could keep that paper, too. That was her new husband calling out to
her. That made the paper special.

“Well, they say there’s someone out there for
everyone,” the woman said, reaching for a pen from a cup of several
on the corner of the desk.

“May I ask you something?” Hazel clasped her
hands to keep herself from fidgeting as the woman raised her eyes
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