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"Paradise," her mother said. "I invited Cullen Trent to dinner tonight. And now you're grandma's gotten sick. I'm afraid you'll have to entertain him. Now, be sure and show what a fine housekeeper you are. 18 is plenty old enough to be married, I say."

"Mother!" Paradise Tavish gasped, then stopped. There was no use in arguing with Mother. With  a "laid back husband" (so the nicer gossips in town would put it) it was no wonder her mother was  desperate to push her from the nest.  Only one week past her birthday, barely out of school, and already Mother was foisting her off on some helpless man.

And Cullen Trent, of all people! The uptight, general handyman of Sycamore County? It wasn't that he was a fine catch, or made good money (though it wouldn't take much to seem more prosperous than Paradise's father).

No. She knew exactly what the issue was.

Paradise had heard that Mrs. Clotfelter was out to snag Cullen for her daughter. And anything the upper-crust Mrs. Clotfelter was out to get, Paradise's mother was sure to try and beat her at it. Mother had had it in for that lady ever since the two of them were girls and Mrs. Clotfelter had ridiculed Mother's hand-me-down dress in front of the whole school.

Well, I don't care, I'm not going along with it, she thought. I'm not forcing some random man to propose to me just so Mother can one-up Mrs. Clotfelter!

Suddenly a thought occurred to her. "Be sure and show what a fine housekeeper you are," Mother had said.

Hadn't she heard someone once say that if there was one thing Cullen Trent couldn't stand, it was overbearing neatness in a house?

A devious smile curved her lips.

Mother wanted her to show what a good housekeeper she was? Very well. She'd do just that.

Cullen Trent arrived precisely on time. His extreme punctuality was one of the reasons he was the county's leading handyman.

She opened the door. "Good day, Mr. Trent." She smiled. "Won't you come in?" She quickly explained that Mother had to attend to grandmother, and her father was working late in the fields (Sure, she told herself. He's probably holed up at the hardware store in town, playing checkers with somebody!). So it would just be the two of them.

"Oh, that's alright." A huge grin spread over his face, so that his ears, which stuck out from his head, flapped imperceptibly. Paradise bit back a wild urge to giggle.

He was a tall, gangling fellow, and tripped over the doorstep on his way in. He flushed an embarrassed red. He looked so uncomfortable in his good clothes, with his wild hair slicked back flat and shiny. She suddenly felt sorry for him.

But not enough to marry him.

Time to put her plan into action then.

"Come inside quickly!" she said, "I just swept and polished the floor. We don't want the dust blowing in."

"What's that?" He stopped and looked at her, suspiciously.

"Dust!" She said. "Dirt! Oh if there's one thing I can't stand, its a messy house. Can you?"

"I can," he said. "This is, I mean..."

He looked like a cornered rabbit. Had he stopped blushing once since he'd stepped inside?

"It looks quite nice in here," he finally finished. He turned to step off the rug onto the gleaming hardwood floor.

"Wait!" she shrieked.

Cullen tripped over his feet and pinwheeled his arms for balance.

"What is it now?" he demanded.

"Don't move," she urged him. "I'll be right back!"

Cullen froze.

Paradise rushed across the room, scooped up a handful of newspapers and hurried back. "Step on these." She laid the papers down in neat order, making a path to the couch, which sat just before the fireplace. "There's no point in getting dusty boot prints on this floor when I just cleaned it, now is there?"

"I beg your pardon?" The poor man gasped. But he followed her mechanically. Finally, he sank down on the couch and breathed a sigh of relief. "You're quite the little housekeeper aren't you?" He asked.

"Take off your boots," Paradise replied.

"Excuse me?" He blinked.

"Your shoes. I'll put them by the fireplace, so no mud falls on the floor."

"Now look here, ma'am!" He floundered up out of the couch. "Clean floor or no clean floor, ain't nobody going to take my boots away from me!"

She knew that would get him. No self-respecting hill man parts with his boots easily. She gave him a push. Not expecting it, he fell backwards onto the couch.

She grabbed the whisk broom and swept under his feet. "Dinner's about ready," she said evenly. "If you want any, get those boots off."

She disappeared into the kitchen and stopped to peek through the door. Muttering under his breath, Cullen bent down and began unlacing his boots.

When she stopped laughing she joined him again in the living room.

"It'll be a few a more minutes," she said. "Oh! If you'll excuse me—there's some dust over there."

Paradise grabbed a duster and scurried around the couch, cleaning all the in-tables and sweeping under Cullen's feet again. Before she was finished, he sat hunched up on the couch, barefoot, clutching his knees with his hands.

"I just can't stand the slightest hint of filth lying about, can you?" She smiled brightly.

"Well as a matter of fact..."

"Excuse, me," she interrupted. "I better check the dinner again!"

She stepped back in a moment later. "I'm sorry, that pot roast is taking forever to get done!" She frowned, straightening the antimacassars on the back of the sofa, and neatening the doilies on the side tables.

Cullen fidgeted with his bow tie and looked redder then ever.

Paradise felt a twinge of guilt. But it couldn't be helped. One sometimes must do hard things for the cause of freedom.

One’s own that is.

"I hope you won't think me rude," She said. "But I do have a few things lying around that need doing. Would you mind if I tend to them while we talk and wait for dinner?"

"Of course not." He smiled, looking relieved as she sat down and bent to pick up a basket lying at the end of the sofa. “What is it? Knitting, sewing, quilting? Maybe you’re patching your father's trousers?" He leaned closer for a better look.

"Not quite," she said and pulled a shirt from the basket. "It’s laundry that needs folded. I hope you don't mind." She pulled out three socks and a pair of underwear and waved them gaily in the air.

Cullen had exhausted all shades of red by this time. He now turned a delicate purple and stumbled to his feet.

"Excuse me, Miss Tavish," he gasped. "But I'm afraid I can't stay for dinner."

"Oh, must you leave?" She tried to sound disappointed.

"I-I-I'm afraid so." He fumbled to get his boots on, nearly fell on his face and tumbled back on to the couch. "I just remembered a Handyman Problem I must be fixing." He laced up hurriedly. "Yes. Mrs. Galthrow. Her sink is stopped and her cat in a tree. I must get the sink down and the cat unstopped. I mean—well, never mind. But I'm sure I'll be seeing you again sometime soon." He bounced to his feet and wrung her hand in a parting manner.

"Of course, Mr. Trent." She
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