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Chapter 1 
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THE SUN CREPT OVER the horizon, making its way to brighten the Imnaha River region as if after a long day it was too tired to properly finish the sun-shining job.  A dense fog hovered over the land urging its inhabitants to rise and get the day moving, but like the lazy early sun preparing to make its daily pass, the start of the day felt much like the end for Paul Darton. The land, that he loved, was hard on him.  A lonely life as postmaster for the region often made him question a vision for a future for the land that no one believed in but him. 

The more he tried to make others understand and see the potential in the unspoiled corner of Oregon, the crazier people believed him to be.  

"Paul, no one wants to travel way to the Pacific Northwest to hike a trail," his mother told him one day over coffee. 

"Mom, people love wide open spaces.  As much as mankind continues to decimate the planet with urban sprawl, there are folks who want to get back to nature, enjoy the feel of grass between their toes, spend sometime in the great outdoors...live off the grid a bit," he told her. 

“Yes, but finding a nice girl to live off the grid with you is going to be difficult.  No one wants to go without social media. They sure as hell don’t want to go from watching the Internet to an evening of skinning their dinner with a Bowie knife.  Most women want to pick their meat up from the grocer's wrapped in nice cellophane.  I, for one, don't want to come home and see my meat hanging from a hook on my back porch," Beverly Darton told her son.  "It is very unappetizing." 

"I don't agree with you, Mom.  Out there is a woman who will see my vision, help me build the dream and bring new life to this area," he said with conviction. 

"Yes, and she will probably have a pet monkey named Cobra, or worse a pet cobra named Monkey that she likes to kiss on the lips before she goes to bed at night, or worse," Beverly said with a perfectly manicured arched eyebrow. 

"Have faith Mom; there is someone out there perfect for me," he said with a halfhearted smile. 

"That's my fear.  I will end up with little hairy grandbabies who don't use deodorant and enjoy skinning rabbits for fun," Beverly said with an attempted frown.  Perfectly manicured fingers touched her Botoxed forehead. "See, I think you just gave me a premature wrinkle, I feel the indentation in my skin." 

Paul moved closer to his mother.  At sixty-two she was still a perfect size eight, too reliant on chemicals to maintain her brunette hair, her flawless skin, and tight butt cheeks she often bragged about it at inappropriate times. As much as he loved his mother, he didn't want to marry anyone close to being like her.  Money had its benefits, yet Paul wanted a wife that would want more out of life than simply looking beautiful.  He needed a woman who understood the beauty of life. 

"I know you are out there," he said to himself.  He spoke the words again to his mother, "I know she is out there.  I have a vision, Mom.  I am going to make it come to life." 

"I can only hope your visualization doesn't take the life from you Paul. It is one thing to have a dream, it is another entirely to live in a dreamlike state," she said placing her hand on his arm.  "Sometimes I think I failed you." 

"How so?" he asked. 

"I don't know, you and your brother Luke are so different," she said.  "I did the same things during the pregnancies..." 

"Mom, stop it.  I am who I am. I like who I am," he told her.   

"I know...but...," she started. 

Paul silenced her with a kiss on the temple. "I am fine, Mom. You worry too much. Luke is like Dad and I am more like...someone else in the family," he said to her. 

"I guess," she said.  "I know you aren't anything like me." 

"I have your tender heart," he said with a smile. 

Beverly scoffed at him. "I only wish you had my tough as nails ass.  I can crack walnuts with this thing.  Pilates is no joke," she said with a smile. 

"Nothing is instant, Mom.  Everything takes a little time, especially if it is worthwhile.  I truly believe that the greatest gift you can give to another person is caring.  When you care about someone else's happiness, your life takes on new meaning, new purpose," he said. 

"That I can agree with, son," Beverly said.  Her husband never really cared about anything other than a legacy of more land, more timber, and more money. Luke, her oldest son, was exactly like his father.  He was set on winning at any cost.  Everything was a competition to him.  In many ways she was happy Paul had moved away from Portland and the family to start his own venture. His hide was too delicate to navigate the shark-infested waters chummed by his father and brother. 

Generations of Darton men had worked at the helm of the industrial side of the company that cuts down timber through six states to make lumber. Diversification in textiles and lumber by products had yielded a family fortune that Paul cared very little to be a part of. Instead, he worked on the public image of the company to preserve lands and habitats for animals. One patch of land in particular up near the Imnaha River had become his swan song.  Ten thousand acres of unspoiled land sat uncut and untouched by man. It was a part of the Darton legacy. If Paul had his way, it would remain that way. 

The fantasy that currently kept him up at night, came to him a few years prior when he attended an environmental rally, someone in the crowd mentioned land being auctioned off in the region of the Sheepheads Creek.  It was on a weekend away when his then-girlfriend Athena, was in the throes of one of her many temper tantrums, and Paul took off to get some fresh air. A weekend of clear water, open space, and room to breathe changed his life.  Following a winding trail up through a small pass, he located a plateau not far from the river.  Popping open his tent, he camped out at the site for the weekend.  Ill-equipped for the outdoor life, he almost froze to death, developed dysentery and nearly dehydrated himself– all in one weekend.  Hovering on death's doorstep, he had never felt more alive. 

Secretly, he purchased the 2,000 acres under the name of Wide Open Spaces. The small Oregonian Outfitting Company also purchased off runs of lumber from Darton Industrial that were transported in small shipments from a warehouse to his new weekend home where he stored his gear for the new company. It took a year to build the three-room cabin that had a decent sized living space that encompassed the living, dining and kitchen area.  A stand-up shower was added to the washroom that was basic, but functional.  The second bedroom quickly became an office as he started to bring a few friends up to the region to enjoy the beauty of the wide open space.  In less than two years, he made runs twice a month with suburbanites who wanted to rough it and get back to nature.  At $200 a person, a weekender could rent one of the two tiny houses on the trail or for $100, one of the three campsites.  

The weekend trips were taking a great deal more time from his day job that began a conversation with his father that still hurt him to this day. 

"I have a vision, Dad," he told Jeremiah Darton. 

"That and two dollars will get you a pack of hot dogs Paul.  A man needs more than a vision; he has to have a plan, a helpmate, and enough money to buy off a few politicians," his father told him. 

"Dad, I want to leave the company and venture out on my own. See, I have this idea for some of that land up round the Imnaha River," he said, trying to broach the subject. 

"That land is going to be harvested in the next few years," Jeremiah said confidently. 

Paul exhaled, ready to say the words that had been coagulating in his mouth like day old worms being held for a baby bird's next feeding. "You can't harvest it without my agreement or my signature," Paul said aloud. 

Jeremiah, clad in a thousand dollar suit, rose from behind the massive oak desk.  His posture was rigid.  His eyes were focused. The silver hair that never had a strand out of place did not move as he tilted his head. 

"Are you opposing me, son?  Please tell me you are not opposing me on this very lucrative venture on that land," Jeremiah said with some bass in his voice. 

Paul rose to stand toe to toe with his father. 

"I am.  I will.  I shall," he said.  "I want that land for something more...to leave a Darton legacy that doesn't include raping the land of all her beauty," Paul said. 

"The only time a bitch is beautiful is when she has been plowed a few times, son," Jeremiah said.  "That fresh as the dew on a baby peach is for punks and dreamers.  You want to get somewhere in life, you have to have a woman who is not only beautiful but also seasoned in life. A virgin is only interesting the first time; after that, it is just too much work to train her to do what you need," Jeremiah said with a glare. 

"I hope you don't feel that way about, Mom," Paul said with a frown. 

"I feel that way about all women," Jeremiah said.  "Your mother is as ruthless as I am.  How do you think we have managed to stay married for so damned long?  I can't divorce her, she will take half of everything we own.  I can't cheat; she will cut off my balls, so I am stuck with her crazy ass." 

"You are truly an inspiring man," Paul mumbled with some distaste in his mouth. 

"I can teach you a lot more, son," Jeremiah said with pride. 

"I am learning every day from you, Dad," he said to his father as he left the office. He was learning he no longer desired to be a part of this Darton vision. 

"Son," Jeremiah called to him.  "She was just a woman.  There will be more.  I hope you will not allow her to be a permanent wedge between you and your brother." 

"Dad, the wedge between me and Luke is about a helluva lot more than just Rosalyn," he said firmly. 

"You sure, son?  I mean she was a pretty girl and all, but never worth allowing to come between blood," Jeremiah stated. 

"It seems to me, Dad, that blood should have come between Luke's desire to have her at any cost and some form of moral compass to guide his muddled mind," Paul said. 

Jeremiah wasn't balking at the implications of Paul's words. 

"Paul, son.  Sometimes women will say they were forced just to save face," Jeremiah said. 

"Or sometimes women are forced because some men don't understand the word no," Paul said. 

"Is that... what’s this is about?  The land or that woman? Are you blocking this venture from Luke because of that bitch?" 

“No, Dad, this is about me saying no because Luke is a bitch.  I am blocking you both because that land is a rare beautiful gem that will be taken care of by me, my children and their children's children," Paul said. 

"Don't oppose me, son!" 

"Or what?  You will disinherit me?  Stop speaking to me?  Treat me like you don't know me?  Is that it, Dad?" Paul said.  "Funny, those tactics are ineffective because that is what you have always given me. I am the flawed son. The broken one who doesn't get how the world works, but you are wrong. I get it.  I get you and I get Luke.  I just hate that you don't get me." 

The words were spoken three years ago.  

Paul Darton packed a bag, left everything behind and moved to his cabin on the river. Through word of mouth, weekenders traveled for miles around to come and walk the two trails he had developed in Oregon.  Now, the postmaster of Imnaha, he made his daily runs through the area looking for new trails to create, but something was missing.  After the weekenders completed the two trails, there was no need for them to come back. 

"I need help," he said aloud. 

****
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ON A CLEAR, CRISP THURSDAY afternoon when the sun decided to be friendly, Paul Darton cranked up the satellite and registered with a mail order bride service out of New York.  It was an old company that had been around since the first wagon trains headed west. Registration was easy, payment was reasonable and it came with a money back guarantee. He had Curley Joe Mortenson, who owned the local store, to snap a photo of him on the front porch of the cabin as he held a walking stick. 

"I look stupid," he said.   

“Yep, you do,” Curley Joe said, but continued to take more. He tried to replace the image but each subsequent photo was worse than the last.  Settling on the first image, he composed the ad for a wife. 


"Oregonian Wilderness Outfitter seeks wife that is marketing, social media and internet savvy to aid in growing a business venture.  A good cook is a must.  Housekeeping skills a plus. Remote location. Let's open a dialogue." 



Paul’s large finger clicked the mouse, pressing the little blue button that read submit.  The ad was live. Out there somewhere was a woman looking for him and he hoped the thirty-six-word ad would be the start of something great. 

Instead, the ad was the start of him nearly losing his mind. 

Three months passed and not a single hit.  On a cloudy Tuesday afternoon with poor satellite reception, Paul checked his email to find three orders from new weekenders wanting to rent one of the tiny houses and try out his trails.  Two invoices were also in the inbox, one for storage at the warehouse and one for the other store supplies he had in his office.  However, four messages down, right under the email for penile enhancement supplements, was a message with a little red heart beside it from Kalinda Marsh. 

Nervous fingers fondled the mouse, then clicked the icon to open the message. 

It was simply stated and so purely beautiful that his heart pounded furiously in his chest, beating like a man hopped up on adrenalin about to fall overboard as it jumped so vigorously in his chest. He read it six times before he allowed himself to exhale. 




"I am Kalinda Marsh. Savvy in all things social media, a pretty good cook, a moderate housekeeper and a dream builder. Let's start a conversation." 
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Chapter 2 
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PAUL STOOD IN FRONT of the small bathroom mirror that he used for shaving on Thursday mornings. It was a round disc that would never suffice for a woman to work on her makeup or clear her pores from blackheads and imperfections. "I have to get a bigger mirror for my wife to use," he said aloud.  

Saying the words made him smile. 

A wife. 

"Stop being a cheddar head, Paul, you haven't even had a conversation with the woman yet," he admonished himself.  He also double scolded himself for checking his appearance in the mirror since their first interaction would be via a phone call; not even the visual type.  Nevertheless, he found himself checking his teeth and even blowing his breath into his hand to check for tartness. 

"Idiot, it's a phone call," he scolded again. 

It's still a first date. A man always wants to make a good first impression on a first date. 

Dressed in his favorite blue plaid shirt and a well-worn pair of Levi's that clung to everything the good Lord had blessed him with, he squared his shoulders then picked up the cell phone. At six feet tall, weighing in at a solid 185 pounds, no fat could be found on his body.  Strong, muscular legs from years of playing rugby filled in the jeans with a sense of purpose as he moved towards a potential new future.  The phone call had a purpose. He had a purpose.  His wife would also serve a purpose. 

He dialed the number.  A small bead of sweat formed on his forehead, rolling down the side of his temple as he waited impatiently for her to answer.  If it went past five rings he would hang up.  It only went to three. 

"Kalinda Marsh," the sweet voice said on the other end. 

"Good morning, this is Paul Darton," he said with a cocky confidence that was waning with every minute. 

"Hello, Mr. Darton," Kalinda responded. 

"Please, call me Paul," he said, holding the phone and listening to hear the sound of her breathing. 

"Paul it is. So, tell me, Paul, why are you advertising for a wife on the Internet?" 

"So, tell me, Kalinda, why you are responding?" 

"My question first, then I will answer yours," she said. 

"Fair enough," he added. 

For the next ten minutes he told her about the Darton land, Wide Open Spaces, the hiking trails, and his vision.  She said nothing as she listened to the passion in his voice, smiling although he couldn't see her, while feeling the tug of a memory from once believing in something bigger than herself. 

"Why is this so important for you to create, Paul?"  

"I want to give something back to the world, or rather share something that we forget exists. That natural beauty of an unspoiled land. The pure feeling of freedom of being out in the open, experiencing nature as it is meant to be seen," he said softly,  the timber of his voice speaking something he was not saying. 

"Tell me of the wrong you wish you to right, Paul," she encouraged him. 

"How do you know that?" 

"You were not hard to research.  Your family is like Oregon royalty, yet you live in a town of two hundred people serving as the postmaster to deliver packages and mail to people few even know are a part of the world," Kalinda said. 

"...And you, Kalinda Marsh, live your life on the Internet snapping selfies of every moment to share with the world as if you found the secret to living life better than anyone else," he added. 

"Well, aren't we the pair," she said gently to him. 

It was the way she said “we” that sent a shot of adrenalin directly to his pants.  The sexual attraction based on her voice was a plus, but he needed her to understand what he was truly looking to build. 

"Kalinda, the region in that I live in is an old growth forest, meaning it has been here for hundreds of years.  It is dense in some areas where fallen trees under the canopy have given the area an understory.  These trees are not easily replaced if they are cut down.  Deforestation can ruin the diversity of the plant and animal life.  I am trying to protect it. I want this area to be cared for by my children and my children's children," he told her. 

"But you already own the land, don't you?" 

“No, my family owns the land.  I own 2,000 acres that I have built two natural trails through.  I have two tiny houses and two campsites thus far.  On the weekends, there are small groups of people who come up to hike the two trails and rent the spaces.  I want to do more in the area, but I am not internet savvy," he said to Kalinda. 

"I think I am understanding what you are trying to do, but let me say what I think you are telling me, then you let me know if I am right on or not, okay?" 

"Okay." 

She looked over the notes she had printed on his family and the region.  She had researched the Indian population, the statistics, and the number of people who had recently began traveling to the area for weekend getaways.  Softly, she exhaled into the phone. 

The soft exhalation sent goosebumps up his arms and down his back.  

"Thus far, Paul, on the weekend, there are four to six people who venture up to where you are and rent out one of your tiny houses.  They hike the trail then come back to the tiny house or campsite for the night.  The next morning, do they hike the next trail?" 

"Pretty much," he said. 

"After your weekenders hike the two trails, do they earn a badge or something that states I completed the bunny slope at Imnaha?" Kalinda asked. 

“That would be cool, but I don't have that," he said. 

"Is there a marshmallow roast around the campfire at the end of the first night to share war stories about wildlife and game that was spotted on the trail?" 

"No, I didn't think of that," he said. 

"How long is the trail and how many hours does it take the normal human to hike each one?" she asked. 

"The two I currently have are 12.5 miles each that take at least five and a half hours to navigate in good weather at a steady pace," he said. 

"The spacing of the tiny houses....how far apart are those?" 

"Each one is two miles apart to give the weekenders space and the feeling of being out in nature away from it all," he said. 

"Paul," she said into the line.  

“Yes, Kalinda," he said adding a richness to his voice that sent butterflies to her midsection. 

"I am uncertain if you want a wife or a marketing manager," she said to him. 

"I want both, Kalinda.  I know how to do a few things really well, like explain the need to protect wilderness areas.  I know how to train others to care for the land and enjoy the beauty of the great outdoors, but I don't know how to tweet, blog, or post live videos of adventures.  I firmly believe the weekenders should have action shots of coming down the trail or rafting on the river, yes, they need those things, but I can't keep them safe and run the office at the same time.  I am not asking for a lot, Kalinda," he said. 

"Is that all you want, Paul?" 

"No, it's not.  I would also like some hot sex twice a week, and meat and potatoes on Wednesday would be really nice," he said, chuckling at this own boldness.  She made him feel confident.  He liked that. 

"You make it sound so simple," she said to him. 

"Life is simple.  It is those around you who complicate it with their bullshit.  I find I am the happiest when I am away from people, especially my family," he said.  "I want to start my own family who has the same values I do and who believe in what I believe." 

"Paul, I am not a believer yet, but I need to get the hell away from those who are complicating my life," she said. 

"...And marrying a complete stranger who lives in the middle of nowhere is your solution to uncomplicating your existence?" he wanted to know. 

"My existence isn't real, Paul.  It is something I created to convince those around me that I was a person of consequence with an opinion that mattered. I wanted to be someone. Therefore, I created the someone I wanted to be and now the inmate is taking over the asylum.  I need a fresh start.  I need to build a new dream," she told him. 

"Have you ever hiked an open trail?" 

"I have never even caught a fish," she said to him. 

"Kalinda, my life is pretty remote.  I have indoor plumbing with an outdoor bathtub, two bedrooms, one that serves as the office and for my day job. I am a postman to an area that very seldom gets much mail," he said. 

"Okay," she said. 

"Okay, what?" 

"First things first...you will need another little tiny house close to the cabin to serve as the office and storage of equipment. That second bedroom will be living space for something we both enjoy," she told him. 

His voice rose two octaves when he asked, "You are agreeing to this...you are agreeing to marry me?" 

"Technically, you haven't asked me," Kalinda said. 

"Are you sure?" 

"No!  Hell no, I am not sure.  I am scared out of my mind, but I am not marrying you tomorrow.  We are going to spend some time getting to know each other," she said. 

"Actually no, I am out of time.  There is a big shindig next month honoring my asshole of a brother in Portland. I would love to start our life then.  You fly out, I take you for a nice dinner, we get married the next morning, attend the gala that night, and then we head out to our home.  I have lots of people coming every weekend in June, July, August, and September," he said. 

"Oh," she said. 

"I also have four more tiny cabins arriving in the next few weeks, but since I have to now turn one of those into our new office, I have to have one more built," he said. 

The thing that caught Kalinda's attention and held it was that Paul listened to her request and was going to honor her suggestion to create a new office. He was listening to her.  She hadn't had that in a very long time.   

What are you doing, Kalinda? 

What the hell are you doing? 

"Kalinda?" 

“I'm here, Paul," she said tentatively. 

"What do you need from me?" 

"I don't know what to ask you for in this situation," she said to him. 

A gentle breeze blew through the window, tufting the hair on his head like a mental suggestion to be better. Random ideas entered the gray matter rolling out of his subconscious like ripping waves as he held the phone, listening to a woman he had never met, but desired in his life more than he’d ever wanted anything. 

"Kalinda, each day I will give you my undivided attention. I’ll listen without judgment when I hear your words and I shall take care of your heart. I will never raise my hand nor my voice to you, with or without provocation. I will tend your needs like a constant gardener ensuring that our marriage will be something you will not regret.  In these words is my desire that you will find the merit to trust me and in time learn to love me as I pray I will do the same," he said to her. 

"Well, damn," she said into the line. "Did you practice that or you just made it up?" 

"It is not practiced, but words from my heart.  I am pretty transparent.  I have no hidden agendas.  I want to build something great with a woman who wants to help build something great as well," he said. 

"What is the catch?" 

"There is no catch.  It is remote, so you will spend a lot of time with me as your man," he said with a grin in the line. 

"With you as my man?" 

"Yep. I'm going to be your big strong man that is going to go out and hunt and fish and bring home dinner on a string," he said. 

A soft laughter of her voice crept through the phone line.  Paul's pants grew tight as he grasped the phone tighter.  Damn, she is affecting me just through the phone. 

"Kalinda, you are going to have to tell me what you are running from," he said to her. 

"Some days I don't know myself," she said to him. 

"I will be your port in the storm if you are willing to be mine," he said to her. 

"I am willing," Kalinda said. 

Paul inhaled sharply.  This was the moment.  This was it.  He had himself a wife. 

"Kalinda Marsh, will you do me the great honor of marrying me and being my wife, my business partner, my lover, and my best friend?" 

"Your lover?" 

"Yeah, twice a week, with meat and potatoes on Wednesday," he said with a chuckle. "If you can combine both, Paul will be a happy man." 

"Yes," she said in the line. “I will make Paul a happy man.” 

His breathing stopped.  

"Paul?" 

"I stopped breathing for a minute there," he said. 

"You can start breathing again," she told him. 

"Next month?" 

"Next month, I will arrive in Portland to marry you," she said to him. 

"Can I call you often?" 

"You can call me every day if you like," she said. 

"I am willing to fly out and meet you in person before next month if you would like, you know, so it is not so awkward," he said. 

"What fun would that be?"  She asked with a smile.  "See you next month." 

"Next month," he said and clicked off the line. 

Holy shit!  I am getting married.  Shaking hands picked up the three photos of Kalinda Marsh that sat on the junky desk that was cluttered with too many wayward, homeless ideas. Ideas that would also be married to Kalinda Marsh and given a place to reside. Kalinda Darton. I like that. She was a good-looking woman with soulful brown eyes, a tight smile, and an intensity that said she meant business. Three days after her response to the email, he'd contracted an associate to do some research.  Paul knew why she was running.  He would wait for her to tell him personally. 

Across the country in Georgia, Kalinda Marsh held the photos of one Paul Darton in her hands.  It had taken her three months to get up the nerve to respond to the message he posted on the board. Even once she'd composed the message, it still took all day to muster the courage to click the send button. 

"Change is inevitable, Kalinda.  You need change," she mumbled as she rose slowly to seal another box to go to the storage unit.   "I'm packing up the old life to once again start a new one."  
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Chapter 3 
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"MARY JANE MARSHALL, what have you gotten yourself into, child?"  Annie Marshall called from the Victorian back porch of the Lancaster House. 

"She pushed me.  Connie Lancaster pushed me and broke my knee!" Mary Jane screamed at the top of her lungs. 

"Stand up gal, and get yourself over here, carrying on like a Jackin’ Tom Fool about to get me fired," Annie whispered. 

"I'm sorry, Mama," Mary Jane whelped. "Connie pushed me down.  My knee is all broken and bloody!" 

"Mary Jane, I swear child, you are forever exaggerating," Annie told her.  Aching joints carried the lumbering body of thirty-two-year-old woman that felt more like the remnants of a 70-year-old. The early onset of rheumatoid arthritis was taking a toll on Annie.  

"But Mama, there's bits and pieces of gravel in it and everything," Mary Jane protested. Her complaints fell on deaf ears. Annie Marshall never took into consideration the talent of her young daughter's ability to tell stories.  By all accounts, as far as Annie could remember, from the moment Mary Jane began to speak, she was making up stories. Each one was grander than the last one. 

"That's what she gets for lying," Connie Lancaster said to their housekeeper, Ms. Annie.  "I have told Mary Jane about always making up stories. Some of them just aren't plain nice." 

"I understand, Ms. Connie.  I will take care of it, but I am going to talk to your Mama about you pushing my baby around," Annie said with an expression of disapproval on her face. 

"That's fine, Ms. Annie.  If you do that, I am going to have to tell my Mama that Mary Jane keeps saying that my Daddy is also her Daddy," Connie said. "She keeps saying you are only pretending to clean our house so my Daddy can get to you for loving when he wants you." 

Annie dropped the cleaning rags in her hand, coming off the porch at full speed after her daughter.  Mary Jane was on her feet and running towards the rear of the Lancaster House as fast as her legs could carry her. Her Mama was right. Her knee wasn't broken. Neither would she allow her spirit to be either.   

Mary Jane Marshall had a plan.  At thirteen years old, living in a small southern town at the bottom of the state called Bainbridge, Georgia was too quaint to hold her or her dream. The tiny minds that lived in the town didn't understand having a vision. She did.  At fifteen years old, under the bleachers at the high school, Rodney Masterson wanted to get into her pants. This was not going to happen because Mary Jane, after several attempts to have an elevated conversation with Rodney, came to the harsh conclusion that he, too, had a tiny mind.  His biggest ambition was to play football for the Bainbridge Bears, then get a job at the local wholesale club as a manager in the auto section.  Rodney Masterson wasn't getting into her pants or anything else.  Mary Jane did what she knew best – she made up a story of why it would never work out between them. 

On her sixteenth birthday, Mary Jane arrived home from school early to find none other than Connie Lancaster's father coming out of her Mama's bedroom at two in the afternoon.  

"Mr. Lancaster," Mary Jane said. 

"Mary Jane," he responded.  "You do know to keep this quiet, don't you?" 

"I am very good at keeping secrets, Mr. Lancaster, especially how I managed to get my tuition paid for college at Georgia State, especially considering my Mama is as poor as a church mouse," she said to the stodgy red-faced Southern gentility. 

"Are you blackmailing me, child?" 

"Are you my Daddy?" 

Hurley Lancaster turned beet red from the collar of the white shirt stuffed into his seersucker suit all the way up to his sparse blond hair.  "You are a smart girl, Mary Jane. What do you think?" 

"Don't pretend to be all indignant and self-righteous now, Mr. Lancaster.  You have been the only man in my Mama's room all of my life.  If you thought I was sleeping for the past fourteen years when you have been tipping in and slipping out, you are wrong. I deserve the same chances in life as your other daughter.  Understandably, you will never walk me down the aisle at my wedding, but at least give me a chance at a better life. I want to go to college and be a reporter," she told him. 

A crisp white handkerchief came out of his jacket pocket as he blotted his reddened forehead. His eyes focused in on his daughter created out of wedlock with another woman. She was a trouble-making spitfire of a young lady.  A true catch that many of the boys in town tried to claim as their own.  Mary Jane Marshall was not having any part of it.  This made him proud. 

"You want to go to Georgia State?" 

"Yes, Sir.  I want to be a journalist. I am a natural storyteller," she said with her shoulders squared.  

"Okay then," Hurley said to her.  "I will get to the bank in the morning and make it happen." 

True to his word, two years later, as Connie Lancaster loaded up her shiny new red convertible to drive to Athens to start college at the University of Georgia. Mary Jane Marshall climbed aboard a Greyhound bound for Atlanta to study journalism.  The Hurley Lancaster fund didn't cover everything, but with the help of three scholarships, the Sunday offering plate at the Greater Mt. Hebrew Baptist Church, and a small student loan, she was on her way. 

Her clothing was out of style. Her hair was unfashionable and her vernacular was not in vogue. If there was one thing that Annie Marshall had taught her only child was how to not let them see you sweat.  A quick visit to the local secondhand store and Mary Jane Marshall located a sewing machine with a box of accessories.  One weekend later, she emerged from her dorm room with a new attitude, a new wardrobe, and the attention of every strapping young man on campus. These men also had tiny minds with small visions and no real sense of understanding their place in the world. In her mind, the right man for her must have a burning desire to make the world a better place and leave something for the next generation. That’s what she wanted to do as well.

On a quiet evening during a job interview her junior year of college, she met a woman who changed her life. 

"If you don't like who you are, change it," Roshanda Billings told her. 

"Just like that? I can change who I am?"  Mary Jane asked. 

"Yes, do you really want to do the news as Mary Jane Marshall...it sounds like some country ass hick from some country ass town at the bottom of a country ass state in the south," Roshanda said to her. 

At her senior graduation, the bachelor's degree conferred read Kalinda Marsh. The name had a nice ring to it. It was the name she gave the people in the not so nice neighborhood she grew up in when she drove home in her new Audi to pick up her mother.

"She thinks she's hot shit now that has gotten some good weave and changed her country ass name.  It still doesn't make you anybody special," Connie Lancaster said to her on a cold Christmas Eve day.  Connie, of course still three semesters short of graduating college, sat watching Mary Jane load the cute convertible she purchased in her own name as a graduation present to herself. 

Mary Jane Marshall despised Connie Lancaster but took her shit because her mother had needed the job at Lancaster House.  Since Kalinda Marsh was now employed at CNN, Annie Marshall didn't need the job anymore cleaning up behind Connie or her mother, that is why Mary Jane had come home, to fetch her Mama and move her to Atlanta.  The arthritis had slowed her down considerably, but new treatments were available in the big city. It would be a new life for Annie Marshall.  A life of comfort. The last thing she wanted was to leave the town with the bitter words of Connie Lancaster in their ears. 

"Connie, I am hot shit.  I have always been hot shit and you will never be anything more than hot. People are forced to take crap from you because of your last name. By the time you are done being ridden by half the football team, you will settle down to marry some red-faced salesman and spit out a few little red faced babies.  You will never understand your full potential and you will never fulfill a destiny of building something of meaning in this world.  Do you know why?  Because you will always be a fuck toy for some fuck boy," Mary Jane said to her. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





