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      Lindy, this one is for you!

   
      RUNAWAY BRIDE

      Crimson and gold, purple and blue

      Through the stained-glass panes

      The light shines through.
      

      I stand in the hallway of what was my home

      ’Mid the gleaming possessions

      That once were my own.
      

      Gone, all gone, like my parents so dear

      And in their stead

      A man I loathe and fear.
      

      Be ready, he says, to become my wife

      A week from Sunday

      You begin your new life.
      

      I’ve just time to run, just time to hide

      From this day forward

      I’ll be a runaway bride.
      

      —F.S.I.

   
      Chapter 1

      Shreveport, Louisiana, 1935

      “I’M TERRIBLY SORRY, my dear. Your father will be missed.”
      

      Adrianna Moore listened to the older woman’s condolences with a slight nod of appreciation before moving on. The small parlor
         was filled with smartly dressed men and women, all wearing black, who had come to pay their respects to the recently deceased.
         Some of the faces she recognized, mostly older gentlemen who had done business with her father over the years, but nearly
         all of the names escaped her. She knew she should say something, at the very least thank them for coming, but she couldn’t
         manage to get the image of her father’s coffin out of her head. It all seemed a horrible dream. Her sadness kept her mute
         amid the soft murmur of voices and the clink of coffee cups against their saucers.
      

      The funeral itself had been a quiet affair. Thankfully, the Louisiana spring had cooperated; although drizzly rain had been
         falling for days, the morning had dawned with warm sunlight and only a light breeze rustling the treetops. High on the lone
         hill of the cemetery grounds, they’d laid her father to rest. Now, with that business concluded, she was required to play
         the role of hostess, a task that normally she’d be well equipped to handle. Today was anything but normal.
      

      She moved from guest to guest, each stopping her for a few measured words of sympathy. She looked into forlorn faces, hands
         gently holding hers. Adrianna knew that they all meant well, but the things she was hearing only intensified her grief:
      

      “Charles Moore was a lion of a man.”

      “Regardless of the crippling effects of his polio, he never let it get the best of him.”

      “I can’t begin to tell you how much I learned from him about the banking business. It’s a debt that I can never repay.”

      “He’ll be watching down on you, Adrianna.” A matron wiped tears from her fat cheeks.

      Once, when an older gentleman with enormous jowls was telling her of a hunting trip he’d taken with her father before he had
         become stricken with polio, she found herself desperately fighting back tears. It wasn’t the story that had upset her; she’d
         heard it a half dozen times before. What made her cry was the realization that her father had become a story, a legend in town. It had taken all the strength she could muster to get through the day, but somehow she’d managed
         to keep her composure through it all.
      

      Finally, as the last rays of the spring sun disappeared over the horizon, all of the mourners had gone, leaving Adrianna alone
         in the large home she’d shared with her father. Built from the earnings of Moore Bank and Trust, the stately manor house had
         been constructed with the finest of materials. The interior was decorated richly but tastefully: a marble fireplace, an antique
         clock from Germany, as well as a crystal chandelier that hung over the dining room table.
      

      This home was the only one she’d ever really known. Her mother had died when Adrianna was just fifteen years old. Her father
         had never remarried. Charles Moore had done everything for his only child. She’d wanted for nothing: piano lessons, private
         tutors, all the best that his banking fortune could buy. When his own illness had worsened, confining him to his bed or the
         wheelchair that he despised, she’d done her best to give him the same degree of comfort he’d always given her. But still his
         health slowly and steadily deteriorated.
      

      Now he was gone and she was alone.

      After the mourners left, she went through the downstairs rooms dimming the lights. Glancing up, she caught sight of her reflection
         in a mirror. At twenty-five years of age, Adrianna Moore had a head of dark brown curly hair that fell to her shoulders. Her
         soft, oval face was defined by high cheekbones and a warm complexion. Her father had always told her that her deep-set, emerald-green
         eyes were exactly like her mother’s. He called her his “beautiful princess.” At the moment, wearing a simple black dress,
         mourning the loss of her remaining family, she felt anything but beautiful; she was heartsick and exhausted.
      

      “I daresay you get more stunning with each passing year.”

      Startled by the voice behind her, Adrianna whirled at the sound, her hand reflexively rising to her chest. With slow, measured
         steps, a man crossed the room toward her. In the scant light, she had to peer intently into the shadows to see her unexpected
         guest. Finally, there was the spark of recognition, a spark that sent a shiver down her spine.
      

      “Oh! It’s you, Mr. Pope. You startled me.”

      “How many times must I tell you, my dear, to call me Richard?”

      He eased out of the gloom to stand before Adrianna. In his late forties, Richard Pope was a man who exuded an air of supreme
         confidence. Short, with a long face that was marked by full red lips, he had colorless eyes that, over a bulbous nose, looked
         straight into hers. His clothes were immaculate, his shoes polished to a perfect black. The sweet-smelling pomade he rubbed
         into his thinning salt-and-pepper hair made Adrianna’s stomach churn.
      

      “I didn’t realize you were still here,” she said, ignoring his comment.

      “I was showing Judge Walters and his wife to the door and walked with them out onto the porch. I don’t know if you recognized
         him … the wisp of a gentleman whose wife is as fat as he is thin,” he explained. “He has always been very important to Moore
         Bank and Trust, and I wanted to give him my assurances that everything concerned with the company was in good hands. It’s
         all about impressions, you know.”
      

      “Thank you for your help today, Mist— … Richard,” she corrected herself. “What with the funeral arrangements, and all of the
         guests, I don’t know if I could have managed without you.” She hated to admit it, but he had been very helpful. With his legal guidance, her father’s bank had continued to grow ever larger and more prosperous. Adrianna
         was certain that the only thing that mattered to Richard Pope was acquiring more and more money. As Charles Moore’s health
         worsened, taking him away from the day-to-day operations of his bank, Richard’s influence had grown. For the past several
         months, he had been essentially overseeing the business.
      

      “It’s the least that I could do. How are you managing through all of this?”

      “All right, I suppose. I don’t think it has fully sunk in yet—that he’s gone, I mean. He was always positive about things.
         Even after my mother passed away, I could never imagine the same happening to him.”
      

      “And yet it did,” Richard said matter-of-factly. “He did die.” Walking over to a small bureau, he proceeded to pour himself
         a generous glass of brandy from a beveled decanter. As he contemplated the amber liquid, a thin smile spread across his face.
         To Adrianna, he looked like a wolf preparing to sink his fangs into its defenseless prey.
      

      “I’m sorry to have to leave you,” she said hurriedly, wanting desperately to get away from the man, “but I am going to retire
         for the night. All of this has left me exhausted. Please let yourself out.” Quickly, she turned on her heel and made for the
         staircase on the far side of the room. But before she could take even a couple of steps, his voice stopped her.
      

      “Actually, my dear, there are things that you and I need to discuss. Business matters that cannot wait even for a night. I’m
         afraid that you’ll just have to bear with me for a while longer.”
      

      Turning back, Adrianna felt a slight flare of defiance course through her body. She wanted to tell him that he would have to wait for her, but something in the way he was looking at her kept her from responding. From what her father had told her over the years,
         recounting his lawyer’s smashing victories in court, Richard Pope was not the kind of man you wanted for an enemy.
      

      “What sort of business matters?” she asked. “I’m afraid I don’t know much about banking.”

      “Charles left a good man at the helm. It’s not about the bank. Not really.” Richard chuckled before swallowing the entire
         drink in one gulp. “It’s actually about you, my dear. You and your future.”
      

      “What … what are you talking about?” Adrianna asked in confusion.

      “I suppose that I shouldn’t be shocked by your lack of understanding, sweet Adrianna. After all, you’ve been cuddled a bit
         too close to your father’s weakened chest all of these years.”
      

      “I don’t think I like your tone, Mr. Pope,” she managed, hoping that her voice sounded stronger than she felt.

      “There is no offense intended, I assure you,” Richard said apologetically and went back to the bureau to pour himself another
         drink. “But let us call a spade a spade. You’ve always had household help. You’ve never worked outside this house a day in
         your life. You’ve never wanted for anything. Charles made sure that you were always provided for, and it wasn’t until the
         very last that he saw the error of his ways.”
      

      A sickening feeling suddenly washed over Adrianna. Her knees were weak. What in the blazes is this pompous ass talking about? Keeping silent, she waited for him to continue.
      

      “His greatest fear was that you would find yourself all alone, incapable of taking care of yourself,” Richard explained. “As
         I was his closest confidant for all of these long years, it was only natural that he would turn to me to see after his most
         precious treasure. And that is why he decided to make me executor of his estate. I am completely in charge of you, your money,
         the bank, the house and everything in it. It’s all under my supervision.”
      

      “What?” Like a thunderclap out of a clear sky, Richard’s words struck Adrianna with dramatic force. Stumbling on shaky legs,
         trying desperately to stay upright, she managed to grab hold of a nearby chair and steady herself. Her eyes filled with tears,
         and her voice cracked as she said, “You must be joking!”
      

      “Not in the slightest, my dear. The last legal document that your father ever signed was a change in his will … a change that
         made me executor.”
      

      “But not of me!”

      “Yes, of you.”

      “I’m of age.”

      “Of course you are, but I’m in charge of your money.”

      As shocked as Adrianna had been by her father’s passing, what Richard Pope was telling her shook her even more. How could what he is saying be true? How could her father have done this to her? Richard was lying. He had to be! With anger rising in her breast, she gave voice to her disbelief. “This can’t be! My father
         wouldn’t leave my future in the hands of someone else! He wouldn’t!”
      

      “And he didn’t … not entirely.”

      “But you said that he left you in control.”

      Slowly, Richard crossed the room until he stood before her. She could smell the brandy on his breath. His smile nauseated
         her. Summoning what strength she had, she straightened her back and boldly returned his gaze.
      

      “He hasn’t left you without the means to provide for yourself. This was all part of his plan. All of this,” he said, gesturing
         around the room, “the house, the bank, can still be yours. You can have everything to which you have grown accustomed.”
      

      “How?”

      “By marrying me.”

      The words were no sooner out of Richard’s mouth when Adrianna’s hand shot up toward his face. She’d meant to slap him, the
         man’s boldness on the day of her father’s funeral providing the breaking point; but before she could make contact, the lawyer’s
         hand grabbed her own in a tight, painful grip. With a strength she couldn’t resist, he yanked her toward him until her body
         was pressed against his. Try as she might, she couldn’t break free.
      

      “Oh, sweet Adrianna,” he said, licking his lips. “Haven’t you noticed the way that I have looked at you all of these years?
         I have wanted you from the first moment I saw you. I knew that it would come to this … this union between you and me. Your
         father knew it, too.”
      

      “You’re … you’re hurting me,” Adrianna pleaded.

      “We will be married a week from Sunday. Because of your father’s recent death, we’ll have a quiet ceremony. I’ll have the
         judge at my house when I come for you. We must keep up appearances, my dear. It wouldn’t do to have people gossiping about
         my wife.” His hands tightened on her arms.
      

      “Let … let me go.”

      “I will never let you go!” His grasp tightened even more. “You and I will be married!”
      

      “Please …” Adrianna sobbed, the tears now flowing freely down her cheeks.

      She would never know if it were her words or the sight of her tears that finally broke through Richard Pope’s euphoria, but
         he suddenly released her and stepped away, his hand darting to his pocket where he pulled out a handkerchief and wiped the
         tears from her cheeks. When he looked down at her, his eyes were flat but still menacing.
      

      “I meant what I said to you, Adrianna,” he warned, his voice deep and serious. “By making me the executor of his estate, your
         father gave his permission for me to provide for you for the rest of your life. To that end, we will be married. The sooner
         the better.”
      

      Stifling a large sob that filled her throat, Adrianna looked at the man through wet eyes. Never in her life had she been so
         repulsed by another human being. No matter what, she would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her fear.
      

      Richard once again grabbed Adrianna by the wrist. While his grip was not as tight as it had been before, it was still tight
         enough to cause her anxiety.
      

      “Pack what you’ll need. Everything else can be dealt with later. I will come for you a week from Sunday. Dress appropriately
         for your wedding.” Gripping Adrianna’s chin, he turned her head until she was looking directly into his face. “This is for
         the best, my dear. In time, I am certain that you will come to love me every bit as passionately as I love you. As husband
         and wife, you and I will be the jewels of this town, just as your father intended.”
      

      After releasing her, Richard strode across the room and pulled open the door. “Remember … a week from Sunday,” he said, and
         then he was gone.
      

      After she heard the door close, Adrianna finally allowed herself to crumple into a chair, tears streaming down her face. Following
         so soon upon her father’s death and funeral, this was more than she could endure.
      

      Even if her father had worried about her well-being, he would never have given control of his estate to a man like Richard
         Pope! The lawyer must have manipulated him into signing the papers when he wasn’t of sound mind. In those last days, Charles
         Moore had been robbed of all he had built over his lifetime. Now that bastard Pope was trying to steal her!
      

      But what could she do? She could try to challenge the will, to take the matter to a judge, but how was she supposed to compete with a lawyer like
         Richard? No, that would not work. But what other choice did she have? Pack up her things and wait for him by the door? He
         was planning to come for her a week from Sunday. That left her only eight days!
      

   
      Chapter 2

      ADRIANNA ’S HANDS GRIPPED the steering wheel tightly as she peered through the rain-streaked windshield to the road beyond. Ominous gray clouds blotted
         the afternoon sky. The darkness they created was occasionally broken by flashes of lightning. But what scared Adrianna most
         was the driving rain and shifting winds that threw themselves against the sides of her car. Her arms ached from keeping the
         vehicle on the road. It seemed as if the heavens themselves were against her.
      

      “I should have stopped in that last town,” she muttered to herself.

      The car’s single windshield wiper coughed and burped as it did its best to clear off the water, but it was fighting a losing
         battle. Still, watching the blade move back and forth was lulling, like the metronome she’d used when taking her piano lessons
         as a child. But with every pass, as the wiper scraped against the glass, it spoke to her, reminding her of the words that
         had changed her life forever.
      

      A week from Sunday … a week from Sunday … a week from Sunday …

      “Today is that Sunday,” she reminded herself grimly.

      From the moment that the door had closed behind Richard Pope, Adrianna’s mind had been set. She would leave and nothing would
         stop her! Still, the eight days that her father’s lawyer had given her had gone quickly, and there had been much for her to
         do, all of which had to be managed with the utmost secrecy. With each step in the preparation of her departure, the knowledge
         that she would never return became clearer. As she’d gone around Shreveport to visit friends and loved ones, she’d done her
         best to say her goodbyes without emotion, fearful that any slip would betray her intentions. Once, when she’d been ready to
         leave a treasured friend, she’d felt tears begin to overwhelm her. Unable to stop, they had run hotly down her cheeks. To
         her relief, her friend had taken her show of sadness to be grief for her father and had embraced her tenderly. She never allowed
         anyone to know that she was planning to leave forever.
      

      Of all that she’d needed to do, the most difficult task had been deciding where to go. As an only child, she had no brother
         or sister to run to, nor were there any cousins whom she knew well enough to impose upon. Her family was made up mostly of
         elderly aunts and uncles on her father’s side who lived in or near Shreveport; running to them would offer her no sanctuary.
         In the end, she’d decided on one of her mother’s relatives, Aunt Madeline who lived in Mississippi, as her only option. After
         the passing of her own mother, Madeline had come to stay with her and her father in Louisiana for a couple of months. Adrianna
         remembered her as a warm, friendly woman who was quick to offer comfort. Surely, she’ll be happy to see her niece! Still, fearful of rejection, she’d decided not to call or write Madeline of her arrival. She’d have to hope for the best.
      

      A week from Sunday … a week from Sunday …

      Stifling a yawn, Adrianna kept her eyes focused straight ahead. She’d been on the road for hours after getting up before dawn
         in order to make her escape. Her father’s car had received little use since its purchase; once Charles Moore’s health had
         started to deteriorate he’d rarely gone out. Adrianna had learned to drive from necessity and had become confident in her
         ability. Leaving the house at first light, she’d overcome her selfish desire to look back, and pressed onward. The rain began
         an hour out of Shreveport, and had steadily grown worse. She was one of only a few drivers foolhardy enough to brave the bad
         weather, and she’d had the roads mostly to herself. The raging downpour was nerve-racking, but she had left Shreveport; she
         had done what she’d set out to do.
      

      Although the thought of leaving her home had frayed her nerves, she had to admit to a twinge of excitement, too. She was moving
         on into the unknown. From this day forward, everything would be different. As loath as she was to admit it, Richard’s claim
         that she had had an easy life handed to her by her father was partially true. Once she was settled she’d need to fend for herself: find a place to live, a job with which to support herself.
         In short, she’d need to start living.
      

      From around a slight curve in the road, a town suddenly came into view. A small, weather-beaten sign announced it as Lee’s
         Point. Adrianna had never heard of it. Through the rain, she could see a scattering of houses on the outskirts that grew denser
         as she neared the town’s center. This was followed by a row of businesses lining the main street like towels hanging from
         a clothesline. No one was in sight, not surprising, given the weather. Since she’d left Shreveport and moved into the countryside,
         she’d passed through many towns similar to this one, although they seemed to be spread farther and farther apart as the miles
         went by.
      

      For the briefest of moments, she thought about stopping and riding out the storm. Surely the town would have a restaurant
         where she could have a hot meal. Besides, a bit of rest would do her good. But before her weary arms could pull the car into
         a parking spot, the image of Richard Pope’s gloating face filled her thoughts, and she knew it would be foolish to stop, even
         if it were only for an hour or two. She’d stopped only once since leaving Shreveport, to get a sandwich and go to the restroom,
         and even then she’d hurried as quickly as she could. The fear of his finding her was too great to ignore. If she were to be
         found … As quickly as she’d come upon Lee’s Point, the town was behind her and lost to view.
      

      “Damn you, Richard Pope!” she swore.

      Instinctively, Adrianna shivered at the memory of Richard grabbing her by the wrists and telling her that they would be married.
         She still couldn’t shake her revulsion at the way he’d looked at her and the words he’d spoken; they’d been burned into her
         thoughts ever since. He’d been so confident, so sure that she’d come along willingly. She was repulsed by the very thought
         of becoming his wife! He had somehow managed to get control of her father’s fortune, but he would never get control of her.
      

      By now, back in Shreveport, he must have come to the house and discovered she was gone. She could only imagine how surprised
         and angry he would be. However, it was after he’d sufficiently calmed down that he would become truly dangerous. He was a
         calculating man, a trait that had made him both successful and wealthy as a lawyer, and he would come looking for her. The farther she went, therefore, the harder it would be for him to find her.
      

      A sudden flash of lightning illuminated the sky above her. In the brief glare, she could see the trees bowing deeply in the
         face of the pounding rain and punishing wind. A broken branch skittered across the pavement in front of her car before disappearing
         into the gloom of the thick trees that lined the road. The storm was worsening. A pang of regret gnawed at Adrianna’s stomach;
         maybe it would have been a good idea to have stopped at Lee’s Point after all. But it was too late now to turn back.
      

      It was also too late to pull the car over to the side of the highway. Since Shreveport, the conditions had worsened. While
         these county roads were paved, they were narrow and full of cracks and holes. The shoulders were a quagmire of mud. If she
         were to go off the hard surface the wheels would become stuck in the mud and she wouldn’t be able to get out; she’d be at
         the mercy of a passing traveler’s willingness to help, and she hadn’t seen another vehicle for quite a while. No, it was better
         to keep going.
      

      A quick glance in the rearview mirror showed the belongings that she’d tossed haphazardly into the backseat. She’d limited
         herself to the things she would need immediately, mostly clothing. She had also added a few family heirlooms that she couldn’t
         bear to part with. Treasured most of all was a photograph of herself and her mother that had been taken shortly after her
         birth. For as long as she could remember, it had sat on her father’s bedside table. The beautiful mother-of-pearl picture
         frame had greeted him every morning. The thought of Richard Pope having it made her heart heavy. She’d also scrounged up as
         much money as she could find. It hadn’t been much, since most of her funds were tied directly to her father, but it would
         be enough to get her started.
      

      Before she could break contact with the mirror, she took a long look into her own face. Her hair was a tangled mess. Exhaustedly,
         bloodshot pupils stared back from under heavy lids. Deep, dark circles ringed her eyes, giving a clear indication of her stress
         and fatigue. But what could she expect? She hadn’t managed to sleep for more than an hour or two at a time since Richard Pope had upended her life with his ridiculous
         demands. Her very bones ached with the weariness of her heart. As each of the eight days had passed, the uneasiness had increased.
         She wasn’t sure how much more she could have taken.
      

      The blare of a horn split through the noise of the storm, startling Adrianna’s attention away from the mirror. Her eyes snapped
         back to the road. Through the rain-streaked windshield, she was horrified to see another vehicle coming directly at her! While she’d been looking at her reflection, deep in thought, she’d drifted across the center of the road and into the path
            of another motorist!

      “Oh my God!” she cried out.

      With all the strength her tired arms could muster, she yanked at the steering wheel, desperately trying to pull the car back
         to safety. Hand over hand, she turned and turned, but nothing happened. With horror, Adrianna realized that the wheels were
         sliding; with all the water and mud on the road, the tires were skating across the concrete surface. Even taking her foot
         off of the gas did nothing to stop her headlong plunge into a collision. All she could do was watch helplessly.
      

      As the distance between the vehicles shortened, time seemed to slow to a standstill. It was as if she were in a movie, with
         every pass of the windshield wiper carrying the film forward another frame. Her arms were locked tightly at the elbows, her
         whole body tense and rigid, preparing for the impact she couldn’t prevent.
      

      Another fork of lightning pierced the sky, lighting up the dark afternoon gloom. In that brief flash, Adrianna received a
         clearer view of the other vehicle. It wasn’t another car but a small truck, its back end covered with a soaked tarpaulin.
         Inside the truck’s cab, two men stared back at her.
      

      The very moment that the lightning’s glare vanished, time leapt forward. With a sickening crunch, Adrianna’s car slammed into
         the pickup truck’s driver-side door. The screech of metal grinding against metal was deafening. The force of the blow shattered
         the car’s windows, sending shards of glass raining down into the cab. As if she were a doll, Adrianna was thrown against the
         door, her head pounding hard into the frame. The pain was enormous, her vision clouded and spun, but she refused to lose consciousness.
         Even now, her hands tried to move the wheel.
      

      Her car bounced off the truck and flew back toward the center of the road. The force of the collision had been so great that
         it tipped the smaller vehicle up onto two wheels. All of the belongings she’d brought from Shreveport flew into the air and
         whirled about as if they were in the thrall of a tornado! Adrianna’s heart was in her throat as she waited for the car to
         come back to the ground, but the force of the crash was too much. Slowly but surely, the car continued over until the passenger’s
         side door slammed against the concrete. The vehicle’s frame shook violently.
      

      Still moving, the car slid forward on its side. Scared out of her wits, Adrianna somehow managed to hang on to the steering
         wheel, her body suspended above the wreckage below. Finally, after what seemed forever, the mangled vehicle came to a stop.
         Hot, searing pain filled Adrianna’s arms, and she gave in to it and released her grip. With a thud, she fell among shards
         of glass and her belongings.
      

      “Ohhh!” she sobbed as her head whirled with pain.

      Rain fell through the broken windows, wetting her face and soaking her clothes. As she looked up through the drops, she could
         see out the remnants of the front windshield. By some miracle, the windshield wiper continued to run, wiping at glass that
         was no longer there. In her frazzled mind, Adrianna could still hear the noise it was supposed to make. And the words that
         had tormented her from the moment they’d been spoken were running through her mind as she finally gave in to the searing pain
         and fell into unconsciousness.
      

      A week from Sunday … a week from Sunday … a week from Sunday.

   


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/9780446502542.jpg
THE VOICE OF AMERICA’S HEARTLAND

DOROTHY
GARLO LA

NmYo'ltTimllB('l elli gA thor of On Tall Pine Lake






