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Lately, Jill found herself with the habit of
waking up filled with dread. It was a terrible way to start her
day, really. Whether the sun came streaming in through the windows
or the rain pattered against the panes, Jill experienced the exact
same feeling of pervasive anxiety every single day.

It was alleviated, of course, if she somehow
managed to escape the house on her own under the guise of some
errand. Less often, Mother leaving the house — without Jill —
helped assuage the dread.

Nevertheless, those days when Mother told
Jill they both had a social engagement, or Mother invited yet
another potential suitor for tea, Jill was certain that there was
no worse fate in the world.

Mother couldn’t abide such nonsense, she
often said.

“I assure you, girl, that there are much
worse things in the world than getting married,” Mother would snap,
her chins wobbling as wildly as the tea in the cup she
clutched.

“I am sure there are,” Jill said. “I’m only
saying that I don’t think I’m ready.”

“It’s not something you suddenly become ready
for,” Mother said, setting the teacup down in her saucer with a
crack of porcelain against porcelain. “Marriage just is, Jillian,
and it’s your duty as a woman to do it.”

“I want to someday get married,” Jill said.
“But to someone I love.”

Mother laughed derisively. “You read too
much,” she said. “You fill up your little head with those romances
and believe that happily ever after comes true. Do you think I
loved your father — God rest his soul — when we first got
married?”

Jill swallowed. She’d never thought of it any
other way. “Well, didn’t you?”

“Absolutely not, silly girl!” Mother
exclaimed. “Your father and I were barely more than strangers. Our
families arranged what they thought would be a suitable match, and
we obeyed their wishes. That’s all marriage is. It’s a social and,
more often than not, economical agreement between two
families.”

“Didn’t you ever love Father?” Jill asked
softly. She had been wondering recently whether Father would’ve
allowed Mother to be so adamant about marriage if he’d still been
alive. It still hurt her heart to think of him suffering with his
dreadful fever even if it had already been two years.

“Enough with this sentimental foolishness,”
Mother said dismissively. “I suppose you could say that, in our own
way, your father and I cared for each other. We had you, didn’t
we?”

Yes, but Jill was an only child. She supposed
that once had been enough for Mother and Father, and on some days
she felt as if she were exceedingly lucky to be alive at all.

“Your father and I understood our duties,”
Mother continued, oblivious to Jill’s thoughts. “And, after a time,
we became fond of each other. Friends, even. However, you must
banish this notion of love from your mind, girl, or you’ll only be
disappointed. Love doesn’t exist in these kinds of dealings.”

“I disagree with you there,” Jill said. “I
think love can exist if you just give it a chance. If you don’t
just mash two completely different people into a marriage.”

“Love doesn’t happen like in your books,
Jillian!” Mother exclaimed, her face turning red with exasperation.
“And you’re a little fool to think so! Love just doesn’t fall out
of the sky and into your lap! You’ll become an old maid waiting for
it to happen, and by then, no one will want you.”

Jill tried to press her lips together to keep
from retorting, but it was to no avail. “I am not marrying any of
the men you’ve tried to force upon me,” she said. “I loathe them
all, and I would hate life if I had to spend it with them.”

“Well, then I feel very sorry for you,”
Mother said, “especially with that attitude, because you will be
getting married. I’ve let you roam too freely after your poor
father died and you have suffered for it. You need discipline and a
steady hand, and your husband will provide those things for you.
I’ll make sure that it happens.”

 


 


The parade of suitors grew by the day. The
majority of them were oafs, and they were all frankly above Jill’s
station and she knew they would take care to remind her of it for
the rest of her life. Mother was convinced that she could use Jill
to engage in a little social mobility, and Jill loathed it. It
wasn’t that their family wasn’t well off. They lived in a nice
estate and were frugal with their income from Father’s death.

That’s why Jill found it ludicrous to allow
herself to be matched with some vapid man with such-and-such
title.

Earl of the blah, blah, blah was nearly twice
her age and had been twice married before. He even had a child as
old as Jill. Duke of the blah, blah, blah was more interested in
picking his nose at tea than eating any of the cakes Mother had
tasked Jill with making. Lord of the blah, blah, blah could only
talk about his horses and where he was going hunting next week and
the next and the next.

None of them gave Jill more than a cursory
glance upon first meeting her. They all seemed to treat marriage
exactly the same way that Mother did. They all had something
important to share or impart — their statuses — and they were
apparently willing to negotiate to do so.

Well, if they were so in love with all their
titles and holdings, they could just marry them. Jill wanted no
part in it. She spurned each one of them, trying to weather the
storm of Mother’s wrath as it grew and grew.

“You will be more amenable,” Mother vowed.
“You will not leave during the middle of tea again.”

“My stomach hurt,” Jill said, shrugging. It
had. The baron of blah, blah, blah had turned her stomach so with
his lists of assets — Mother’s eyes had gotten progressively wider
with each estate — that Jill had to excuse herself and never
bothered coming back down from her room.

“Don’t you understand that you are being
courted?” Mother demanded. “You are getting a chance to make the
best match possible here.”

“The best match possible for who?” Jill shot
back. “If you love lands and titles so much, Mother, then you marry
one of them.”

It had been the wrong thing to say, and Jill
knew she was just speaking spitefully, and Mother acted
accordingly, banishing her to her room for three whole days.

It ended up being restful, really. Mother
didn’t bother her and Jill didn’t have to sit through another
excruciating tea with a self-absorbed, preening suitor.

When she emerged from her room, however, Jill
was apparently engaged to be married to Baron blah, blah, blah.

“I won’t marry him,” she said, tears brimming
in her eyes. “I won’t marry him and I’ll never love him.”

“Don’t you understand?” Mother demanded. “You
don’t have to love him. You’ll have a whole castle to live in, or
that country estate in the summer, or even one of his holdings in
Germany. Just think of all the things that you’ve never had that
are suddenly yours.”

The baron had been the worst one of them all,
Jill was suddenly convinced. He was the most vapid, the most in
love with his assets, and the least likely to win Jill’s heart in
any sort of contest.

Jill imposed another three-day exile to her
bedroom, refusing to come out or even to eat.

“It’s going to be a lot harder than this to
starve yourself to death,” Mother called gleefully from the other
side of Jill’s bedroom door, jolly in the middle of her wedding
planning.

Jill didn’t want to marry any baron. She
didn’t want to marry anyone she didn’t love. She was ashamed of
Mother, ashamed that she was being used as a ladder so Mother could
become the social climber that she always wanted to be.

“Did Father ever know how badly you wanted to
have more than he could ever offer you?” Jill demanded when Mother
brought in yet another tray of food that she refused to eat.

“I know you’re attempted to be hurtful
because you’re being told to do something you don’t want to do,”
Mother said lightly. “I’ll choose to ignore the fact that you’re
insulting your poor, deceased father.” Lately, nothing could drag
Mother down. She was too excited about the impending wedding.

She was even fairly amicable about Jill not
eating. Mother kept saying she’d be even lovelier in her wedding
gown.

Jill realized finally that there was nothing
she could say to escape what she felt was the biggest farce of her
life.

With that revelation, she felt as if she’d
arrived at a crossroads in her life: Accept an impending loveless
marriage, or do something about it.

 


 


Mother often remarked how Jill had a
rebellious streak in her, but the origin of such an anomaly
remained a mystery. It was that streak that Jill considered when
she packed a couple of dresses away in a small case, retrieved some
money from the lockbox that Mother kept to pay some of the wedding
bills, and slipped out of the house in the dead of night when
everyone was still asleep.

She didn’t care about Mother’s disappointment
in her, and she was sure the baron would get over it quicker than
anyone.

Jill stood out in the cool night air,
clutching her case at her side, and looked back at the house where
she grew up. Mother and Father had never raised her to be
particularly religious, but Jill prayed for a sign from God that
this was the right thing to do all the same.

“Lord, I know we don’t speak often,” Jill
prayed silently. “But I need to ask your help. Could you please let
me know I’m going in the right direction? I just don’t think this
marriage is good for anyone.”

However, the night remained with only the
chirps of crickets to break the silence.

Jill tried to reason it out, rooted to the
spot at the end of the lane, unable to walk farther away from the
life she was fleeing. Marriage was supposed to honor God, but this
marriage was only an attempt by Mother to marry Jill beyond her
station. However, children were supposed to honor their fathers and
mothers — and running away from this marriage would be like a slap
in Mother’s face.

Jill had never done anything like this
before, but she had never experienced desperation like this before,
either. If she didn’t leave now, she’d find herself married to a
baron who cared more for his title and prestige of name than he
ever would his wife, particularly since Jill was a nobody. That
wasn’t what she wanted for herself, and she didn’t care if Mother
called her naïve for thinking so. There had to be such a thing as a
marriage based on love. There had to be, or why get married at
all?

Jill turned on her heel and marched away,
goose bumps dotting her flesh as she left her house for good. She
knew that she couldn’t go back. Once she was gone, she will have
dishonored her family. However, she just couldn’t marry the baron.
She couldn’t.

With each step she took, her heart became
lighter and lighter. Jill hadn’t realized just how dismal she’d
felt as her wedding date crawled nearer. She even felt a bit hungry
as she walked farther into the heart of London. She hadn’t had an
appetite in weeks.

Torn between getting something to eat and
saving what money she’d taken from the house, Jill walked on.
Perhaps in the morning she’d have a breakfast fit for a queen — or
a baroness, at least.

 


 


Strangely buoyed by her decision to change
her fortune, Jill didn’t sleep a wink, walking and walking until
her feet couldn’t bear it anymore. She watched the sunrise over the
Thames, thanking God that she seemed to have made the right
choice.

When she stopped at a café for breakfast,
however, Jill experienced her first doubt.

“Did you hear about the girl who ran away
just weeks before her wedding?” the waitress asked as she served
Jill some tea. Jill nearly spilled the hot liquid right in her own
lap.

“I don’t believe I have,” she said politely,
blowing carefully on the hot brew. “What’s the story?”

“Some girl marrying outside her station,” the
waitress said dismissively. “A bad mistake, if you ask me. Went
missing last night as if she’d been snatched right out of her home.
That would’ve made a better story, I think, but turns out she took
a few things and robbed her poor mother blind.”

That wasn’t true. Mother had much more money
she could access at any time. Jill had only taken the petty cash
she had on hand.

“So what are they saying about this girl?”
Jill asked. “What’s the baron to do, I wonder?”

“The baron is furious, I’ve heard,” the
waitress said. “He’s offering a reward for his runaway fiancée, as
it were. And the mother’s just inconsolable, talking about how her
daughter’s ruined her and turned her back on her family.”

“That’s a sad story,” Jill said, setting the
cup of tea back down on the table without taking a sip. “I wonder
what’s become of her?”

“I think she’s long gone,” the waitress said,
looking dreamily out the café’s windows. “Probably all the way in
France by now, I’d wager.”

“That’s a pretty thought,” Jill said,
smiling. France. She supposed she could go anywhere. Actually, she
was afraid she had to go somewhere. The last thing she wanted to do
was cause Mother even more dishonor by being caught. It was better
to slip away, leave London forever, or risk being found by the
baron’s men.

“Did you want to order some food, then?” the
waitress asked, making Jill jump a little.

“No, thank you,” she said. “I’m not really
hungry this morning. The tea will suffice.”

Jill waited until the waitress left to tend
to some other patrons before placing a coin on the table and
leaving the tea nearly untouched
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