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Celia’s Secret Baby
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Celia has suffered
terrible loss in her life,

from her mother’s
death, to her

abandonment at an
orphanage, to the death
of her best friend. When
she is faced with leaving
a new baby to a similar

fate, she will do
anything – even lie to

her presumed new
husband and his family

– to keep her.

Chapter One

C elia stood on a stool over the hot stove, carefully stirring the vo-
luminous pot of porridge with a long wooden paddle. The

steam warmed her arms and face, threatening to singe her fair skin if
she peered in too closely. She knew better than to look, instead gaug-
ing the thickening brew by the strength needed to keep the paddle
moving.
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“One more turn’ll do it, eh Celia? Jump down now and get to the
sink.” Mrs. Fraser also knew when the porridge was finished, just as
she knew how not to burn toast or when to add salt to the stew.

“Yes, Mrs. Fraser. It’s ready.” Celia pulled out the paddle, tapped
it on the side of the pot to dislodge the clumps of hot, steamy por-
ridge, and carried it carefully to the sink. She pushed the strands of
wet, limp hair from her eyes, reached behind her head to untie a long,
blue ribbon and stood for a moment, turning it absentmindedly in
her hands. Her eyes focused through the steamy window to the small
garden, ignoring the jumble of pots, cups, ladles and knives rising out
of the sink before her. She mirrored the pose of a serene statue while
the motion of the kitchen whirled behind her, only her hands mov-
ing as she lovingly pulled the silky strand of ribbon back and forth
through her fingers.

A pot crashed to the floor behind her. Not startled in the least,
Celia gave a short nod as if in agreement with someone, pulled back
her tresses more tightly, tied the ribbon into a knotted bow around
her ponytail and set to work.

The orphanage kitchen was busier than usual this morning. Celia
had loved the kitchen, mostly because it was Mrs. Fraser’s domain,
since she arrived as a sad, lonely girl twelve years ago just after her sev-
enth birthday. Twelve years. By next Christmas, it’ll be a baker’s dozen.
More than enough time.

Celia felt the tepid sink water and got the kettle from the stove
to add hot water. Celia was glad Mrs. Fraser had hired her for the
kitchen when she turned 18. Most orphans at that age were simply
turned onto the street with their clothes and personal belongings in a
small sack. She had been able to stay and look after Tilly for the past
year. When Tilly turned 18, they would leave together to make their
way in the world.

Tilly. Celia let out a sob at the thought of her. She washed and
scrubbed, her tears falling silently into the dirty sink water. Why you,
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Tilly? In a few days, it would have been Tilly’s 18th birthday. When
Tilly first started complaining of a sore throat, they had laughed and
said it was from the two of them whispering too long into the night,
making plans for their life outside the orphanage. A few days later,
Tilly lay flush with fever and shivering under her covers.

“Mrs. Fraser, can you ask Mistress Jones to have the doctor look
at Tilly when he comes next? She’s awfully sick.” Celia knew the
headmistress wouldn’t call for the doctor for just one child. Sick chil-
dren had to wait for the doctor’s weekly visit to examine new or-
phans.

“Ach, child, you know I would. But I hear there’s fever across the
borough and Dr. Gallagher won’t be coming this week. He’s got a lot
of sick people to care for. Take this hot tea with honey to her, and I’ll
fix up some ginger tea and bring it to her myself later.”

Tilly took one sip of the tea before turning her head. “I can’t,” she
rasped. “It hurts too much to swallow. Please, Celie, promise you’ll
go.”

“Go? I’m not leaving you. I’ll take care of you until you’re well,
and we’ll go together, just like we planned.”

“Not me,” Tilly said. Opening her eyes, she used all her strength
to focus her gaze on Celia. “Promise me—you’ll go. You’ll meet a
wonderful man who loves you, and you’ll have a family and you’ll
grow old enjoying a houseful of grandchildren. All loved and wanted.
Just like we said.”

“You’ll have that, too,” Celia cried. As Tilly’s eyes started to glaze
back over, Celia pressed her face against her friend’s hot cheek. “I
promise, Tilly. I’ll go.”

CELIA RUSHED TO HER friend Penny’s apartment after finishing
work in the kitchen. She loved visiting her friends from Bible study,
but today she was hoping they would have some news. Everyone was
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there except Victoria—and, of course, Tilly. She was so grateful the
other girls had come to her small funeral, but it tore at her heart to
arrive alone for the first time.

When Victoria arrived brandishing letters for each of them,
Celia let the others’ voices fade as she looked at her letters.

She had the pile that also belonged to Tilly, who wasn’t there to
read them. Tilly had convinced her to join their friends in placing the
advertisements. They meant to find husbands together. Now she had
to pick the place—and the man—on her own.

Celia turned them over and over in her hand. She tried to feel the
words in them and envision the faces behind the pen that had written
them. Who were these men that needed wives from the East? How
had they come to live in the West, and how could she possibly know
which one might come to love her, and she him?

Maybe she was going about this all wrong. She started with the
first letter and made a pile of Definitely Nots. The widower with kids
to raise? Definitely not. She’d had enough of living with children the
last twelve years and preferred to start out just as a couple.

The town mortician? Definitely not! She’d had enough of death.
Celia went through three or four more letters, finding a reason in

each one to put in her Definitely Not pile. She re-read the last letter
and was surprised that while it hadn’t jumped out at her earlier, she
could find nothing in it that was absolutely objectionable.

Dear Celia,

I was glad to find your advertisement in the Matrimonial
Gazette. I was surprised, as a young woman such as yourself
must have plenty opportunities to marry in New York.

Celia stopped. What had she written? She and Tilly had glossed
over the fact that they were penniless orphans desperate for a chance
to start families of their own. In New York, finding a promising
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young man without any social connections or family to help would
be impossible. They’d seen other girls leave the orphanage to marry
working-class men, and they were soon working and having children
with no chance to think between breaths. Tilly and Celia didn’t
mind hard work, but they wanted to enjoy their children, not work
in a factory or sweat shop all day while their husband’s mother cared
for them.

I don’t yet have a farm of my own, but I’m working toward
that day here in Nebraska. I live with my widowed sister and
her two children and work the farm in place of her husband.
Our agreement is that I’ll work the farm for her and earn 10
acres for every year I work. I have two years to go to earn 50
acres of my own. She hopes to be remarried by then.

So you see, while I’m not wealthy, I’m working toward a good
future and the only thing lacking is a loving wife. I hope this
letter finds you well, and if you agree to come, let me know
and I will make travel arrangements for you.

Sincerely,

Thomas Lannigan

Celia liked the sound of this Thomas Lannigan. He definitely
sounds sincere and I could handle living with only two children under-
foot for a time. Celia took the big pile of letters and let them fall into
the trash bin. She picked up a pen and a fresh sheet of paper. Dear
Mr. Lannigan... .

WITH HER LETTER WRITTEN and tucked safely away in Vic-
toria’s basket to post, Celia said good-bye to her friends and hurried
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down the busy street back to the orphanage. It was time to prepare
for supper, and she had already been gone longer than she expected.

She ducked into the alley behind the tall, imposing building and
opened the back gate. The small garden beckoned her, but the open
kitchen windows rattled with the sound of plates clattering and Mrs.
Fraser hollering. She stopped briefly at her favorite bench by the lilac
bush, the cool concrete beckoning her to stop and read Thomas Lan-
nigan’s letter again. Shaking her head, she continued quickly up the
path to the kitchen door. She put her hand on the latch to open it,
when suddenly the kitchen went silent.

“The Ladies Aid Society has grr-aciously offered to transport a
dozen of our wards on the next train west,” Mistress Jones intoned
from the middle of the room, her sour face and loud voice halting all
activity in the kitchen. “This is grr-eatly needed with the influx of in-
fants and toddlers we are receiving in the wake of this dreaded Scarlet
fever that is taking its toll on our fair city. We’ll have to prepare bas-
kets for each child leaving.”

“Yes, Mistress,” Mrs. Farling answered. Celia stood still as a
mouse outside the door.

“Now, the baskets must be sufficient but not opulent,” Mistress
Jones continued. “We can’t empty the larder for the sake of a few. Oh,
and prepare one or two for the staff accompanying them on the train.
The Society says we must fully participate in the effort.”

“Yes, Mistress. I’ll see to everything.”
Celia waited until the clamor began again as the kitchen workers

flew to their new task on top of their usual meal preparations. She
opened the door and slipped inside, taking her place bringing out
cold meat and cheese and slicing bread for the baskets.

Another round of good-byes. She was sick of caring for people and
having them leave. The children in the orphanage were her brothers
and sisters, and while she was happy that twelve of them would soon
find new families, she would miss each one.
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When she finished her shift, Celia went to the dormitories to
help the children pack. She went first to the boy’s side, where the six
older boys chosen to leave had solemnly packed their meager belong-
ings, while the others jumped and ran about in excitement.

She turned and entered the girl’s hallway, stopped at the door
where the girls slept, and thought of Tilly. She hadn’t been back to
the shared room since she died. With a sigh, she pushed the door
open and went in.

The girls slept by age in two rows of cots with a long walkway
down the middle. The younger girls were farthest from the door. As
they grew older, the girls were moved closer to the door and thus
had first access to the washroom in the morning and to meals. It also
meant the hall monitors regularly checked all the beds as they walked
back and forth to care for the younger girls.

Celia walked down the familiar wooden floor. She passed the
beds she and Tilly had slept in, and kept going. The six girls going on
the orphan train were between ages 9 and 14. Five of them sat near
Felicia’s bed, excitedly talking about their trip.

“Can you believe we are leaving this place?”
“Yes—and tomorrow! Everything is happening so fast!”
“I can’t wait to meet my new family.”
Celia smiled at the girls and then noticed Emily lying nearby

with her bag packed. She had rolled over with her back to the group.
Celia checked for the rise and fall of her breathing to make sure she
was asleep. But Emily’s shoulders were shaking in silent, rhythmic
sobs.

She kneeled down and smiled at the dear girl. Wiping her tears,
she whispered, “Emily, shhh, what’s the matter? Tomorrow you are
leaving on a great adventure.”

“I-I-I know,” Emily said. “I can’t help it. I’m so afraid! My mother
told me how terrible it is on the prairie. My aunt’s family moved there
and they were all killed in a storm! I don’t want to leave.”
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“I’ve heard the weather can be very dangerous, that’s true,” Celia
said. “But the families looking to adopt have all learned how to take
care of themselves there. They have farms and businesses and need
children to help run things. You’ll see; it will be the start of a new life
for you, with a real family.”

“But this is where I live, and you and Mrs. Farling and teacher
Brady are my family!” Emily cried.

It was true. Emily had arrived as a baby; Celia had watched her
grow up along with the other girls who arrived month after month.

“Well, maybe a glass of warm milk will help you sleep,” Celia said.
“I can get one from the kitchen, and bring it to you.”

She kissed Emily and patted her back before heading downstairs.
She hadn’t told anyone at the orphanage that she planned to leave
within a month or two. But now, Emily and 11 other children she
loved were leaving before she was. Her heart strained as the familiar
pain of loss enveloped her in its cold, dark cloak.

She stepped into the kitchen and poured milk into a pan to
warm. A yowling alley cat outside begged for a drink. “Shoo! Shoo!”
She yelled out the open window. The mewling grew louder at the
sound of her voice.

She opened the door to chase it off and nearly tripped over a large
basket on the step. Inside, a small baby lay crying like a lost kitten.

Chapter Two

THOMAS LANNIGAN WOKE with a smile on his face. His feet
hit the floor and he took three large strides to the washstand before
he remembered why.
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Celia. He thought of the name and how it looked written out in
a flowing hand on the letter in his trousers pocket. Pulling his night-
shirt up over his head, he dunked his face into the cold basin of water
and rose dripping and reaching for the towel.

He couldn’t get dressed fast enough or read her letter often
enough. As soon as he pulled on his britches, he walked to the early
light at the window, pulled it out and read it again.

Dear Mr. Lannigan,

I have received your offer to visit Nebraska with the possibil-
ity of marriage. I can tell that your hard work to earn your
way to owning your own land marks you as a man of indus-
try and integrity.

I’d like to tell you more of my circumstances since you were
wondering how it is that I’d be searching outside of New York
for a suitable match. You see, my mother died when I was
six, and my father felt incapable of raising me alone given
his own difficult circumstances. I have prospered in the care
of the Village Children’s Home, where my teacher, Master
Baker, instructed me in writing, grammar and mathemat-
ics, and I learned to sew and cook. I am presently employed
at the Home as a cook’s assistant.

My choice would be to put my skills and ambition to work
towards a home of my own, and I feel no regrets leaving city
life behind. So you see, I would like to come for a visit with
the hope you and I would find each other acceptable. If you
would be so kind as to send for me, I can conclude my affairs
here and come to Nebraska with an open heart and mind.

Yours sincerely,
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Celia Jones

Thomas’s lips moved as he repeated her words: “with an open
heart and mind.” He had never known a woman to open her heart or
her mind to him. He let his hand holding the letter fall to his knee
and sat on the windowsill looking out over the gently blowing grass
to the pastures.

Three years. He’d been working the farm for three long years with
hardly a thought of a woman. It wasn’t until Mildred mentioned that
he ought to be thinking of how he would work his farm on his own
that he agreed to read through the Matrimonial Gazette. Mildred
had never mentioned him marrying before, but now that she had
come out of mourning and was active in the town’s social circle again,
it seemed it was all she had on her mind.

A rustle of skirts and clanging of milk pails interrupted his
thoughts. “Thomas! Oh! Why, you’re half undressed! My word!”

He threw back his head and laughed—something that sounded
strange to his ears. “You’ve never seen a man in the morning without
his shirt then, sister?” he called out the window.

“I’ve never seen a lazy man half-dressed while his sister does the
morning chores!” Mildred fussed back at him. “I’m going to leave
these pails right where they are and expect old Flossie and Petunia
to be milked! I could hear them lowing from my room, and never
thought I would find you shirking your duty.”

“Now now, nobody’s shirking anything,” Thomas said as he
quickly buttoned up his shirt and stooped to pull on his boots. “I’m
a’comin’ and they know it. They’re just calling to me.”

“Hhmmph!” Mildred said as she marched back toward the
house. “I don’t know what will become of you, Thomas Lannigan, if
you don’t take things more seriously.”

“I’m dead serious, Mildred. I’m a’goin’ to milk the cows as I do
every morning, and from there I’ll spend the rest of the day in the
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fields and barn, as usual. Only—I have to make a trip to town today.
I’ll stop in later to see if you need anything.”

“See that you do,” Mildred said over her shoulder, and disap-
peared into the gray morning light.

Mildred fussing was a fact of life, but Thomas held her in high
regard. She had suffered the loss of her husband and faced losing her
home and the farm. The two children were barely in britches when
their father died. He had moved in to take over the man’s work on the
place, and though she had no money to pay him, the deal they had
struck to split the farm after five years was fair.

Still, she did seem particularly high-strung lately. She was never
openly affectionate with Jimmy and Paul, and at three and four they
did cause a lot of commotion in the house. Thomas had taken over
their baths and bedtime most evenings as Mildred stayed late in town
at the house of her new friends. There were birthday parties and town
dances and any number of friendly occasions that Mildred was now
invited to. At first, it did Thomas good to see her getting out some.
But lately, she had seemed more interested and involved in town af-
fairs than she did that of the boys, or the farm.

I suppose it’s to be expected, Thomas thought. She’s only 28 and has
her whole life ahead of her. He whistled on the way to the barn and
the start of his long day.

MILDRED PUT TWO COLD biscuits on the boys’ plates and
poured two glasses of milk. She didn’t like it when they woke too ear-
ly, but she could already hear them tousling and shouting at each oth-
er in their room above the kitchen.

My word! Will I not have a moment’s peace today? She thought as
she sat down in the parlor. She glanced at the Matrimonial Gazette
lying on the small table, and opened it to the page where her brother
had folded down the corner.
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Wondering if he’d written to anyone yet, Mildred was curious but
determined to continue acting only a little interested to Thomas. He
would question if she pushed too hard—what’s the hurry?

She looked down the columns of advertisements and could see
one that had a smudged grease stain on it, exactly as if someone had
held it in place as they copied the address. She set the paper down and
smiled. Maybe her plan was beginning to work after all. If Thomas
had already answered an ad, maybe he had heard back already. That
would explain his unusual behavior.

Jimmy and Paul came tumbling down the stairs and raced each
other to the kitchen. Mildred turned to follow them, exasperation
leaking from her voice. “Boys! Boys! In this house, we do not run,
we walk....” She pushed open the kitchen door after them and helped
Paul, the youngest, up into his seat.

“Good morning, children.”
“Good morning, Mamma!” they said in unison.
“Mamma, did you bring us a present from your party last night?”

Jimmy said while dunking his biscuit into the milk.
“Careful, James! It’s spilling out on the tablecloth,” said Mildred.

“And don’t talk with your mouth full!”
“Sorry, Mamma,” Jimmy said, and stuffed the soaked biscuit into

his mouth.
“You promised!” said Paul. “You said if we were good for Uncle

Thomas, you’d bring us a treat!”
“And how do I know if you were good?” Mildred asked. “I

haven’t had a chance to ask him yet.”
“We were!” they shouted. They liked the sound of their voices so

much they kept it up.
“Quiet! Please!” Mildred yelled above the din. “You boys are giv-

ing me a headache. Oh, where is Thomas when I need him?”
“Uncle Thomas!” yelled Jimmy, as Thomas came in through the

back door. “Can you tell Mama we were good last night?”
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“You were good as gold,” Thomas said. “Except for the dead
worms I found in your pockets. I told you to leave them in the dirt
where they can do some good.”

“Worms! Oh my heavens, I’m never going to get used to raising
boys,” Mildred said.

“Maybe one day, I’ll have a daughter to even things out around
here,” Thomas said as he poured himself a cup of coffee from the
stove.

“Thomas Lannigan, how can you talk of bringing more children
into the family, when we can barely get by as it is?” Mildred said.
“Plus, just how will you do that if you aren’t even interested in meet-
ing a woman?”

“Well, about that. I was going to let you know that I’ve heard
from a very nice woman in the east. I’m going to town today to post
a letter and arrange her travel to meet us.”

“An auntie for us?” Paul said. “When will she be here? Tomor-
row? Will she play with us?”

“Not tomorrow, not for a month at least,” Thomas said, tussling
Paul’s hair.

“Just be sure she knows we need no more children for the time
being, Thomas.”

“Why would I tell her anything like that? We’ll just be getting
to know each other, and if it works out, there’ll be plenty of time for
children soon enough.”

“No more children,” Mildred said with a sharpness to her voice
that caused Thomas to stop tickling Jimmy and look up. “I mean it,
Thomas. If you insist on starting a family before your two final years
are up, the deal is off.”

“Mildred. We have an arrangement for my work in exchange for
half the farm in two more years. It was your idea that I start looking
for a wife, and you brought me the newspaper with the ads. How can
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I tell a woman that I’ve never even met that we can’t get married and
have a family?”

“You can get married—you should, in fact. But no children until
you’re out of this house. Promise.”

“I can’t understand what’s gotten in to you,” Thomas looked at
Mildred as she cleared the table. “I think I have a right to decide
what’s best for me.”

“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll listen,” Mildred said, and
turned her back as she busied herself at the sink.

Chapter Three

CELIA LOOKED AROUND the garden in the pale light of the
moon, hoping to see that the person who had left the baby at the
kitchen door of the orphanage might still be nearby. She wanted to
scream, “Don’t do this! Please, keep your child, no matter what!” She
was desperate to not let the parents get away without finding out why
they had to give up their baby.

Seeing nothing but the pale shapes of the trees and bushes, she
stooped and tried to calm the crying child. At the slight sound of the
gate latch falling into place, she glanced up in time to see a dark shad-
ow step away and move quickly back into the alley.

“Wait!” she cried. “Come back!” She wanted to chase after the
baby’s mother or father, whomever it was driven to the fateful deci-
sion to leave the child. She wanted to beg them not to do it, not to
leave the baby to grow up wondering who its parents were and what
had driven them apart. But it was too late.

Celia lifted the basket and carried it inside. The baby was quieter
now inside the warm kitchen. She lit a lantern and pulled back the
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blanket partially covering the baby’s face. A pair of round, blue eyes
looked up at her, and a set of chubby hands clutched the blanket.

“Hello, Little One,” Celia cooed. “You’re safe here. I’m sorry you
have to be here, but I promise you’ll be safe.” Tears came to Celia’s
eyes as she thought of the long years ahead for the child who would
never know her mother or father.

She reached under the baby and lifted it up into her lap. A small
piece of paper fluttered to the ground. Celia held it close to the lamp
and read:

“The baby’s mother has died of Scarlet fever, and her father is
gone. Please take care of her and I will promise to pray God’s blessings
on your work my whole life.”

Celia’s mind raced with thoughts of her father, standing at the
door as she clung to his leg. She heard him talking to Mistress Jones,
and promising to return one day. For many years, she carried the hope
that he would. But that hope was long gone now.

She cried for her dear mother, who had been so loving and kind,
but had suffered, from what Celia could remember, through years of
illness and pain. No matter how Celia had tried to help her, she was
never strong.

“You must be hungry, poor thing. I’ll make you a bottle and take
you to the nursery. Just lie here while I warm some milk. ... Milk!
Poor Emily! She must think I’ve forgotten about her.”

Celia laid the baby back in the basket and hurried to warm some
milk for a bottle and to take to Emily. She took the child to her own
small room behind the kitchen. Sitting on her bed, she held the baby
as it hungrily drank the bottle and drifted off to sleep. Celia rocked
her gently and hummed a small tune before laying the baby back in
her basket. “Now rest here quietly, and I’ll be right back,” she whis-
pered.

She poured the milk for Emily and took it to her, glad for the
grateful smile she received.
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“Thank you, Celia. I’m going to miss you,” Emily said.
“I’ll miss you too, Emily. Now off to sleep with you and I’ll see

you before you leave in the morning.”
Celia returned to her room and quietly slipped into her night-

dress. She climbed into her cot and gently lifted the baby out of the
basket. She lay on her side and stroked the baby’s soft hair by the light
of the window. She hadn’t felt so close to anyone since Tilly died.

“Do you mind if I call you Tilly?” she whispered. “It’s a lovely
name, and you’ll be a beautiful girl, just like my Tilly.” Celia draped
her arm gently across the baby and fell asleep.

BEFORE THE SUN ROSE, little Tilly began to cry and Celia
paced back and forth in her room with the baby in her arms to quiet
her. “It’s time to go to the nursery now, Tilly,” she said. “You’ll need
a bath and to be checked by the doctor when he comes. I’ll be here
to watch out for you—” Suddenly Celia remembered the letter to
Thomas she had sent. She wouldn’t be here for long. Still, the child
was safe and would be well cared for.

She washed her face, got dressed and started to fix her hair. She
looked at the ribbon in her hand, and thought of her mother’s face
as she used to tie the ribbon in her hair. She bent down to Tilly and
weaved the ribbon through the hem of her small gown. “There. You’ll
have your own piece of my heart to keep,” Celia said. She didn’t know
why, but she felt it was important for the baby to know she had been
loved, if even for a night. She took the basket and headed upstairs to
the nursery.

The sound of babies crying greeted her as she reached the nursery
door. Celia looked around for the night nurse, and saw two women
arguing by the window.
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“I’ll not stay another minute, much less an hour,” Miss Calstone
was saying. “Just because there’s new babies to tend doesn’t mean I
can do your work after being up all night.”

“It’s just until I get them fed their breakfasts,” Miss Plaff said.
“Please, I’ll never quiet them all.”

“Just prop the bottles, like I do,” Miss Calstone said as she untied
her apron and brought it over her head. She turned on her heel, near-
ly bumping into Celia. “What’s this? Celia? See, Miss Plaff, this one
can help you.”

“No, I — I mean, I’d be happy to help, but Mrs. Forster needs
me to get the children ready for the train. But I found a baby on the
kitchen doorstep last night, see?”

Celia held up the basket and pulled back the blanket, smiling
down at little Tilly. “Her name’s Tilly, and she’s a dear one...” Celia
looked up to share her excitement with the nurses, but Miss Calstone
was already halfway out the door, and Miss Plaff had started to make
her rounds to the crying infants.

“Yes, yes, they’re all just adorable,” Miss Plaff said impatiently.
“Put her in the crib at the end and I’ll tend to her just as I do the oth-
ers.”

“But you’ve got seven babies here, and Tilly needs to be changed,
and fed.”

“As do they all. She’ll be fine; a little crying is good for their lungs.
Just leave her. Unless you can stay to help, I’ve no time to talk,” Miss
Plaff said over her shoulder as she bent to change a baby.

“I’ll be back to help you before lunch,” Celia said. She laid Tilly
in the crib and patted her tummy. “Good-bye for now, Tilly. I’ll be
back soon to check on you.”

Celia planted a kiss on Tilly’s forehead and reluctantly returned
to the kitchen, which was in more chaos than usual with final prepa-
rations for the children leaving on the train.
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“There you are!” said Mrs. Forster. “I’ve been wondering where
you were, and Mistress Jones wants to see you. She’s in the front hall
waiting on the carriage to take all the bags to the station. The chil-
dren are leaving right after breakfast.”

What can she want with me? Celia didn’t like being summoned
by Mistress Jones; it rarely meant good news.

Celia found Mistress Jones pacing back and forth and looking
out the front window. “Late and late! You can’t depend on timetables
and schedules anymore, now can you?” she said when she saw Celia.
“Come here, Celia, I must speak with you.”

Celia crept closer but stopped short of getting near to Mistress
Jones. She was grown now and no longer under her direct supervi-
sion, but memories of Mistress Jones’s habit of pulling a child’s ear to
get their attention kept Celia more than an arm’s length away.

“Mr. Baker is going with the children on their journey to see that
they are all placed and paperwork signed accordingly. He has asked
for a female assistant to accompany him to be in charge of the girls,
and I would like you to go. The train leaves promptly at 12:15—”

“Me?” Celia interrupted. “But I can’t—I mean, why me?” Celia’s
mind was spinning. She had just sent the letter to Thomas yesterday.
If she wasn’t there to receive his response, which she hoped contained
train fare to Nebraska, he would think she had changed her mind.
Maybe he would even find another bride by the time she could get
back and reply.

“You’re the only member of the staff that can be spared. The
cleaning staff must stay to prepare for new arrivals, and the nursery
is already short-handed. We must have Miss Haversham to teach the
younger students while Mr. Baker is gone. Finish what you’re doing
for Mrs. Forster in the kitchen, pack your bags, and be ready to escort
the girls at precisely 11 o’clock.”
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Celia stood with her mouth hanging open. Mistress Jones ig-
nored her impudence, but when Celia just stood there, took a step
toward her.

“Run along, now!” she said, and laughed as Celia jumped and
moved quickly out of her reach. “I see you’ve learned well during your
time here. Now go!”

Celia hurried back to the kitchen, her mind reeling. Leave today?
In a few hours? The plans she and Tilly had set in motion couldn’t be
falling apart any more than this.

CELIA HAD NO TIME TO worry as she rushed through her work
in the kitchen, putting food in baskets and cleaning up all the pots
and pans from breakfast. Mrs. Forster was sweating more than usual
this morning, but Celia needed to know what would become of Tilly.

“Finish up quickly so you can pack your things,” Mrs. Forster
said. “I don’t know how we’ll get along with one less worker in the
kitchen!”

“I found a new baby at the door last night,” Celia said. “She’s in
the nursery and I’m worried they have too many to take care of prop-
erly.”

“Aye, that may be true,” said Mrs. Forster. “We’ll no doubt see a
rash of new young’uns before this fever gives way that has swept the
city. They come in waves, it seems.”

“But will they be able to care for them all? I mean, Tilly must be
only a few months old...”

“Tilly, eh? She came with that name?”
“No, there was no name with the note. But I thought she remind-

ed me of Tilly, so that’s what I called her.”
“Aye, I see. Well, no use getting too attached to her, Celia. You’ll

be away several weeks on the train, and babies have the best chance
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of being adopted before they can walk. Mistress Jones tries to place
infants quickly. Otherwise, they’re with us for years.”

“But I promised her I’d watch over her,” Celia said, and stopped.
Mrs. Forster was eyeing her with one eyebrow raised.

“Celia. There’s no use getting all swoony over a new child here.
They come, they go, some stay. You’ll see—it’s best not to become
overly attached. The nurses will make sure that the baby is fed and
changed.”

Celia nodded and went to her room to pack. Fed and changed.
But what about loved? Or comforted? Celia was old enough when
she arrived to not warrant any love or comfort. What little she gave
and got she exchanged with the other orphans, not her caretakers.
Could it be that the babies didn’t receive any either?

She took her bag to the front hall and placed it with the others.
Mrs. Jones was talking to the carriage driver, overseeing his handling
of the bags as if he didn’t do it for a living.

I’ll just say good-bye for now to Tilly before she gives me a job, Celia
thought. She ran up the stairs to the nursery.

“Celia — wait!” Mr. Baker called as she went past the door of his
office. “I’m glad you’re coming with me. Don’t know how I’m going
to handle the boys on this trip, much less the girls.”

Mr. Baker was a tall young man just a few years older than Celia.
He had been to university, and was keeping a promise to his benefac-
tor by teaching at the orphanage for a few years. He pushed back the
glasses on his nose and smiled.

Celia was in a hurry but could see he was sitting before a pile of
paperwork. “Are you still correcting assignments, on this busy morn-
ing?”

“No, I’m finalizing the adoption papers for the children. I’m al-
most finished and will join you at the station. Can you manage the
children until I arrive?”

“Yes, I can manage. I’ll see you there, then!”

BLESSED BRIDES AND BABIES 21



Celia rushed off, determined to say good-bye to Tilly before she
had to wrangle twelve children onto a train. She continued on to the
nursery, but what she found made her wish she hadn’t come.

THE NURSERY WAS A CACOPHONY of sights and sounds
that made her heart drop into her stomach. Babies were crying in
their cribs, and the smell of soiled diapers and spoiled milk made her
gag a little. Miss Plaff was nowhere to be seen.

Celia rushed to the crib where she had left Tilly, and looked in-
side. Tilly’s face was bright red and she was crying, but no sound
came from her poor, parched throat.

“Poor, poor baby! You’re hoarse from crying,” Tilly said, and
quickly lifted her up. The blanket was soaked through and Celia laid
her on a table to change her diaper. She stuck herself with a pin as she
fumbled to quickly relieve the desperate baby. Once dry, Celia put a
new gown on her and tucked the soiled one with the blue ribbon into
her apron pocket. With Tilly now quieter but still crying, Celia put
the baby on her shoulder and went in search of Miss Plaff. She didn’t
have to look far—the lazy nurse was sitting in a small alcove having
tea.

“Miss Plaff ! How can you sit in here with all the babies needing
your attention?” Celia demanded.

“They’re perfectly fine,” Miss Plaff sniffed. I’ve fed them and it’s
not good to jostle them too much when their stomachs are full.”

“Jostle them? They need changing! And to be comforted! Some
of them probably have gas after eating! How can you just let them
cry?”

“Crying never hurt anyone,” Miss Plaff said. “If it bothered me to
hear babies cry, I wouldn’t be working here.”

Celia was outraged at Miss Plaff ’s imperviousness to the babies’
distress. She wanted to tell her it wasn’t right—these babies needed
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love and attention every bit as much as anyone. She wanted to scream
and insist Miss Plaff do her work. She wanted to save them all from
the sadness and loneliness that would fill their hearts if they grew up
at the orphanage.

Then Tilly’s hand clutched on to her shirtfront and the child
laid her head to sleep against Celia’s shoulder. Without a word, Celia
turned and left.

Celia shut the door of the nursery behind her and stood breath-
ing heavily, distraught at the callousness of Miss Plaff. She stroked
Tilly’s hair as she slept. She knew what she had to do.

Celia took the back stairs and found her way to Mistress Jones’s
office. As she hoped, Mr. Baker had left the stack of adoption papers
there on her desk. With one hand, she looked through them as she
glanced out the door. She could hear the children gathering in the
front hall, their excited voices rising and falling and Mistress Jones’s
louder one ordering them to be quiet and stand still. Celia laid Tilly
down on the overstuffed couch and got to work.

She pulled Thomas Lannigan’s letter from her pocket and found
his address. She took a fresh sheet of paper, and in her best hand-
writing, she copied the words Mr. Baker had written on each of the
adoption papers, describing the children by age, height, weight, hair
and eye color, and legally transferring the children’s guardianship to
their new parents. She filled in a description of Tilly, doing her best
to guess her age and weight and naming her Tilly. Instead of blanks
where the new parents’ names would go once the children had been
placed, she carefully wrote in Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Lannigan, Pleas-
ant Heights, Nebraska.

She quickly blotted the ink, placed the paper inside the stack,
carefully lifted Tilly back in her arms, and went to her room to get
her things and Tilly’s basket. She would go on the train. She would
get to Nebraska and find Thomas Lannigan. And she was taking Tilly
with her.
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Chapter Four

THOMAS EXPECTED A RETURN letter from Celia any day. He
knew the mail took a week or two from Nebraska to New York City,
and another week or two to return. He didn’t let himself think about
it until the third week had gone by.

By then, his anticipation poured out of him and he could do
nothing to hold it back. Every part of his day included thoughts of
the young woman who would come to him with an open heart and
mind. Today he was going to town to get a real haircut and shave. He
wanted to make the best impression possible.

He looked in the mirror and frowned at his brown beard stubble
and mess of brown hair, streaked blond from the sun. Then he caught
his own scowl and his deep brown eyes quickly changed to their usual
laughing squint.

“Thomas Lannigan, you’ll scare her a mile off if you ever give her
a face like that!”

“Hhhmpph!” Mildred huffed from the doorway. “You’re a fool,
Thomas, to think a woman can fall in love at first sight. Plus, if she
does come, I’ll have my say before I approve of her marrying into the
family.”

“You’ll have your say, whether I want it or not,” Thomas smiled
at her in the mirror. “But I’m man enough to need only my own ap-
proval, sister.”

“Well, I hope she’s good with children. Lord knows I need more
help around here with Paul and Jimmy. Those boys will be the death
of me, and I can’t very well find a suitor with them hanging on my
skirts.”
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“Mildred, they’ve learned not to hang on you what with you
swatting them away all day long. I don’t expect Celia to spend all her
time looking after the boys. They’re yours, after all.”

“She’ll have to do something to earn her keep, and it might as
well be minding the boys. I have the farm to run, and duties in town.”

Thomas turned to face her. “She’ll help if it pleases her, and I
hope it does. But I aim to court her, Mildred, not turn her into hired
help. Besides, your ‘duties’ in town certainly seem to revolve mostly
around parties and dances.”

“Those are my duties; it’s my social duty to represent the family
in town society. If it weren’t for me, we’d just be another farm family
living off the land.”

“We are a farm family, living off the land, Mildred.”
“Well, not forever, I hope! Mr. Warren Prescott has been paying

me the most kind attentions, and he owns the bank, you know.”
“So that’s it. That’s why you are ignoring the boys and spending

all your time with your friends. You’re in love!”
“Love? Is that what you think? I married for love, and it brought

me heartache. No, this time, Thomas, I’ll marry well instead of hap-
pily if I have to.”

“Suit yourself. Just keep the boys in mind, will you? They’ll need
a father, one who accepts them even though they’re not his own.”

“Don’t you think I know that? Do you know how difficult it is to
attract a man with two children to feed? I come as a package, that’s
true, but I plan to make it as easy as possible for a quality man to over-
look my extra baggage.”

“Who’s baggage, Mama?” Jimmy said from behind Mildred. Paul
and Jimmy were running down the hall when the little one piped up.

“Celia’s baggage,” Thomas said quickly and threw Mildred a stern
glare. “We were talking about our new friend, Celia, who’s coming
for a visit soon. She’s coming on the train, you know.”
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“Have you heard from this mysterious Miss Celia?” Mildred said.
“Maybe she took your money and set off for another suitor.”

“I haven’t heard yet, but any day now I’ll have a message telling
me when she’s arriving,” Thomas said. “Of that, you can be sure.”

Mildred hurried the boys along to their chores. Thomas took one
last glance in the mirror before putting on his hat and setting out to
town. “I’m sure of it: today I’ll get her message.”

THE TRIP WEST THROUGH New York state was a wonder to
Celia and the children. They spent the first hours peering out the
train windows, exclaiming at the towns and bridges, fields and farms
they passed through the green countryside. None have them had
been outside the crowded streets of New York, and the sheer beauty
of the land was something they never tired of seeing.

Celia had relaxed now that Mr. Baker and the children knew she
brought Tilly along with them. She told Mr. Baker she was going to
care for the child and of course, return to the orphanage together.
How the nurses were overwhelmed and she was just looking out for
the new baby. “Of course, very thoughtful of you,” Mr. Baker said.
“I’m not sure Mistress Jones would have approved, however.”

“I’ll explain everything when I return,” Celia said. “Tilly hadn’t
been processed in yet, so Mistress Jones will still be able to place her
when we get back.” Celia knew now that Mistress Jones would nev-
er find out about Tilly. Miss Plaff wouldn’t dare tell anyone she had
let a baby be taken out of her care, and Mrs. Forster would hold her
tongue until she could talk to Celia herself.

Once the train came to the farmlands of Ohio, and later, Indiana
and Illinois, Celia was happy to see waiting families at each location
where the adoptions would take place. She worried as each of her
charges stood in a line, looked over like horses as the farmers came
up to ask for a girl or boy, strong, and willing to work. One by one,
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the children were chosen and excitedly, if nervously, said their good-
byes. Mr. Baker took down the parents’ names and once papers were
signed, sealed them in a package to send with the next postal train
back to New York. Celia had made sure Tilly’s paperwork was in the
first package returned.

They made several stops in Iowa, and the train went on to Ne-
braska, with only three children left. Emily was a small girl, and each
of the older girls had already been chosen.

Emily loved to help Celia with Tilly, bouncing the baby on her
lap while Celia talked to Mr. Baker, and keeping the baby giggling
by shaking her hair at her and singing little songs. Each night, Celia,
Emily and Tilly fell asleep together in the small bunk that was meant
for Celia alone. It was easier to keep an eye on Emily without disturb-
ing Tilly through the night. As she looked out the train window at
the stars, Celia had never been happier than with Emily curled up be-
side her and Tilly in her arms.

The train pulled in to the last adoption stop on the trip, just over
the border from Iowa, in Pleasant Heights, Nebraska. Celia laughed
at what they called “heights,” since the town was situated on what
could be called a low rise above the Platte River.

“It’s been a long trip, eh?” Mr. Baker called to Celia over the heads
of the last two boys in his care. “I can’t say I haven’t enjoyed the break
from the city, but this time tomorrow, we’ll be on our way home.”

“Yes, a long trip,” Celia said. She did not want to directly lie to
Mr. Baker. She knew she wasn’t going back and she wasn’t letting
Tilly go back to the orphanage without her. She didn’t know what he
would say when she didn’t get back on the train with him after seeing
the last children off. But she would think of something.

The two boys and Emily stood together in front of a small group
of farmers. “Is this all you’ve got?” one of them called out.
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Mr. Baker stepped forward. “Yes, we have two fine boys and a
beautiful girl looking for homes. They’ve received basic teaching in
reading and figures, and know how to work.”

“I’ll take the boy on the left,” said one of the farmers. “I’ll claim
the other’n,” said another man.

“That leaves the girl for us,” a soft voice spoke from the crowd.
“Go on, Edward.” A short, round woman pushed her husband for-
ward.

“We was hoping for a boy,” Edward Greene told Mr. Baker. “Julia,
maybe we should wait for the next train.”

Poor Emily almost started to cry. She was the last to be adopted,
and it was obvious the man didn’t want her.

“Nonsense, Edward,” Julia stepped forward and spoke to Emily.
“Don’t cry, my dear. We’ll be just as happy with a girl. Have you ever
fed chickens or milked a cow?”

“No, ma’am,” said Emily with wide eyes. “Will I have to?”
“Sure you will! It’s easy, once you get the hang of it.” Julia turned

to her husband. “Edward, she’ll do fine. I’m just as pleased to have a
daughter as a son.”

“If you’re sure, sweetheart. All right.” Edward moved to sign the
papers for Emily with Mr. Baker.

Celia carried Tilly over to Emily. “Say good-bye for now, Emily.
But don’t worry. I have a secret I’ve been keeping until just now. I’m
staying in this town, too. And I’ll bring Tilly to see you, and we’ll vis-
it.”

“Oh, Celia!” Emily hugged her.
Celia turned to Emily’s new mother. “It’s very nice to meet you,

I’m Celia Brown.”
“I’m Julia Greene, so nice to meet you,” said Julia, as she warmly

shook Celia’s hand. “And your baby is so sweet! How old is she?” Julia
looked at Celia with a dubious eye.
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“She’s six months old, and I adopted her,” Celia said, relieved to
see the look of disapproval vanish from her face. The last thing she
needed just as she arrived in town was for people to believe she was
an unwed mother. “I’m here to meet a Mr. Thomas Lannigan; do you
know him?”

“I know of him,” Julia said, “and I know his sister, Mildred. Look,
I believe that’s him coming out of the barber’s! Oh, Mr. Lannigan!
Over here!” Julia called out and waved.

Celia looked across the street and saw the most handsome man
she had ever seen, running one hand across his wavy brown hair,
freshly cut, and another across his clean-shaven face, the muscles of
his tanned arms rippling at the casual motion. He looked over toward
them, frowned in the sun, and gave a small salute when he recognized
Julia.

Celia panicked. She hadn’t had time to send a cable telling
Thomas she was on the way. She was disheveled from days on the
train, and desperately needed a bath. She couldn’t compound the
horrible first impression she was about to make on Thomas Lannigan
by surprising him with a baby. She did the first thing that came into
her mind.

“Mrs. Greene—Julia—please, will you hold Tilly?” She turned
and looked again at Thomas, who had stopped to talk to some men
outside the barber shop. “I know we’ve just met, and I can’t explain
right now, but in your heart—in your mother’s heart—can you see fit
to keep Tilly for a few days?”

“Keep the baby? Why Edward doesn’t want a baby in the house,”
Julia exclaimed.

“Please, can we?” Emily asked. “I can help you with her; she
knows me.”

“Just for a few days, please,” Celia begged. “You see, I didn’t know
I’d be coming so soon and Mr. Lannigan isn’t expecting me quite yet.
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I need time to tell him about Tilly. It’s just for a day or two. I promise,
I’ll come to get her as soon as I can.”

Julia was more intrigued than ever by this beautiful young
woman and her desperate request. “I’ve longed for a baby, it’s true.
But Edward said we might as well get us a child who could help
around the farm.” She looked at Tilly’s face and saw how she smiled at
Emily, whose jumping up and down made the baby laugh. “All right.
I’ll work it out with Edward,” she said. “You come see me at the farm
in a day or two. Here comes Mr. Lannigan now!”

“Mr. Greene, Mrs. Greene,” Thomas said and tipped his hat to the
ladies. “You’re here to meet the orphan train?”

“Yes,” Mr. Greene said, shaking Thomas’s hand. “This here’s our
new daughter, Emily. And this is...” he looked at Julia and Celia, still
holding the baby in her arms.

“This is Celia Brown, and Tilly,” Julia said.
Celia turned to Thomas and put out her hand. “How do you do,

Mr. Lannigan? I’m Celia.”
Thomas stood with his hand in mid-air as he gaped at the smiling

beauty that was his Celia and the bouncing baby on her hip.

IF AN ANGEL HAD COME to town, she would look like this,
Thomas thought. The sun was shining behind Celia, and her hair in
a loose bun let streaks of sunshine through like rays of gold. Her eyes
were wide and deep blue, and even in her rumpled dress, Thomas
could see she had a fine, slim figure.

Just then, the baby on her hip sneezed.
“Gazundheit!” Thomas and Celia said at the same time, then

looked at each other and smiled.
“Miss Celia Brown, how do you do?” Thomas managed to stam-

mer. “I don’t believe I received a return letter yet, but I’ve been look-
ing every day—”
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“I didn’t have time to respond,” Celia broke in quickly. “You see,
the orphan train was leaving, and Mistress Johnson, who runs the or-
phanage, well, she needed me to watch over the girls on the trip. This
is the last stop and—well, here I am!”

“Yes, here you are,” another voice came from behind Thomas, and
a woman stepped out, squinting in the sun. “And so you’ve brought
your baby with you—Thomas, what did I tell you about...?” Mildred
started in.

“Oh, how silly of me,” Julia interrupted. “Leaving you to stand
holding my baby this long.” She reached for Tilly, and Celia handed
her to Julia. She gave her a look of gratefulness and relief, while Julia’s
eyes just smiled back at her.

“Your baby!” Now it was Edward’s turn to erupt. “My word,
woman, what’s this about your baby?”

“Come along, Edward,” Julia said, and taking Emily by the hand,
started walking toward the family’s wagon. “I know you’re hungry
and hot from standing out here in the sun all morning. Let’s get the
children home and I’ll make you all some supper.”

Edward could only stand and stare, before lumbering off behind
his wife and new family.

Celia waved good-bye at Emily, but her heart nearly broke as she
watched Julia hand Tilly to Emily, climb up into the cart, and then
take the baby again from Emily’s outstretched hands. Edward helped
Emily up to sit on the bench between them, then swung into place
and with a snap of his reins, sent the horse on its way, with Emily
holding on to her bonnet in the breeze and the baby wrapped secure-
ly in Julia’s arms.

A small sound escaped Celia’s mouth and her hand flew up to
cover her dismay. She watched them go, blinking back her tears, until
they rounded a bend and all that was left was a small cloud of dust.
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Chapter Five

CELIA WIPED HER EYES with her handkerchief, and turned back
toward Thomas and Mildred.

“I told you, absolutely no children—” Mildred was saying, then
stopped mid-sentence when she saw Celia looking at her. A fake
smile spread across her face as she faced Celia.

“Ahem, well. My name is Mildred Grayson. I’m Thomas’s sister,”
Mildred said.

Celia stretched out her hand, but Mildred had already turned
away. “I’ll be home before dinner, Thomas,” she said. “Unless of
course, I’m invited to dine with Mr. Prescott again. In any case, show
Celia around and it would be a relief if she could mind the children
for a few hours.” Mildred scanned the street and saw some of her
friends standing outside the town grocery. With a wave and a shout
she was off to greet them, leaving Thomas and Celia alone.

Thomas shook his head at Mildred and apologized to Celia. “I’m
sorry about Mildred,” Thomas said. “She’s a bit headstrong and over-
bearing, but she’s nice enough once you get to know her.”

“I don’t mind,” Celia said. “I’m sure it’s a shock to have me arrive
unannounced.”

“It is—but I could stand more shocks like this, if they’re all as
pretty as you are,” Thomas said. As a blush crossed the fair skin of
Celia’s face, Thomas recovered his manners. “I mean—well, your let-
ters didn’t do you justice, ma’am,” he said, taking his hat off and bow-
ing in mock formality.

Celia laughed. “I’m sure I’m a wondrous sight, with a week’s
worth of travel grime covering me from head to toe!”

Thomas straightened up and smiled into Celia’s eyes. “No
amount of grime could cover your beauty,” he said.
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Celia felt a warmth spread from her neck throughout her chest
and a strange excitement in the pit of her stomach. Could it be this
handsome young man was really Thomas Lannigan, her Thomas Lan-
nigan, who wanted her to come to Nebraska and be his wife? In the
sudden departure and taking care of the girls and Tilly on the train,
Celia had forgotten all about the real reason she had arrived in Pleas-
ant Heights.

Before she could think of anything to say, Mr. Baker came to her
side. “Celia, the engineer says it’s almost time to go,” he said.

“Thank you, Mr. Baker, but it’s time I let you know—I’m not go-
ing back with you,” Celia said. “May I present Mr. Thomas Lannigan?
Mr. Lannigan, this is Mr. Baker, the head teacher at the orphanage
school.”

The men shook hands and Mr. Baker eyed Thomas suspiciously.
“Do you mean to tell me you’ve just met this young man, and you’re
staying here?”

“Not exactly. I mean, yes, we’ve just met. But Mr. Lannigan and
I have been corresponding for a few weeks now. He was planning to
send for me to come. I’ll be staying at his sister’s house, so everything
is fine, Mr. Baker.”

“She’s telling the truth, sir,” Thomas said. “I feel I’ve known Celia
already for a long time, and would welcome the chance to get to
know her better, and make her my wife, if she agrees.”

“Well! Is that how it’s done out west then?” Mr. Baker said.
“What shall I tell Mistress Jones? She won’t like it if I let you go with-
out getting her permission.”

“I’m 19 now, almost 20, remember, Mr. Baker? I don’t believe I
need her permission any more. I do feel bad not to give notice to Mrs.
Forster that I won’t be returning to help in the kitchen. Can you let
her know I’m sorry, and that I’ll write soon?”
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Mr. Baker looked from Celia to Thomas and back to Celia.
Thomas had stepped forward, almost protectively, as if he were wor-
ried Mr. Baker might grab Celia and drag her back to the train.

But Mr. Baker was a poet, and a romantic at heart. “I can see
you’re determined to stay, Celia. You’ve been a big help to me on the
trip, and I can’t say I blame you for wanting to start a new life. Re-
member, though, if things don’t turn out the way you expect, you can
always come back to the orphanage for work. At least—after Mistress
Jones calms down. Mrs. Forster values you in the kitchen, and I’m
sure she could convince her to take you back.”

“Thank you, Mr. Baker—for everything!” Celia said, and reached
up on her toes to give him a chaste peck on the cheek.

“Oh! Well! My goodness.” The train whistle blew. “Good-bye
then, Celia. And you, Mr. Lannigan: you take good care of her, or I’ll
come back out here and bring her back myself !”

“I plan to, sir. Thank you,” said Thomas and they watched as Mr.
Baker boarded the train.

Celia turned to Thomas as he picked up her bag from the station
platform. She had followed her plan, the plan she and Tilly had
dreamed of and talked about for the last year. Only she now she
found that as soon as she met Thomas, she had told him a lie. And
little Tilly was gone. She could either continue with the lie, and lose
Tilly for good to the Greene’s, or she’d have to tell Thomas the truth.

The thought of keeping up a lie made her sway just a little. Or
was it the sun and dust? Just then, she stumbled, and leaned right in-
to Thomas’s shoulder. He caught her with his hand.

“I’d better get you home and see you get some rest,” he said.
Celia nodded and followed him to a wagon, her mind in a fog.

By the time they left town together, her head was resting on Thomas’s
shoulder, and she was fast asleep.
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CELIA WOKE TO SHADES drawn in a small room, and the
sound of Thomas’s voice coming through the door.

“Celia? Are you feeling better? I’ve brought you some supper.”
She was lying prone on the bed, still in her traveling clothes. Her

reticule had been placed on a chair in the corner. “Yes, come in.”
Thomas came in with a cup in one hand and a plate in the other.

“I poured you some coffee. I keep some on the stove most of the day;
it might be a touch strong by now.”

Celia took a sip of the thick brew. She had never tasted anything
more bitter. But it revived her to feel the warm liquid rushing down
her throat, and she sat up to take a few more sips.

“And here’s some cheese and a piece of bread. I’m not much of a
cook, though the boys don’t seem to mind.”

“Boys?” Celia said, assuming he meant the hired hands. Didn’t
every farm have three or four hired men to help?

Just then Jimmy and Paul came tumbling in. “Is it her? Is she
awake?” They said.

“These boys,” Thomas said, smiling and ruffling their hair. “This
one’s Jimmy,” he swung the younger boy up high before letting him
down laughing to tickle him on the floor. “And this rascal’s Paul,” he
continued as Paul jumped on Thomas’s back.

“Nice to meet you,” Celia said, smiling as Thomas stood with
Paul hanging on for dear life around his neck and Jimmy dragging
along on his leg.

“Are you going to take care of us?” Jimmy asked.
“Can you cook good?” Paul wanted to know.
“Yes, I can cook,” Celia said, laughing. “I’m not sure I’m supposed

to take care of you though....?” She cast a questioning look at Thomas.
“That’s enough questions for now. Run along, you two. Can’t you

see Miss Celia needs her rest?” Thomas shooed them out the door.
“I’ve drawn a bath for you; it’s just down the hall. Don’t feel like you
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need to come down tonight. I’ll be up at daylight to do the chores,
and will see you at breakfast in the morning.”

“Thank you,” Celia whispered gratefully. “Now that I’ve slept a
bit, I don’t think I’ll be fully myself until I’m clean!”

“It happens to everyone,” Thomas said. “Traveling by train will
really take it out of you. Just holler – I mean, you can call for me if
you need anything.” He tipped his head at her, and backed out of the
room, closing the door behind him.

Celia got up and found the towel he had laid out for her, opened
her bag and placed the meager contents in the small wooden dresser.
She took her nightdress with her, and went to soak away her sore
muscles in the tub.

Much later, tucked back under the covers, she woke during the
night with a start, afraid she had lost Tilly under the blanket. She felt
around and realized the baby wasn’t there. Celia stared up at the ceil-
ing in the dark. What had she done? She gave away the only thing she
loved, in order to deceive a kind man, who she thought had all the
possibility of love in his heart. It was obvious he loved his nephews,
and they him. But what about his sister?

She could hear Mildred’s voice rising up through the floorboards
as she came in. Thomas had long since put the boys to bed. Mildred
and Thomas were arguing—at least, Mildred was, by the sound of her
voice. Thomas’s never rose above a deep, pleasant sound. His voice
was so calming, especially compared to Mildred’s shrill one. She lis-
tened to Thomas’s voice and decided she would tell him in the morn-
ing about Tilly. Nothing could stop her from being honest with him,
after the kindness he had shown her. She fell back to sleep, dreaming
of Tilly and Emily playing together in a field with Jimmy and Paul.

Chapter Six
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AFTER A FULL NIGHT’S sleep, Celia woke with a start at the
breakfast-making sounds coming from the kitchen. I’m late, and Mrs.
Forster needs me! In her confusion, she was half-dressed before she re-
alized she wasn’t in her room behind the kitchen at the orphanage.
No—there were curtains blowing gently and the view outside her
window was of trees and brown fields, just starting to green over with
rows of corn. Nebraska and—Thomas Lannigan! Her heart skipped a
beat remembering his smiling face.

Taking deep breaths, she brushed her long blond hair, braided it,
and put it up in a bun. There. This is me, she thought, appraising her-
self in the mirror. Celia Brown. She closed her eyes and prayed for
the courage and strength she did not feel. Getting on the train and
leaving everything she knew behind in New York felt like nothing
compared to the fear of simply walking down the stairs to breakfast.
Please, Lord, watch over me today—and over little Tilly.

She went down to the kitchen. The morning farm routine was in
full swing: Thomas was in the barn, and Mildred was struggling to
keep the boys in line while she put together what breakfast she could
with the least effort possible.

“Good morning,” Celia said from the doorway.
“There you are! Sleeping in on your first day, I see,” Mildred

sniffed.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know what time you had breakfast,” Celia an-

swered.
“Well, I have breakfast after I feed the boys and Thomas. A

woman’s work is never done, it seems. And Jimmy and Paul—Stop
that, Jimmy! You’ll spill the syrup!”

Mildred lunged at the boy to grab his hand away from the syrup
pitcher, but Celia was closer and had instinctively reached for it when
she saw Jimmy wanted more syrup on his pancakes. She drizzled
some over his plate, and set the pitcher down out of his reach.
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“Well!” Mildred said.
“Is there something I can do to help?”
“Yes, you can finish frying the bacon before Thomas comes in. In

fact, if you could just watch the boys while they finish breakfast, I can
go get ready for my luncheon,” and Mildred untied her apron and left
the kitchen before Celia had a chance to respond.

She quickly sized up the kitchen and found her way around the
stove, pots and pans. It was much smaller than she was used to, and
Celia was grateful for the relative quiet of the boys eating and jok-
ing versus the clamor of 50 children at the orphanage, and the very
small pile of dishes in the sink. I could get used to a smaller kitchen, she
thought.

She finished frying the bacon and put it in a pan in the oven to
stay warm. Next, she cracked some eggs and scrambled them in the
bacon grease, then sliced four pieces of bread and set them to toast
close to the flame. She stayed near the oven to keep a close eye on
them so they wouldn’t burn. Soon, she heard a man’s boots scrape
across the back porch and the creaky door open.

“Smells darn good in here!” Thomas bellowed, and Jimmy and
Paul jumped up from the table to hug him.

Celia kept her eye on the toast. When it was brown, but not
burnt, she reached in with a long fork and expertly flipped them out
onto a plate. She set it down on the table, then got a plate of eggs and
bacon.

“Service with a smile, I see,” he said.
Celia did smile. She liked the warm, raspy sound of his voice, and

his brown eyes were awake and alive with the exertion of his morning
work. She put the plate in front of him, and held up the coffee pot.

“Coffee?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and slurped it loudly. They sat drinking coffee and talk-

ing. Celia asked what sort of chores Thomas did in the mornings, and took note of
his early rising. She decided to get up when he did the next day, and take coffee to
him in the barn if she could.
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“What do you say you come with me and I’ll show you around the place?”
“That would be wonderful,” Celia said. “I’ll just clean up a bit first.” He helped

her straighten up, and they were just leaving when Mildred swept in.
“I’ve a luncheon today, remember Thomas? Mr. Prescott will be there – all the

best people in town. Be a dear, would you Celia, and mind the boys just for today?”
Before Celia could answer, Mildred walked back out to the front door and got

into a wagon driven by one of the neighbors to head to town.
“Don’t worry, you don’t have to mind them if you don’t want to,” Thomas said.

“They usually tag along with me. Of course, I sure could get more done without
watching out for them...” his voice trailed off.

“Of course I’ll watch them,” Celia said. “I’m grateful for your hospitality, and
what I can do to help out, I’ll do.”

MILDRED PUT DOWN HER teacup noisily, irritated with the
continued chatter of her friends about Celia.

“I saw her get off the train with that baby in her arms. If ever a
woman looked at a child with a mother’s love, that woman did. I’d
swear it was hers, no doubt about it.”

“I’ve told you, the woman is pure. She only travelled with the or-
phan children who were being adopted,” Mildred said through tight
lips.

“And what orphanage sends babies by train for adoption, may I
ask?” Mrs. Transome went on. “I’ve never heard of one. All the chil-
dren sent to farm families are able to work. It would make no sense
to send a baby. I tell you, the child is hers, or there’s something she’s
keeping from you.” Mrs. Transome took a satisfied sip of tea while
several of the other ladies nodded in agreement.

“The woman said nothing about a baby,” Mildred protested.
“Why, she sent it off with Mrs. Greene, pretty-as-you-please. And
I’ve warned Thomas, if they do marry, there’s to be no children as
long as they’re in my home. I’ve got enough to do taking care of Jim-
my and Paul.”
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“Why yes, you poor dear,” Mrs. Transome said. “Widowed so
young. Oh look, Mr. Prescott is coming this way now!”

Mildred sat up straighter and put her handkerchief daintily to
her mouth.

“Why, good afternoon, ladies. Good afternoon, Mrs. Grayson.”
Mr. Prescott bowed to the ladies at the table, and offered his hand to
Mildred. She lifted hers to him and he pressed his lips to her glove
before letting it go. Mildred smiled and batted her eyelashes.

“We were just talking about the new company at Mildred’s
house,” Mrs. Transome volunteered. “Weren’t we, Mildred?”

“Oh? And you are not in attendance to them?” Mr. Prescott said.
“Why no, it’s not company it’s – she’s – you see, my brother has

sent for a wife from the east. She’s come to stay, and if things work
out, they’ll be married presently,” Mildred said. “I urged Thomas to
take a wife to help with his part of the farm, of course.”

“Well, so soon then. Doesn’t he have two more years’ work to
earn the full 50 acres?”

“Yes, that’s true. But I thought it prudent to kill two birds with
one stone, so to speak, and get a little household help in the bargain!”
Mildred laughed and the table of ladies joined in.

“Hmm, well you know, Mrs. Grayson,” Mr. Prescott said, and
bent closer to speak quietly into Mildred’s ear, “the sooner that
younger brother of yours is gone, the sooner I can bring you to my
house in town.”

“Mr. Prescott,” Mildred said, pretending to blush. “Why, I’d only
move to your house as a married woman.”

“My point exactly,” he said, and bade his good-byes as he strode
on to join his gentleman friends across the room.

“Did I hear you say ‘marriage’?” Mrs. Transome had pricked up
her ears at the word.

“Yes, Mr. Prescott has proposed... conditionally,” Mildred said.
She leaned in closer and the other ladies did the same. “To tell you
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the truth, he doesn’t love children. But he said he’d be willing to take
on Jimmy and Paul when they’re a bit older. Two years, he said. Then
he’ll send them to boarding school back east. Won’t that be wonder-
ful for them?”

THOMAS AND CELIA SPENT the day on the farm, with Paul
and Jimmy racing back and forth between them and every toad, bird’s
nest, and new flower they found. He showed her the fields already
planted in corn, and then got the horses out to ride over to the far
acreage where he was planting a small but growing orchard of apple
trees.

“I’ve never ridden a horse,” Celia protested.
“Don’t worry. Maggie here is as gentle as they come. I lead her

around with Paul and Jimmy on her back and she wouldn’t think of
throwing them. Now just grab the saddle horn, like this,” Thomas said
as he came behind her to position her arms. “Then raise your left foot
to the stirrup.” When she hesitated, he leaned forward and lifted her
leg by the shin through her skirt.

“I can do it; I’m just not sure I want to!” Celia laughed.
“Ok, but before you do, be ready to swing your right leg up and

over the saddle, all in one motion. Ready?”
“Ready.” Celia stuck her left foot in the stirrup and pulled up. She

swung out her right leg and with a slight push from Thomas, found
herself on top of the horse.

“Well! I can see across the corn to the river from up here!”
“Yep – and that’s just one advantage. Wait till you see how far

it actually is to the other side of the farm; you’ll be glad we’re not
walkin’.”

Thomas lifted Jimmy up and put him in front of Celia, then got
on his horse and pulled Paul up. Celia held onto the reins, and when
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Thomas made a clicking sound, his horse started out and Maggie fol-
lowed.

They wandered a dirt road that took them through pastures and a
small creek. Thomas pointed out the lay of the land, which piece was
good for what type of crop, and how many acres he would put into
production over the next two years.

“But there’s something special I want to show you,” he kept say-
ing, every time Celia wanted to stop and explore. “Just a little ways
further.”

His horse crested a small hill and stopped just over the top. Mag-
gie stopped behind, and Celia urged her forward until they came
even with Thomas. She looked ahead.

“There it is. This is where I want us to live.” Thomas stretched out
his arm and pointed to a glade with the hill behind and a stretch of
river gleaming out in the distance. A spring came out of the ground
near some trees and turned into a small creek running downhill out
of sight. A flat piece of ground with stumps of trees marked the spot
Thomas was clearing for a home.

“I’ve felled the trees and taken them to the sawmill. By the time
the boards are cut, I’ll have the foundation finished. It’ll be ready by
the end of summer. And I was hoping...”

Celia was smiling at the beautiful scene before her. When
Thomas stopped talking, she turned to look up at him.

“...I was hoping, Celia, that you’d tell me where you want the
chimney.”

They got off the horses and the boys ran to play in the creek.
Thomas took Celia’s hand and they walked through the tall grass to
the homesite. Thomas marched off the rooms and they laughed as
they picked out where the chimney should go, and the front door,
and the windows.
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“And the bedroom will be right here— ” Suddenly, at the talk of a
shared bedroom, Celia’s face grew bright red. “I mean, we’ll have sev-
eral bedrooms, so one can be here.”

“Yes, lots of bedrooms for a big family. I love kids and want at
least four, maybe five! Lord willing—and if it’s what you want, too.”

“It is what I want,” Celia said.
“Of course, we’ll have to wait just a little while. Mildred’s got

this funny idea that she doesn’t want any more kids in the house.
She made me promise—well actually, she’s threatened—that if I have
children before I finish my obligation to her, she’ll cancel the plan.”

Celia’s heart fell. She had been working up to telling Thomas
about Tilly, letting Thomas know that she had signed adoption pa-
pers for her—even confessing that she had signed as Mr. and Mrs.
Lannigan. But wanting to and actually opening her mouth to say it
were two different things. And now, with Mildred’s threat, she just
couldn’t bring herself to do it.

“I love children, and this will make a wonderful place to raise
them.”

Thomas came closer. He took her hands in his before reaching his
arms around her in a warm hug. Not the hug of an acquaintance, or
of a friend. Celia felt for the first time the strong arms of a man she
could love, holding her close for just a moment.

Thomas turned his face into Celia’s hair for just a fraction of a
second before letting her go. She smelled like sunshine and fresh air,
and more. Her smell intoxicated him; it was better than fresh hay or
apple pie in the oven. Whatever he would do in life, he wanted Celia
to be with him.

Their eyes met and they smiled at each other. He put his arm
around her shoulders, and they walked quietly back toward the creek.
Thomas pointed out the town and other farms in the distance.

“And that over there is the Greene’s barn. The house is just out of
sight behind those trees,” he said.
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“The Greenes? I would so like to visit and check in on Emily...
and Tilly,” Celia said.

“It’s getting late now, but you can take Maggie tomorrow. Just fol-
low the road from in front of Mildred’s house, and go to the second
set of fields before turning down the lane with the scarecrow next to
it. Can’t miss it.”

They gathered up the wet and muddy boys, got back on the hors-
es and headed back to the house. Thomas gave them a bath while
Celia fixed a supper of ham, cornbread and beans. The four of them
laughed around the table until Thomas said it was time for bed.

It felt so right, just like their own family. But Celia missed the
weight and warmth of Tilly in her arms, and longed to see the baby
in the morning.

Chapter Seven

CELIA FINISHED THE breakfast dishes and dried her hands. She
checked on Paul and Jimmy, who were wrestling out in the yard. Mil-
dred was put out when Celia said she was going to the Greene’s, and
insisted Celia stay until at least lunchtime “to give me a break from
the boys.” Celia couldn’t understand why anyone would need a break
from watching only two children, but Mildred had little patience and
less interest in anything related to Jimmy and Paul.

After lunch, Celia went to the barn, but Thomas had taken Mag-
gie instead of his horse to the other side of the farm. She patted Jack’s
neck, but she knew she could never ride him, much less take him out
without Thomas’s permission. She was growing more desperate to see
Tilly and relieve Julia of the baby’s care, and to tell Thomas that Tilly
was legally hers—and his.
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But that evening, Thomas did not come in for supper. He was
tending sick calves, and Celia was busy with housework and taking
care of Jimmy and Paul. It seemed they were never alone to talk.

The next day was the same; Mildred needed Celia to watch the
children so she could attend a party where Mr. Prescott was the guest
of honor.

“He’s very sweet on me, you know. I’m expecting an engagement
ring any day.”

“That will be wonderful for you, Mildred,” Celia said.
“Yes. It will. And what have you and Thomas decided about your

little arrangement?”
Celia blushed. “We haven’t spoken of it directly, yet,” she said.

“But I certainly like him. Thomas says the calves are better, and we’re
taking the boys on a picnic this afternoon. He said we’ll have a chance
to talk then.”

“Well, it will be best for all if you make yourself legitimate as soon
as possible,” said Mildred. “The ladies are still talking about seeing
you with that baby when you got off the train. I told them it wasn’t
yours; but rumors, once taken hold, are not easily rebuffed.”

Celia turned away to hide her fear. She had to go see Julia and
Tilly, today, and before her picnic with Thomas. And she had to tell
Thomas about the baby.

“Mildred, I’m not feeling well. I need some fresh air, and will
just take Maggie out for a little ride. I’ll be back before your party, I
promise.”

“This is sudden! I need to get ready and it’s impossible with those
boys under foot.”

Celia was already at the back door. “I promise, I’ll be back in two
hours.”

Mildred called after her, “See that you are!” But only the back
door slammed in response.
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CELIA RAN TO THE BARN, looking for Thomas. She had to tell
him about Tilly. She would tell him, and have him take her to the
Greene’s to bring Tilly back with them. She knew he loved children,
and she would find a way to make Mildred accept Tilly until Thomas
could build their house and earn his part of the farm. Then they
could live their life together, free from the prying eyes of the town,
scolding headmistresses, and unyielding sisters.

His horse was gone.
She decided to saddle Maggie herself. She lifted the heavy saddle,

and with great effort centered it on the horse’s back. She put one foot
in the stirrup, her hands on the saddle horn and pulled—sliding the
saddle right back off and onto her as she fell with a thud into the hay.

Maggie stood quietly, but Celia lay on the ground and struggled
to get the saddle off of her. “Oh!! I’ll never get to see Tilly like this!”
she cried.

“What’s this?” Thomas grabbed the saddle and lifted it off of
Celia. “Running away on me?” He was laughing as he offered his
hand and pulled Celia up off the floor.

One look at her face and he turned serious. “Celia, I was just kid-
ding. Only, you’re not leaving, are you? Is something wrong?”

“Oh, Thomas!” Celia started crying. “I’m not running away, it’s
just—I need to go see the Greene’s. I’ve been wanting to check on
Emily and Tilly, and every day there is more and more to do.”

“I’m sorry. I guess I let Mildred foist the boys off on you, because
it’s been such a help to me to have you here. I couldn’t have gotten
those calves through if I’d have had the boys to look after. I should
have taken you there myself.”

“It’s fine, really. But Mildred says there are rumors about me in
town, and I don’t want you to think I’m a fallen woman.”

“Fallen woman? Oh, the baby? Ha ha, those town ladies can’t
keep enough stories going to fill all their idle time. I don’t believe a
word of it.”
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Celia bit her lip and looked at the floor. It wasn’t how she wanted
to tell him about Tilly. She imagined looking out over the river to-
gether again from their homesite, and Thomas being happy with the
news that they’d be a family right away. But now—she was dirty, and
crying, and the burden of lying was just too much.

“Thomas, it’s true about Tilly. She’s mine.”
“What?” he said very slowly. His eyebrow cocked and he took

half a step back. “I’m not one to judge, Celia, but...”
“No, it’s not like that. I didn’t give birth to her. But I did adopt

her, right before I left the orphanage. I don’t know what came over
me—but—I was the one who found her. She was left to me, right out-
side the kitchen door. And the nursery was so full, and understaffed.
They let her cry until she had no tears or voice left, Thomas!” Every-
thing came rushing out at once.

“She’s yours, then,” he said slowly. “They let you sign the papers,
alone?”

Celia gulped. She knew it had been wrong. “No, nobody let me,
Thomas. They didn’t know. I signed them myself – and ...”

“And what? What else, Celia?”
“Thomas, I signed them as Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Lannigan.”

Chapter Eight

THOMAS HEARD THE WORDS, and never had words spoken
caused such opposite emotions in his heart and mind. Mr. and Mrs.
Thomas Lannigan—the phrase held no meaning, apart from Celia.
He wanted her for his wife, and he was going to ask her that very
afternoon. He knew in his heart she would say yes. They would live
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with Mildred for two more years, he would build their house, earn
his own farm, and then they would start their family.

But this—a baby—that she tied to him, before even meeting?
She couldn’t have known it would mean the end of his agreement
with Mildred. But she had no right. No right at all to sign his name
to a lifelong commitment to be a father.

Thomas wanted to comfort her. The look of pain and fear and
something else—relief ?—on her face when she told him made him
want to hug her and tell her everything would be all right.

But it was not all right.
Mildred would have a fit. She would tear up their agreement, and

the three years’ of work he had done to keep her farm intact would
be down the drain. And he would have a wife and baby on top of it,
with nowhere to live and no livelihood.

He just couldn’t find any words to speak. He quietly saddled the
horse for Celia, and watched her get up on it after two tries.

“Thomas...” she said. But he shook his head, avoiding her eyes. He
guided Maggie out of the barn, and gave her a slap on the rump to
start Celia down the road to the Greene’s. He stood staring after her
with a growing dread in his stomach.

Chapter Nine

MILDRED HAD SET THE boys to play with their wooden blocks
while she sat at her desk to do the farm paperwork until Celia re-
turned. It was only a matter of time before Mr. Prescott’s bookkeeper
would take over this chore for her. She hadn’t expected that she
would be running the farm and raising two boys without Frank
Grayson. Still, since inheriting the farm, her prospects as a widow
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were greater now than they had been as a near spinster of 25 when
she’d married Frank. She had more to offer a man, and she meant to
marry up again.

The boys were arguing about whose building was taller. “Quiet
down – my poor head!” she hollered at them. She hoped Celia would
return soon so she could get to her luncheon on time. She turned to
a pile of mail and began opening the notices and letters.

One thick envelope from New York was addressed to Mr. and
Mrs. Lannigan. There are no such people by that name—yet, she rea-
soned as she considered opening it. She slit the seal with Frank’s letter
opener.

She read in astonishment the papers recording Tilly’s adoption.
Her surprise soon turned to white-hot anger. She tricked us! That
woman arrived from New York with a baby, and presumed that
Thomas would take them both in as his own!

Worse, it would seriously diminish her chances to formalize her
arrangement with Mr. Prescott. As he had made clear, he wanted to
marry, have her income from half the farm, and use it to send the boys
to school back east. He had no intention of raising Frank’s sons in his
home. And Mildred had agreed, knowing her life would be much eas-
ier as the wife of a banker. But it would be two years before the boys
could be sent off, and she had made Thomas the bargain for half the
farm in exchange for his help. Bringing more children into the mix
was unfathomable, and would turn Mr. Prescott away to a woman
with fewer entanglements.

The back door slammed, and Mildred rose from her desk to face
Celia with the cold, hard truth. She would send her packing so fast,
her head would be spinning. She would deal with Thomas and any
repercussions of heartbreak later.

“Uncle Thomas, he knocked down my building,” Jimmy cried.
“Did not, your building was leaning, you didn’t build it right!”
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“Not now, boys,” Thomas said. He looked up to see Mildred star-
ing at him from the study.

He was tired. He’d been up late the last few nights with the an-
imals, and the excitement of proposing to Celia later that afternoon
had kept him from sleeping much. He had everything planned out,
down to what he would say and where he would say it. Now he found
that she had lied to him—even forged his name—and his hard work
and future were in jeopardy. He just wanted to sleep and think on his
own, but by the look on Mildred’s face, it would have to wait.

“Thomas, I need to speak with you. Now,” she said.
Thomas entered the study.
“Close the door.”
He shut the door and the noise of the boys out. “What is it, Mil-

dred? I’m awful tired and think I’m coming down with something,
to be honest. I came in to rest my head. Can this wait?”

“No. It can’t wait. I’ve got news for you, brother, your little fi-
ancée has been hiding something from us.”

Something about her tone didn’t sit well with Thomas. He had
watched Mildred order Celia about as if she were hired help, when
she had cheerfully cared for the boys, even though she hadn’t expect-
ed to. He’d had three long years under her roof. Since Celia came,
he’d finally seen the light at the end of the tunnel and knew he would
have a wife and home of his own.

Mildred was holding a sheaf of papers in her hand so tightly that
they trembled as she held it out to him. “See? Look here. She’s not
only lied to you that—that baby—wasn’t hers, she’s signed you up as
husband and father. That ungrateful, dishonest little tramp!”

“Now, wait a minute, Sister.”
“Don’t tell me you’re going to defend her! If you don’t go up and

pack her things right now, I will! She can just stay at the Greene’s
with her child, for all I care.”
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“Nobody’s packing anybody up, at least not yet. I’m surprised, of
course. And, I can’t say it doesn’t throw a monkey wrench into my
plans. And I’da been glad if she’d have told me right away,” Thomas
said. “But you’ve got no right calling her names like that. I still love
her, and up until now, I planned to marry her.”

“You can’t be serious! How can you even consider it? Think,
Thomas. You’ll start out in life saddled with a baby that isn’t even
your own. You don’t know how that feels!”

Her face was furious and twisted into an ugly version of a woman
who looked nothing like his sister. He looked at her eyes and saw
the same cold, blank look she gave to Jimmy and Paul whenever they
vexed her, which was often. He was her younger brother, but he was a
man now and she had no call to treat him like an unwanted stepchild.

“I’m going to work this out on my own, Mildred. And whatever
I decide, I’ll live with it, not you.”

“You don’t seem to realize, dear Brother, that having another
child in this house will ruin my chances with Mr. Prescott. He has
strictly forbidden it! He will pay for Jimmy and Paul to be educated
in the east, but he wants me to have no further family entanglements!
As long as you live in this house, you will listen to what I say!”

“Well, that helps me make up my mind,” Thomas said. “Thank
you for being so clear.”

“Good,” Mildred said. “I hope we can put this unpleasantness be-
hind us as soon as possible. I’m going out now, and when I return, I
hope I shall find all has returned to normal around here!”

Mildred dropped the papers on her desk, her lips turning up into
a weak grin as she simpered past Thomas and out the door.

Chapter Ten
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THE BRIGHT SUN AND singing birds seemed to mock Celia’s
misery as she set off down the lane with Maggie plodding softly
along. The look on Thomas’s face when she told him the truth about
Tilly, and about her signing his name as her father, was more than she
could bear. She had ruined her chance of ever being his wife.

She counted the fences and looked for the scarecrow at the end of
the second large field. She pulled Maggie’s rein to the right and soon
enough, she could see a small white house in the distance.

“Hello! Anyone home?” she called as she climbed the porch
stairs.

Julia opened the door. “Celia! I’m so glad you’ve come! Emily’s
been asking about you, and Edward’s been asking about Tilly. I told
him you’d come for her.”

“I know, I’ve missed them both so much!”
Julia brought her into the kitchen. Emily jumped from her seat

where she had been helping to strip stems from a pile of green beans.
“Celia! I knew you’d come!” She rushed at Celia and threw her arms
around her waist, nearly knocking her over.

“Goodness, it’s only been a few days! How are you getting
along?” Celia smiled over Emily’s head at Julia. Emily let go and went
to hug her too.

“Mrs. Greene—I mean, Mother—has given me my own room
and some new clothes! And there’s a barn, and a cow, horses...” Emily
rattled on.

Celia went to Tilly, lying on a blanket in an open drawer in the
kitchen sideboard.

“Edward said he’d never seen it done like that, but what are you
gonna do without a cradle?” Julia laughed.

Celia bent and raised little Tilly high up in the air to drink in the
sight of her. Tilly smiled and waved her fists and Celia pulled her into
a tight embrace.
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“Little Tilly!” Celia breathed in the sweet baby smell of her. “I’ve
missed you.”

Julia settled Emily on the couch with a book to read, and came
back into the kitchen. “We need to talk,” she said. “How are things
going with Thomas? Have you come to take Tilly home with you?
My Edward was understanding when I told him you needed a day or
two, but he’s firmly against us taking on small child.”

Celia now had to tell Julia her new plan. She had come for Tilly,
but she also needed a place to stay. At least until she figured out how
to get back to New York.

“I’m sorry, I never should have put you on the spot like that, but
I’ve had a chance to spend some time with Thomas, and he’s such a
kind man. And a hard worker! He has plans for a house, and an or-
chard. I’d love to take Tilly back with me right now. But things have
taken a bad turn. I just don’t know how I’ll get her past his sister. She
barely can stand the sight or sound of her own two boys. She’s forbid-
den Thomas to have any more children in her house.”

“She’s changed since she lost her husband. It’s true he was a bit
older than she, and rumor had it that she was quite taken with the
size of his house and farm. She had several suitors, but chose Frank
Grayson because he had established himself. You do know she’s the
boys’ stepmother, don’t you? Frank’s first wife died in childbirth
when Jimmy was born.”

“I didn’t know! So they’re orphans?”
“Yes. She thought it would be easy to mother someone else’s chil-

dren, and she was making an honest attempt while Frank was alive.
But when that tree limb fell on him, it seemed the spark of love she
had for the boys died with him.”

Celia quietly bounced Tilly on her lap. She smoothed the hem of
the baby’s dress and felt the satin of the blue ribbon she had woven in-
side the hem. Her heart ached for Jimmy and Paul, knowing full well
how it felt to grow up missing the devoted love of a mother’s heart.
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“No wonder she’s adamant about Thomas having no children if
we marry before he can take his half of the farm,” Celia said. “Julia,
I did something very bad to Thomas. I told him about Tilly, and he
was understanding. He loves children. But then, I told him what else
I had done.”

“What, dear? Tell me everything.”
“I signed both our names to her adoption papers. I don’t know

what made me do it, but when I confessed that Thomas was already
legally Tilly’s father, something came over him. I’ve never seen him
look so sad—or determined.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry. What did he say?”
“That’s the worst part. He didn’t say anything. I was already plan-

ning to come here, and when I left, he didn’t say a word. Oh, how can
I ever go back? How can I face him, or Mildred? I’ve ruined every-
thing!”

Julia had had her own share of heartbreak, and Celia’s plight once
again tore at her heart. “Of course, you can stay here with Tilly until
everything gets worked out. You can take in some sewing, and earn
your train fare if you need to. Meanwhile, you can just see how it will
work out.”

Celia stopped crying and looked up. “I’ll need money right away.
I can’t pay you at all.”

“Why don’t you go right now to talk to Mrs. Hillsdale? She has
a shop in town, and you can probably even bring some work home
with you today. I ordered a shirt for Edward and she said it would
take two weeks unless she could find help.”

“Then that’s what I’ll do,” Celia said. “Oh, I’ve made a mess of
things by not telling him right from the start!”

Julia patted her hand. “Tilly is a beautiful baby, and Emily is
great with her. If I could, I’d raise her myself. But since I found out I
couldn’t have children, it’s taken me three years to convince Edward
to adopt. He only agreed because an older child can help us with the
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vegetable stand. He told me last night not to get too attached to the
baby. I’m afraid if she stays any longer, it will just be harder on us all.”

“I know. It was wonderful of you to jump in and help me, a per-
fect stranger! How can I ever thank you enough?”

“Just give Thomas some time to find his tongue. Give him a
chance to decide what to do. We do a good man a disservice always
trying to work things out on our own—believe me, I’ve learned that
the hard way!” Julia laughed and tried to lighten the somber mood
Celia had fallen into.

THOMAS WAITED FOR MILDRED to leave the house before
rounding up the boys in the wagon. He went back in to the study, and
grabbed the envelope from New York.

He turned Jack down the lane and set off for the Greene’s. It was
time he said his piece to Celia.

He saw Edward out by the shed and pulled to a stop. “Afternoon,
Edward.”

“Hello, Thomas! Good of you to come by. We don’t get a visitor
in a week, and now everyone’s a’comin’ and a’going’.”

“Is that right? I’m looking for Celia. Have you seen her?”
“The very one. She was here in the house with Julia. But she left a

little while ago, headed towards town.”
“Then I can’t stay. I’ll be back in a day or two and we’ll have a

good visit,” Thomas said, and he turned Jack around and headed to
town.

MILDRED COULD HARDLY contain herself at the party. The
nerve of Celia, coming into her house under false pretenses! And
never saying a word about the forgery she had committed!
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Forgery! That was it. If Thomas didn’t see right to put her and her
baby on the next train, Mildred would get the Sheriff involved. She
excused herself and headed over to the courthouse to swear out a war-
rant, just in case.

Celia had left the dress shop, grateful to Mrs. Hillsdale for giving
her a bundle of shirts to mend, and allowing her to bring them back
when she was finished. She would work in the shop two days a week
also. It would take a while to earn enough money for train fare, but
she would be able to do it. It seemed best for everyone that she just
take Tilly and head back to the orphanage.

She decided to walk Maggie through town before trying to
mount her for the ride back to the Greene’s. She couldn’t risk making
a fool of herself any more than she already felt.

Up ahead, she saw Mildred leaving a café, and heading straight
towards her. If she could have galloped away at that moment, she
would have.

“You! Stop where you are!” Mildred said.
“Hello, Mildred.”
“Don’t you ‘hello’ me, Miss Celia Brown. I know what you are

and what you tried to do to Thomas. Your paperwork arrived in the
mail today from New York, and I’ve told Thomas everything!”

“I see,” Celia said. “Please, let me apologize...”
“Not so fast. I’m going to make sure the Sheriff knows about this

so Thomas can rightly and legally disentangle himself from you and
the little waif you are trying to pass off as his child! Come along with
me,” and she grabbed Celia’s arm to walk her to the courthouse.

Celia came along, holding Maggie’s reins with one hand, and be-
ing nearly dragged down the street by Mildred. They got to the cour-
thouse steps and saw Jack tied up with the wagon outside.

“Good thinking—Thomas is already here,” Mildred said and let
go of Celia long enough for her to tie up Maggie before marching up
the steps.
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Celia followed, knowing she hadn’t hurt Mildred at all—but she
had hurt Thomas. She had nothing to say for herself, but at least she
had a job and could be released by the Sheriff back to the Greenes.

Mildred barged into the Sheriff ’s office. The Sheriff looked up
from over his boots that were perched high up on his desk. His hat
was pushed back, and he was reading the paper.

“Where’s Thomas?” she demanded.
“Hello, Miz Grayson, why I haven’t seen him.”
“I’m right here.”
Mildred spun around to see Thomas, Paul and Jimmy standing

behind Celia.
“Good. Get in here right away and swear out a warrant for

forgery. You can’t be held responsible to that baby.”
“No, I can’t be held responsible,” Thomas said. He took Celia’s

arm and looked directly into her eyes. “No one can choose that re-
sponsibility for me.”

“I know, Thomas. It wasn’t right of me. Can you ever forgive
me?”

“It wasn’t right at all. But, I think I can forgive you. In fact, I al-
ready have.”

Celia looked up at his smiling face. She couldn’t believe what she
was hearing.

“What?! Thomas, how can you say that?”
For once, he ignored Mildred entirely.

Chapter Eleven

“COME IN HERE RIGHT now and fill out this paperwork!” Mil-
dred demanded.
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“I’ve filled out all the paperwork I need,” Thomas said, and
showed Celia the signed paper in his hands.

“What have you done?” Celia said, worried that he had already
sworn out a warrant for her arrest.

“See for yourself—it’s our marriage license. Celia, will you marry
me?”

Celia’s head spun as the words washed over her. “Thomas! I-I
don’t know what to say?”

“You can say ‘Yes,’ for starters,” Thomas smiled.
“Yes—but...”
“No buts. I’ve got it all figured out. You want Tilly, and I want

these boys. No one is going to send them away, as long as I’m around.”
He looked directly at Mildred. “I release you from your 50 acres, if
you’ll release the boys to my care.”

“But what about the orchard—and the homesite?” Celia said.
Mildred’s mind whirled. She was fast on her feet. If she turned

the boys over to Thomas and Celia, she could be married to Mr.
Prescott without delay. But there was still the matter of the farm. It
wouldn’t do for her to be free of one impediment, but give up the in-
come that Thomas’s hard work was bringing. She could still offer Mr.
Prescott her half of the property, and be free and clear of Frank’s chil-
dren. It seemed to her she was getting the better part of the deal.

“I’ll sign—but you keep the 50 acres, as long as you promise to
work the whole farm,” she said.

“Mildred—you’ve got yourself a deal.”

HALF THE TOWN CAME out to the church to see Thomas and
Celia get married. Edward and Julia, holding Tilly, were seated in the
front row on Celia’s side. Emily was the happiest flower girl, and Paul
and Jimmy did their best not to lose the ring before Thomas could
snatch it from them at the right time.
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Mildred and Mr. Prescott sat on Thomas’s side, and the rest of the
people of Pleasant Heights distributed themselves evenly through the
pews.

Thomas had nixed a small reception Mildred had offered. “Save it
for your own wedding,” he said. When the short ceremony was over,
the young couple climbed up in the wagon behind Jack. Thomas put
Paul and Jimmy in the back, and Julia held up little Tilly to Celia’s
waiting arms.

Celia felt her heart would burst as they drove out of town.
Thomas stole a glance at her beautiful, smiling face, and his heart
skipped a beat. They wouldn’t spend their wedding night alone, or at
Mildred’s. He had rigged up a proper summer camp for them at the
homesite. The family would be together, and some men from town
would help him finish the house before summer was over. And he
would have his Celia.

Thomas pulled up on the reins and stopped Jack by the creek.
The boys clambered out and immediately started throwing rocks in
the water.

Celia laid Tilly in her basket, and Thomas helped them down
from the wagon. They walked together, arm in arm, to the little clear-
ing where the men had already started framing in the house.

Celia set Tilly’s basket down in the shade, and joined Thomas in
what would be their bedroom. He didn’t say a word, but took her in
his arms. She wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders and tilt-
ed up her face to look at him. His brown eyes were twinkling as he
bent his head to kiss her. His lips were as warm and full as her heart,
and as she pressed her mouth against his, she felt fully alive, and fully
loved.

He pulled away smiling and they walked through the open-air
rooms. Celia pulled out a ribbon from her pocket. She had taken it
from the hem of Tilly’s dress. She ran it lovingly through her hands,
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reached up, and tied it to a tree branch just outside her soon-to-be
kitchen window. She was home.
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Angie’s Hope
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Angie is ready for her
engagement to expire

when she meets and falls
in love with Cal. But her
brother in Kansas City
now has different plans

for her that don’t
include Cal. Can Angie

marry the man who
truly loves her before it’s

too late?

Chapter One

“T ake care, now, Angie, to look after God’s little ones. He has
given them to your care for the time you have with them.”

“I will, Father. I love them as my own,” Angie said, watching as
he shuffled more stiffly then usual past the altar to his tiny office in
the side of the church. The church empty, Angie finished hanging her
father’s vestments in the closet behind the altar. She paused to look
up at the soaring stained-glass windows as her hand trailed along the
finely carved wooden altar rail.
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As my own—but not my own. She turned to round up her class
of 6- and 7-year-olds from the foyer. A thought—not quite a
prayer—came to her mind as she looked out the window at the young
couples strolling away, the mothers kissing their children as they ad-
monished them to wait for Angie. She loved serving the church and
wouldn’t dream of not helping her father in his ministry, especially
as the years seemed to wear on him. But as the time passed since her
own school days, it seemed her chance of marriage, a home of her
own, and children grew further away.

She and her friends who met for Bible study talked often of their
lives. Despite their fears, poor connections and lack of suitors, her
friends had their work—and hopes and dreams. Angie really had
none. She had always served in the church, and it seemed as if she
would play the organ and teach the children and live alone with her
parents for the rest of her life. “If it is God’s will,” she breathed out
loud.

After the children’s Sunday school class, Angie crossed the short
sidewalk leading from the church to the parsonage to help her
younger sister, Nancy, prepare a cold lunch for her father and mother.

“Make sure to slice the meat thin, dear,” Mrs. Simmons called
from the sofa in the parlor. “You know my stomach pains me dread-
fully.”

“Yes, Mother, of course I will,” Angie said.
“Will you tell the girls tomorrow I’m sorry to miss them?” Nancy

asked. She was already regretting having to stay home from the Bible
study group to care for her mother.

“Yes, I’m sorry it’s your turn to stay home this week,” Angie said.
“If you want to go, I don’t mind.”

“Really? Well—no, that wouldn’t be fair.” Nancy loved the com-
pany of the young ladies, especially because they were a few years old-
er. She was preparing for a nursing course, and loved to talk about her
plans with the group of friends.
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The girls brought the small table in the parlor to the center of the
room and the family gathered around.

June Simmons seemed to struggle to sit up, but proceeded to at-
tack the sandwich placed before her with abandon. The matron of
the family had long refrained from household work or even helping
her husband in the church, as she flirted with one ailment after an-
other searching for the right combination of horrible diagnosis, un-
treatable symptoms, and continued indulgence of her appetite.

“Make sure to clean up straight away, girls,” Mrs. Simmons ad-
monished between mouthfuls. “It’s at New Year’s that young gentle-
men come calling, you know. I wouldn’t be surprised if several eligi-
ble bachelors from wider circles than this little parish will be knock-
ing on our door.”

“Really, Mother? Who? Do you know them?” Nancy asked ex-
citedly, her maturity not yet blossomed enough to see through her
mother’s unjustified airs.

“Mother, it’s almost February, the New Year’s calling is over,”
Angie said directly. Seeing Nancy’s hopeful face cloud over, she
added, “But for you, dear sister, gentlemen will always call. You’re the
prettiest and sweetest young woman of courting age I know.”

“In my day, I had scads of callers from New Year’s straight
through February. Each one I encouraged with the slightest grace
would improve his offer by Valentine’s Day. Oh the cards, flowers and
sweets were divine. What I wouldn’t give to be young again!”

Rector Simmons took no notice of his wife’s insult as he quietly
enjoyed the meal. “It was an honor to court you, June,” he said quietly.

Angie smiled at her father and closed her hand over his in a warm
squeeze. Mrs. Simmons and Nancy continued on about the possible
young men that might call. And yet, it was always the same—never a
knock on the door.

Angie sighed. Her mother had never gotten over her fallen place
in society after a series of botched courtships left her standing against
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her will at the altar with her present husband. They never spoke of her
final, unspecified social transgression that ended her most promising
engagement to a society beau. But Mrs. Simmons refused to imagine
that her own daughters would not marry up.

As much as she loved them, the combination of her mother’s bla-
tant pushiness and her father’s indifference to money and affairs of
the world had left the girls without many prospects.

“And I have heard,” Mrs. Simmons’ voice broke through Angie’s
thoughts, “That Elmer Farley has finished his studies. Finally! That
man has been away at school for five years! My dear cousin Esther and
I have been hoping for a union of Angie and Elmer since they were
just babies! I’m sure you are excited to see him again, aren’t you, Ang-
ie? Remember, you must be certain to refuse his advances at first. It’s
the only way to capture a man’s imagination!”

She had seen to it that her Angie was properly promised to her
distant cousin’s son right when they were still children. It was June’s
greatest wish that Angie would fulfill her rightful place in New York
society—the place that June had lost. She had certainly made a re-
spectable match, marrying the vicar who was to have officiated at her
wedding. But even after Harold had been made Rector of the parish
in time, June never relinquished her desire for social acceptance and
trappings.

June Simmons loved to advise her daughters on courting prac-
tices that to Angie bordered on subterfuge and deception. Plain-spo-
ken like her father, the thought of simpering and pretending not to
like a suitor horrified Angie.

“Mother, I’m sure I will know what to do if the occasion arises.”
Angie stood up to flee from the conversation. Once the dishes were
done, she could escape her mother’s plans and endless admonishment
in her room reading for the rest of the day.

Only an hour later, her sister’s running feet pounded down the
hall before she broke breathlessly through the door of Angie’s room.
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“You’ll never guess who is here! It’s Elmer Farley, and he’s brought
a gentleman from school with him! Angie, come quickly, they’re in
the parlor with Father! Oh, look at your dress; can’t you put on some-
thing brighter?”

Nancy ran out towards the voice of her mother calling from her
room. “Nancy, the blue one—no, the green! It shows off your eyes
much better! Quickly, child, pink up your cheeks.... .”

Angie closed the door on the voices and leaned against it breath-
ing hard. The strange feeling of her heart beating in her chest dis-
rupted her thoughts. Elmer! Here? Today? Her mother had spoken
of him so often, she felt like she should know him. But aside from
walking her the short distance home and pulling her braids from the
pew behind her, Angie didn’t know what the man named Elmer Far-
ley would be like.

He would be 22 now, and had studied accounting and done so
well he went on to an advanced degree in finance. She knew of his
accomplishments and prospects; her mother never failed to detail
them. But what sort of man was he now? They had played together
as young children, but Angie had never thought of him as more than
a friend. Could she love someone she didn’t know?

More importantly—could he love her?

Chapter Two

ANGIE WAS 19—NEARLY 20—and most of the girls in her fa-
ther’s church were either engaged or already married. Maybe that’s
why her friends at Bible study were so close. None of them had been
lucky in love so far.
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The sound of footsteps forced Angie away from the door. She sat
at her small vanity to brush out her brown hair. She gathered it in
back, twisting the length around into a large bun in back. Seeing the
plain face looking back at her from the mirror, Angie loosened the
bun and instead pulled it to the top of her head, more like the lat-
est fashion. Her thick hair puffed out in a pleasing wreath around
her face as she secured the bun on top. She finished by pulling a few
strands from in front of her ears to soften her face.

Most days Angie was satisfied with her plain but acceptable ap-
pearance. She was no great beauty, but her brown eyes were a beauti-
ful olive shape that made them seem large and mysterious at the same
time. Her nose didn’t turn up the way she supposed men liked, but
neither was it crooked or too large. Her complexion was smooth, if
not quite as pale as most people’s definition of fine beauty.

She smiled at herself and noticed immediately the crooked left
side where she had a scar from a long-ago fall. Self-conscious about it,
she usually gave only a half-smile to avoid anyone noticing that one
corner of her mouth didn’t curl up as high as the other.

Against her better judgment, she pinched her cheeks hard, and
watched the blood form a pleasing blush on her skin. Satisfied, she
took off her apron and removed her day dress, putting back on the
dress she had worn to church that morning. Gathering her strength
and with butterflies in her stomach, she turned the knob on her door
and started down the stairs.

“Well, we are delighted to see you again, Elmer—Mr. Farley,”
Angie’s mother was saying in her piercing voice. “And you’ve brought
a companion, how kind of you.”

“Thank you, Ma’am. Rector Simmons, Mrs. Simmons, this is
Stephen Harkins, my best school chum and soon-to-be partner.”

“Partner, you say! Well, delighted, I’m sure,” Mrs. Simmons en-
thused. “Aren’t we, Harold?”
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Angie arrived at the bottom of the steps to see her mother sharply
poke her father with her elbow. Unfortunately, the gentlemen callers
could see it too.

“What? Oh yes, delighted, delighted. Ah, here is our Angie,
come in, child.”

Angie froze outside the parlor before Elmer turned to look at her.
The sight of his broad back, blonde hair, and fine clothes surprised
her. He had changed so much from the skinny, gangly Elmer she re-
membered.

His blue eyes twinkled as he came towards her. “Angie. It’s been
so long! You look lovely.” She put out her hand and he took it, placing
a gentle kiss on the back. Smiling up at him, she remembered her
friend of old.

“Elmer, it’s very nice to see you again.” Angie couldn’t help but
smile widely at his familiar face. She saw her mother vigorously shak-
ing her head behind Elmer in an attempt to remind her to act coolly.
Despite her mother’s constant coaching, Angie could only be herself.

“Angie, you are the picture of loveliness. May I present my friend,
Stephen Harkins? He has already met your beautiful sister, Nancy
and is quite smitten, I believe.”

“How do you do, Mr. Harkins?” Angie reached her hand toward
Elmer’s friend. “You are very welcome in our home.”

“Miss Simmons, I’ve heard so much about you,” Stephen said
with a wink only Angie could see. “It seems my friend Elmer was a lit-
tle off in describing your beauty. His words cannot compare to what
I see before me now.”

Angie smiled, but the ridiculous compliment irked her. It was
this sort of simpering she was not good at and had no use for.

“I hardly know what to say,” Angie replied truthfully.
“Wonderful! Wonderful!” Mrs. Simmons interrupted, eager to

oversee the courting of her daughters. Now that Elmer had brought
a friend, she was determined to push Nancy into the path of such a
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promising suitor. “Shall we sit down, then? I’d love to hear all about
your plans, Elmer. Schooling complete and a partnership in the off-
ing? I hope more than one such partnership, I do sincerely.”

Angie took her place on the velvet sofa next to Nancy and her
mother while the men sat stiffly in horsehair-stuffed chairs. She
blushed at her mother’s brazen reference to Elmer’s marriage inten-
tions, but inside she determined to let her prior friendship with him
take its course in its own time.

Elmer and Stephen took turns with Rector Simmons describing
their school adventures, difficult studies, burgeoning friendship, and
plans to start their own accounting firm. Mr. Simmons nodded
solemnly, asking just enough questions to keep the conversation flow-
ing.

“And how is my good friend, Henry? I’ve heard naught of him
for several years,” Elmer said.

“Henry has taken leave of us for points west,” said Rector Sim-
mons. “He wasn’t cut out for a religious vocation, schooling or a gen-
eral trade in the city; that boy has an adventure streak a mile wide.”
Rector Simmons came to life with affection and admiration for his
son.

“He’s doing wonderfully!” Mrs. Simmons cried. “He owns shares
in several gold mines, you know, and has other business interests in
Kansas City.”

“Gold mines? Now if ever a matter was more suited to finance, I
haven’t heard of it,” Stephen said, raising an arched eyebrow at Elmer.
“You didn’t tell me your old friend had gone into mining.”

“If ever I could be of service to him in my new capacity, I’d be
obliged for you to let him know,” Elmer said to Rector Simmons.

Nancy looked back and forth in a state of amazement between
Elmer and Stephen. Just 17, she had an elegant look that made her
appear far more mature than her natural innocence and sweet dispo-
sition afforded. Her face was a pale white, and her blonde hair hung
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in natural ringlets from a clip at the back of her head. Her eyes were a
deep ice blue that seemed to captivate every boy that spoke to her. It
was much the same with Stephen, who couldn’t stop staring at her.

Angie smiled politely and asked Elmer about his family. “Do they

still live on 45th Street, where they moved after you left for school?”
“Yes, Angie, they are quite well. My mother has asked after you.”
At the mention of her cousin Esther, Mrs. Simmons took her

opening. “How is my dear Esther, I long to see her! You know, she
and I have always believed you two would one day make a fine
match.”

“Mother!” Angie couldn’t help trying to stop her. “Elmer and I
can certainly make up our own minds!”

“Angie, what’s the harm in saying it? Mr. Farley, you have to ad-
mit that Angie would make a perfect complement to your new en-
deavors. A businessman must entertain, you know, and I have taught
Angie all the ways of society.... .”

“A-HEM!” Rector Simmons stood. The men followed him. “I’m
glad for your visit today, Elmer. And it was fine meeting you, Mr.
Harkins. Angie, Nancy, would you mind seeing our guests to the
door? I’ve a feeling Mrs. Simmons isn’t well.”

Angie suppressed a giggle at the look on her mother’s face as
she stopped talking mid-word with her mouth open. The gentleman
shook hands with Rector and Mrs. Simmons and followed Nancy
and Angie to the front entranceway.

Nancy and Stephen chatted quietly and Angie turned to Elmer.
“I’m so sorry about my mother, Elmer.”

He shushed her and took a hand in his. “Angie, I know what she
expects. It’s my mother’s wish, too. Looking at you now, there’s just
one thing I have to tell you...”

“Elmer, old chap, save it for a date!” Stephen cut in. “The fellows
are waiting at the club. Some good clients are there and we need to
make the most of our time.”
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“A date... well, Angie? May I call on you tomorrow afternoon and
take you for a ride in the city? I have something I need to talk to you
about.”

“Yes, I would like that,” Angie answered. She looked in his eyes
and saw kindness and concern. But was it the look of love? Or some-
thing else?

Chapter Three

MRS. SIMMONS WAS OVERJOYED that Elmer would be calling
on Angie the following day. The evening meal was nearly insufferable
with her prattling on and practically setting a date for Angie’s mar-
riage.

Angie was glad to have Elmer’s attention, and felt comfortable
with him. She tried to envision what she would say if he proposed,
and whether to refuse initially, as her mother implored, or to let her
true feelings be known.

If only she knew her true feelings. She had been excited to hear
of the gentleman callers, more like startled at their unannounced vis-
it. But now that she had seen and talked to Elmer again, she felt only
a neutral sense of friendship, and even duty, toward him. He was her
mother’s cousin’s son, and they had been slated for each other. Was it
too much to ask that she also felt love for him?

The next morning, Nancy was full of questions and conversation
as they busied themselves about the house. “What will you wear? Do
you think he is handsome?

“I’m going to wear what I planned to wear to Bible study, since
Elmer will drop me off there,” Angie answered. At the shocked look
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on Nancy’s face, Angie added, “Well, I may have had my lace collar
and new hat.”

“Do you like him? What would I give to have an intended,” Nan-
cy said.

Angie laughed. “He may be mother’s intended for me, but he’s
certainly not my intended. He’s not even my beau! He’s an old friend,
and we’re going out for a ride. That’s all.” But Angie couldn’t help
wondering what it was he so earnestly wanted to talk to her about.

“What did you think of his friend, Mr. Harkins? Was he the
handsomest man you’ve ever seen?”

It was fun to see Nancy so excited, and she had to admit the
attention Stephen had paid to Nancy did seem genuine. She just
couldn’t shake the feeling that he was after something, after the way
he had pounced on the information about Henry owning a stake
in gold mining, and how he forced Elmer to rush off to the gentle-
man’s club. Nancy was young and vulnerable and easily impressed by
a handsome man with a flattering tongue.

“Yes, Mr. Harkins is very handsome. But do be careful of a man
like him, Nancy,” Angie warned.

“What do you mean? He’s educated and about to start his pro-
fession. Do you know something about him?”

“No, but I’m not sure I have a good opinion of him just yet.
Please be careful and guard your heart. I’ve a feeling Mr. Harkins en-
joys beauty in women and gives every impression he is interested in
them. I just don’t want to see you hurt.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Nancy said, sounding
put out. “I only said he was handsome and well-positioned. It’s not
like I’m in love with him or anything.” She held his calling card in her
hand, looking at it longingly and tracing her fingers across the letters
of his name.
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Angie smiled at her and raised one eyebrow, holding her gaze un-
til Nancy looked up. Nancy hastily tried to mask the dreamy look in
her eyes, but when she saw Angie’s face, the two burst out laughing.

“Oh Angie, let me hope a little!” She said, and put the card in the
pocket of her dress.

Angie hugged her and pulled away to look at her face again.
“Dream all you want, sweetheart. Just keep your heart for a man you
know truly deserves you.”

ELMER CALLED FOR HER at exactly at three o’clock. As much as
Mrs. Simmons wanted to make him stay and talk so she could press
him for his intentions, she practically shooed Angie into his arms as
they left together.

“Have a good time, you two! It’s such a wonderful season for
love!”

Angie had no words as she accepted Elmer’s help into the car-
riage. She arranged her shawl and muff, and shook her head to clear it
of her mother’s instructions. This day was about friendship, and pos-
sibilities.

“She is certainly excitable,” Elmer said politely. “I can understand
that she wants to see you well-married.”

“I apologize if it embarrasses you,” Angie said. “She does mean
well, but doesn’t always know when to quit. Can we forget about my
mother and enjoy the afternoon?”

“I’d like nothing better,” Elmer said. “We’ll have tea and then I
want to show you something.”

They entered a tea room and were seated at a small table adorned
with a white tablecloth and one rose in a vase. Angie and Elmer soon
began catching up on the years since they had seen each other, with
Elmer talking more since he had been away and had so much more to
tell.
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Angie watched him and took notice of the feeling in her chest.
Or rather, the lack of feeling. She was struggling to detect a sensation
of heat, or dizziness, or tingling that she felt certain accompanied
feelings of love, as she had read in books. While she enjoyed the con-
versation, however, she felt as if she were talking to her brother, Hen-
ry, instead of a potential suitor. It wasn’t just her feelings; it was the
way Elmer looked at her.

Actually, the way he didn’t look at her. Throughout tea, Elmer
looked at his cup, at the waiter, at the wall behind Angie’s head, just
about anywhere but in her eyes. The lack of connection was starting
to become uncomfortable. Finally, he couldn’t avoid her face and he
fell silent as he stirred his spoon in his near-empty cup.

“It seems like something is bothering you, Elmer. Do you want
to tell me what it is?” Angie wondered if a man in love acted as dis-
traught as Elmer did. Was he too shy to express his affection?

“All right, I brought you here to tell you, I might as well get on
with it,” Elmer said. He fumbled with something in his pocket and
brought out a small velvet box.

Angie’s breath escaped her lips before she could stop it. A ring?
He was giving her a ring, so soon? They had only just been re-intro-
duced, and Angie had no strong feelings at all for him. She shifted in
her chair as she began to devise ways to avoid hurting his feelings if
he was about to propose. She knew her mother advocated putting off
accepting at least once, to better seal the man’s affections, but in this
case, she would not be lying by saying no.

“I have something to tell you that may seem awfully forward after
being reacquainted for such a short time. But I feel our long friend-
ship makes it possible for me to share my heart with you,” Elmer said.
“You see, I would like to get engaged... “

“Elmer—really – this is just too sudden... ”
“Wait, Angie, hear me out.” Finally, he looked her directly in her

eyes. The pain and confusion Angie saw looked nothing like love.
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“I’m going to propose to a woman I met at school. Her birthday
is Valentine’s Day, and I wondered if you could tell me whether she
would like a ring like this.”

Angie’s head spun as she took in Elmer’s words. He opened the
box on the table and slid it toward her. Her hand flew to her throat
in protest, but her eyes were glued to the box.

She reached across the table and snapped it shut.
“I think you better take me to the Bible study now. I’m not sure I

can be of any help to you.”
She pushed away from the table and gathered her bag and her

skirts. The sudden motion caused the waiter to rush over and grab the
back of her chair before it hit the floor. Elmer was standing in a flash,
pulled out his wallet and laid money on the table as he scooped up
the ring box and chased Angie to the door.

“Wait! Angie, I –“
The waiter chuckled as he mopped up the spilled tea from the

tablecloth. It wasn’t the first time he’d witnessed a proposal gone
wrong.

ANGIE RUSHED DOWN THE street, not sure if the direction
she was going was taking her closer or further from the YMCA where
she longed to see her friends. How dare he? She hadn’t expected to
feel in love, and didn’t, but to be brought out in public to be humili-
ated on purpose? It was just too much.

In a few quick strides, Elmer caught up to her and held her arm
to turn her toward him. This time, he couldn’t stop looking in her
eyes even as Angie averted hers so he couldn’t see the confusion and
shame in them.

“Angie, that came out completely wrong. Oh, I’ve made a mess of
this. Please, allow me to explain—“
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“There is nothing to explain,” Angie said, now able to meet his
gaze directly. “Elmer, I expected nothing of you, but when you took
me out and told me you had something to tell me, oh—I don’t know,
it must be mother’s vanity filling up my head!” The thought that she
had even considered he would propose to her on such short notice
embarrassed her more than the event she had just witnessed.

“Please, Angie. We are both caught in untenable positions, and I
need your help.”

“Well, I’m certainly not one to advise you on engagement ring
styles, as I’ve never had one of my own.” Her tone sounded harsher
to her ears than she had intended. “Elmer, I’m not upset. What is it
really that I can do for you?”

He steered her back to the carriage and helped her in. “I’ll drop
you off directly, but please hear me out.” As the horse pulled into
the crowded street, Elmer continued. “I know our parents want us to
marry. My mother has been no less insistent over the years than yours
has. And it’s not an entirely unattractive notion to me—“he paused
as he felt her body stiffen next to him. “What I mean is, I’ve always
liked you, Angie.”

“I’ve liked you too, Elmer,” she said quietly.
“But once I met Maribelle, I how it felt to more than like some-

one. I found how it feels to be in love. I love Maribelle, Angie, and
she loves me. I’ve been completely honest with her. I told her about
you, and that I had an obligation to our families.”

Angie could tell Elmer was being completely honest. She envied
the sound his voice took on as he described his feelings for Maribelle.
She knew, deep in her heart, she only wanted to marry a man who
could feel that way about her.

“Now that you’ve told me, you’re free from all obligations,” Angie
said.

“I do so appreciate your understanding,” Elmer said. “I felt sure
from our friendship and knowing your love of honesty that you
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would release me. Our mothers, however, will be quite a different
matter.”

“Hmmm. Yes, I agree it will be a blow to Mother. But surely,
Cousin Esther will understand.”

“She’s from the old ways, Angie, and she is indebted to your
mother for her own marriage. She won’t tell me why, but somehow,
she feels only my marriage to you can repay it.”

The carriage pulled up inside the YMCA. Angie could see her
friends Mae and Jewel hurrying to get inside and out of the cold.

Elmer stopped and held her hand. “Angie, if you can help me in
this until I get on my feet in business. Say we are engaged. Allow
me the time I need to break free financially from my family. In six
month’s time, we can announce a mutual decision not to marry. Our
families will be disappointed, but I won’t be under my mother’s pow-
er.”

“And what about me?” Angie couldn’t help the cry that escaped
her lips. “Six months in a false engagement will leave me a year or
more away from finding my own suitor. Elmer, this is a lot to ask.”

“I will find a way to help you,” Elmer promised. “I’ll be meeting
the best of New York society at my new firm and will introduce you
to only the most qualified suitors.”

“I can’t tell you right now, Elmer.” Angie said. “Please, let me go
in; I have to think about this. I need to pray about this. I’m not used
to engaging in such deception.”

Angie climbed down from the carriage. Elmer reached out and
handed her the box. “It’s the truth our families laid out for us, Angie.
It will be as natural as sunshine. And in the end, isn’t it more impor-
tant that we both find true love? I will call again tomorrow. If you’re
wearing the ring, I’ll know we are engaged.”

Angie didn’t want to take it, but he tucked the ring box inside her
muff. In a moment, he was gone, and she fled the street to the safety
of the warm room inside and her friends.

BLESSED BRIDES AND BABIES 77



Chapter Four

ANGIE SLIPPED IN TO a seat in the back of the room and tried
to stop her hands from shaking before any of her friends noticed.
She opened her Bible and read along with the leader the passages the
group had been studying. Her mind kept wandering back to her con-
versation with Elmer. Her own longing for love, which until now had
lain mostly dormant in her heart, now seemed to course through her
veins as hotly as her own blood.

All the while Elmer had been away, she had quietly gone about
her life. She didn’t really expect to marry him, but in the back of her
mind, the knowledge that their family’s wished them to marry must
have steadied her over the years. While her friends and other girls her
age obsessed about men and finding the right one to marry, Angie
had not been concerned. It was only recently as the girls had become
women that she had felt the true pull on her mind and heart to want
her own husband and family.

The tea kettle sang and Angie rose to pour for her friends. The
girls had been meeting for Bible study at her father’s church since the
finished school.

“Love is patient, love is kind....” The words from Corinthians
were etched in her heart, the verses chosen to highlight Christian
love during the span between Christmas, when many engagements
were announced, the New Year, when many gentlemen made social
calls in hopes of new connections, and St. Valentine’s Day, named af-
ter the saint who married young couples in love against the edict of
the Roman Emporer Claudius II.

And now Angie had received a fake marriage proposal. To con-
sider it went counter to her faith and her upbringing. The risks to her
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future eligibility were high, as surely scandal followed broken engage-
ments. And yet ... She couldn’t help wanting to help Elmer. She knew
she could never marry him now and try to claim his heart. And she
wanted a husband who loved her as desperately as Elmer obviously
loved Maribelle.

She prayed for guidance, but no answer came. Finally, the study
was over, and she could confide in her friends.

Maddie Burns brushed crumbs from the serving table while her
friends straightened up the room and collected tea cups from the de-
parting Bible study group members. She bit back a sigh.

Jewel joined her, setting down the half-dozen cups she’d managed
to carry without spilling a drop of tea on the church’s threadbare car-
pet. “Don’t be sad, Maddie. It’s just a silly holiday.”

Sarah joined them, while Caroline and Eva lined the meeting
chairs up against the walls and Mae divided leftover tea cakes into six
piles and wrapped them in napkins.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Sarah agreed.
“But we never get flowers or cards.” Maddie blinked back tears.

“How are we going to find husbands if we’re already old maids?”
Normally, Maddie found the study group inspiring. But some-

how, the peace she usually found in reading God’s word eluded her
today. Seeing the other girl’s Valentine’s Day gifts had saddened her.
Cards, flowers, candy—two of the older girls even sported engage-
ment rings. Would anyone ever love her enough to want to be her
Valentine?

“You’re too pretty to be an old maid.” Sarah patted Maddie’s
shoulder. “Your time will come.”

“I’m not sure it’s about being pretty,” Mae pointed out as she
handed Jewel a napkin full of cakes. “Most of those girls have families
to help them out. Dowries. Connections.”

“We need to make our own connections.” Caroline wiped her
hands on her skirts and approached the table.
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“And pray on it,” added Jewel.
“I’ve been praying,” said Eva as she, too, joined her friends. “I

don’t think we’re going to find husbands here in New York City.
There are too many other women in better circumstances than us. We
need to look somewhere else.”

Caroline’s eyebrows went up. “Where else would we go?”
“I don’t want any old husband,” Mae chimed in. “I want a man I

can love. A man who will love and respect me in return.”
Maddie laughed. “That rules out all the young men around here.

I can no more see myself marrying one of the boys from the factory
than I would jump off the roof of this building.”

No one noticed how unusually quiet Angie was, or that she had
set a new pot of water to boil for tea. She responded to the sound of
the tea kettle and rose to pour for her friends. Always quiet and re-
served, Angie enjoyed her doing small things to please others and like
her father, wanted to serve the church and its members in any way she
could.

“Tea?” She asked quietly as she carried the kettle around the small
gathering. In turn each girl raised her cup and held it steadily while
Angie poured. When she was done, instead of returning to her seat,
she spoke.

“I’ve had a proposal.”
“What?!” The girls cried, “Angie, is it true?”
“Wait, there’s more to it,” Angie said before they could all crowd

around to congratulate her. “It’s not real, but I’ve been asked to pre-
tend it is.” She sat down and told them everything Elmer had said. In
the end, she pulled out the ring from the box and held it for everyone
to see.

“I can’t decide if it’s a low-down trick or one of the sweetest
things I’ve ever heard,” Jewel said.

“What should I do?” Angie cried. “If I accept, I’ll have to carry
on a ruse while Mother makes arrangements, and I won’t have any
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chance of meeting another young man in the meanwhile until Elmer
can ‘break’ the engagement and marry Maribelle.”

“Wait.” Sarah held up one finger as if she’d just had an idea. “A
few months ago, I was at the library and I overheard two of the librar-
ians talking about the Matrimonial Times.”

“Marry a stranger? Move out west?” Jewel pursed her lips. “I can’t
believe you’re suggesting it.”

“It’s not going to hurt to buy a copy.” Caroline looked at Jewel,
who hadn’t yet offered an opinion on the idea.

“I suppose there’s no harm in reading it,” Jewel admitted.
“The worst that could happen is that we’d get a letter we wouldn’t

want to answer.” Mae passed the last of the napkin-wrapped cakes to
Eva.

Eva tucked the neat package into her reticule. “No one’s going to
make us write back.”

A moment of silence fell upon the group, as each girl contemplat-
ed the possibilities.

For Angie, the idea was the first thing to excite her in ages—actu-
ally, ever. The idea of leaving New York to marry someone, out from
under her mother’s disapproving eye, appealed to her more than she
could have imagined.

“If we do this, we might never see each other again,” Jewel said
quietly. “We need to pray on it. What if God has another plan for
us?”

“God put the idea in Caroline’s head,” Maddie said.
“And if it’s not a good idea, God will send us a sign that we should

stop,” Sarah added.
“But, the frontier? It’s going to be so much different.” Eva bit her

lip. “What if we hate it there?”
“Everything worth doing is a risk.” Mae held her hands out to her

friends. “A risk and an opportunity. We don’t know what life will be
like on the frontier, but it will be a fresh start. And no matter what,
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we’ll remain friends. We’ll write. We’ll visit. We’ll keep each other in
our hearts, no matter what.”

Eva swallowed hard, then nodded. “It’s agreed then?”
“Agreed,” the other girls said as one.
They stood up to leave, each girl wondering who God would lead

her to through the chance of answering a letter.
She returned home and was grateful the family had gone to bed.

She felt numb, partially due to the cold and partially due to the
strange question she had been asked. She was confused; first the un-
conventional proposal, and secondly the absurd notion to marry a
man she had never met. Neither one was how she had imagined her
marriage. She had expected to meet a gentleman through church, or
by being introduced through someone who knew her father, or even
marry Elmer.

Whoever he was, he would look at her with eyes full of admi-
ration. She had imagined small talk leading to a much deep conver-
sation with that man within the first few meetings, a conversation
about love, life and fears. She had imagined knowing in her heart
she had met her soul-mate, and marrying him, bearing his children
and fifty years later still being irrevocably and unconditionally in love
with him.

She fell asleep praying for a sign on whether to wear Elmer’s ring
in the morning and tell her parents she was engaged.

INSTEAD OF PEACE, IN the morning Angie’s heart was more
troubled than the night before. She got up and knelt next to her bed
to pray even more earnestly. Please, God. I don’t want to lie. But I want
to help Elmer. And please, if it’s not too much to ask, I want to find love
and marry according to my family’s wishes and Your word. Amen.
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She straightened up and looked at the ring box on her night
table. Quickly she dressed and left the house before anyone could
find her missing.

She pulled on her shawl and walked to the newsstand on the cor-
ner. Looking around to see if anyone noticed her, she flipped through
the pamphlets and papers spread out before her.

“Anything in mind, Miss?” asked the newsman. “A fashion mag-
azine, perhaps?”

“Yes, please,” Angie started, and then felt the ring box in her
pocket. “I mean, no, thank you. Do you by chance have a recent copy
of The Matrimonial Times?”

The newsman laughed out loud. Angie wanted to quiet him and
throw him off her scent. “It’s for my cousin, of course.”

“Of course!” The man laughed again. “Only cousins read such
things. Here you are, miss. That’ll be fifteen cents.”

Angie paid the man and folded the paper in half, holding it tight-
ly against her body as she returned home. Once up in her room, she
flung on the bed to read through it. If it was God’s will, maybe her
answer lay right here in front of her.

On the top of the page was an address where any man or woman
could send a letter to have published in the matrimonial section. Fol-
lowing that, Angie read several advertisements posted by men of all
ages. One of them was rather interesting:#12 – A gentleman of 35
years old, 5 feet 4 inches, owns a guns shop in Austin, desires marriage
with a short, fair and plump woman aged between 25 and 30, someone
who could make home a paradise. Warning: I don’t have a moustache
and am unable to grow one.

Angie laughed at the strange way of this man. She tried picturing
every man whose advertisement she read. Some appeared dull, while
some extremely attractive. Then one caught her eye. The advertise-
ment seemed average but it was from a man in Kansas. It said:
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112 – A gentleman of 27 years old, 5 feet 11 inches, jack-of-all-
trades in Kansas City, desires the companionship of a woman with some
means who can make life at home interesting! She must be between aged
between 20 and 25. Being fit, attractive, and organized will be a bonus.”

Kansas! Her brother, Henry, was in Kansas. Going there would
mean she could still be near her family. Her heart pumped faster.
It was just any advertisement, but her head started spinning with a
plan. Something that could satisfy Elmer’s need to buy time before
he could marry Maribelle, and her desire to not be left behind in the
dust of New York until she was too old to find a man who loved her
as much as Elmer did Maribelle.

The thought of going west terrified her, but as she heard her
mother calling to Nancy to bring her morning tea and remembered
that she could not go downstairs this morning without wearing
Elmer’s ring, she made her decision.

With no time to lose, she started writing. She was polite and cir-
cumspect, but the urgency of her situation flowed out in her words.
With longing, she replied that she would be coming to Kansas City
to visit her brother. If he was so inclined, she would like to meet, al-
though it would have to be in secret at first. If all went well, she would
explain the need for secrecy and felt sure she would be free to mar-
ry. She included Henry’s address as the return address. She meant to
make it to Kansas City before a reply could be received.

She folded the letter and carefully wrote out the address. Slipping
it in her pocket, she pulled out the ring box, opened it, and slid the
beautiful diamond on to her left ring finger. She had no time to ad-
mire it, but opened her door and called downstairs.

“Mother! Oh, Mother! I have some news...”
“Eeeeeek!” Mrs. Simmons shrieked in excitement. “I knew it!

Come down here immediately and tell me everything!”
And so Angie Simmons declared herself officially engaged to

Elmer Farley in the most unromantic way possible. She smiled as her
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mother and sister jumped for joy and alternated kissing and hugging
her. Rector Simmons came over and gave her a warm hug.

“If you are happy, my dear, I give you my blessing,” Was all he
would say.

Angie found it easier than she thought to pretend to be happy.
The hope she had in the unmailed letter in her pocket made her a bit
giddy. Now she had to put the rest of her plan in place.

Elmer couldn’t wait to learn of her decision until afternoon, and
came to the house right before lunch. Angie had been watching out
the window for him, an act of interest that her mother took no small
delight in commenting on.

“I just knew you two were perfect for each other! See how eager
she is to meet her betrothed. Oh, Nancy, I can turn my attention to
finding a prize husband for you now,” Mrs. Simmons repeated.

Nancy was full of questions. “Tell me everything!” she whispered
to Angie so their mother wouldn’t hear.

“Yes, later,” Angie said. She had to get to Elmer before he could
come in the house.

Soon she saw his carriage pulling up and made an uncharacteris-
tic dash out the door.

“So in love, look at my darling,” Mrs. Simmons chuckled.
Elmer was in as much of a rush to speak privately to Angie as she

was. His eyes desperately sought her face for a clue, and then quickly
focused on her hands. Angie waved to him with her left hand carry-
ing the ring, and his face broke into a wide smile.

Knowing her mother was watching out the window, Angie
reached up to put her hand on Elmer’s shoulder and turned her cheek
toward him for a chaste kiss. As he leaned down, she said, “Yes, I’ll do
it. But I need something from you in return. There’s no time to tell
you, but please, follow along with me. It’s my only chance for as much
happiness as I have given you by releasing you to marry Maribelle one
day.”
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“Anything, Angie. You’re the best friend a man could ever have.”
He smiled at her and presented his arm, which she took as they
walked into the house together.

“Well aren’t they the handsomest couple you ever saw! Congrat-
ulations to you, Elmer, my Angie has said yes!”

“I’m a very happy man,” Elmer stated. “If I could have a word with
Rector Simmons, I believe I should ask for his daughter’s hand.”

“Oh, never mind about that, you consent, don’t you, Harold?”
Mrs. Simmons would not be denied or wait for formalities now that
her plan was finally coming into place. Rector Simmons nodded and
shook Elmer’s hand.

“If my Angie accepts you, then it’s good enough for me. She’s got
a good head on her shoulders, and will make you a fine wife,” he said.

“There’s only one thing you need to know,” Angie said. “Elmer is
going to escort me to Henry’s house in Kansas City for a few weeks.”

Elmer’s head jerked toward her as he tried to make out what he
had agreed to.

“Yes – he has business there, and I long to see Henry before I am
a married woman doing all the wifely and society duties here in New
York,” Angie said firmly.

“Wait, that won’t be possible!” Mrs. Simmons protested. “There
are plans to make, and parties to throw, and arrangements and an-
nouncements...”

“I’m afraid I couldn’t deny her,” Elmer played along. “When I
told Angie I had business in Kansas City, she determined to go with
me to have a chance to travel and see Henry before she is married.”

“It’s not proper! This won’t do at all!” Mrs. Simmons continued
to complain.

“I’ve thought of everything, Mother. I’d like Nancy to come with
us. She will be my chaperone, and I, of course, will chaperone her. It’s
only for the trip. As soon as we’re at Henry’s, he will watch out for
us.”
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“That is true, my dear,” Rector Simmons spoke up. “Henry is very
protective of the girls. He would let no harm come to them.”

“Then it’s settled,” Elmer said, eager to fulfill his end of the bar-
gain he had made with Angie. “We’ll be leaving...” he struggled with
a date and cast his eyes at Angie.

“We’ll be leaving in a few days. I’ll send a telegraph to Henry to-
day and arrange everything while Elmer tends to his business con-
tacts. You do know Henry can introduce you to the companies he
works with in mining, right Elmer?”

Elmer had not considered this extra incentive that Angie offered.
This trip was inconvenient, but he would make it for the sake of the
false engagement that would buy him enough time to become in-
dependent and declare his love for Maribelle. He only worried that
Maribelle would understand this trip was necessary to ensure Angie’s
cooperation.

“Don’t worry,” Angie told him as she walked him to the door.
“I’ll write to Maribelle and tell her I have no intention of marrying
you. But I won’t sit around New York and pretend to make wedding
arrangements that I know I’m going to break. I could never keep up
pretenses that long. Also, I won’t have to be the object of everyone’s
pity when we do break up.”

“Angie, maybe we should call it off right now,” Elmer said. “This
seems like a lot more to ask of you than I thought. Leaving your home
and family to avoid lying and embarrassment? I don’t believe I was
thinking just how much this ruse would affect your life.”

Mindful of her mother’s prying eyes, Angie reached up on her
tippy-toes and kissed Elmer on the cheek.

“It’s ok, Elmer. I feel like maybe this is God’s plan for me. I just
need you to get me to Kansas City!”

Chapter Five
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CAL JONES ADJUSTED the lamp on his head and squinted into
the darkness of the coal mine. For six weeks, he had traded his dusty
gold-miner’s hat for this outlandish oil-lamp band and the bright
sunshine and mountain passes for this devilish darkness under-
ground. By noon, he was ready to quit again, for the tenth time. He
took his lunch pail and trudged up the line to the lift that would take
him to the surface and a few minutes of light and air.

He found his ex-partner, Joe Turner, and sat down heavily to eat
his sandwich. Joe didn’t speak but wolfed down the lunch his wife
had packed.

“Do you ever get used to this, Joe?” Cal asked as he picked at his
food. “I don’t even have a durn appetite, choking on this black dust.”

“Yeah, you’ll get used to it when you go to the company store and
have a credit at the end of the week,” Joe said. “This-here ham I’m
eatin’ came from my hard-earned wages. It tastes a might better than
those skinny rabbits we caught out while out scrabbling after gold.”

“Yeah, but how much is left when you’re done buying food and
paying rent? I hear most fellas owe more money to the store each
week than their wages can pay.”

Joe shrugged his shoulders. “It’s a living’. The missus says we final-
ly got a decent roof over our heads, and I ain’t-a goin’ back after gold.
So, coal it is.”

Cal wished he could accept his new occupation as easily as Joe
seemed to. For two years, the two had scrambled up and down the
hillsides of eastern Colorado, staking claims and even proving up a
few. But always the chance for more gold in another stream kept
them moving. Once Joe had taken a break for two months, and come
back the next spring married. He told Joe he was selling his claim to
a man in Kansas City, and moving to Osage County, Kansas, to work
the coal mines that had sprung up to supply the railroads with fuel.
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Cal had lasted six months after that. Finally at the end of the fall
season, he had sold his claims too and come to town. Now in the dead
of winter, he’d give anything to be back above ground, even freezing,
just to feel the free air on his face instead of squint in the dark mine
shaft.

The whistle blew and the men stood up to return to the mine.
“Ella says to bring you by for dinner tonight. Hasn’t seen you this
week. Come on, you enjoy her cooking.”

“All right, Joe.” Cal never felt more unenthusiastic about any-
thing in his life then walking to the lift and heading into the ground.

Cal got home and cleaned up for dinner with Joe and Ella. He
washed the soot off his hands, and took off his clothes and jeans,
beating them against the back door to shake out the coal dust. He re-
turned to the wash basin and added hot water from a kettle on the
stove. No time for a full bath, but he could at least shave.

His green eyes looked back at him from the mirror as he shaved,
seeming to mock his predicament. “It’s your problem, too,” he said to
his image. “You’re the one who gave up and came to town. And now
you’re mad that you’re sitting in a shack in a coal company town.” He
smiled at himself. “You got me talking out loud to you, too. That’s
quite a feat.” Even in his loneliest days in Colorado, he never regret-
ted being alone in the outdoors. But here, he felt like one of the rab-
bits in his snares.

He arrived at Joe and Ella’s as she was taking bread from the oven.
“It sure smells delicious, Miss Ella,” Cal said.

“Please, Cal, just call me Ella,” she smiled at him. “And come on
in and shut the door, it’s freezing out there!”

The three ate dinner and Joe and Cal talked about the mines. “If
only I can save enough money, I’ll be heading out to Colorado again
before summer,” Cal said.
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“You wouldn’t think of doing that, would you, Joe?” Ella asked.
“Cal, maybe if you could find a nice woman and settle down, it
wouldn’t feel so lonely and you’d have something to work for.”

“I grant you that, but I’ll never build the kind of life I dreamed of
for pennies a day mining coal.”

Joe gave him a harsh look. “It’s a good living, Cal. We’re saving
money, aren’t we, Ella? Soon we’ll build ourselves our own house.”

“You’re right, Joe, I’m sorry. I forgot Ella is bringing in her own
money with work in town. Maybe I do need to join forces with the
right... partner.” His hesitation as he looked from Joe to Ella made
them all burst out laughing.

“Well, you can’t have Joe back; he’s my partner now!” Ella said as
she rose to clear the table. “Look here, have a look at these ads that
men in your situation are putting to find a wife from back east.” She
handed him a copy of The Matrimonial Times. “I see people reading
this every day in town, and plenty have posted ads and found true
love.”

“True love? I thought I was just looking for a partner?” Cal
laughed. He intended to ignore the paper, but Joe pushed it his way.

“Take it, Cal,” Joe said. “I’m tired of worrying about you being
all alone. And your complaining at lunchtime every day is gettin’ me
down. I don’t miss you since I’ve got my sweet Ella, here. But you
need a good woman to help turn your fortunes around. No man can
make it on his own in the west anymore.”

Cal sighed and figured Joe and Ella must be right. The way they
smiled and hugged each other as they worked around their small
home. The fact that the shanty felt like a home, unlike his broken-
down, empty shack. But what did he have to offer a woman?

He went home and pulled out his gold mining certificates,
worthless now. He spread them on the table and began to write his
notice. Maybe somebody back east was as eager to get out of their sit-
uation as he was to get out of his. With a wife by his side, they could
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afford to move to town, and he could get a real job. Maybe go back
to carpentry. He thought about all the jobs he had held since leav-
ing home: ferryman, carpenter, gold-miner, and now coal-miner. The
towns were still growing, and he could maybe make furniture and not
just sling together sidewalks and train platforms as he had done be-
fore he quit to find gold.

Quit. He was a quitter. But then again, as long as he kept getting
back up, it wasn’t over yet.

THE DAYS PASSED MORE or less the same after Cal put in his
advertisement. Truth be told, he forgot all about it in the sameness
of every day getting up before dawn, gathering his tools, putting on
his mining lamp, and heading down the lift to the lowest part of the
mineshaft. He was getting better at sniffing out coal veins, and the
foreman had moved him to a crew that was uncovering more deposits
than any other crew on a weekly basis. That led to bonuses at the
company store.

“What’ll you buy with your bonus this week, Cal?” the store
owner, Mr. Higgins asked. “We got some mighty fine new items for
ye.”

“Mr. Higgins, I’ll just keep building up the money in my ac-
count,” Cal said. “How much can I withdraw now?”

“Let’s see, you’ve got $37.50 to spend in the store, but if you want
to withdraw it outright, I can give you $22.00.”

The unfairness of the store “exchange” system never ceased to
amaze Cal. Still, he kept his mouth shut and played by the rules. He
had known when he signed up for this job that the game was rigged.
His goal was to work smarter and harder than anyone, and not spend
the next 10 years or even 10 months in the mines.

The exchange rate for gold had done him in as well. He had
claims he thought were worth well over two thousand dollars. But
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when he went to sell them, the rate he could get was only pennies
on the dollar. Finally, the last time he did an exchange he found his
claims were worthless. That’s when he had hung it up and followed
Joe to the coal mines.

Cal was about to leave the store with a can of beans and a pound
of ham when Mr. Higgins called to him.

“Cal Jones? You still here? Come on over and pick up yer mail.”
At the sound of the word, the thought of the ad he had placed

flew through his mind. Mail—he liked the sound of that! He took
the envelope and rushed home to read it.

Dear Mr. Jones,
I find myself at a loss of how to begin a letter such as this, so I will

just tell you about myself. My name is Angela Simmons, and I’m 19
from New York City. My father is the rector of our church, and I have a
brother in Kansas City. I’ll be travelling to his home within the week to
reside there for no more than a month. I’m sturdy and in good health,
and desire more than anything to make my home in the west. Really,
anywhere other than here. I have recently suffered a broken engagement,
and rather than shrink away, I find myself strangely emboldened to seek
out a new life with all of my strength.

I’ve taken the liberty of including a tintype of my sister and me
standing at the fairgrounds last summer. She’s the beautiful one on the
left, and I on the right. I’ve been described as handsome enough, and I
hope you would not be offended by my plainness.

If you would be interested in a correspondence, please right to me
care of Henry Simmons, 462 Anderson St., Kansas City. I hope you can
impart some details about yourself as I wish to discover if you are the
man God has placed in my life.

I remain sincerely yours,
Angie
Cal sat back and read the letter again, and then another time

more. He wasn’t afraid of women, or in love with them; he mostly
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hadn’t paid much attention to them. But something in the hint of de-
fiance Angie Simmons displayed in her writing made him feel drawn
to her. Her “broken engagement” seemed a lot like his lost gold
claims. Yet here she was, willing to stake everything on a big change
to make something better happen.

That’s it, Cal thought. I’ve been slinking around here with my chin
on my chest long enough. If some young girl in New York can break all
ties with her past and move on, so can I.

He held the tintype in his hands and drew the lamp closer to shed
better light on it. True, the girl on the left was beautiful, but she al-
so looked like the type to be surrounded by scads of suitors. Angie,
on the other hand, was ... perfect. He studied her oval face, her large
yet exotic eyes, her hair piled on top of her head. He noticed how she
stood with her chin slightly to the left as her eyes gazed straightfor-
ward. Her sister’s eyes seemed to be staring off as she grinned foolish-
ly at something behind the camera. But not Angie. Her smile was a
little crooked, yet confident. The funny angle made it look a bit defi-
ant. And her eyes were looking right into his soul.

With a renewed spirit, Cal sat down to write to Angie and share
the inspiration she had unknowingly bestowed upon him. He sat up
late into the night getting his words down just right. By morning,
even though he had slept only an hour or two, he jumped out of bed
to go post the letter at the company store before his shift began.

He tucked the tintype into the front pocket of his shirt and
placed his hand over it. He would win Miss Angie Simmons’ heart if
it was the last thing he did.

Chapter Six
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THE WHISTLE OF THE train as it pulled in to each station
echoed in Angie’s heart the farther they travelled from New York. It
seemed each new stop built an excitement in her that she could bare-
ly contain.

Travelling with Elmer and Nancy, it was just like three friends on
a lark. Though for Angie and Elmer, they had a ruse to keep up. Final-
ly out of sight of their families, it was easier to be friendly with each
other and not have to fake a more sincere attraction. Nancy was so
enthralled with the landscape and her fellow passengers that she did
not even notice they had stopped holding hands and walking arm in
arm since getting on the train.

Since leaving St. Louis, Angie’s heart grew more agitated with
every passing mile. She was excited to see Kansas City and Henry, but
she grew more worried that there would be no letter waiting for her
on her arrival. It had been two weeks since she posted her letter with
the tintype, and she could only pray it had reached Cal Jones and that
he had been moved to respond.

If not—well, she would think about that later. At least she was
free from the questions and plans of her mother, who was more anx-
ious than anyone for her wedding to take place. Elmer’s mother had
accepted the delay, secure in the knowledge that the match had been
made and Elmer was progressing on his business and family plans.

The next morning, Nancy was the first to notice the sparse land-
scape suddenly becoming more populated. “Look, Angie,” she called
from her perch next to the window. “I see more houses, and roads.
We must be close to Kansas City!”

Within an hour, the conductor was calling out its name. Exhaust-
ed from the trip but excited to see Henry, the girls gathered up their
reticules while Elmer arranged for the baggage to be unloaded. The
train pulled to a stop and Nancy spotted Henry in the small crowd
gathered on the platform.
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“Henry! Oh, Henry, here we are!” She called out with all the ex-
citement of a child eating her favorite candy. Henry walked to the
end of the train car, and greeted them when they stepped on to the
platform.

“Angie! Nancy! Come hug your poor old brother!” He shouted.
The girls rushed into his arms and hugged and kissed him. They

had grown so used to not seeing him the last two years, and yet as
soon as they were with him it was as if they had never been apart.

Elmer stood back a few feet waiting and smiling at the reunion.
Henry caught his eye and released one hand from around Angie.
“Elmer, Elmer! What do you know? You actually did it, old chum,
and now we are to be brothers? Congratulations!”

Angie shifted uncomfortably seeing how excited Henry was for
her and Elmer to be married. The men had grown up a few years apart
in school, and new all the same friends and acquaintances. It felt aw-
ful knowing that soon he would be greatly disappointed in Elmer –
and in her.

“Good to see you, Henry,” Elmer said, shaking his hand vigor-
ously. “Excited to see how you’ve been making out here in the Wild
West.”

“It’s not so wild here anymore,” Henry said as the four began to
walk towards his carriage. “But business is booming and there’s plen-
ty of opportunity for all. Maybe you’ll like it once you get used to the
dirt streets and saloons!”

“A man could get used to any town with enough saloons,” Elmer
joked. Angie blushed and looked away. She hadn’t known that Elmer,
or Henry for that matter, had taken to drink.

The men loaded the luggage in the carriage and helped Angie and
Nancy to get in and settled. On the way to Henry’s house, he pointed
out the important streets and businesses that made up the bulk of the
commerce in Kansas City.
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“Of course, the famous stockyards are on the other side of the
tracks from where the passenger station is,” Henry was saying. “All
you folks from the east don’t mix so well with the cattlemen and their
herds coming in from out west.”

“I’d like to tour the stockyards, see if I can expand my business
into financing for cattle producers,” Elmer said. Soon the men were
talking coal and railroads and cattle and Angie and Nancy were free
to marvel at the sights and sounds on their own.

Henry’s house was a townhouse with three stories on a nice street
in a residential section of the city. The girls walked up the front steps
from the sidewalk and Henry took them inside. “You’ll have to room
together while you are here,” Henry said. “My other guest room will
have to be for Elmer.” He gave Elmer a wink and prodded him with
his shoulder. “Don’t make me have to do a bed check during the
night, now.”

“Henry!” Angie exclaimed. “Really Henry, must you embarrass
me at every chance?”

“Wouldn’t be brotherly of me not to, sister,” Henry said, but
he smiled and his expression softened when he saw her alarm. “I
promised mother and father I’d look out for you, and for Nancy,
that’s all. I take that responsibility seriously.”

“As you should,” Elmer said.
“I was so excited to get here, but now all I can think of is a bath

and a nap!” Nancy said. The girls went upstairs to freshen up and lie
down.

“I’m afraid your bath will have to wait until they’re done, Elmer,”
Henry said. “Let’s have some coffee and talk business. I’d love your
advice on my latest idea.”

ANGIE PACED AROUND in the room while Nancy bathed. She
had removed her shoes and was rubbing her toes after days of being
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cramped. She opened the door to their bedroom and could hear the
sound of Henry and Elmer talking quietly in the parlor.

“I’ll be right back, Nancy,” she called, and slipped into the hall.
In her stocking feet, she crept quietly down the stairs and slipped
around the banister into the hall leading to the back kitchen without
the men taking notice. She had her mind on a small table she had seen
standing against the stairway, with papers and mail strewn on it. She
had to know if a letter had come for her.

She poked through the mail on the table, not picking it up but
moving envelopes around to see if she could see anything addressed
to her. Disappointed, she turned and leaned her back against the
table and closed her eyes.

“Inspecting my bills, are you?” Henry’s voice surprised her.
She looked up to see him at the staircase laughing. “No, Henry!

I’m sorry, I was just curious, and waiting for my bath, of course. What
a nice home you have, and no woman to make it comfortable! But I
think you are doing all right.” She knew that joking with her broth-
er would take his attention off her suspicious behavior. At least, she
hoped it would.

“I am trying my best, Angie,” Henry said, sounding a bit more se-
rious than she expected. “It hasn’t been easy, and sometimes down-
right difficult! But I’ve been careful with most of my money...” His
voice trailed off.

“Most of it? Is something wrong, Henry?”
“Well, as I was just telling Elmer, I took quite a wash with the

gold claims. They seemed to be very promising and producing reg-
ularly, so I bought just a bit more, and a bit more. Then sudden-
ly—poof !—Worthless. “

“Oh, Henry, that’s terrible! You didn’t write to father about that.”
“Well, I did, but asked him to keep it to himself. I didn’t want to

worry mother, and I’ve shifted some money into coal now.”
“Coal? I didn’t know you were mining for coal in Kansas.”

BLESSED BRIDES AND BABIES 97



“Yes, it’s a big business. Railroads are moving through, more lines
opening every day. They’ve got to have fuel for their engines, and
there’s not much wood to speak of once you leave the Appalachians.
No, out here in prairie country, we’re going underground, and bring-
ing up coal.

“You’ll hear more about it at dinner, and enough to bore you, I’m
sure,” Henry said. “I’ve invited my business partner, Sherman Adams,
to have dinner with us. He knows everyone who’s anyone, and he’ll
be a good connection for Elmer. After all, what’s good for Elmer is
good for you, now, too.”

Angie blushed at the mention of their engagement. She had
hoped it would be a less interesting subject for Henry than it was for
her mother and her friends back home. How was she supposed to
keep lying and pretending she and Elmer were really engaged? She re-
ally hated lying to Henry.

Nancy called down from the bedroom. “Angie! The bath’s all
yours!” Angie was grateful for the chance to stop talking about Elmer
and ran up the stairs to wash off the dirt of her trip. She only hoped
she could be forgiven for continuing in this lie to her family.

THE NEXT DAY HENRY took the girls out on a walk to show
them the town and nearby places. It was a small closed community
Henry resided in. The girls visited the church, the park and the mar-
ket. On their way back home, Angie noticed a postbox at the end of
the street their house was on. Her heart pumped faster again.

“Do you get regular mail delivery, or pick it up at the office?”
Angie asked, trying to make the question seem as innocent as the oth-
ers they had been learning about Kansas City.

“Oh, we have home delivery, just like in New York!” Henry
bragged. He opened the door to the townhouse, and sure enough, a

98 Lorena Dove



small pile of mail sat waiting on the carpet where the mailman had
pushed it through the slot in the door.

Henry bent down to pick it up, walked down the hall, and tossed
it on the table with the other letters. It took all Angie’s strength not
to race past him and shuffle through the post. Instead, she greeted
Elmer in the living room. She was learning to be easier in her sub-
terfuge, and it worried her.

“Elmer, we had a lovely walk. What a beautiful city this is! I
should like very much to stay here for a while,” Angie said. She knew
Elmer had to return to New York for business, and she wanted to
make sure Henry knew she wasn’t planning on leaving any time soon.
Not until she had a chance to see whether her letter to Cal Jones
would be answered.

In the future, once Elmer broke the engagement, having another
marriage of her own choosing ready would be her best hope to avoid
disgrace, embarrassment and a possible relegation as being “unmar-
riageable.” In Elmer’s love-struck state, he hadn’t thought of all the
negative consequences that could befall her as a result of seeming to
be rejected by him. No matter how equitably they framed the disso-
lution, society would look upon her as damaged goods. She knew it
was a risk she had taken when she agreed to Elmer’s plan. It was ei-
ther that, or pressure him on his obligation to marry her, knowing all
along he was in love with someone else. She couldn’t conceive of a
loveless marriage and would rather live alone. But she still had hope,
as long as she could stay in Kansas City.

A buzz at the door interrupted Angie’s thoughts. She opened it
and welcomed in Sherman Adams.

“Mr. Adams, come in,” Angie said. She could get used to feeling
like the woman in charge of her brother’s house.

“Good day, Miss Simmons. Is your brother at home? I have ur-
gent business with him.”
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Angie opened the door wider and stepped aside as Mr. Adams
brushed past. She had enjoyed the dinner conversation the night be-
fore, even though she lost track when Henry, Elmer, and Mr. Adams
got too far deep into business discussions.

Mr. Adams was a rotund man with a not unpleasant face, but
for the extra puffiness of fat that layered his cheeks, neck and even
his ears. His unfortunate habit of never smiling gave her the impres-
sion he was a very sour man. He wasn’t too old, however, having just
reached his early 40s. Yet his gruff demeanor made him seem like a
man in his 60s.

“Henry, I must speak with you immediately,” Mr. Adams was say-
ing, and he closed the parlor door to speak to Henry and Elmer pri-
vately.

It’s just as well, thought Angie. Now, about today’s mail...
She rushed to the hall table and picked up the new mail. The

amount of bills her brother received to the house was astonishing.
But there was nothing for her. Angie began to worry that it seemed
he hadn’t opened the mail in a week. She determined to ask Elmer
about it, to see if he could help. She had a suspicion that Henry’s busi-
ness interests weren’t doing as well as he let on.

A sound of raised voices and soon shouting came from behind
the parlor door. Angie didn’t want to eavesdrop, but she couldn’t help
overhear some of the words. “Disaster,” “railroad robbers” and oth-
ers, she could hear Henry shouting. Suddenly, the door opened and a
red-faced Mr. Adams appeared.

“We must do something immediately to stay in business,” Mr.
Adams said crossly. “If you’re not man enough to do it, then I’ll have
to. But it’ll cost you.”

He glared and Angie and huffed out of the house.
Angie rushed to the parlor to find out what had happened. Elmer

was standing at the fireplace mantel, talking quietly to Henry, who
sat on the couch with his head in his hands.
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“We’ll take care of it, Henry,” Elmer was saying.
“Take care of what? What’s happened?” Angie came in and sat

down next to Henry. “Tell me; what’s the matter, Henry?”
“Coal prices have been slashed,” Henry said through gritted

teeth. “We bought our mining claims based on last year’s contract
with the railroads. This year, they’ve renegotiated, and we’ll make half
as much as before. We’re losing money every day we stay in business,
Angie.”

“What will you do?” Angie cried. “Elmer, isn’t there something?
What was Mr. Adams so angry about?”

Elmer sighed and walked over to stand in front of Angie. “Well,
Mr. Adams wants to band together with the other mining interests
and cut off production until the railroads give way and agree to pay
more per ton of coal. But Henry feels, and rightly so, that a work
stoppage long enough to affect the railroads would only have the
worst possible effects on the miners, their families, and the whole
town. And still he’d be losing money throughout.”

“I don’t believe in letting a strike go forward,” Henry said. “We
can negotiate a better deal. Elmer, will you help me?”

“I can help, but I must meet with my connections in New York.
None of the decisions are being made here; the local bosses are just
given directions from the leaders back East. Angie, I’ve made up my
mind; I’ll return to New York tomorrow. It’s the only way to help save
Henry’s business.”

Angie was less concerned about Elmer’s leaving than she was
about Henry, but she remembered to put on a display of disappoint-
ment. “Oh Henry, must you? We’ve only just arrived.” Henry wasn’t
paying any attention to her expression, which was a good thing, for
she was a terrible actress.

Elmer almost laughed at her face, which showed not a hint of the
dismay of her words. “Don’t fear, my dear. We shall be together soon
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enough. You’ll want to stay a bit longer, and of course your mother
won’t mind with Henry to watch over you.”

“What? Watch over? Oh, yes, of course you can stay, Angie. In
fact, it feels good to have you and Nancy here with me. I hope I can
keep things going long enough without having to hire you out to
work to put food on our table.”

“Never mind, Henry!” Angie said. “Nancy and I can work if we
must, and make ourselves useful here, too. You’ll see. Now that we’re
all pulling together, your business can’t help but improve.”

Henry wished he could be as optimistic as Elmer and Angie.
They had no idea how much money he had lost on the gold claims,
or how much he was indebted to Mr. Adams. If the coal mines didn’t
work out, he would lose the house, his business and everything he
owned to him. He had only a week to decide on joining the mining
strike or not. It was up to Elmer to help him now.

Chapter Seven

THE NEXT MORNING, ANGIE had only a few minutes alone
with Elmer before Henry took him to the station.

“Please do your best for Henry,” Angie pleaded. “If you love me
even a little, try,” she said.

“Angie, I do have love for you. You’ve been such a good friend,
and now you are as dear as a sister to me. I feel I owe a family debt to
help Henry as if he were my own brother. You’ve been amazing going
along with our engagement. From the connections I’ve made through
Mr. Adams, and now with this deal to be made with the railroad boss-
es in New York, I’ll be established in my business much sooner than I
thought.”
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“Then you will be able to freely marry,” Angie said. Not wanting
him to think it saddened her, she added, “I don’t know when we’ll see
each other again, but I’m sure you and Maribelle will be very happy.”

“I hope you don’t mind, but as soon as I get to New York, I’ll
post a letter to you breaking our engagement. I can’t have your moth-
er making arrangements and planning for us to marry as soon as you
return. Don’t worry, it will be seen as 100 percent my fault. I’ll be the
cad, and you’ll be the virtuous maiden free to entertain new suitors.”

“If only it were that simple, Elmer,” Angie said. She sighed and
held his hands tightly. Now that the scheme would be coming to an
end, she feared she would take the brunt of the consequences in the
short term, and possibly forever. No man in New York would want
to be seen as courting an unwanted woman whose engagement had
been broken. They would question what was wrong with her. She had
seen it her whole life. It had happened to her mother.

“I’ll defend you to everyone,” Elmer said, “and sing your praises
to the heavens. Everything will be fine, Angie. Good-bye, and thank
you for believing in love.” He kissed her cheek. They shared one last
long glance, and he was gone.

Angie watched him drive off and slumped against the door. The
pressure of carrying on the ruse of her engagement had worn her out
more than she realized. Now able to act freely, she suddenly felt ex-
hausted beyond belief. She climbed the stairs slowly and entered the
room she shared with Nancy.

“Has he gone, then?” Nancy asked. “Oh sister, I’m so sorry you
have to be parted from Elmer.”

“It’s all right, Nancy,” Angie replied. She slowly began taking off
her day dress and hung it on a hook in the small closet. “If you don’t
mind, I think I’ll just rest a bit more. I’m not ready to face the day.”

“Of course I don’t mind,” Nancy said. “I’d be distraught without
my fiancé nearby, too. You just rest, and in a little while, I’ll check on
you and see if you feel up to having some tea.”

BLESSED BRIDES AND BABIES 103



“You’re a dear,” Angie said. She was grateful that Nancy so inno-
cently thought Angie was sad to say good-bye to Elmer. In reality, she
had never felt more relieved of a burden. She laid her head on the pil-
low and fell into a peaceful sleep.

Now that everyone was out of the house or sleeping, Nancy bus-
ied herself putting everything in order. It bothered her that Henry
had a housekeeper that came only once a week. That was barely
enough time to empty the fireplaces, beat the rugs, wash the floors
and put away the supplied Henry bought. The house needed a good
dusting, and Henry’s desk was a mess. Nancy set about her work,
thinking how happily surprised Henry would be to return to a clean
house.

She was dusting in the hall when the post arrived. She heard the
click of the brass plate and saw the letters drift down to the rug be-
low. Walking over, she saw there were only two today: One for Hen-
ry, from the bank. She placed it on the pile of unopened bank notices
she had just stacked. The other was addressed in an odd handwriting.
She walked to the window for better light.

“Miss Angela Simmons!” Nancy said out loud. “With a return
address of Kansas City? Who could be writing to Angie from here?”
She slipped the letter in her pocket and started to run upstairs. Stop-
ping herself, she instead went to the kitchen to make tea for Angie.
She would bring her the letter with her breakfast.

Angie was awake and dressed when Nancy came in with her
breakfast tray. “I was just coming down to you,” she said. “Come; let’s
eat in the kitchen while the sun is still in the back of the house.”

The girls went downstairs together, and Angie made a special
effort to praise Nancy for her thoughtfulness and industriousness
to clean the house for Henry. They ate together in the kitchen and
planned to go back to the park Henry had taken them to. It was full
of young people out walking, and there was a pretty café one a street
nearby where they could stop later for lunch.
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They stood to clean up the dishes, and the letter fell out of Nan-
cy’s pocket to the floor.

“Oh, I almost forgot! This came for you today,” Nancy said, set-
ting the letter down on the table.

Angie froze with excitement. Her cheeks flushed and her heart
began to beat faster. A letter! It must be from him. Cal Jones.

“Who is it from, Angie?” Nancy said over her shoulder as she
worked at the sink.

Angie had picked it up and was inspecting the handwriting, look-
ing for any clues to the man’s character or personality who had sent
it. “It’s from—from an old friend of mine, I think,” Angie said. She
hadn’t planned on anyone knowing she had received this letter and
had no cover story at all to offer.

Suddenly, she could stand the lies no more. “Nancy, it’s from a
man I wrote to before I left New York. I got his name from The Mat-
rimonial Times.”

Nancy whirled around to face her sister. “What? And you, en-
gaged? Angie, how could you?”

“I’m not engaged, Nancy. It was all a lie. Neither Elmer nor I are
in love with each other. Very good friends, yes, but not in love.”

“How could you know that?” Nancy asked. “Many people only
feel the slightest warmth towards each other before marriage, but
slowly you learn to love each other!” Nancy repeated the words she
often heard her mother say, though she had no idea herself if it
worked out that way.

Angie’s shoulders slumped. Maybe she shouldn’t have blurted out
her secret so bluntly, but after her few hours of peace since Elmer left,
she couldn’t bear to continue keeping the lie to herself. Not when she
and Nancy were so far from home. Nancy couldn’t tell any of their
friends or family if she wanted to, at least, not until Elmer would have
already broken up with her.
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“I’ll tell you everything, but you must promise to keep it between
us for now—if not for always. I’m not proud of lying to mother, fa-
ther and you all, but I did it for the best of reasons. For love.”

“But I thought you said you and Elmer didn’t love each other?”
“We don’t, at least not the forever love that I want to feel for

the man I marry. Nancy, I promise I’ll tell you everything, if you’ll
just—“Angie looked down at the letter in her hands.

“If I just leave you alone to read your letter?” Nancy was smiling.
Angie let out her breath.

“I really just want to see what he has to say.”
“I’ll be in the parlor then, reading my magazines,” Nancy said.

“But if you’re not in there in 10 minutes to tell me everything, I can’t
promise I’ll keep your secret.”

Angie looked up in surprise, only to see by the look on Nancy’s
face that she was teasing. Nancy glanced very hard at the letter Angie
held in her hands, and left her alone in the kitchen.

DEAR MISS SIMMONS:
Angela, may I call you Angie? I hope so, since that is how you signed

your letter. I was glad to receive it and in truth surprised that a woman
of your spirit is not otherwise engaged already. But I am glad to know
you will be in Kansas City. I am currently employed in a town to the
southwest, but will be working in the city proper in the near future.

If this letter finds you well when you arrive, and if you agree, I’d like
to meet in a public place so we can begin a conversation. From what you
wrote, I would like to know more about you.

I can’t promise you wealth or riches, but I do offer adventure, laugh-
ter and I hope, for the right woman, love. I’ve not been inclined to court
or marry so far in my life, but my friends seem to think it’s a good thing
to do. I hope saying that does not brand me unromantic, but I believe in
honesty as much as you do.
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Thank you also for the tintype. I have none to offer you, but I cherish
what you have sent me.

If this letter is agreeable, let us meet one day in the café by the park
on Godwin’s St. You will know me as the man holding a tintype of a
beautiful woman in his hand.

Yours sincerely,
Cal Jones
Angie read the letter over three times, taking in the words and

the amazing coincidence that he would ask to meet her in the park
she and Nancy were going to.

“Nancy, I’m ready to tell you now!” Angie said, pushing through
the swinging door of the kitchen. “Nancy! You’ll never believe this!”

“Believe what?” Henry said. He stood in the hall, having just re-
turned from the station. He saw Nancy waiting in the parlor and a
look of irritation crossed his face. “Why don’t you girls take a walk to
the park? I’ve got work to do and all this chatter is just a distraction
to me.”

Angie laughed out loud. “Come on, Nancy. You heard our broth-
er. Get your shawl quickly!”

Nancy hurried to follow Angie, who was already half-way out the
door.

Nancy could hardly keep up as Angie walked quickly down the
sidewalk. “So tell me, you said you would tell me everything,” she
gasped.

“Well, Elmer and I were only pretending to be engaged. His
mother had her heart set on it as much as ours. As long as he was liv-
ing in their home, he hadn’t the power to cross her. But he was really
in love with someone else, someone he met at school.”

“Oh, how romantic!” Nancy said. “And you didn’t mind?”
“No, I didn’t mind. I am fond of Elmer, but I realized within an

hour that I didn’t love him. I suppose I could have learned to love
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him, but since he was already in love with someone else, it didn’t seem
like something I should aspire to.

“He asked me a favor, to pretend to be engaged long enough for
him to improve his business. Once he was standing on his own two
feet, he knew he could marry whomever he wished. He would take
some consequences from his family, but he could withstand those un-
til they saw how happy he was and relented.”

“But Angie, you told mother and father a lie! And me—and
Henry!” Nancy was shocked.

“I know, and I’m sorry. It was dreadful, and the stress of it has
convinced me never to carry such a burden again. The truth is so
much easier to defend.”

They had reached the edge of the park and were both out of
breath. They sat on a bench. Angie had never felt so excited, but at
the same time, did not want to be red-faced and puffing the first time
she met Cal Jones.

If he was there.

Chapter Eight

TRY AS THEY MIGHT TO locate him, Cal Jones, or any man
holding a tintype in his hand, was not at the café nor anywhere near
the park.

Angie and Nancy grew tired of waiting. Angie felt a bit foolish,
and worse for bringing Nancy along to see her hopes dashed. But
Nancy was certain, after reading Cal’s letter, that one day he would be
there.
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“It’s easy enough to take a walk,” Nancy said as they returned
home arm in arm. “We can walk to the park every day. The exercise
will do us good.”

“Yes, for the exercise!” Angie laughed.
Their mood quickly changed when they reached the house. Hen-

ry was nervous, impatient, and upset. He complained over every
thought of spending money, and he walked the house at night, not
sleeping.

Worse still, Mr. Adams came nearly every day and met with Hen-
ry in the parlor. Even through the closed doors, the girls could tell the
railroad negotiations were not going well. Mr. Adams was pressuring
Henry about something that he did not want to do. Every day, Mr.
Adams left in a bigger huff than the day before.

On the third day, Nancy was feeling ill. She was sensitive to the
pressure Henry was under, and the stress of trying not to irritate him
had worn her out. Angie brought tea to her in their room and they
talked quietly.

“Do you mind very much if I don’t go on our walk today?” Nancy
asked. I think with a little more rest I’ll feel like myself. With the
yelling every day in the parlor and Henry walking the floors of the
house all night, I feel a nervous wreck.”

“It’s best if you stay home,” Angie said. “Don’t worry. Soon we
will have news from Elmer, and I hope Henry’s problems will ease.”

Angie kissed Nancy on the forehead and quietly left the room.
She felt guilty leaving her sister behind, but Nancy wanted her to go
to the park to find her Cal Jones, if he was there. They both had be-
come caught up in the hope of him.

By now the walk to the park was familiar. She enjoyed smiling
at the merchants she passed who were out sweeping their doorsteps
or changing their signs. The park itself was beautiful even in Febru-
ary, and the sun warmed her though the temperatures were not yet
spring-like.
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Angie walked slowly to not attract attention. She did not want
Henry getting word from someone that his sister seemed to have
some purpose in mind on her daily walks. For all Henry knew, she
was still engaged to Elmer, and she had to act accordingly.

She went to the café as she had the two days before. A few cus-
tomers were there and Angie took a small table near the window. She
wanted to look outside, and she wanted to be visible and act as if she
were meeting a friend.

As she looked out the window, her back was turned to a man at
the counter. He had been sitting there but hidden by a waiter placing
an order when she came in. Cal Jones looked up from the tintype in
his hand, and scrutinized what he could see of the side view of the
woman at the window table.

The door opened and Angie turned her head toward it. Cal could
see that it was her. Suddenly, he didn’t know what to say or do. The
woman on the tintype, worn now from his carrying it, was sitting not
a few feet from him. She was alone, but he had no idea how long she
would stay. He had to make a move.

Coming up from behind, Cal gently cleared his throat.
“Angela.”
He stood looking down at her upturned face. He knew it was she.
“Mr. Jones?” Angie couldn’t believe he had come. She looked at

his hand and saw the tintype she had sent him. He turned it toward
her and she blushed when she recognized it.

“May I sit down?” Cal said. Angie nodded.
Sitting across the table, she looked directly at him. She was too

far away from home, and too deep into her plan to be coy. It wasn’t in
her nature, and it certainly didn’t apply to a situation where she was
meeting a strange man, unaccompanied.

His brown wavy hair was combed back from his forehead on the
right side, and jutted out a bit wildly from the left side’s cowlick. He
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had a straight, strong nose, a day’s stubble on his face, and green eyes
that pierced hers as they gazed into them.

His clothes were worn but clean, and he smelled like wood shav-
ings and rum. It was a soft scent that drifted over her and she
breathed in the air that surrounded them.

“Hello, I’m Angie Simmons,” she said.
“Cal Jones. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Angie.”
He had memorized her face from the tintype, but it was even

more pleasurable to look at in person. Though younger than he, he
could tell by her eyes that she was wise beyond her years, and it made
him a bit nervous. Intelligent, not smart in the affected way some
women had of lording casual knowledge over those around them.
Her hair was down, clipped back at her temples, and he loved it even
more than the soft bun she wore in the tintype.

He placed his hands face up on the table and to his surprise, she
put hers in them. Her skin was soft and warm, and her hands, though
not rough, had seen some work.

“I’m happy to meet you, too,” Angie said.
Cal ordered coffee for them both. Angie was used to drinking

tea, but coffee seemed right for the bracing occasion she was experi-
encing. She had never felt such an instant connection with anyone,
let alone a man she had never seen before. From his letter, she felt she
was privy to information it might have taken several meetings to dis-
cover in a more formal setting. Yet here they were. Alone.

Angie was embarrassed to think what she might have said in her
letter. She had written and posted it in such haste, and it seemed like
so long ago, that she couldn’t remember exactly what she’d said. Yet
Cal’s letter to her, she knew by heart. She felt at a disadvantage some-
how. What should she tell him?

“What brings you to Kansas City?” he asked.
She was relieved he didn’t ask what made her answer an ad in The

Matrimonial Times. It seemed more normal just talking about her
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brother, her sister, her parents, and her trip. She left out Elmer, for
now.

Cal listened and asked questions, enjoying the sound of her voice
and watching her expressions as she talked. He felt like he was talking
to an old friend, or his sister when she had been alive. And yet... the
feeling coursing through him was nothing like being with a friend, or
with a stranger either. His guard was down, he was listening, and he
liked it.

“And so I decided to write to you,” Angie said. This was it. Time
to tell him about her false engagement. She had slipped off Elmer’s
ring each day when she left the house, and put it back on when she
returned. “You see, I got engaged...”

Cal stiffened a bit at the word. He didn’t realize it, but his mind
had already flashed forward to thoughts of spending more time with
Angie. And now she was telling him it was too late. She was engaged.

“Oh,” he said, and looked down at this cup. Then his eyes rose
again to meet hers. “I see. Are you in love then?”

At the sound of the word “love,” Angie’s heart did a small flip. To
hear him speak that word, to see it formed on his lips, made her long
to hear it again and again, only from him.”

“No, I am not in love,” she said. “And—I don’t know quite how
to say this, but here it is. It is a fake engagement. A planned deception
in which the gentleman and I are both fully participating.”

Now Cal was intrigued. This honest creature, so sincere and eyes
so true, was wittingly involved in a public deception? He leaned for-
ward and encouraged her with his eyes to keep talking.

Angie talked. She told him about her mother’s botched engage-
ment and subsequent marriage below her station to her father. She
spoke of her love for her father, and his work and dedication to the
church and his parish. She told him about Elmer, and how her moth-
er had planned for them to marry her entire life. And then she told
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him of seeing Elmer again after five years, and realizing she felt noth-
ing beyond common affection for him.

“At the time, I thought that was enough of a basis to begin any
marriage. And for many, it is...”

“But not for you,” Cal said. “Not for Angela.”
The way he said her name again caused her heart to flip. “Elmer

told me the truth, and for that I will always be grateful to him. In-
deed, he could not hide the fact that he was in love with another
woman. The way he said her name, the look in his eyes when he spoke
of her, when I heard and saw that, I knew I could never settle for mar-
riage to any man who didn’t love me.”

“And so you lied for him. But why? He could have dishonored
the arrangement your parents made without involving you. Then the
shame would all be his.”

“I wasn’t going to. But then at my Bible study that night, my
friends had decided to find husbands for themselves out west. They
are all good girls, but by circumstance found themselves unable to se-
cure a suitable marriage in New York. I only looked through the ads
for fun, but when I saw yours from Kansas City, I thought it must be
a sign. I knew my mother would let me come visit Henry. And, well,
here I am.”

“Yes, here you are.”
“There you are!” The echo came from Nancy standing at the door

to the café. “You’ve been missing for hours, Angie! Come quickly,
Henry is looking for you!”

Angie and Cal stood up. “Cal Jones, may I present my sister, Nan-
cy Simmons. Nancy, this is Cal.”

Cal nodded.
“Oh my,” Nancy said.
Angie gathered up her things and shook Cal’s hand.
“I hope I shall see you again soon, Mr. Jones.”
“Tomorrow, Angela. See me tomorrow.”
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Angie blushed as she pushed Nancy, still staring at Cal, toward
the door.

“Oh my,” Nancy repeated. And then, when they were outside,
“Angie, was that really your Cal?”

Angie laughed and her heart soared on the winter air. “He’s not
‘my Cal,’ silly.”

“Well? What did you think? Do you like him? He certainly is
handsome!”

“Yes, he is. And I like him very much.”

ANGIE GOT HOME IN TIME to persuade Henry that she had
lost track of time enjoying her walk in the park. He was suspicious
that she had been gone by herself for two hours, but couldn’t waste
any more time worrying about it.

“I’ve got enough trouble on my hands, Angie, without worrying
about your safety or your reputation.”

“My reputation?” The implied accusation irritated her. “Leave me
to manage my reputation, Henry. I think it matters more to me than
to you.”

Henry cocked one eyebrow in surprise at Angie’s outburst. Then
he turned on one heel and retreated to the parlor.

For the next two days, Nancy and Angie went to the park togeth-
er. They would meet Cal in the café, and Nancy would read her book
at the next table while Cal and Angie talked. He told her of his work
as a ferryman, and how he came to learn carpentry repairing the fer-
ry and later riverboat furnishings. The lure of adventure and promise
of gold had taken him to Colorado, and Angie could scarcely believe
his stories of tracking streams to their source in the mountains, pan-
ning for gold, filing claims, and making what he thought was good
progress toward a fortune.
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“Then one day, I was turning in my gold at the weighing station,
when I learned that some of the miner’s claims had come up false.
I checked into it, and found that mine as well had been challenged.
It seems a larger mining company had locked up all the acreage for
miles around five years before, and the clerk’s office had made a mis-
take. They allowed many of us to prove up the claims before letting
us know. And now, for all I know, no one is working those streams.”

“That doesn’t seem fair!” Angie protested. “What did you do?”
“What could I do? I left those parts for work in Kansas, coal min-

ing. It was horrible and I hated it, except for one thing.”
“What was that?”
“It’s how I came to place my ad and meet you.”
Angie smiled. Cal had been lead by providence to reach out, and

God had answered by leading her to him. She knew it in her heart.
“And now what are you doing? Certainly you can’t be mining if

you are meeting me here for three days in a row.”
“Now I am taking on work as a carpenter again. I’ve contracted

to two shops in town, and am getting to start the first project tomor-
row.”

“Oh,” Angie sighed. “So, you won’t be able to meet anymore
then?”

“Not here. Not like this,” Cal said. “Angie, I want to call on you
at your brother’s house. I want to court you properly, and see....” His
voice trailed off.

“See what?” Angie asked.
Cal swallowed hard and looked directly in her eyes. “See if this is

for real the way I think it is.”
Angie couldn’t breathe. He felt the same way as she did. In only

three days’ time, over hours of talking, she knew in her mind what
her heart was feeling. She was in love with Cal Jones.
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“I would like that very much,” Angie whispered. Then suddenly
she shook her head. “There’s only one problem. Technically, my fam-
ily thinks I’m still engaged to Elmer.”

“You said he was going to write soon, didn’t you?” Cal asked. “I’ll
wait for you to let me know. We’ll find a way to be introduced prop-
erly. I want to do this by the book.”

Do what? Angie thought, but she couldn’t ask.
“We’ll have to wait a bit after I get Elmer’s letter,” Angie said.

“Henry has enough trouble as it is right now, without me hopping
from a botched engagement into a ... a... into an acquaintance with
another man.” She blushed.

“What trouble?” Cal was kind enough to gloss over her embar-
rassment. “What’s the matter with Henry?”

Angie told him what she knew about the coal mine problem and
the railroad prices. “Henry’s had losses from gold mine claims as well,
and if he loses his interests in the mines, I fear he’ll be bankrupt. Mr.
Adams, his partner, wants to force a strike to cripple the railroads.”

“A strike? Won’t that hurt the workers? They can’t afford to not
be paid. And all the businesses in town need the railroads. Who is
this Mr. Adams to push such a calamity on the people here?”

“His name is Sherman Adams, and he is the most disagreeable
man. He comes every day and he and Henry have it out. So far, Henry
is holding strong, waiting for word from Elmer. I guess we’re both
waiting for news from Elmer.” Angie smiled.

“I’ve got to warn Joe,” Cal said grimly. “Talk of a strike and rail-
road stoppage will knock him and Ella to their knees. No one in the
mining towns has enough money saved to eat if they’re out of work
more than a few days. I’ve been begging him to leave the mines. The
pay is not worth it, and it gets wrapped up in credit at the company
store anyway. Joe would be better coming to Kansas City and trying
his luck.”
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Cal stood to leave and Angie could see the concern and determi-
nation on his face. Her heart reached out to him, and she was proud
of his fierce loyalty to his friend, and to the welfare of the people in
the mining town. She knew Henry felt the same way.

“I’ll be back in a day or two, Angela. I’ll come by Henry’s house
every day. If I see a blue cloth hanging in the upper window, I’ll know
you’ve had your letter from Elmer. And don’t worry. I will be intro-
duced to you.”

He took her hand and kissed it, called good-bye to Nancy, and he
was gone.

Chapter Nine

ANGIE AWOKE DEPRESSED the next morning. She had been
energized for the entire week by her walks to the park, first in hopes
of finding Cal Jones, and then by the amazing way they had talked
and learned all about each other. She felt she had known Cal for
years, not days.

And the way he looked at her and spoke her name—just thinking
of it made her heart hurt. It squeezed in her chest and took her breath
away. She finally knew the meaning of heartache. She felt it complete-
ly when she wasn’t with Cal.

Each day, she had looked for a letter from Elmer. She and Henry
both snatched up the mail in anticipation. Finally, the letters came:
One for her, and one for Henry, from Elmer in New York.

“I think I’ll read mine upstairs, if you don’t mind, Henry,” Angie
said. Her heart was light that this would be the last moment of de-
ception regarding her fake engagement.
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“Yes, certainly,” Henry said distractedly. He had already opened
his letter and was reading it as he walked into the parlor and closed
the door.

Angie raced up to her room and sat on the bed. She tore open the
letter and began to read.

Dear Angie,
You’re a wonderful person and a great friend. I tell all whom we

know of your character and loveliness. I duly apologize to you for being
the reason behind the chaos in your life. I am extremely sorry for causing
you pain and trouble that this letter must portend.

I am dissolving our engagement and hold no further claim to you.
My heart belongs to another, and you are not in love with me. With this
simple truth, we shall face the slings and arrows of society that may con-
demn us.

I have informed my parents and even spent the afternoon with yours
to tell them of our decision. I am sure you will hear soon from them and
can rightly convey my sincere apologies, for they could not hear me well
when I tried to extend them.

I hope you will be happy in your life, and I will try to earn the love
of the woman for whom I have caused you so much trouble.

Yours Sincerely,
Elmer Farley
Angie laughed out loud. She was surely the first woman who gig-

gled with mirth upon enduring a broken engagement—and so near
to Valentine’s Day, when love was meant to blossom into marriage.
Nancy came in to the room.

“So, it has happened then? Thank goodness!” Nancy said. “Here,
let me see for myself.”

Nancy read the letter and the two did feel bad for their parents.
“I’ve been writing to Mother,” Nancy said. “I’m sure she will tell me
everything, and I’ll do my best to console her.”
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“I’m going down to tell Henry,” Angie said. “I don’t want this to
go on another minute.”

“Wait!” Nancy stopped her from leaving the room. “Don’t you
think you should be the least bit sad? At first, anyway.”

“Oh, you’re right,” Angie said. “And I forgot something else.”
Angie went to the wash basin and sprinkled some water around her
eyes, then dabbed most of it off with a cotton cloth. She dried her
hands, and smiling at Nancy, hung the blue cloth in the window.

HENRY AND MR. ADAMS were consulting in the parlor when
the girls went down. They waited for a while, but Angie was impa-
tient and told Nancy that if she didn’t tell her news right away, Henry
would wonder why she waited.

She knocked lightly on the door.
“Come in,” answered Henry. He sounded tired.
“Oh, Henry!” Angie sniffled. She wasn’t the least bit sad that

Elmer had finally ended their fake engagement. But she had to do
everything in her power to act that way, if just for a few days.

“What’s the matter? Has something happened?” Henry imme-
diately noticed Angie’s hair was disheveled and she was sniffing and
crying.

“Oh, Henry! It’s Elmer. I don’t know what to say!”
Nancy came in and took the letter from Angie’s hand. “She’s in

no condition to talk. Here, read for yourself.” She handed the letter
to Henry.

He looked at both girls in surprise and read the letter out loud.
He kept looking from the letter to Angie as he went through it.
She sniffed and cried throughout. Finally he was finished and held it
down to his side.

“The cad. The nerve! How dare he break your engagement?”
Henry started.
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“I’m sure I don’t know, but we did talk before he left.” Angie said.
“You talked? You knew this would happen?”
“I wasn’t sure, but it seemed that Elmer was in love all along with

someone else.”
Henry just stared at her. “And our business interests, is that fake

too? Suppose he is just putting me off ? In his letter to me, he says he
is still working on a solution to the low coal prices. Am I to believe
him now, like a – like a silly girl?”

Angie drew in a sharp breath, but remembered her brother was
in shock to learn of something she herself had wished for weeks now
would be over.

“Let’s take this calmly, Henry,” Mr. Adams said. He turned to
Angie.

“My dear, in your present circumstances I’m sure you must know
what this means.”

“It means I am no longer engaged, Mr. Adams,” Angie said.
“Yes, true. But more than that. Surely you know that other men

will wonder. Why would he break it off with you? Perhaps some in-
discretion on your part, or some unknown irredeemable fault?” He
tried to smile at her, but was so unused to the muscle movement that
it came off more as a sneer.

“What can you mean, sir, an indiscretion?” Angie said indignant-
ly. She didn’t like his words, or his tones. As for the look on his face;
she hadn’t liked that since the day she first met him.

Henry looked from Mr. Adams to Angie and could see the begin-
ning of a sale being made. He knew enough about Sherman’s business
practices to understand when he was forming an idea.

“As for you Henry, you get no relief from Mr. Farley as well. By
now, surely he would have some news of progress for you. And yet
you still insist that a strike to force the railroad companies to pay a
higher price for our coal is a bad idea. It seems,” Mr. Adams moved
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in for the kill. “It seems to me that your family will be ruined; one fi-
nancially and the other socially. All for love of this Mr. Elmer Farley.”

Angie listened in horror as she understood where Mr. Adams was
going with his speech. He wouldn’t bother pointing out the obvious
to them, and making it seem as bad as possible, if he weren’t about to
propose a solution. And she was sure it would be of benefit to him.

“What are you saying, then, Sherman?” Henry asked. “You’ve got
something in mind.”

“It seems to me, a grand solution could solve all of our ... prob-
lems,” Mr. Adams said. He walked stiffly closer to Angie, so close that
she could smell the alcohol from the cheap cologne that he wore to
cover his profuse sweating.

“I won’t leave myself out of this sad tale of woe. For I, you see,
have been in need of a wife for quite some time. I could have my pick,
of course, but for want of time to find a sensible woman.”

Angie began to shake her head slowly from side to side. “No. No.”
She said.

Mr. Adams came closer and put a hand on her arm. She physically
shrank from his touch, but was paralyzed in place as he continued.

“We are all friends, here, and partners, after all. Let’s say you will
get your prices eventually, Henry. All you need is a little cash flow
to get you through. And let’s say your reputation isn’t ruined, Ang-
ie. Surely some man will take you once the more prominent suitors
fall away. And let’s just say ...” here he drew closer still to Angie, who
was now pushed against the back of the couch and could retreat no
further. “Let’s just say I’ve had my eye on you, and would consider it
worth my time, and money, to make you my wife. Yes, you’ll do just
fine.” He grinned/grimaced even more.

“Impossible!” Angie breathed. “I will never marry for anything
less than love, and I do not, I cannot love you, Mr. Adams.”
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“How quaint,” he said, releasing his grip and stepping back.
“What about you, Henry. Surely you can see how this solves all our
problems?”

“Lend me the cash, you know I’m good for it,” Henry said. “But
leave Angie out of this.”

“Now that wouldn’t be entirely reasonable, would it?” Mr.
Adams said. “Me take all the risk and get none of the reward? And
you two off, scot-free? No. I’ll make the deal, if you agree to make
Angie my wife.”

Nancy could be silent no longer. She raced to her brother’s side.
“You can’t say yes, Henry! She’s not yours to give away! She’s your sis-
ter and yes, you should approve, but you can’t agree for her! Henry!”

“Nancy, calm down,” Henry said. “Nobody is agreeing to any-
thing.” He looked at Angie.

She breathed for the first time since Mr. Adams had begun talk-
ing. Henry would protect her.

“I’d like to talk to Angie alone.”
“Yes. Well. You two think about my offer. But be warned, it ends

at sunset tonight. I shall be back for your answer before then.” He
picked up his hat and can, and waddled out of the room and out the
front door.

Angie broke into true sobs as soon as he left. She couldn’t talk,
and just the smell remaining in the air after him and the look on his
face caused her great fear and pain.

Henry came to her side and sat her down on the couch. “Nancy,
run and make some tea. We need to think about this.”

“Think about this!” Angie cried. “There’s nothing to think
about! I could never marry that horrible Sherman Adams!”

“Angie, perhaps you have not quite been honest with me about
you and Elmer,” Henry said. He waited for her to look at him. With
a small movement of her chin, she acknowledged the truth. “Well, I
haven’t been fully honest with you about our financial situation. You
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see, it’s not just that I’m losing money in my business. A few months
ago, I convinced Father to invest his savings with me also. If I am ru-
ined, so will he be, and he and Mother will be moved from the par-
sonage—to the poorhouse.”

The weight of Henry’s words crashed over her. No wonder he had
been such a nervous wreck about this recent setback. Henry was car-
rying a larger burden then even she had known.

“I can protect you from him,” Henry was saying. “But if we don’t
agree—if I don’t get his assurances for cash flow—then everything we
have here, and everything in New York, is in jeopardy. A total loss.”

Nancy returned and poured tea. The three of them sat in silence.
“I’ll do it,” Nancy said. “I’ll marry Mr. Adams.”
“No, you will not,” Angie spoke. “I’m the oldest daughter, and it’s

my duty to marry. If Henry needs to save the family, and I can save
Henry, then that is what I must do.”

Henry and Nancy just stared at her. A minute before she had
been crying and shaking. Now Angie rose from the couch and wiped
her eyes one last time.

“I have loved, in my lifetime,” Angie said. “I have been loved in
return.” She turned and left them staring after her from the parlor.

Chapter Ten

CAL ARRIVED AT THE mining camp and knocked on Joe’s door.
It was after dark, but a lamp was still illuminating the window.

Ella answered and threw her arms around his neck. “Cal! What a
surprise! I didn’t think you’d be back. Come in, Joe is right here.”

BLESSED BRIDES AND BABIES 123



Cal came in and greeted his friend with a warm handshake. “Joe,
Ella. I’m here with news that affects you drastically. It will affect
everyone soon, but you still have time to get out.”

“Get out? You mean leave the mines? Cal, we’ve already talked
about this,” Joe said. “We’ve had our adventures, and the gold fields
left us high and dry. At least here, I have work, I can eat, and provide
a couple of clean rooms for Ella. And for our baby.”

Ella smiled and patted her stomach.
“A baby? Congratulations!” Cal said. “But that makes my news

even more urgent. There’s a strike brewing, and the mines will be shut
down soon. They may never re-open.”

“Strike? What do you mean? I haven’t heard any of the men call
for a strike. We’re all in this, and we all need to eat,” Joe said.

“It’s not the men who will call for it. It’s the mine owners them-
selves,” Cal said. “It’s their only chance to force the railroad compa-
nies to pay enough for coal to keep the mines open. Unless someone
can convince them to pay more out of the goodness of their hearts.”

“Well, we both know that won’t happen,” Joe said. He sat quietly
and looked at Ella.

“You men talk it over,” Ella said. “I’ve got to get some sleep. This
little one is already exhausting me.”

“I can’t leave here, Cal,” Joe said after Ella closed the bedroom
door. “I’m not like you. I can’t learn new things. I don’t have a bunch
of skills to fall back on. Ella likes it here. She has friends. We make
do.”

Cal looked at Joe. He had come in with fire, and was even more
determined to save them from losing what little they had after seeing
Ella. But, he knew that Joe was right. Cal didn’t have the connections
or backing to help him out. He nodded his head.

“I see, Joe,” Cal said. “I’m sorry I came busting in like this.”
The two men sat up talking until Joe went to bed. Cal made a pal-

let in front of the coal stove, and lay down. He thought about Ang-
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ie, and about the carpentry work waiting for him in Kansas City. IN
a few months, he would have enough saved to get a small place for
them. He meant to properly court her, and ask her to marry him. His
last thought before he fell asleep was that he was in love with Angela
Simmons.

Cal left first thing in the morning. Before leaving the camp, he
stopped at the camp store. He thought he was going to cash in his
store credits, even though he would get just pennies on the dollar. In-
stead, he asked the clerk to transfer his credits to Joe’s account.

Having settled the account, Cal got back on his horse and headed
towards Kansas City. His heart was heavy thinking about what might
happen to Joe and Ella if he lost his job. But his mind was on Angie
and getting back to work.

Soon his horse began to slow down, and it dawned on Cal that
he was going lame. He got off and looked at each shoe in turn, seeing
one loose that was causing the problem. His only choice was to turn
around and slowly walk back to the last town he had passed to get it
fixed.

Suddenly from around a tight bend in the road, a carriage nearly
ran into him. Cal’s horse reared up and became tangled in the reins of
the other horse. Both horses fell down hard, and Cal’s hand, caught
in the braces, pulled him down with them. The carriage tipped crazily
on its side as the driver quickly jumped off.

Cal untangled his arm and slipped himself apart from the horses
before they thrashed and crushed him.

The driver of the carriage grabbed his own horse, and together
they got the reins untangled and each horse on its feet.

“That was close!” cried the carriage driver. “But my wheels are
bent and I can’t continue.”

“I’m walking back to the smithy myself,” Cal said. “I’ll send a re-
pair wagon out to you. Let’s push the carriage further out of the road
and make way so someone else doesn’t’ get hurt.
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Cal made it back to town, turned his horse in at the smithy and
let them know about the broken-down carriage. He had no choice
but to wait in the saloon for his horse’s shoe to be fixed.

It was a typical saloon in a crossroads town. Only just noon, he
found two drunken customers already sitting at the counter, buying
shots of whiskey and talking loudly.

Cal ordered some water and a bowl of the tavern soup. He
couldn’t help overhearing the men.

“And then he says to me, get back to Colorado as fast as possible,”
the skinny man was saying to the larger man.

“Can you believe it?” The larger man said and the two began
laughing.

“Says he’s got a hot one, and we gotta move fast. Fresh from New
York City!”

Now Cal perked up his ears.
“Excuse me; can I buy you two gentlemen a drink?” Cal said.
“We ain’t no gentlemen, but a free drink is always welcome.

Name’s Slim,” said the skinny one. He jerked his thumb toward the
other man. “And this here’s Dave.” With that, they both broke up in-
to gales of laughter.

“Nice to meet you,” Cal said as he signaled to the bartender to
pour. “I’ve been to Colorado myself.”

“Then you must be a prospector,” Slim said. “Dime a dozen
around here.”

“I’m not a prospector,” Cal said truthfully.
“Well get this,” Slim said. “Dave’s brother has a real live wire on

his hands in Kansas City. But he’s keeping us hopping doing the ac-
tual work of the operation,” Slim said.

“Sherman’s got the brains; I got the brawn,” Dave said with a
shrug.

“Anyway,” Slim continued. “Sherman has the mining clerk in his
pocket out there. First he convinced him to falsify the records to
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show the land was owned by a large mining stake,” Slim’s shoulders
shook as he laughed. “And now, he wants us to go back out there and
get the records tore up before the mining company finds out what
they don’t own!”

Cal gripped the edge of the bar. He knew it. His claims had been
correct all along—and so had Henry Simmons’s.

“Best part is,” Slim stopped as he motioned at his empty glass. Cal
nodded at the bartender, who poured another round. Slim took it in
one gulp. “Best part is, all that while some dummies have been out
there proving up the claim! So there’s gold, all right, and it will soon
be split fair and square with my ol’ pale Dave Adams. And of course,
Dave will split with me.”

With that, Cal could keep himself quiet no longer. “Now that is
an interesting story, boys,” he said slowly, standing up and pushing his
hat back on his head. He pulled a small rope out of his pocket and
walked around behind them. He grabbed one arm of each, slipped
the rope between them and their chairs, and tied them up before they
could drop their glasses.

“Yessir, it’s an interesting story I’m sure the Sheriff will be more
than happy to hear all about it.” He tossed a gold coin to the bar-
tender. “Pay for my drinks, and stay with them until the Sheriff gets
here,” he said.

Cal nearly ran to the smithies and got his horse. He jumped on
its back, and raced on toward Kansas City. He would meet Henry
Simmons now, and he would get that Sherman Adams if it was the
last thing he did.

If only it wasn’t too late.

Chapter Eleven
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NANCY HAD BEEN RIGHT. Mrs. Simmons poured out her an-
guish about Angie’s broken engagement in a letter she received the
next day. Nancy was worried about her, but more importantly, she
had to think what to do about Angie. After her announcement that
she would marry Sherman Adams, she wouldn’t come out of her
room, or let Nancy in.

Angie was too number for tears. And worse than that, she was
too guilty. It was her fault, believing a deception could solve her prob-
lems, that these troubles had befallen her family. She felt now that
God’s punishment was upon her. She wasn’t angry it God—it was
her sin that caused the natural consequence of her brother’s hard-
ship. If she had stayed in New York and waited for a man to come to
her—waited for years if necessary, maybe God would have seen a way
to help Henry before it had come to this.

She kneeled in prayer all night begging for forgiveness and for
the strength to drink the bitter cup that had been placed before her.
She knew she could never love Sherman Adams, nor grow to love
him. She could never even like a man who would blackmail a woman
into marrying him.

Yet she had to save her brother, and more importantly her father.
She thought of the sweet man who had never spoken a harsh word in
his life, who had listened without complaint to his wife insulting his
position throughout their marriage. Yet he loved June, and he carried
on in his work. Angie could see a life of dignity bearing this marriage
to Sherman. Respectfulness and dignity, maybe. But not love.

Sherman Adams was a man who did not waste time. When he
had returned at sundown to learn of her answer, he declared they
would be married at three o’clock today. Her heart sunk at every
thought of Cal and what might have been. But she had been a fool to
think she could find love through an advertisement.

Nancy was beside herself. She had been to the café already that
morning, and asked the owner to give a message to Cal should he ar-
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rive. She stood in the street and looked up at her bedroom window.
Angie had been too distracted to take down the blue cloth. Good.
That meant if Cal returned, he might still be in time. She meant to
watch on the street every minute in case he passed by looking for the
signal that Elmer’s letter had arrived. She didn’t know what he could
do, but she had nowhere else to turn.

Henry couldn’t speak at breakfast. The thought of Angie marry-
ing Sherman Adams horrified him. But she had made the decision
herself, and he was grateful. With the weight of money problems be-
hind him, he could get back to running his business properly. She
would be safe with Sherman. He was a respectable businessman and
would provide for her.

He rose in sadness and walked up the stairs to knock on Angie’s
door. “It’s time.”

The doorknob turned and Angie stood before him wearing black.
Her black dress flowed to the floor and her beautiful eyes were cov-
ered by a black veil.

“Angie...” Henry said.
“I’m ready.”
Henry, Angie and Nancy drove to St. Paul’s church in silence.

CAL PUSHED THE HORSE as fast as he could to cover the miles
to Kansas City. He went straight to Henry’s house, dismounted, and
tied up his horse at the post. He stopped to look up to the second-
floor window, and for the first time since he had left Angie, his heart
skipped a beat. The blue cloth hung in the window.

He took the stairs two at a time and knocked on the door. When
he heard no steps, he pounded and listened again. Nothing. The
house was still.

Cal turned around and surveyed the street. He could see no sign
of Henry’s carriage. It seemed too much to stand there in the open
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and wait. Henry had worried and suffered over the loss of his gold
claims as long as Cal had. He would be happy to find out whenever
he returned, even in a couple of hours.

Cal unhitched the horse and walked it slowly to the park. He was
drawn to the place he loved so well, now. The small café where he
learned a woman in this world held her heart in her hands. Where
he studied her face and last pressed her skin to his lips. He longed to
see Angie, and hoped once his claims were restored, to immediately
make her his wife.

The café owner stirred in agitation when he saw Cal enter the
room. “Mr. Jones, Mr. Cal Jones?” he said.

“Yes, I’m Cal Jones.”
“A young lady came this morning and left this letter for you. She

seemed mighty distraught. Yes sir, she was shaking when she handed
it to me.”

“What did she look like? Brown hair and eyes?” Cal asked.
“No sir. It was the other girl. The blonde.” The man smiled. He

had noticed their short but intense courtship as Angie and Cal had
let the world spin around them during their time at the café.

“Thank you.” Cal didn’t sit down but opened the letter. It was
similar handwriting to the letter Angie wrote him, but not the same.

Dear Cal,
I pray this letter finds you in time. Oh Cal! Something awful has

happened! Angie has been promised to Mr. Sherman Adams in ex-
change for his help to my brother’s business. Angie wouldn’t have him,
but he threatened my parents’ livelihood as well! She had no choice, Cal!
The marriage is to take place today at 3:00 at St. Paul’s Church. Please,
if you love her, know that her heart belongs to you!

Your friend in desperate need,
Nancy Simmons
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The letter dropped to the floor as Cal raced to his poor, tired
horse, jumped on its back, and galloped like a man possessed toward
St. Paul’s.

CAL JUMPED OFF THE horse in mid-stride as it approached the
church and ran up the steps. A group of people were leaving and got
in his way.

“Such a lovely service,” one said.
“Couldn’t have been a more beautiful bride,” said the other.
“Out of my way!” Cal shouted. He couldn’t believe it. He had to

stop Angie from marrying Sherman Adams.
He raced into the darkened sanctuary and saw a couple standing

near the altar with the minister. Running down the aisle, Cal shout-
ed, “No!” and turned the woman to face him.

Her intended stepped between them and Cal saw the shocked
look on the strange woman’s face.

“Now, just a minute, bub!” The man shouted.
“Sorry! I’m sorry, excuse me. I must find Miss Angie Simmons.”

He turned to the minister in desperation. “Have you seen her? Am I
too late?”

“Cal!” A voice called from the back of the church. He had rushed
right past Henry, Nancy and Angie sitting together in the last pew.
Sherman Adams stood guard on them at the end of the aisle.

Cal whirled toward the sound of Angie’s voice, and strode to-
wards the group. Henry stood up protectively. Was this crazed man
about to assault his sister?

“Cal!” Angie called again and he ran to her. He slid into the row
in front of her and reached for her. Her arms stretched out to him
and they embraced.

“Hey you!” Sherman Adams called and spun Cal around to face
him. Fist raised, he was ready to swing.
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Cal ducked. As the fat man’s fist whiffed past his face, he charged.
Running Sherman out of the pew, he landed on top of him in the
middle of the aisle. The hard landing knocked the wind out of him,
and Cal laid one hard punch on his nose to finish the job.

He stood up over the unconscious Sherman. Nancy jumped up
and down clapping her hands. Angie looked as if she would faint, and
Henry didn’t know whether to fight this stranger or shake his hand.

“Henry Simmons?” Cal said, breathing heavily.
“What is the meaning of this, sir?” Henry blurted out. “Do I

know you?”
“No, sir,” Cal said. “But I know you, and I know your sisters. We

have a lot to talk about.”

Chapter Twelve

ANGIE AND NANCY HUGGED each other with joy as Cal and
Henry went to a different part of the church to talk. The next wed-
ding was set to begin, and it would have been rude to discuss business
in the sanctuary.

“So you’re telling me, the claims are not worthless?” Henry asked
in astonishment.

“That’s right. From what I understand, Sherman had planned this
for quite a long time. Neither of us knew it, but he took us both for
suckers. You for putting up money to stake the claims, and me for ac-
tually proving them up when I found the gold.”

“I knew I couldn’t have been so wrong about Colorado,” Henry
said. “I wasn’t hasty in my investment, especially after I asked my fa-
ther to join in. I pulled what I could out and started on the coal mine,
but even that is about to go belly up.”
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“You’ll have time now to see that through until Elmer Farley can
get the railroads to agree,” Cal said.

“Wait a second, how do you know so much about my business?
And what was Angie doing screaming your name in the church?”

“I think I should answer to that,” Angie said. She and Nancy had
stayed with a very groggy Sherman Adams until the Sheriff ’s deputies
came to take him away. It took three of them to get him up off the
floor, and two to walk him out the door.

She walked into the room and put her arm through Cal’s. He felt
a warm glow start where she touched him and spread throughout his
body. “I came to Kansas City to see you, Henry, but also to meet Cal.
God put me in the right place to see his ad, and I answered it before
I ever came out here.” She smiled at him.

“Angie, how could you be so reckless? Excuse me, Cal, but don’t
you think that was a bit forward of her?”

“Are you going to tell me you begrudge her happiness after what
she was willing to sacrifice for you—for all of us?” Nancy said. “I, for
one, am not. Angie—Cal—I’ve chaperone your every visit except the
first, and I can tell you, Henry, Cal is the perfect gentleman.”

Henry looked at their joyful faces and relaxed. The reality that
his gold claims were real began to sink in.

“What am I thinking, I’m in debt to you, Cal,” Henry said. He
stepped forward to shake his hand but found himself embracing the
young man whom his sister so loved.

“Never in debt, Henry.” Cal said. “Sherman Adams cheated me
too. And, I think my reward is worth more than gold.” He turned to
Angie.

“Angie, will you marry me? I love you and want you to be mine.”
“Yes, Cal. I will marry you! I love you too, and have, since the

moment I first read your reply to my letter.” Angie’s face glowed with
happiness.
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Nancy squeezed her arm with excitement. “I can’t wait to write
Mother,” Nancy said. “They can come here for the wedding, Angie,
and we can plan it out...”

“If it’s all right with you, Henry. I’d like to marry Angie right now.
I don’t want to take any chances on a woman who’s had three engage-
ments. Especially around Valentine’s Day. There might yet be another
suitor waiting in the wings.”

“Cal!” Angie laughed and smacked him on the arm.
Henry burst out laughing. “Yes, yes! The minister is ready, after

all. Nancy my girl, we’ll plan a great festivity, but you can see the love-
birds must have their way.”

“Then I can at least be your maid of honor,” Nancy said. “And
won’t Mae, Jewell, Caroline, Maddie and Sarah be surprised!”

“Yes, they will,” Angie smiled back at her. “I pray they are each as
happy as I am today.”
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Saved by Grace
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In Saved by Grace, a
widowed farmer is ready

to take a new wife, but
his twins Willie and

Annabelle want to have
a say in his choice. Grace

Haggerty brings love,
laughter and music back
into their home, but can

Will trust his heart to
marry for love again?

Chapter One

“M ama! Hurry!” Annabelle screamed over the sound of the
wind as her mother, Anna Forrester, struggled against the

wind to shut the door to the barn.
“I’m coming,” she yelled back. “You and Willie get down!”
“Get in here!” Willie grabbed at his twin sister’s dress. “Loretta

says to get away from the steps!”
Annabelle followed Willie down into the storm cellar and hud-

dled against Loretta’s body in the dark. “You children listen to me
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now, and to your mother! Ain’t no time to be sassing anyone when a
tornado’s coming!”

“Yes, Loretta,” Willie said.
Annabelle just hugged her tighter and watched for her mother to

appear at the top of the steps.
Anna Forrester took one last look around the yard, satisfied she

had gotten all the animals safely into the barn. She stared in disbelief
at the swirling dark cloud barreling across the fields toward her. Will
had mentioned there might be afternoon thunderstorms today, and
he promised to be back from town before the weather got bad. But
the sky had turned yellow and then an odd shade of green before he
returned. It was now an ugly grey-black. She saw the swirl of brown
dirt, white laundry, a piece of a fence, tree limbs and other things she
couldn’t make out in the whirling, mauling mess.

“I’m coming!” she yelled, but no one heard her. She ran to the
storm cellar, climbed down a few steps, and turned to reach for the
door handle to close it over them in the dark.

The sound of Loretta’s praying came to her ears, along the sobs
and tears of Annabelle and Willie. She reached with all her strength
and started to pull the door up from the ground. A gust of wind
slammed the door back to the ground, pulling her forward and
halfway out of the cellar.

“Mama!” The twins cried in unison.
“Oh Lord, help us in our time of need, Dear Jesus, watch over

us....” Loretta’s praying grew louder.
“I’m all right!” Anna yelled as hard rain started to pelt down on

her. She found her footing, and felt a hand on her leg. She looked
down into the somber eyes of her five-year-old boy. “Willie, get
back!”

“No! I’ll hold onto you!” he yelled up at her.
She didn’t have time to argue. She must get the door shut before

the tornado was directly on them. The wind tugged at her and she
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could feel Willie pulling back with all his might. She grabbed the
door handle and pulled it up again. With a mighty heave, she pulled
it down over their heads.

Willie fell to the floor still holding her leg as his mother came
crashing into the cellar. All was dark and a bit quieter as Loretta con-
tinued praying.

“Mama!” Annabelle screamed. Anna stood to reach for her in the
dark.

A crashing sound rolled through the cellar and suddenly the door
ripped off its hinges and flew away into the dark sky. Anna’s body rose
through the door right behind it, with little Willie still hanging on as
long as he could.

Loretta and Annabelle lunged forward to grab onto Willie as
rain soaked them all.

“Mama! Mama!” he cried inconsolably, waving his empty hands
in the air.

TWO YEARS LATER...
“Time for breakfast,” Loretta called from the kitchen.
“Come on, I smell bacon!” Annabelle said. At seven, she was up

early to feed the chickens.
Willie began to replace his treasures into the wooden cigar box.

He had finished feeding the goats and had climbed into the hayloft
before Annabelle could finish. He picked up his marbles, a long piece
of string, and some pennies and dumped them into the box. He held
a small woman’s comb in one hand and looked at it intently. The
porcelain was cracked and chipped, but he traced his finger around
the faded pink roses and down the green vine. He kissed it and put it
into the box.

“I said, come on!” Annabelle’s golden head popped up through
the ladder opening.
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Willie nodded and hid the box against the side of the barn be-
hind a hay bale.

“I know what you keep up here!” she teased. Willie looked at her
with surprise in his eyes. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell,” she said.

Willie climbed down after Annabelle. The twins held hands to
hold each other back from racing to the kitchen, ensuring neither one
could be declared the winner. They squeezed through the doorway
together and got to their seats at the same time.

“Aren’t you children forgetting something?” Loretta admonished
them.

They looked up in surprise, each with a hand in the air over the
delicious smelling plate of bacon in the middle of the table.

“Oh, wash our hands!” Annabelle said, laughing.
Willie was already up and at the sink. They splashed their hands

together under the water, the smell of bacon, muffins and eggs on the
stove enticing them to finish as quickly as possible.

“Here now,” Loretta said, handing them each a soft cotton dish
towel. “Let’s leave most of the dirt go in the sink and not on my clean
towels!”

“Mine are clean!” Annabelle said and held up her hands. Willie
did the same.

Loretta inspected them. “All right, Annabelle. Willie, yours will
do, but next time use some soap.”

Willie nodded and jumped back into his seat, helping himself to
bacon and a muffin as Loretta spooned scrambled eggs from the pan
onto their plates.

“Good morning, children! Good morning, Loretta!” a man’s
booming voice broke into the kitchen followed by the tall frame of
Will Forrester.

“Good morning, Father!” Annabelle said.
“’Morning, Mr. Forrester,” said Loretta.
Willie smiled up at his father.
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Will bent down and kissed Annabelle on the cheek, walked
around the table, and gave Loretta a passing hug. He came behind
Willie and laid a hand on his shoulder.

“I said, ‘Good morning, Willie’,” Will said.
Willie looked down and then back up at his father. His chin

moved in a small nod.
Will kept his son’s gaze as he pulled out the chair next to him and

sat down. “Just a little hello?”
Willie’s eyebrows went up and he shrugged his shoulders. He put

a piece of muffin in his mouth.
Will sighed. “Well then, maybe tomorrow. How’s my prettiest

ray of sunshine?” he said to Annabelle.
“I’m fine, Father. Willie’s fine, too. We’ve already done our

chores. Won’t you take us to town with you today? Please, Father?”
“No, I won’t,” Will said slowly, enjoying the momentary drop in

Annabelle’s countenance. “But, I will let you stay up late after supper
tonight. I’m inviting some very special guests.”

“After supper? You mean—is it a party?” Annabelle asked hope-
fully.

“Not a party, really...” Will said. “Well, we’re having some folks
over for supper, and someone special is coming that I want you to get
to know.”

“You mean Mrs. Thompkins and her friends,” Loretta sniffed
from the sink. “I hope she likes children.”

“Loretta! Of course she likes children.” Will said, surprised.
“Why, she’s the headmistress at the school, isn’t she?”

“Headmistress! School! Oh, Father, are we going to school?”
Annabelle asked.

Willie slunk further into his chair.
“It’s about time you children got off the farm. First grade for you

both come September. Yes, Willie, you too,” Will said, noticing the
grimace on his son’s face. “You can’t spend all your days chasing frogs
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and bedeviling Loretta in the house. It’s time you learned to read and
write as well as Annabelle can.”

“Mother taught us both,” Annabelle said. “Willie can read, just
like he can talk ... if he wants to.”

“Well, it’s time,” Will said. “After we lost your mother, I admit I
didn’t want you two to be out of my sight most days. But it’s been two
years, and you need to be in school with other children. And I need
...” He stopped short.

Annabelle and Willie looked at him. Annabelle’s fork was paused
mid-air, and Willie’s face had clouded over at the mention of their
mother.

“Well, I need companionship, too,” Will said. He shifted uncom-
fortably in his chair.

Annabelle got up and hugged her father. “But you have us,” she
said. “And Loretta.”

Will patted her hand. He reached over to Willie and took his
hand also. “We’ll always have each other. And maybe soon, someone
to look after us.”

“Hhmmph!” Loretta snorted.
“Present company excepted!” Will said, laughing. “Loretta, I

don’t think I’ve ever had as fine a blueberry muffin as this one right
here. Isn’t that right, children?”

“Yes, they’re delicious!” Annabelle said, skipping over to give
Loretta a hug. “Aren’t they, Willie?”

Willie stuffed half a muffin into his mouth, and smiled with
crumbs covering his lips. Will, Annabelle and Loretta burst into
laughter. His shoulders shaking, Willie silently chuckled along with
them.

It’s good to see them laughing, Will thought as his mind turned
to them meeting Miss Harriet Thompkins that evening. I hope, for
their sakes, they’ll accept her into our lives.
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Chapter Two

GRACE HAGGERTY WAVED good-bye to her last piano student
of the day. The little girl turned and waved, clutching her music book
in the other arm, as her mother led her down the sidewalk.

Grace let the curtain fall from the window and turned back to
the darkening room. She sighed, went over to the table, and lit a
lamp. She admired the dark blue and reds of the stained-glass lamp-
shade casting its warm glow into the room.

It’s so pretty, she thought, taking a seat on the parlor sofa and
picking up her latest book to read. She slipped off her shoes and
rubbed her toes, first one foot and then the other. Tomorrow night
was the recital and she’d be done for the summer with her students.
She had the summer to look forward to... but no real plans. As much
as she needed time off from teaching, she dreaded the long, lonely
days ahead.

Bzzz! Bzzz! Someone pushed the buzzer multiple times before
she could get back to the door.

“Grace! Grace! I have good news!” said Patty Owens as she bus-
tled in.

“Come in,” Grace said, laughing as she shut the door behind her
sister, who was already in the parlor.

Patty turned around to face her. “Come sit! You’ll never believe
what just happened.” She sat down and patted the sofa next to her.
“I was finishing my shopping, you know, just browsing around the
store,” Patty started. “Whoo! I have to catch my breath! I ran all the
way here.”

“Really, a married woman shouldn’t be running down the street,
should she? What will people think?”

“Positively shocking, I know! But I didn’t care. I had to come tell
you the news.”
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Grace shook her head. If Patty’s this excited, it can only mean
trouble for me.

“So as I said, oh, can I have a sip of your tea?” Patty interrupted
herself to lift Grace’s cup to her lips. “It’s gone cold! Oh, never mind!
As I was saying, I was in the store, my basket full of the cutest new hat
and gloves, and I was just browsing around for a bit, when in walked
– well, guess!”

“I can’t possibly guess,” Grace said, smiling at her sister. “Why
don’t you tell me?”

“No? Not even a try? Oh well, it was Mr. Ratlinburg! You know,
the owner of Ridgewells?”

“Yes, I’ve heard of him.”
“Can you imagine? He owns the finest shops in the county, and

the biggest store in Philadelphia! Anyway, he was there with his
daughter—I know her from the Ladies’ Circle. We got to talking, and
she invited Charles and I—and you!—to the Princeton Alumni din-
ner Saturday night! Can you imagine?”

“But Charles didn’t go to Princeton,” Grace began.
“No, but Cornelia invited us just the same! I think, to be honest,

she was thinking of you.”
“Why? What would she have to think of me about?”
“Well, I took the liberty, I hope you don’t mind, but I just had to

take the chance to tell her all about you.”
Grace sighed. Patty was so bubbly she couldn’t help herself, but

Grace was mortified to know she was blabbing her personal business
around town.

“Patty! I’ve asked you again and again, please don’t talk about
me to your friends! I’m not just a piece of furniture or a new hat, for
goodness’ sakes!”

“No, you’re not. You’re a flesh-and-blood, live human, and a love-
ly woman with no prospects—Oh! I didn’t mean that,” Patty said.
“That didn’t come out right at all.”
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“I know very well my circumstances,” Grace said, standing and
walking with a straight back to the piano. She let her fingers trail over
a few keys, starting a hopeful tune. “Grace Marie Haggerty, 26, elder
sister of Patricia Haggerty Owens, piano teacher and spinster.” With
the last word, Grace banged her fist into the lowest notes.

“Grace, I—I know it’s been hard for you all these years. Why,
you’ve been the picture of sweetness to me, even when Charles pro-
posed and you were my maid of honor. I can’t help it if I want you to
be as happy as I am. Surely there will be several eligible bachelors not
from around here at the dinner. Someone who won’t mind—”

“Let me finish that for you,” Grace said. “Someone who won’t
mind marrying a woman who can’t have children. There. It’s not so
hard to say, is it?”

“Someone older, possibly, someone who maybe already has
grown children...” Patty played along, encouraging her sister.

“Someone who doesn’t need money, or a family. Yes, someone
who wants a soon-to-be old maid. I’m sure there will plenty of men
like that.”

“Well!” Patty said. “If you’re going to take that attitude, I can see
why no man would look twice at you.” Why couldn’t Grace see that
Patty only had her best interests at heart? Surely being married to a
man—even one who didn’t marry you for love—was better than sit-
ting by yourself night after night, teaching other people’s children to
play the piano?

It pained Grace to see Patty trying to be cross. Her sister couldn’t
stay mad at anyone long. But the only thing worse than having her
sister try to set her up with eligible men, was the complete lack of in-
vitations she had received for the past year. Turning 26 and having
her younger sister marry ahead of her had pushed her off all of the so-
cial calendars. The fact of her illness that had left her unable to have
children just sealed her fate.
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“Oh, everyone knows everything in this town anyway!” Grace
said, smiling at Patty. “It might be a fun time. I’ll go with you.”

Patty clapped her hands like a small child. “I knew it! I knew you
couldn’t resist me. Now, what have you got to wear? Show me every-
thing and I can lend you one of these new hats...” Patty started up the
stairs to Grace’s room.

“I’ll be right there,” Grace said. She picked up the newspaper
sticking out of Patty’s shopping basket. It was folded open to the So-
ciety Page, where Patty kept track of all the important matters to her
in Hopewell Township, New Jersey.

A small advertisement caught her eye. Looking for Love? Find it
in The Matrimonial Gazette! On Newsstands Now – only 5¢. She
squinted a little and took it under the lamp. Nationwide distribu-
tion—Women’s Ads Free.

“Grace! This blue one will do nicely! Do come up and bring the
hats with you!”

“Coming!” Grace called. She took the Society Page and put it
among her sheet music on the piano. I’ll go to the dinner. But there’s
no reason not to take matters in to my own hands.

She rushed up the stairs to join Patty. The sooner she’s satisfied,
the sooner I can be alone. I’ve got an advertisement to write.

Chapter Three

ANNABELLE COULD HARDLY wait for supper. She pestered
Loretta long enough that the old housekeeper finally sat down and
fixed her hair in “fancy” braids, pulling the long pieces out from her
face and back, plaiting them against her head on both sides leading
down to bright blue ribbons on the blonde ends.
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Willie, on the other hand, had to be practically wrestled into his
good trousers and shirt.

“If ever the Lord made two more different children, born of the
same parents and at the same time, I’ve never seen it!” Loretta ex-
claimed in exasperation as she finished buttoning his collar. He wrig-
gled and squirmed away from her. “William! You sit right here and
let me comb that hair.”

At the sound of his full name, Willie scowled and crossed his
arms. He shook his head, No, brown curls tossing about his face.

“Oh, no, Loretta! He’s crossed his arms.” Annabelle said. “You
better wait a bit before combing his hair. Here, Willie, can I brush it
with my soft brush? It doesn’t pull the tangles as much.”

Loretta left the room, muttering under her breath that Mrs.
Thompkins would never see fit to have them in school, much less take
them as her own.

Annabelle smiled at Willie. She twirled around and her braids
flew out from her head. “What do you think, Willie? Will Father like
my hair?”

Willie kept scowling, but he let go of one arm. His hand slipped
into his pocket and toyed with something. He could never resist a
smile from Annabelle for long, and eventually his face broke into a
shy grin.

She rushed over and gave him a hug. “You’ll see,” she said.
“School will be fun. And Mrs. Thompkins will know right away how
smart you are. You read twice as fast as I do. I see you finishing my
books while I’m still reading them.”

Willie smiled and nodded. He pulled his hand out of his pocket
and opened it to Annabelle.

She looked down and he pushed his hand closer to her.
“Mama’s comb!” she said. “Willie, where did you find it?”
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Willie closed his eyes. He brought his hand to his heart, holding
the comb over it. He bent his head and kissed it in his hand, then
opened it back up toward Annabelle.

She reached out with trembling fingers, held it up to one side of
her head, and slid the teeth between strands of her hair. She looked
up at Willie.

His smile was as wide as the hills.
“Will you let me brush your hair now?” Annabelle said softly.
He nodded his head, Yes.
Annabelle took the brush and gently tugged it through his wild

hair. When she was finished, she smiled at him in the mirror. Her
straight blonde braids and his curly brown hair were opposite, but
the two sets of brown eyes that smiled at each other in the mirror
were exactly the same.

Willie stood and took Annabelle’s hand as they walked down-
stairs to the sound of Will Forrester greeting his guests.

“My dear Mr. Forrester!” A woman’s loud voice floated out of
the entranceway and up the stairs. Willie hesitated, but Annabelle
tugged on his hand and kept going.

“Mrs. Thompkins! Come in, come in. Lovely to see you.” Will
greeted her warmly. The children watched as he took her hand and
kissed her cheek. He leaned back from the kiss, and Miss Thompkins
resolutely turned her other cheek toward him. He hesitated, then
leaned in awkwardly and quickly pecked the other side.

“Ha ha, yes that’s it! Just like the French, you know! So very so-
phisticated to kiss both cheeks, don’t you think?”

“Ahem,” Will said, averting his eyes. “Mr. Busby, so glad you
could come,” he said. A short, stout gentleman shook Will’s hand. He
smiled and the tips of his handlebar mustache rose with his cheeks.

“Good to see you, old man,” Mr. Busby said. “Glad to know
you’re doing well, doing very well indeed.”
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“My, this is a handsome entrance!” Miss Thompkins said. She
stood nearly as tall as Will, at 5 feet 10 inches. With her square shoul-
ders, cinched waist, and large bustle, she was a study in angles and
shapes. She placed her hands on her hips, elbows out, and looked
around with her nose in the air, as if she were sniffing something. She
spied the children shrunk back against the large walnut post at the
bottom of the banister.

“There you are! Hiding right there on the steps. Come forward,
children!”

Will, somewhat stunned at her grand entrance, came to life.
“Willie, Annabelle, come here now. Miss Thompkins, I’d like you to
meet my children, Willie and Annabelle.”

The children crept forward and stood, one on each side of their
father. Miss Thompkins lowered her chin somewhat, but still peered
down at them from the full length of her sharp nose.

“How do you do, Annabelle,” she said, extending a limp hand.
Annabelle stepped forward and took her hand, giving it a slight
shake.

“I’m very pleased to meet you, Miss Thompkins.” She gave a small
curtsy.

“Charming! And William, so very much like your father. How
do you do?”

Willie’s eyes blazed out at the sound of his formal name, but his
father gave him a gentle shove forward. He reached for the hand of-
fered him, took it briefly, and bowed, before stepping back one pace
behind his father.

“Ah, a quiet one, I see. Well, that will change when I call on you in
school, you can count on it! Now Will, do show me about, I simply
love learning the history of a home.” Miss Thompkins put her hand
up and held it there until Will offered her his arm. They strolled off
together into the parlor, Mr. Busby trailing behind, and Will point-
ing out the woodwork as she exclaimed over the furnishings.
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Loretta poked her head out of the kitchen door and hissed, “I
thought there were two more coming? Anybody on the porch?”

Willie jumped to the window and peered out before turning to
shake his head at her.

“Just the five of you, then. Well, I suppose this extra food will
keep for leftovers, I never can tell how much I’m supposed to make...”
She ducked back into the kitchen.

Willie and Annabelle exchanged glances as if to say, “What do
you think?” They shrugged their shoulders and wrinkled their noses
at each other, then burst out giggling.

“What’s this? Private joking when company is present is the
height of incivility,” Miss Thompkins said as she and Will appeared
back in the foyer.

“The children understand each other in a way no one else does,”
Will explained. “Been that way since they were born.”

“Hmmm. Yes, twins, I see,” Miss Tompkins said. “Well, we shall
see if they can be separated into separate classrooms. The school is
growing, you know! Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if we had three first
grade classes this year! It’s always the largest with students coming in,
until we see who can be moved ahead.”

“But Willie and I want to stay together,” Annabelle began, but a
look from her father silenced her.

Willie was beginning to scowl, but Annabelle whispered, “Don’t
worry. We’ll make out the same on our exams, and she’ll have no
choice but to keep us together.” He nodded as they walked behind
their father, Miss Thompkins and Mr. Busby into the dining room.

“What an ... interesting ... choice of wallpaper,” Miss Thompkins
said as Will held out her chair at one end of the table. “Large flowers
and greenery. Fine for its day, but a bit dated for my tastes.”

Now Annabelle began to scowl. The wallpaper in the dining
room had been her mother’s favorite. She, Willie and her father knew
it. No one said a word.
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The children spent the rest of the meal following Loretta’s train-
ing to only speak when spoken to. It suited Willie just fine to keep his
thoughts to himself, but Annabelle was nearly exploding by the time
the meal was over. Miss Thompkins spoke only to Will and Mr. Bus-
by, as if the children weren’t even there. When Annabelle had some-
thing she wanted to say, she opened her mouth and looked at her fa-
ther. He shook his head at her, and she clamped her lips back shut.

“Well, now!” Will said as Loretta came in with the coffee pot.
“Children, you may be excused while we I finish our coffee.”

“Thank you, Father,” Annabelle said. “Excuse me, Miss Thomp-
kins, Mr. Busby.” She stood and laid her napkin on the table beside
her plate and looked at Willie.

On cue, he rose and smiled at Will, then turned and half-bowed
again to Miss Thompkins. Napkin in hand, he was about to walk
away.

“Aren’t you going to ask to be excused, William?” Miss Tompkins
said.

“Oh, he did ask—” Annabelle said.
“I certainly didn’t hear him. William?”
Willie’s hand holding the napkin came forward and crossed his

body. His other arm began its ascent to meet the elbow on the other
side. Before his stance could solidify, Will broke in.

“It’s all right, Miss Thompkins. You may not have heard him, but
Willie communicated his request to me just fine. Willie, you’re ex-
cused.

“Willie? Is that a proper name for a boy from a fine family? Will,
I implore you, treat the children with a bit more decorum, and others
will respect them as well. I, for one, prefer a full Christian name, such
as William—” She stopped as even she noticed the look on Will’s
face. “Or Will, of course ....”
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Annabelle and Willie mercifully heard no more as they escaped
back upstairs. They couldn’t get out of range of Miss Thompkins’
voice fast enough.

“Poor father!” Annabelle said as soon as they were alone in their
room. “Having to entertain Miss Thompkins, just because he wants
us to go to school!”

Willie took the napkin still in his hand and threw it on the
ground. He stomped it with his foot for good measure.

They put on their nightclothes and slipped into adjoining twin
beds. They lay quietly in the dark for a long time, until they heard the
sound of their father opening the door. Then they both pretended to
be asleep.

Will Forrester came in and leaned over each child to give them
a kiss good night. He thought he saw Annabelle smile in her sleep.
So much like my Anna. He leaned over Willie and saw his son was
breathing a bit fast. He put his hand on Willie’s forehead and the
boy’s eyes opened.

“Thank you for keeping your temper at the table, Willie,” Will
said. “I hope you’ll grow to like Miss Thompkins. We may be seeing a
lot more of her.”

Willie’s round brown eyes looked up at his father in the dark. He
slowly shook his head, No.

Will touched his hand to his son’s check. “Go to sleep, now,” he
said. Then he got up and quietly closed the door. He walked down
the hallway to his room, went in and sat for a long while at the chair
by the window.

She’s certainly nothing like Anna, he thought to himself. Then
he hung his head. He’d had his one love in this life, and she’d been
taken from him. Now it was up to him to raise their children with
the most love and best education he could give them. Besides, Miss
Thompkins was a good conversationalist, well-travelled and certainly
well-regarded in town. He could use a bit more socializing.
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The first year after Anna died was the hardest. Every week, every
month, held a new anniversary of the fact that she wasn’t there. It had
been a full two years now, and he had to admit he was lonely. Cutting
up with Loretta and talking to the other famers was about the most
he could manage on most days. Annabelle was his little chatterbox,
and she was great company, but Willie—no, it was Willie who wor-
ried him the most.

He’s carrying the burden that I alone bear. I should have been
there to protect Anna. I should have been the last one in the cellar.

Will allowed his mind to go back to remember the look of panic
on Willie’s face when he had returned to the farm at the tail end of
the storm. “I held onto her, I tried!” Willie had said. But when they
found Anna’s lifeless body in a field, Willie had sobbed bitter tears,
but not said another word since. Both father and son felt they had let
each other down.

Harriet is my best hope, Will thought. I’ve given him all the love
I can. Maybe a little sternness will snap him out of this.

He didn’t believe it in his heart, but his head convinced him he
had to try something.

Chapter Four

WILLIE WOKE UP BEFORE Annabelle with a feeling of dread
in the pit of his stomach. He rubbed and pushed on his belly but
it wouldn’t go away. Annabelle was still asleep, so he got up quietly,
slipped on his trousers and shirt, and headed downstairs.

Sounds of Loretta starting the fire in the stove came from the
kitchen. I should check the wood box. But he was drawn instead to
his father’s low humming coming from the study.
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Will Forrester was at his desk, going over his books for the farm.
He looked up when Willie appeared next to him.

“Good morning! Come here and give me a hug.”
Willie put his arms around Will’s neck and climbed up into his

lap. He looked at the record book laid open in front of him.
“Here’s where I write in weekly expenses,” his father said. “And

here’s where I put in the price I’ve gotten for our crops.”
Willie stared at the figures. He could read the words, but didn’t

yet understand the numbers.
“When you go to school, you’ll learn how to add and subtract big

columns like this.”
Willie looked at him with wide eyes.
“Of course, not at first! Don’t worry, you’ll start with two at a

time. One day, you’ll help me and take over all this figuring.”
Willie smiled.
“I have to go into town today, would you like to come with me? I

noticed you could use a haircut.”
Willie jumped off his father’s lap and headed for the door.
“I’ll take that as a ‘Yes.’ Let me get my hat.” Will put his arm

around Willie’s shoulder, and the two walked out to the barn to hitch
up the horse to the wagon.

“Going somewhere without me?” Annabelle called from the bed-
room window. “Wait! I want to come!”

She got dressed as quickly as she could and ran downstairs and
out onto the porch. Will pulled up and Willie reached out to give
Annabelle a hand up into the cart.

They drove to town, enjoying the fresh morning air, the birds
singing, and the sun rising higher in the sky. The only thing not rest-
ful was Annabelle peppering her father with questions.

“Do you really like Miss Thompkins, Father? She seemed awfully
stiff to me.”
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“She is used to being an example in front of children. I’m sure
you’ll like her more once you get to know her.”

“But do you like her?”
“I do like her. She’s smart, and from one of the best families in

town. She loves children ...”
“I’m not so sure about that.”
“Really? Why?”
“She didn’t understand Willie at all.”
“Well, it’s a bit hard to understand someone who isn’t saying any-

thing. You’ll see, going to school will help Willie. He’ll want to talk
to the teacher and the other children. He’ll learn a lot and won’t be
able to keep it inside.”

Willie bounced along beside Annabelle, listening to every word.
Annabelle wrestled with asking the question she was most wor-

ried about. She finally blurted out: “Loretta says you may want to
marry Miss Thompkins.”

Will Forrester shook his head. He’d wanted to begin this conver-
sation himself with the children, but now that the question was out
in the open, he had to answer her directly. He pulled the horse to a
stop in front of the barber shop. A few men sat outside playing check-
ers in the shade. Will kept his voice low.

“Annabelle. Willie. I’ve thought very hard about this. It’s time we
had a woman in the house to take care of things and help raise you
properly. You two aren’t getting any younger, and neither am I. We
could do a lot worse than Miss Thompkins.”

Annabelle sat with her mouth open. “I didn’t believe Loretta,”
she finally said.

Willie jumped out of the cart. He held his hand over his eyes to
shade them from the sun and looked up at his father. He shook his
head slowly from left to right. No.

“I’ll decide who I marry when the time is right,” Will said. “Come
on, let’s see about cleaning you up a bit.”
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Annabelle and Willie sat together in chairs along the side of the
barber shop, watching Old Sam shave their father’s face. The two
men playing checkers outside came in chuckling over a newspaper.

“It says right here, ‘Husband Wanted.’ I tell you, Will, this is your
chance!” said Tom.

“Hee hee!” hooted Cal. “You can have your pick!” The men con-
tinued reading the ads from The Matrimonial Gazette.

“What kind of paper is that, anyway?” said Old Sam.
“A new one!” said Tom. “Just came in to the mercantile. It’s most-

ly full of men looking for wives. But this here section is all about the
ladies!”

“Read another ‘un,” Old Sam said.
“Ok, here goes,” said Tom. “Former dancer available for eligible

man for proper marriage offers only. Hard worker, physically fit, at-
tractive. Age 39 but look like 35.”

“Haw haw! She’s the right age for you, Will!” Cal said, bending
over with laughter.

Old Sam tried to keep a straight face and a steady razor, but he
had to stop shaving and step back to keep his hand from nicking
Will’s face. “Go on, enough of that, now! I got work to do!”

Tom and Cal took their leave. “This’ll be right here for the next
fella, then.” Tom said, dropping the paper on a chair. “Don’t say we
didn’t try to help you out.”

Annabelle and Willie looked at each other. They couldn’t tell
their father’s reaction underneath the shaving cream covering half his
face. They nodded, and both stood up at the same time. Willie moved
toward the empty barber’s chair next to his father, signaling he was
ready for his turn. Old Sam smiled at him and kept his attention on
Will’s face.

Annabelle stood in front of the chair holding the paper. She
bent her knees slightly until her fingers touched the edge, then she
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clutched it behind her back. “Think I’ll go say hello to Mrs. Fuller at
the mercantile,” she said.

“All right, honey,” said Will, his face now clean. “Won’t take long
to snip off Will’s curls.”

Annabelle rushed out and down the street to be alone with the
paper. By the time she, her father and Willie were back on the cart
riding home, she knew what to do.

“This is her. She’s the one,” Annabelle said, pointing to Grace’s ad.
Willie read over her shoulder, his lips moving silently as he read the
words.

“Cultured woman, age 26, interested in marriage partnership
with gentleman who reads, writes, and enjoys music. Quiet, educated
piano teacher who can cook, keep house and entertain. Cannot
promise children, but younger widowers with children considered.”

He nodded his head solemnly as he sat in his father’s desk chair,
pen in hand.

“Write it in capital letters,” Annabelle said. “You can keep them
straight that way. Maybe she’ll think Father works for the telegraph
office.”

Willie concentrated on the paper, ready to take dictation.
“Dear Miss Haggerty,” Annabelle said. “That’s Hag, H-A-G; ger-

ty, G-E-R-T-Y. Got it?
Willie nodded his head as he formed the print capital letters.
“I am a widower with a boy and a girl.” Annabelle paused so

Willie could catch up. “I live on a nice farm in Fair Isle, Iowa.”
“I offer you a place in my family as my wife.” Annabelle stopped.

“Oh dear ... should I say that?”
Willie nodded. He straightened his shoulders and looked down

his nose at Annabelle.
“You’re right—otherwise, it’ll be Miss Thompkins for sure. Ok,

keep writing: Please come as soon as you can. I will pay for the ticket
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when you get here. Yours truly, William Forrester.” There—do you
have all that?”

Willie nodded but kept slowly writing. When he finished,
Annabelle read it over before folding it, addressing the envelope and
finding a stamp. She smiled as she read Willie’s ending.

“P.S. We like music.”

Chapter Five

GRACE STOOD AT THE postmaster’s office, stunned by the pile
of letters he had for her.

“I can’t imagine how you’ve gotten so popular so fast,” Mr. Goff
said. “Must be lots of pen pals.”

“Yes ... must be,” Grace said. “Thank you.” She turned away and
hurried out before Mr. Goff could ask any more questions.

Wonderful. It’s not enough that I was humiliated at the Prince-
ton club dinner, now Mr. Goff will be telling everyone how much
mail I’m getting! Grace thought as she made her way back home. I’ve
got to pick from one of these. I pray I make the right choice.

She slipped inside and went to the kitchen where the light
streamed in the window. She took the letters and made piles accord-
ing to states: 7 from Colorado, 4 from Montana, 5 from Nebraska,
and 2 from Iowa.

Eighteen! Surely there’s a gentleman among them. She opened
the letters from Colorado and Montana first, but quickly realized
the hard life they described would be more than she wanted to en-
dure. She went through the letters from Nebraska next. She made
two new piles, one for possibilities and the rest for rejects. She didn’t
have much to go on, but counted poor spelling and grammar against
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them, all else being equal. Most asked straight out if she could have
children, when she clearly stated in her ad (well, maybe hinted) that
she could not.

Finally, she had two letters in the possibilities pile. One from a
dentist in Nebraska who sounded very nice. The other from a farmer
in Fair Isle, Iowa. She couldn’t tell much at all by his letter. In fact, it
was written more like a telegraph in the oddest handwriting.

He can certainly spell, so he must be educated; he just has poor
penmanship. But he does have two children, so should be fine with
not having any more. How old does it say he is? Oh, he doesn’t say.

She turned again to the letter from Nebraska. There. The dentist
was 38, at least he wasn’t too old. She searched through the letters,
trying to read between the lines. The dentist seemed like he’d be hap-
py with a long correspondence before deciding to visit. She re-read
the letter from Fair Isle:

Please come as soon as you can. ... P.S. We like music. Here was
someone who needed her, and he had read her ad well enough to
know she was a piano teacher.

She took up a pen to reply.
Dear Mr. Forrester.
I shall come as soon as possible to Fair Isle. I will be glad to make

your acquaintance and those of your two children. I will bring my music
sheets with me.

Yours Truly,
Grace Haggerty
She bundled up the rest of the letters and threw them one by one

into the fire. She left immediately to go buy her train ticket and to tell
Mr. Goff to send all her mail back, return to sender. She’d stop by Pat-
ty’s after she was packed and on her way to the station. She wanted to
say good-bye, but she didn’t want any chance she could be talked out
of it.
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She put on her hat and stood at the door, looking around the par-
lor. No, she wouldn’t miss this place. Too many good-byes at the door
with no one to talk to in the morning or evening. She walked over
to the piano and looked through her sheet music. She picked her fa-
vorites, old and new, classical and more recent songs of the Civil War
and patriotism. She had one or two comical tunes. She stopped when
she came to the new National hymn.

This will be a rousing tune and something I can teach the chil-
dren:

My Country! tis of thee,
Sweet land of liberty
Of thee I sing;
Land where my fathers died,
Land of the Pilgrims’ pride.
From every mountain side
Let freedom ring.
There. She smiled, put on her hat, and hurried to set her plans in

place.
Will Forrester was confused. He’d received a cryptic letter from a

woman he’d never met, saying she would be there – when was it? As
soon as possible? Maybe Loretta knows what this is about.

He went to the kitchen to find her, but as he passed the staircase,
heard her voice upstairs talking to the children as she made the beds.
The clock on the mantel struck 11. This will have to wait.

He had promised to take Harriet on a picnic, and had a strong
feeling it would start off badly if he was late.

As Will drove to town, he tried to reason with himself that this
was the right decision. Annabelle needed a mother, and Willie
couldn’t go on much longer without finding his voice again. The doc-
tor had cautioned that trauma like Willie had experienced had unex-
pected effects on young children. But the sooner life could return to
normal, the sooner he’d return to his former self.
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Only life had gone on, if not normally, at least in a new sort
of reality. And still, Willie seemed more comfortable just letting
Annabelle speak for him. Will knew he had to do something soon.

Harriet was waiting for him at the door. “I thought maybe you’d
forgotten what day it was!” she exclaimed, trying to sound light but
her annoyance creeping through.

Will checked his pocket watch. “It’s just now 11, did I get the
time wrong?”

“No, but as I always tell the students, ‘If you’re not five minutes
early, you’re bound to be late’.”

The warm feelings Will had been trying to cultivate started to get
a little worn down at the rebuke. He pulled the horse away from the
house, all conversational thoughts driven from his mind by the way
Harriet talked. Lots of statements and pronouncements; not very
many questions.

He pulled up to the spot near an old oak tree and they walked
through the field. When they got under the shade of the tree, Harriet
spread out a tablecloth she had brought and they both sat on oppo-
site edges of it with the basket between them.

Harriet was 32, just a year younger than Will, though her de-
meanor was of a much older woman. “I hope you like cold cuts and
biscuits. I bought a pie last week also. I don’t have much time to cook,
you know.”

“I don’t imagine you do,” said Will, although he wondered, with
school out, why she didn’t have more time.

“Every summer it’s the same thing,” said Harriet. “First we have
to clean and rearrange the school rooms. Then I always have to inter-
view for new teachers – every year someone gets married and gives up
the profession. I would never do that!”

“What, get married?”
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“No, of course I fully expect to marry,” Harriet said. She realized
her voice had been a bit strident, so she curved her mouth up into a
smile and tried batting her eyelashes at him.

Has she got something in her eye? Will thought. He was just
about to offer her his handkerchief when her eyelids stopped opening
and closing so fast. Her smile faded.

“I just do not intend to give up my position,” she continued. “I’ve
worked too long and too hard to become the headmistress. It’s a job
very few women can earn, and I don’t want to disappoint the school
board.”

“No, of course not. Say, do you feel that Annabelle and Willie are
ready for school? Anna was able to teach them to read and Loretta
helps them with handwriting. I was hoping soon they would learn
mathematics and science; you know, all the subjects.”

“I daresay they are more than ready,” Harriet said. “The longer
they’re kept to their own devices, the wilder they get. Children’s
minds must be molded, you know! And their characters!”

Will nodded and tried to take a bite of the tough biscuit. He gave
up and hid it behind him when Harriet wasn’t looking.

“What will become of our society if children aren’t educated?
And trained?” Harriet continued.

“I’m sure parents have a lot to do with how well children turn
out. That’s why I’ve gotten more interested lately in finding a wife
who can also be a loving mother for the twins.” Will searched her
face. Could this woman have any motherly instincts at all?

“They are attractive, for children,” Harriet said stiffly. “I mean, I
do truly love children, Will.”

She moved her hand a bit closer towards him. He reached for it
and looked into her eyes.

“Harriet, do you think it would be too forward of me...”
“Why, I believe forthright honesty is the bedrock of all relation-

ships.”
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“All right then. Would you consider an engagement, a long one,
so we can get to know each other better? I won’t stand in the way of
your position at the school. And it will give Annabelle and Willie a
chance to get used to the idea.”

Harriet had begun smiling when Will made his proposal, but
couldn’t hide the disdain in her voice at his bringing the twins into it.
“Children have no business influencing their parent’s decisions,” she
said.

“That may be,” Will said. “But they’ve been through a lot – we all
have. And since Anna’s death, I’ve relied on their love and support al-
most as much as I did hers. I feel I owe it to them.”

“We’ll see,” Harriet said. “I consent to your proposal, but I ask
that our decision to finalize our nuptials be strictly between us. I
couldn’t abide coming in to the home in a lesser position to the chil-
dren.”

“I wouldn’t allow it,” Will said. He reached forward and Harriet
offered him her cheek. He kissed it, catching a faint whiff of moth
balls covered up with rose water. Something turned in his stomach.

“Shall we pack up then, Will? I’m anxious to return to my duties.”
“Yes, Harriet. I’ll call on you again soon and have you to the

house. Once the children know you are my fiancé, I’m sure every-
thing will be fine.”

“It matters not, am I correct?”
Will pretended he didn’t hear her as he put the picnic basket into

the wagon. This doesn’t feel like the butterflies I remember, but I’m
sure Harriet will be a good influence on Willie and Annabelle.

Chapter Six
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GRACE LOVED ALL THE scenery and towns on her trip from
New Jersey. She had spent the time moving to a different car each day
to meet new travelers and keep from being bored. She had a map in
her reticule, and had Fair Isle circled on it. She couldn’t believe it was
time to meet her potential new husband.

At the station, she asked the station master if she could leave her
large trunk there until she could hire a cart.

“I can hire one for you,” he said. “Where are you headed?”
“I was hoping I could walk,” she said. “I’m going to the Forrester

farm. Is it far out of town?”
“About three miles. Are you sure?” The man looked at her over

his glasses.
“I’m quite sure! It’s not so very hot out, and my legs are cramped

from days on the train. I like to get a feel for a place when I visit, and
the best way I know is to walk.”

He pointed her in the right direction, and Grace set off. She left
Station Street and turned onto Main Street, enjoying the storefronts
and business she passed. She walked by a large, red brick building that
looked like the school. A tall man was helping a broad-shouldered
woman out of a wagon, and handing her a picnic basket. They stood
on the sidewalk for a moment together.

How quaint! Grace thought, averting her eyes as she strolled
quickly by. She turned her head slightly after she passed in time to see
the two kiss each other – on both cheeks. Very cosmopolitan!

Grace left the town behind and continued down a dirt road lined
with a white pasture fence. Some fields had horses and cows in them,
but there were rows and rows of crops, from beans to squash to tall,
green corn. She had never seen so many fields stretching far off into
the distance, with only a few houses and barns in between. The land
was certainly bigger and less populated in Iowa.

Her legs felt good walking along, but her arms and shoulders
were feeling the strain of hauling along her reticule. She kept moving
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it from one side to the other, but each time she could go fewer steps
before she had to move it back. She finally came to a crossroad, which
by the station master’s directions was the last one before the Forrester
farm, and sat down in some shade to rest.

“Come on! You can do it!” A little girl’s voice rose out from
behind Grace’s perch. “You used to swim with Mama all the time!
Come on, Willie!”

The girl continued to yell, but Grace heard no reply in return.
Curious, she got up and followed the sound of the voice until she
heard splashing water. She stepped through the rows of corn, and
saw a wide pond open up before her. A girl was splashing and diving
around, occasionally coming to the surface to call to a small child sit-
ting on a log.

“You must be hot – I know you are! Just put your toes in! I won’t
splash you – promise!”

Grace saw the boy shake his head vigorously and pull his feet un-
der him, as if to resist the temptation to cool them off.

“Hello, there!” she called. “Mind if I join you?” Grace came to
the log and put out her hand. “Grace Haggerty, and my feet could use
some cooling off. Do you mind?”

Willie looked up at her in astonishment. He looked to the water,
but Annabelle hadn’t seen or heard the newcomer. He stood and
seemed as if he was going to shout, but changed his mind.

“Well, I’ll just stay a little bit,” Grace said. She sat down and un-
buckled first one shoe, then the other. She removed her stockings and
rolled them up inside her shoes.

“Hello! I didn’t see you there!” called Annabelle from the water.
The little girl came to the edge of the pond, the mud under her feet
making a sucking sound. “Are you coming swimming?”

“Not swimming, no,” Grace said. “My name’s Grace. What’s
yours.”
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“Grace! Grace Haggerty?” Annabelle shrieked. “Willie, did you
hear? She’s come!”

Willie nodded and smiled.
“You were expecting me, then,” said Grace. “Are you the Forrester

children?”
“The very ones!” Annabelle said, laughing. She stood dripping

wet at the edge of the pond. “I’m Annabelle, and this is Willie. He
loves to swim, but won’t do it anymore, ever since – ”

“Very nice to meet you, Annabelle, Willie,” said Grace, shaking
their hands. “Willie, would you steady me while I step in? I don’t
want to lose my footing in the mud.”

Willie didn’t have a chance to step back. Grace held on to his
shoulder and put one foot down into the water. She slipped a little
and Annabelle and Willie both reached for her. She put her hand up.

“It’s all right, I think I’ve got it. Ahhh. Didn’t realize how lovely
it would be to cool my toes.”

Soon Annabelle was back splashing in the water, and Grace held
up her skirts and explored around the edges. Willie walked along be-
side her, happy as she commented on a firefly or unusual rock. Grace
looked at him and smiled.

“Would you like to join us?”
Willie nodded. He stripped off his shirt, and took a running leap

into the pond, nearly sinking Annabelle and covering Grace with a
spray of water.

“Willie! You did it!” Annabelle was beaming. Soon the two of
them were diving and blowing bubbles and Grace found a rock at wa-
ter’s edge to sit on.

A large crash through the cornstalks interrupted them.
“Willie! Annabelle!” said Will. “I asked you not to swim when

I’m not home, who knows what might happen –”

BLESSED BRIDES AND BABIES 165



He stopped when he saw Grace. She took one look at him – the
same man she had seen in town kissing the woman – took a step back,
slipped, and fell with a loud splash into the pond.

Chapter Seven

WILL COULD NOT BELIEVE his eyes. Annabelle – and Willie –
were laughing and swimming in the pond! Willie wouldn’t go swim-
ming last summer, and it seemed as if he would stay on the side-
line again this summer. But somehow, this woman was standing there
watching both his children swim. Who was she?

He rushed to the edge of the pond and reached out his hand to
help her up. She was sputtering, and had lost most of her hairpins and
all of her dignity. Her long brown locks were dripping down her face
and neck. She avoided his eyes, but took his hand as he pulled her up-
right and back to the safety of the water’s edge.

“Miss! Are you hurt? I hope you are not injured!”
Grace couldn’t help laughing at his manners. “I am not injured,

except for my pride. Oh my, I must look dreadful. My hair! And my
dress! I was only just cooling off my feet ...”

“Father! Father! Look at Willie!” Annabelle said.
Willie waved and did a half dive under water, coming up behind

Annabelle and giving her a hug. The two clambered to the edge and
crawled up onto the grass, rolling in it and laughing.

“Father, this is Grace Haggerty! She’s come to stay!”
Will remembered the letter he had received. Was she there as a

governess? Maybe Harriet had placed an advertisement, thinking it
would be a help for him with the children.
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“Are you an acquaintance of Miss Thompkins, then?” Will asked,
shaking Grace’s hand.

“N-no, but I think I know who you’re speaking of,” Grace said.
She thought back on the sharp-nosed woman she had seen Will kiss-
ing. “Is she your fiancée?”

The children stopped pushing each other and stared at Will.
“What? You’ve asked her? Father!” said Annabelle.

Grace raised one eyebrow and looked into Will’s face. His eyes
were brown under deep, thick eyebrows. His square jaw made him
seem a bit rough, but already the concern in his voice even as he
scolded the children showed her that his was a kind soul.

He looked at her painfully, then turned to Annabelle.
“I-I’ve something to tell you,” he said slowly. “Miss Thompkins

and I just today have become engaged. But Miss Haggerty, if Harriet
didn’t send for you, who did?”

Annabelle and Willie had begun stepping away from the edge of
the pond, clothes in hand, toward the cornfield and back to the road.

“Wait! Annabelle? Willie!” Will yelled.
The children took off running.
“It’s my fault entirely,” Grace said. “I should have known by the

writing – my goodness, I did wonder about it. And yet –”
Will was utterly confused. Grace took one look at his incredu-

lous expression and spilled out everything she knew.
“I took out an advertisement, you see; well, I’d never done any-

thing like it before. But every day of my life had become all the same.
No, to be perfectly honest, each day was getting worse. I couldn’t stay
in Hopewell Township any longer. When I received your letter – I
mean, the children’s letter – saying to come right away ... I confess I
was entirely and uncharacteristically hasty. I should never have come
until I corresponded with you...”

Will’s face went from surprise to shock. He looked up at the sky
and closed his eyes. His chin shook in a small motion left to right.
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Slowly, the grimace on his face broke into grin, and he put his hands
on either side of his head.

“Those rascals! What am I going to do? Miss Haggerty –”
“Please,” she said, pointing to her wet gown. “Under the circum-

stances, call me Grace.”
“Grace – what can I say? I have two of the wildest children in

the county, if not the state! How dare they impersonate me! And to
think you’ve come all this way, for nothing –”

Grace had been smiling as Will described with such obvious love
what his children had done. But at the word “nothing,” her face fell.

“I saw you with Miss Thompkins, in town,” she said. “I won’t
make any trouble for you. It’s all been an unfortunate misunderstand-
ing. I can see you would never answer an advertisement for a bride.
Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll get my things and head back to town be-
fore dark. I’ll leave in the morning.”

Her polite withdrawal sent Will’s mind spinning. He wanted to
scream and shout. Her voice, her smiling eyes, her hair, even wet –
everything about her sent his stomach into somersaults. She smelled
like warm sunshine, and cool water, and he loved it.

And somehow, she had gotten Willie to swim.
“No, Grace. Please. It’s late, and you’ve travelled a long way.

Please, come to the house, get dried off and cleaned up, and have
something to eat. It’s the least I can do. We’ll clear everything up in
the morning.”

Grace nodded her head and sat down to put on her shoes. He
watched her silently, then followed behind as she made her way back
to the road and his waiting horse cart.

Chapter Eight
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“I TELL YOU, A WOMAN has enough work to do, and she looks
away for one minute, and do you see what happens? You children had
clean clothes on and were freshly bathed yesterday. And you come
traipsin’ up to my door, all wet and muddy! And Annabelle! Your
hair! Child, were you rolling in the mud?”

Loretta kept up a steady pace of complaints and questions. The
twins were mortified when she made them strip down to their under-
garments on the back porch, and stand and wait while she scrubbed
down first one, and then the other, in the washtub.

“Ouch! You’re too rough!” Annabelle complained.
“Never you mind! How else can I get this dirt off of your arms

and legs? I can’t understand how a body could get this dirty from
swimming!”

Willie giggled watching Annabelle take the brunt of Loretta’s ag-
gravation, only to find out her strength hadn’t faded when it was his
turn. He squirmed and wiggled away from her strong hands and the
rough cloth she was scrubbing him with.

“Now stand still, or I’ll tie you to a chair in the tub!” she said.
Willie stood still, but stuck out his tongue at Annabelle when she

started laughing at him from under the towel she was using to dry her
hair.

“Now go on up and get in your Sunday clothes! That’s right! I’m
not washing extra play clothes because you two decide to wallow in
the dirt! You can just sit around the house like proper folk for the rest
of the day!”

Annabelle and Willie got away from her as fast as they were able,
and ran up to their room.

Loretta was dumping out the dirty wash water when Will and
Grace pulled up. Will helped Grace down from the cart, and brought
her up to the back door.

“I’m afraid you’ll need to heat some more water, Loretta,” he said.
“Miss Grace Haggerty, this is Miss Loretta Potter. Loretta, do you
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mind helping Grace find something clean to wear? Oh, and put an
extra plate out?”

Loretta’s mouth hung open for a second. “Nice to meet you, Miss
Haggerty.”

“Please, call me Grace. And I can pour my own water, and help
you with the meal. Just give me a few moments to get cleaned up.”

“Yes, well, I’ll leave you two ladies then,” said Will uncomfort-
ably, and he strode off toward the barn.

As Grace washed, Loretta went to Anna’s trunk and found a dress
that would fit. She put it in the spare bedroom and showed Grace the
way.

“Here you are. Just let me know if you need anything,” Loretta
said.

“I’m fine. I have my traveling case in my reticule and – Oh! This
is a lovely dress.”

“It was Miss Anna’s,” Loretta said. “I think it was one of Mr. For-
rester’s favorites.” She smiled.

Grace looked at her in surprise, then nodded her head. “If you
think I should,” she said.

“Oh, I do,” said Loretta. “Somebody’s got to get through to that
man’s heart, and I believe you might be the one to do it. Least get his
mind off marrying Miss Thompkins.” Loretta shivered. “That woman
could raise a squirrel out of winter hibernation with her voice!” She
winked, and closed the door.

Grace burst out laughing, and hurried to change and finish dry-
ing her hair. She wanted to explore the house before supper.

She walked down the upstairs hallway, peeking into open rooms.
Willie and Annabelle lay napping on their beds in clean undergar-
ments, having fallen asleep rather than get dressed in their Sunday
clothes. She passed the open door to the main bedroom at the end of
the hall, using all her will power not to look in as she started down
the stairs.
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On the main level of the house to her right was a large room with
a pine table and chairs, a china cabinet, and a serving board. To her
left was the parlor. She spied a piano in the corner, covered in a sheet
to keep off the dust. She walked over, pulled up the sheet to reveal the
keys, and sat down.

She played quietly at first, to calm her own nerves and avoid wak-
ing the children. In a few minutes, she was lost in her music, until she
felt two warm breaths on either side of her.

Annabelle and Willie stood next to her in their Sunday clothes.
Willie’s shirt was buttoned crookedly, and the ribbon on Anna’s dress
hung untied down to the floor. She stopped playing.

“Can you keep going?” Annabelle said. “That was beautiful.”
Grace thought of all the children she had taught to play back in

Hopewell Township, and which songs they asked her to play most of-
ten.

“I’ve got a new one for you. Would you like to hear it?”
“Yes, please!” said Annabelle.
Willie nodded his head, Yes.
“All right. It moves along pretty fast but you can sing the chorus

with me. Here goes:”
Camptown ladies sing this song, doo-dah, doo-dah
Camptown racetrack’s five miles long, oh doo-dah day
Goin’ to run all night! Goin’ to run all day!
I bet my money on a bobtail nag, somebody bet on the bay.
Annabelle clapped her hands. “That’s a fun one! Play it again!”
By the time Grace played the song three or four more times, the

children were clapping and Annabelle was loudly singing along with
Grace. None of them heard Will’s footsteps as he came into the par-
lor.

“What’s this?”
Grace’s fingers abruptly stopped, but Annabelle carried on, “Oh,

doo-dah day! Father, isn’t it fun? I love this song!”
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“It’s a lively one, all right. I’m not sure it’s quite appropriate for
your age...”

“It’s perfectly harmless,” said Grace. “I only picked it because I
can remember how to play it, and all of my sheet music is in my trunk
back in town.”

“You have a lot of music with you? I’d like to hear more of it,”
Will said. “That piano is sure out of tune. It was Anna’s and no one
has played it since—”

He stopped and looked at Willie’s smiling face. Willie looked
down, but when he looked up, he was still smiling at his father.

“Since she died.” Will breathed a sigh of relief. For once, Willie
hadn’t run out of the room at the mention of Anna’s death.

“I better go see if I can help Loretta,” Grace said.
“No, let the children help. I think we need to talk,” said Will. He

tweaked Annabelle’s cheek and tapped Willie’s behind. “Go set the
table and see if it doesn’t help get you back in Loretta’s good graces.”

When they were alone, Will walked around the room while
Grace stayed at the piano. He didn’t say anything for several minutes.

Finally, he cleared his throat and began talking as if she had been
privy to his thoughts. “And so, you’ve come all this way, and I apol-
ogize that I didn’t know. I hope you understand, if I marry Miss
Thompkins, I won’t be needing a governess.”

“If ? I thought you said you were engaged,” said Grace.
Will hesitated. “We agreed today to a long engagement. The

children need some time to warm up to the idea of having another
woman in the house.”

“I certainly wouldn’t want to be in the way.”
Will stared at the beautiful woman sitting patiently on the piano

stool. Her hair fell in natural curls as it dried, and something looked
familiar about her. Of course! She was wearing that dress he always
liked. But she was different from Anna – and from Harriet. He
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couldn’t imagine Grace ever rebuking him for the crime of being on
time.

His heart started beating faster in an oddly pleasing way. “You’re
not in the way,” he said. “If you could, do you think you could stay for
a while? I can see how much the children love being with you already.
It will really help.”

“Help them, or ...?” Grace asked.
“Of course, them,” Will answered. He had to choose his words

carefully. “But also me. Grace, I have to tell you, it’s been a hard two
years. Annabelle misses her mother, but Willie has never been the
same. He feels it was his fault, somehow, when the accident hap-
pened.”

“I’m so sorry. How did it happen?” she asked softly.
Will related the details of that day. Try as he might, by the end,

an edge of anger crept into his voice. “And of course, it wasn’t his
fault. It was mine. If I had returned to the farm in time, Anna would
never have struggled with the cellar door. She’d have been safe inside,
and—” he stopped, hardly able to say it.

“And?” Grace said quietly.
“And not gotten swept away.” His shoulders slumped.
“From what I’ve read, no one can withstand the direct force of a

tornado. I don’t see how it was the fault of either of you.”
Will looked up at Grace with tears in his eyes. “But I didn’t pro-

tect her. I don’t understand how this could have happened!”
Grace stood and walked over to Will. She felt the despair flowing

out of him, and didn’t think he deserved to suffer this kind of guilt.
“She has gone to the Lord. She is resting in peace. She wouldn’t

want you all to suffer so. I pray that God blesses you with His peace,
which he promises passeth all human understanding.”

Will dropped his head and his shoulders began to shake. Grace
didn’t know what to do. He pulled out his handkerchief and blew his
nose, but the tears wouldn’t stop.
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“I’m sorry. I hardly know you, and yet, it feels so good to talk to
you,” Will said.

Grace took his hand and squeezed it. They stood together as the
long rays of the afternoon sun flooded the room with light.

Chapter Nine

DURING SUPPER, WILL could hardly keep pace with Annabelle’s
and Grace’s conversation as exhaustion set in. Grace offered to see the
children up to bed. They left him slowly stirring a spoon in his coffee
cup as Grace, Annabelle and Willie mounted the stairs.

Grace helped the twins into their nightclothes and brushed
Annabelle’s hair. She tucked them under their covers, and sat on
Annabelle’s bed, hoping to get her to stop talking long enough to fall
sleep.

“Annabelle, I know you’re tired. If you can hold your questions
until morning, I promise I’ll answer anything you want to know.”

“But I always think of questions at night!” Annabelle said. “All
kinds of them! Like, why do some stars twinkle and others don’t?
How do the spring peeper frogs know its spring and start to peep?
And what do you think the Holy Ghost is; is it really a ghost?”

“Let’s see,” said Grace. “Some stars are farther away than others,
so we can’t see them twinkling, but they are. And frogs are like other
animals; the change of seasons is something they know from instinct.
It’s how they know when to reproduce, and hibernate for the winter,
for example.”

“Ohh...” Annabelle said sleepily. She yawned.
Willie lay in his bed, his eyes glued on Grace. He loved how she

talked, the way she explained things so he could understand. He was
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amazed she didn’t get mad when she fell in the pond. And – that song
she had taught them! The tune and words had been in his head all
evening.

“As for the Holy Ghost,” said Grace. “That’s a deeper subject. But
let’s just say, that ghost is another word for spirit. And we each have a
spirit inside of us, the part of us that never dies. When Jesus left to go
to Heaven, he told the disciples not to worry, he would leave his Spir-
it behind. That way, they could pray and know God was listening.”

“I’ve been praying for someone like you,” Annabelle said. “I’m
sleepy now. Good night.” She turned over and her breathing soon
grew steady and deep.

Grace leaned over and gave her a kiss. She went to Willie’s bed.
“As for you, don’t you have any questions?”
Willie nodded his head, Yes.
“Well, are you going to ask me?”
He didn’t answer, but he put his fingers out in front of him as if

he were playing the piano and his lips mouthed, Doo-dah.
“All right, I’ll sing very quietly. Remember, you can sing with me

if you want.” Grace sang the first verse and chorus of Camptown Races
as if it were a lullaby. After three times through, Willie’s eyes finally
started to close. She leaned over to give him a kiss, and with her face
close to his, she heard him whisper:

“Oh, doo-dah day!”
Will sat on the front porch, smoking a pipe and looking at the

stars. Emotional exhaustion gave way to a lightness in his heart. For
the first time in years, his mind wasn’t replaying the events of two
years ago. He should have been embarrassed about breaking down in
front of Grace earlier, but instead, he felt only peace.

A soft step fell behind him. Her clear voice spoke up over the
night sounds of the farm. “The children are asleep. I’ll say good-
night, then.”

“Would you come out and join me?” asked Will.
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She sat down in the rocking chair and pulled her shawl a bit
closer. “Annabelle has such an active mind! I just finished explaining
about spring peepers and the Holy Spirit.”

Will chuckled. “She’s been curious since the day she was born.
Questions everything! She’ll be a handful for some lucky man one
day.”

“Yes, and a very bright student. Teachers love students who ask
questions and seek knowledge. And Willie has questions to ask also,
when he’s ready.”

“You know so much about us in such a short time, but I don’t
know anything about you, Grace Haggerty.”

“There’s not much to tell, really. My sister and I were raised to
value faith and our family more than anything. My father was a book-
seller, and we grew up climbing ladders on bookshelves and reading
as much as we could. Patty was always better with the customers, and
even though I was the eldest, I didn’t mind being able to spend more
time on my studies. We had to give up the store after father died,
though. The money provided for Mother and I after Patty got mar-
ried...” Her voice trailed off.

“Did you leave your mother behind, then?”
“No, she died two months after our father. At her funeral, neigh-

bors offered sympathy, not for her loss, but for my new status. That’s
when I first realized they pitied me.”

“What status?” Will asked. He stood and walked to the bench
next to Grace.

“As an old maid. I had moved past the age of eligibility in their
minds. Everyone knew that I had contracted Scarlet fever as a young
girl, and probably can’t have children. Before Mother died, I took it
as a challenge to find a man who would value me ... for me. But af-
terwards, even my sister felt I should acquiesce to marrying someone
twice my age! I suppose I was in a fit of despair when I submitted
my advertisement to the paper.” Grace’s voice caught in her throat.
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“I thought surely God would help me if I helped myself ! Instead, I
fear I’ve just been foolish running off looking for something that I
couldn’t find at home.”

“I don’t know,” Will said. “I don’t think you have a foolish bone
in your body.”

Grace felt the breeze across her arms and a tingling flowed
through her.

“I think I’ve been trying to force events myself,” Will said. “I can’t
say that I love Harriet. I asked her to marry me for the sake of the
children. But now –”

“Now?”
“You are here with me, and it feels as if God sent you to prevent

me making the biggest mistake of my life.”
Grace didn’t know what to say. Her heart swelled with love as she

thought of the children asleep upstairs, and Will’s loving heart that
he seemed to be offering her.

“Will you walk with me?” He smiled down at her, holding out
his hand.

She gave it to him and they walked off the porch and out into the
night, blending their hearts as they shared their joys and fears with
each other.

Chapter Ten

THE NEXT MORNING, HARRIET Thompson sat at her desk
tapping her fingers as she read the report. “How can this be? The
nerve!” she repeated over and over.

“Please don’t think I agree,” Mr. Busby said nervously. “I’m just
the school board secretary. I just take the minutes.”
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“A school board meeting last night without me in attendance?
Why didn’t you let me know? Why, I would have shown up and told
them exactly how I feel about them!”

“It’s probably better that you didn’t,” said Mr. Busby. “The only
reason they’re considering hiring Professor Sanders as the new head-
master is because they’re concerned about the reputation of the
school with a woman at the head. An unmarried woman.”

“What’s that got to do with it?” Harriet fumed. “I’ve given 100
percent of my time to this school.”

“I heard Mr. Jones say, and please understand, it’s not me saying
this, that the school system’s reputation is at risk. He says if a woman
won’t submit to a husband ruling over her, how can she submit to the
authority of the board?”

“Oh, a pox on Mr. Jones. He has hated me since the year I held
his son back a grade. Ignoramus.”

“He says you can’t be reasoned with like a man. He has support
on the board,” Mr. Busby said. “They’re going to interview Professor
Sanders, and vote next week!”

One week ... that should be just enough time, Harriet thought. I can
win over the Forrester twins, or at least make Will think I have. It’s time
to move up the wedding.

“Mr. Busby,” Harriet spoke, her voice noticeably lower and
calmer. “I have some business to attend to. Thank you for the very in-
formative discussion. Would you mind relaying to my supporters on
the board that I will be making an announcement of marriage very
soon?”

“Supporters?” Mr. Busby coughed and spit some of his tea back
into his cup. “Yes, yes, your supporters. I’ll tell them. But the rest will
want to meet him and see if he has the kind of influence with you
that gives them the feeling they can appeal to him.”

“They have no idea the kind of influence,” she said. “Now if you’ll
please excuse me, I have to be going.”
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Harriet hurried him out the door. She crossed to her bookshelf,
and took out the box which held the trinkets confiscated from dis-
obedient children throughout the school term. She picked out a
slingshot for Willie and a small pincushion doll for Annabelle. She’d
get the children on her side. Today.

“After breakfast, I’ll head into town to fetch your trunk. That is,
if you’re still staying for a couple of weeks,” Will said, smiling.

“Yes, I’m staying – for now,” she replied. “It will help the children
if they learn some addition and subtraction before they start school.”

“Yay!” said Annabelle. “I want to learn the piano, too. Mother al-
ways said she would teach me.”

“Of course,” said Grace. “It will take a lot of years of practice,
though. But it’s not too early to learn the notes and a few songs. Sure-
ly Miss Thompkins will see to it you have lessons, once she –”

“Father, will she? I’m not sure she likes me.”
Will grew distinctly uncomfortable at the sound of Harriet’s

name. After his walk with Grace last night, he had woken up thinking
only of her. I’ve got to re-think this engagement to Harriet. Surely it
won’t embarrass her if I call it off right away, before she’s had a chance to
spread the news.

“Of course she likes you, and Willie, too. Now you both mind
Grace and Loretta while I’m gone. And no swimming!”

“You can say that again,” said Loretta, shaking her head.
Annabelle and Willie raced each other to the parlor and started

“playing” the piano.
Loretta put her hands over her ears. “Lord, help me this day!”
“Don’t worry.” Grace said. “They won’t be playing the Minuet

any time soon, but I’ll teach them not to assault our ears in the mean-
time!”

Will took his leave and Grace began to clear the table.
“Now, Miss Grace, you don’t have to do that. I’d rather you put a

damper on that noise.”
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“All right, thank you, Loretta.” She smiled and went to the parlor.
“Willie’s hogging the stool!” Annabelle complained. “We agreed

it’s my turn now but he won’t get up!”
“Willie, is it Annabelle’s turn?”
He shook his head, his fingers continuing to play unrecognizable

chords, his mind busy trying to figure out how to make music come
out of the keys.

Grace marveled at the natural curve of his fingers. It took her a
lot of time to teach most children how to bend them correctly and
not slam on the keyboard.

“Annabelle, can you wait a few minutes more? You can learn
everything Willie does by watching him, and then it will be your turn
to practice. Let’s get some chairs from the dining room.”

They spent the morning learning how to find Middle C and the
other seven whole notes, and to play a scale. Annabelle had her turn,
but soon grew bored when music didn’t instantly flow from her fin-
gers.

“Can you play for us?” she asked. “I can’t make anything pretty
come out.”

Grace smiled. “I have a song I want to teach you to sing before
school. It’s the new National Hymn. Would you like to hear it?”

Grace began playing My Country ‘Tis of Thee, as much as she
could from memory. “Oh dear, I just don’t know it by heart yet.
When your father returns with my trunk, I’ll have all my music.”

“Do you mind if we stop now? I want to play outside. Come on,
Willie!”

The twins raced to the door, threw it open, and nearly ran down
Harriet Thompkins.

“Is this the way you greet a visitor?” she said. “I’ve come to speak
with your father. I’ll show myself in while you go and find him.”

“But he’s not home,” Annabelle said. “You can wait for him, he
won’t be long.”
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“Yes, very good, I’ll do just that,” said Harriet, and she bustled in-
to the foyer. Music came from the parlor, and she was surprised to see
a young woman seated at the piano, eyes closed, playing for no one.

“Ahem.” Harriet coughed.
Grace’s eyes flew open and her hands lifted off the keyboard.

“Oh! You startled me.” She stood up.
“Annabelle directed me here to wait for Will. I don’t believe

we’ve met. I’m Harriet Thompkins. Are you ... one of the children’s
cousins?

“Miss Thompkins! I’m ... pleased to meet you.” Grace’s mind
raced, trying to reconcile the cold woman who stood before her with
the concept that she could possibly be Will’s fiancée. “No, I’m not a
cousin. My name is Grace Haggerty, and I’m a ... I’m a friend of the
family.”

Harriet came in and propped herself on the sofa. She lay down
her bag containing the toys on the floor at her feet. She looked at
Grace down her raised nose through her glasses. “I see. I’m pleased to
meet you as well. I’d like to meet all of Will’s friends as soon as possi-
ble, since we will presently be married.”

Presently? But Will had said it was to be a long engagement. Grace
panicked for a moment at the thought. Why should it bother me
whether he marries her sooner, or later? It’s all the same: they are en-
gaged.

“Have you known the family long?” said Harriet, determined to
get more information out of Grace.

“Not long, no. I wouldn’t say that,” Grace said. Her hands were
sweating in her lap. She wanted to flee the room, but her feet
wouldn’t move.

“No doubt you knew Anna. Poor dear. She was such a sweet
woman.” Harriet shook her head, more in disapproval than sorrow.
“You know, our parents always thought Will and I would marry, ever
since we were children.”

BLESSED BRIDES AND BABIES 181



“I didn’t know that,” Grace said.
“Yes. That woman bewitched him somehow while I was away get-

ting my education. But it’s all for the best. I am now headmistress of
the school, and Will and I will finally be together.”

“Yes, it’s for the best,” Grace said. How could Anna’s dying be for
anyone’s best—except Harriet’s?

An awkward silence descended on the room as the two women
looked at each other, Grace with curiosity and Harriet with barely
concealed disdain. `

“Miss Grace,” Loretta called, bustling into the room. “I’ve
washed your dress and hung it out to dry. I’ll help you unpack once
Mr. Forrester returns with your –” Loretta stopped in her tracks
when she noticed Harriet.

“Unpack? Are you staying here?” Harriet interrupted.
“Just for a short time. Actually, I wasn’t planning to stay...” Grace

began.
“But you just happened to bring enough clothes to unpack?”

Harriet’s voice rose in accusation. “This is quite irregular.”
Loretta bristled at Harriet’s tone. “Mr. Forrester may have house

guests if he chooses to, in my opinion.”
“I do not believe I was addressing you,” Harriet sniffed.
“Hhmph.” Loretta knew her place well enough not to get into a

direct confrontation, but she didn’t have to like backing off. “I’ll take
my leave. You call me if you need anything, Miss Grace.”

“Thank you, Loretta,” Grace said. She had to find a way to diffuse
the situation and redirect Harriet’s attention before she started ask-
ing too many questions. “Miss Thompkins, I understand you’re a very
dedicated teacher.”

That was a good enough opening for Harriet to spend the next
few minutes extolling her own virtue, and excoriating those who dis-
agreed with her educational theories.
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“And to think that the school board is considering hiring a man
to replace me. Oh, but I’ve said too much. Let’s talk about you.
Where did you say you were from?”

Grace couldn’t begin answering questions that she knew Harriet
would not like the answers to. She ignored it, and asked about
Willie’s condition.

“I understand the doctor thinks Willie will talk again one day,
when he’s ready,” she said. “Do you know of any therapies or treat-
ments that would help speed up the process?”

“On the one hand, it’s entirely possible that Willie’s affliction is
nothing that a more vigorous regimen and a good dose of discipline
wouldn’t fix,” Harriet said. “I’ve told Will to stop coddling the boy.
However, if that doesn’t work, I do know of treatments he can re-
ceive. In fact, I have a highly regarded friend in Ames who has offered
to examine the boy, and admit him if necessary for medicinal treat-
ment.”

“Medicinal treatment?” Grace felt panicky at the thought.
Willie, in a sanatorium of some kind? She was convinced being sep-
arated from Will and Annabelle would set him back further. “I’m
more a believer that he is slowly healing on his own, and may quickly
improve once he is able to understand the shock he had,” Grace said.

“I tell you, an examination is required to know for sure. What
if he doesn’t come out of this on his own? He’ll be crippled for life.
What sort of work can a mute boy ever hope to have? No, the situ-
ation for him must be diagnosed and remedied, and the sooner the
better,” said Harriet.

Grace traced one finger over the piano keys. Maybe Harriet was
right. It had already been two years since Anna died, two years since
Willie had spoken. She felt she understood him and could communi-
cate with him, but how would he be able to learn in school without
speaking and having normal friendships with the other children?
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The two women jumped when they heard a loud clattering sound
on the porch, and the front door burst open. Willie and Anna ap-
peared, hunched over one end of Grace’s trunk.

“Keep going! Just set it down at the bottom of the stairs!” Will
said to them. He came through the door behind him holding up the
other end of the trunk.

The three of them set the trunk down on the floor. “Whew, that
was heavy!” Annabelle said.

Harriet and Grace stood up at the same time. “There you are!”
Harriet called from the parlor.

Will’s eyes registered shock as he looked from Harriet’s face to
Grace’s and back. “Harriet! I had no idea you were coming. How are
you?” He crossed the room toward her and held out his hand.

She took it and pulled him in closer, raising her cheek.
“I just couldn’t wait another day to see you and these darling chil-

dren!” Harriet said.
“Hello, Miss Thompkins,” said Annabelle. Willie came in and

stood next to the piano.
“Annabelle, come sit by me,” said Harriet, patting the sofa next to

her. Annabelle crossed the room and sat. “I’ve something for you to-
day; would you like to see?”

Harriet reached in to her bag and pulled out the cloth doll.
“Here, this is for you.”

“Thank you! Look, Father!” Annabelle said.
“And you, young man. You can come closer,” Harriet said.
Willie didn’t move.
“Wouldn’t you like to see what I have for you?” she beckoned.
Willie half shrugged one shoulder. But when Harriet pulled out

the slingshot, he moved close enough to take it out of her hand. He
fingered the wood and leather, grinned shyly, and nodded his head to
Harriet in thanks.
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“What do you say?” she asked. “Surely you remember your man-
ners!”

Willie nodded his head a little more emphatically and bowed a
bit to show his thanks.

“Hmmm. We’ll have to work on this,” Harriet said.
Will broke in. “This is very thoughtful of you,” he said. He looked

at Grace with a questioning eye.
Grace felt like an actress who was about to be booed off the stage

and pelted with tomatoes. Everything about the scene before her was
wrong, and fake, and she was pretending to go along with it. She
couldn’t be a part of it for one more minute.

She stood abruptly. “Please excuse me. I’ve not been feeling well
this morning. If you don’t mind, I’ll just be resting upstairs.”

Will moved to take her elbow and escort her from the room. “I’m
sorry to hear that,” he said. “Can Loretta bring you up something?
Do you need anything in your trunk? I can bring it up to you.”

“That won’t be necessary,” she said. “I’ll be fine if I can just lie
down for a few minutes.”

Grace walked out of the room, forcing herself not to run at full
pace up the stairs. She couldn’t be a part of this family with Harri-
et in the picture. Will had made his choice, and whatever part she
could play was over. She couldn’t pretend to be a friend or the chil-
dren’s governess or even their piano teacher. She knew in her heart,
she would have to leave.

An hour later, Will knocked gently on Grace’s door. He held a
tray with some toast and a cup of tea.

“Grace? We’ve had lunch and I didn’t want to disturb you.” She
didn’t answer. “I’ve brought you a cup of tea.”

“Come in.”
Will opened the door and was surprised to see Grace sitting up

in a chair. Her reticule was packed and sitting on the bed.
“Are you feeling better?”
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“I’m fine.”
Will set the tray down on the dressing table. He didn’t like the

look in her eyes or the tone of her voice. He felt so distant from her,
yet they were there together in her small room.

“I’ll be taking Harriet back to town now,” Will said.
Grace acknowledged the statement with a blink of her eyes.
“I had no idea she was coming today,” Will explained. “In fact, I

stopped by her house earlier but she wasn’t there. I wanted to speak
with her alone, before things went too far. Grace, I’m going to break
off the engagement to her. I have to.”

Grace raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think that would be wise,” she
said.

“You don’t? But ... you do have feelings for me, don’t you? I want
more time to get to know you. No, that’s not even the truth. I don’t
need more time – I know what my heart is telling me. Grace, I love
you and want you to stay. I need you. The children need you. Grace,
will you marry me?”

“Will Forrester, you cannot be engaged to two people at the same
time! Harriet obviously has feelings for you and the children. She can
help them in ways I cannot. She said you two were promised to each
other as children, is that true?”

Will nodded his head, not believing what she was saying. He had
been so certain that his feelings for her were true. Surely she had the
same feelings for him. He had felt them and seen it in her eyes. He
had heard nothing but love in the sound of her voice. He had seen the
children embrace her and welcome them into their home and lives.

“I know, I should not have asked you before speaking with Har-
riet. But I am leaving now and I will end my engagement with her.
When I return, can we pick up where we left off last night? I mean,
I want you to stay, and when the time is right, our hearts will know
what to do.”
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He searched her face for any sign that she might have heard his
words, but more than that, felt their meaning in her heart. He knew
one thing only: He wanted her to stay more than anything in his life.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Grace said. “I’ve decided to
write to another gentleman who responded to my advertisement. I
think this has been a mistake from the start.”

Mistake? Mistake! The word echoed in Will’s mind like a gun-
shot. It was a lie. She was lying. There was nothing about her arrival in
Fair Isle that had been a mistake.

“I don’t understand,” he said quietly. “Grace, please stay.”
Grace’s mind raced through her possible answers. Her heart

screamed at her to say yes, to just stay and wait to see what would
happen. But she had seen Harriet’s determination. She wouldn’t let
Will off the hook that easily. The children would have to attend her
school, and she would make their lives miserable if the engagement
were broken.

Besides, she could get Willie the help he needed.
Grace had to do something to stop herself from rushing into his

arms. The sadness in his voice and his tacit accusation that she wasn’t
telling him the truth hit her with a force that she had never felt be-
fore. She wanted to tell him that she loved him, and Annabelle, and
Willie most of all.

“William?” Harriet’s voice rose up the stairs. “We must be going!
I have to finish my work for the day. Are you coming?”

The grating sound pierced the moment, and Grace stood. “Thank
you for the tea.”

“I’ll be back, and we’ll talk,” Will said.
When the door was closed, Grace flung herself on the bed. Hot

tears rolled down her face as the image of his pained face filled her
mind. At the same time, she was embarrassed for ever coming here
and putting herself in the middle of this situation. Obviously, Will
had already planned for his own happiness and the well-being of the
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children by asking Harriet to marry him. It would all work out for
them. Willie would get the help he needed, and the children would
get the best education at Harriet’s school. Loretta would shower
them with love, and they would make it.

Grace calmed down a bit. She had to get moving. She dried her
tears and stood up. There was only one thing to do. She would leave
before Will returned. She couldn’t bear to tell him no again.

Chapter Eleven

GRACE TOOK ONE LOOK around the room, picked up her
reticule and went to say good-bye to the children. She would go the
same way she came; walk back to town, and book passage on the first
train. She could send for her trunk from wherever she ended up.

Loretta was in the kitchen washing the dishes. Grace looked for
the children, and found them outside on the front porch.

Annabelle was in the porch swing and Willie in the rocker. Their
faces were sweaty from running back and forth in the yard. It seemed
they never stopped racing, challenging each other, but the competi-
tion only spurred each of them on. They loved each other more than
anyone else.

“We were just going to come see how you were,” Annabelle said.
“I wish you were at lunch with us. Miss Thompkins talked the whole
time.”

“I’m a little better now,” Grace said. Willie saw the reticule in her
hand, and stood up. “I have something to tell you, something very im-
portant.” She sat down on the porch steps. Annabelle sat on her right
and Willie on her left.
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“When I first saw you swimming in the pond, Annabelle, I don’t
think I’ve ever seen a happier little girl. I want you to always remem-
ber to look on the sunny side and find that joy wherever you can in
life. Your gift is to bring it to other people.” Grace gave her a hug.

“And Willie, when I saw how stubborn you were, not swimming,
I thought, ‘Now there’s a boy who will grow up knowing his own
mind.’ I’m glad you did swim, and I know you can do whatever you
put your mind to.”

Willie looked at Grace with a question in his eyes.
“I hope someday, you’ll find the words you think are important

enough to say out loud. I believe you will. I hope you will use your
gifts of careful thinking and fierce empathy to help others overcome
their own difficulties. I believe in you.”

Grace’s voice faltered. “And now, I’m going to say good-bye.”
“No!!” Annabelle cried.
Willie jumped up and stood in front of Grace, ready to block her

way.
“I don’t want to, really, but this has all been a mistake. I’ll always

be grateful you answered my advertisement. I believe your prayers for
a mother will be answered in a different way.”

“Miss Thompkins? She’s nothing like a mother,” Annabelle said.
Willie crossed his arms in front of him.
“She’s not like your mother was, no. But you’re getting to an age

where having a smart woman like Miss Thompkins in your corner
will be a big advantage. You’ll understand one day. And meantime,
Loretta loves you like her own children. And your father – ” Grace
swallowed hard. “Your father loves you fiercely. That will never
change.”

Grace kissed Annabelle’s hair and stood up. She tried to put her
arms around Willie. He stood still as a statue.

“I’ll write to you, and we’ll always be friends,” Grace said.
Willie turned and ran away to the barn.
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“Where will you go?” asked Annabelle.
“Right now, I’m not sure. But I’m not going back to New Jersey.

I’ll find my place in this world, and let you know as soon as I’m set-
tled.”

Annabelle nodded, tears rolling down her cheeks.
“Would you do me a favor and tell Loretta good-bye for me?”
“What about Father?”
“I’ve already told him. Take care, sweet Annabelle.” Grace picked

up her reticule and started walking toward the lane.
Annabelle couldn’t believe she was leaving. She ran into the

house to find Loretta, hoping for a chance Grace could be convinced
to stay.

“And so, Harriet, I’m sorry to have misled you.”
“Misled me? That’s what you did before you married Anna. But

now? This is breaking your word!”
“I’m sorry. Again. It’s all I can tell you. You can’t possibly think

we would truly be happy together? The children would vex you to no
end.”

“I admit it would have taken an adjustment on my part. And ex-
tra effort at the end of my long days to properly train them,” Harriet
said. “But I swear to you, Will Forrester, while I will not hinder them
in school, nor will I go out of my way to help them. Surely you could
consider their well-being.”

Is she threatening my children? Any good feelings Will had for
Harriet vanished in the moment. He looked at her puckered up face,
hot with anger, and wondered how he had ever even placed his lips
on her cheeks. If she wanted a war, he would fight fire with fire.

“Harriet, I’m a man of few words, usually. I keep to myself. But so
help me God, if I get even a whiff of a notion that you’re not fully par-
ticipating in a positive way in my children’s education, that anything
you might say or do would be detrimental to them, or if you harbor
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any ill will toward them, I will personally see to it that every man on
the school board knows exactly what you are doing – and why.”

Harriet stepped back away from him. She sputtered and sneered
at him, but obviously thought better of saying anything. She gave a
quick nod of her head, turned on her heel, and stalked off into her
house.

A bolt of lightning lit the western sky as if to punctuate the
breakup. Will looked up just as a crack of thunder rolled across the
fields. Other people on the street started hurrying along, and shop-
keepers came out to bring in their signs and produce bins.

He watched the large, dark clouds to get an idea of the direction
of the storm. They were rolling and billowing to the west of town.
Soon, they moved closer and he looked out of town down the road.
The storm would soon be overhead and reach the farm.

He jumped into the cart, turned the horse as fast as he could, and
headed home to his children – and Grace. Love for her swelled in his
heart, and he could not rest until he knew she was his.

Chapter Twelve

GRACE WALKED CLUMSILY down the lane, her reticule bump-
ing at her side as she pushed forward against the wind. She hadn’t
seen the storm clouds when she left the farm, but now the entire sky
was dark and ominous. She considered stopping for shelter along the
road, but thought if she could just get to town, she could wait in safe-
ty at the train station.

The sky lit up with a bright light against the gray clouds. A crack
of thunder almost immediately followed. She bent her head forward
and put two hands to the handle of her bag, willing herself to run.
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“Grace! Grace, stop!” A voice came calling on the wind. Will’s
horse came rushing to a stop and he was looking down from the cart.
“Where are you going? Get in! Quickly!!”

Grace looked up, raindrops starting to fall against her face. “I
have to get to the train station!” she yelled.

“Not now, there’s no time! We have to get back to the house!
There could be a twister in those clouds, and if it gets there before I
do ...”

She jumped at the realization and ran to the other side of the cart
to climb in. Will grabbed her bag and threw it in the back, then raced
off down the lane.

The wind was practically blowing them home. Leaves on the trees
were waving inside out, and Grace was too afraid to look behind her.
Will drove the horse straight into the barn, and yelled, “Get to the
house! Take Loretta and the children to the storm cellar. I’ll meet you
right there!” He didn’t wait for her to answer as he began unhitching
the horse and securing him in his stall.

Grace ran to the kitchen door and burst in. “Loretta! Annabelle!
Willie!” she called. She ran through the main floor rooms and called
up the stairs. They must have seen this coming. Loretta would have al-
ready taken them.

Grace raced out back to the storm cellar door, reached down and
opened it on creaking hinges. Annabelle’s cries reached her ears first.

“We have to find him! Let me go, Loretta!”
Grace climbed down into the dark.
“Miss Grace! Thank the Lord!” said Loretta. “You have to find

Willie!”
Willie. He’s in the barn. Surely he’ll come with Will.
“Will is in the barn with him, they’re coming!” she said. “We

have to close the door and wait.”
Grace reached outside and grabbed the handle. She shut the

door and sat next to Loretta and Annabelle in the dark. She had
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never been through this kind of storm before, hiding underground,
wondering if everything on the surface would be destroyed. No, not
Willie, she prayed. Please, Lord. Protect Will and his son.

They heard the steel door hinges squeak and Will’s face appeared.
“Grace? Are you in here? Is everyone here?”

“Yes, we’re here, but not Willie! I saw him run to the barn earlier.
Didn’t he come with you?”

“No!” Will was perched on one knee. He looked up at the clouds.
“I can see a funnel cloud in the distance, but I have time. Leave the
door open for 5 minutes. If I’m not back by then, close it and bar it!”

“What? Wait! Don’t –” Grace called, but his face had disap-
peared.

Will was unstoppable. He ran back to the barn he had just se-
cured, threw open the door and called up into the hayloft. “Willie! I
know you’re up there! Please, come with me now! Willie!”

He couldn’t hear anything over the howling of the wind. He
started to climb the ladder, when a few pieces of hay fell on him. He
looked up to see Willie, crying, looking down at him.

Will’s heart leaped. Thank you, God! He reached out his hand.
“Come down, son! We have to get to the shelter!”

Willie shook his head. No.
“There’s no time! Come down this instant! You’ll be safe with

me. I promise! With Annabelle, Loretta ... and Grace.”
Willie disappeared for a moment and Will started climbing after

him. Before he could reach the top, Willie’s foot appeared on the
top rung. The little boy clutched his treasure box under one arm and
started climbing down the ladder.

Will scrambled down and leaped to the floor. “Jump!” He called.
Willie jumped into his arms. Will raced back outside the barn and
put Willie down. The wind was blowing shingles off the roof of the
house, and the porch swing was banging into the wall. The trees were
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bending over at the edge of the fields, and a large tornado was fling-
ing dirt high into the air.

Will bolted the barn door, grabbed his son, and ran for the shel-
ter. Grace emerged, reaching for the door to close it, when Will near-
ly knocked her inside.

“Get in! Get in!” he yelled. He tossed Willie down the stairs,
grabbed the metal door behind him, and slammed it shut as the
storm screamed and howled overhead.

Loretta had lit a small lamp and was sitting with Annabelle in her
lap along the back wall between a crate half-full of potatoes and a bag
of onions. Grace was checking Willie all over, hugging him and cry-
ing. Willie clung to her waist.

Will’s chest was heaving and he could hardly catch his breath
in the damp, closed space. He wrapped his arms around Grace and
Willie and felt his heart begin to slow down a bit.

Grace turned to him and started to cry with fear. “Oh Will! I
thought I’d lost you – both of you!”

Will hugged her in close. “I’ve got you. I’ve got you,” he whis-
pered, over and over.

Chapter Thirteen

THE STORM RAGED OVERHEAD as the family huddled in the
shelter. They could hear pieces of wood and rocks hitting the cellar
door, and then the sound of hail pounding down.

“It’s a bad one, all right,” Will said. “I pray the animals make it
through.”

Grace didn’t know what to say. She saw Will’s eyebrows furrowed
deeply over his eyes, and he rested his head in his hands. Annabelle
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and Willie seemed to be far off, as if in a nightmare of their own.
She couldn’t imagine the images of the last storm that were playing
through their minds.

She started to speak the words of a hymn, and then the tune came
to her and her voice got stronger as she began to sing:

Our God, our Help in ages past,
Our Hope for years to come,
Our Shelter from the stormy blast,
And our eternal Home!
“I love that one,” Loretta said. She joined her voice with Grace’s

for the second verse:
Under the shadow of Thy throne
Thy saints have dwelt secure;
Sufficient is Thine arm alone,
And our defense is sure.
Their voices rose together, and soon the family was singing every

hymn and song they could remember. Willie was silent but his face
looked more peaceful.

Suddenly, the wind stopped outside and Grace looked with hap-
piness at Will. “It’s over!”

“Not quite,” Will said. “I reckon we’re about halfway through.
The eye of the storm is passing. We’ll have more of it on the other
side.”

Even Grace’s hope began to fade. Willie saw her dejection, and
tugged at her sleeve.

Doo-dah, he mouthed.
Grace smiled. She was exhausted with fear and her heart just

wasn’t in such a song at a time like this. She shook her head at him,
No.

Willie’s smile turned into concern. She had taught him about
music and love and acceptance. And Father had come to find him,
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and they were all safe. He was worried about the animals, but every-
thing he loved was right here in the cellar.

“C-c-c-amp town ladies s-s-ing this song...” he whispered.
In the dead quiet, his voice cracked and squeaked.
“Camptown racetrack’s five miles long –” he said in a louder tone.

Willie stopped and licked his lips. Then as loud as his poor voice
could muster, he sang, “Oh, doo-dah day!”

Will stood up so fast, he bumped his head on the low ceiling.
“Willie!”

Annabelle hugged him and jumped up and down.
Grace and Willie kept their eyes on each other’s faces. His broke

into a wide smile.
She nodded, and they continued together at the top of their

lungs:
Goin’ to run all night! Goin’ to run all day!
I bet my money on a bob-tailed nag,
Somebody bet on the bay!
Loretta looked at their faces shining in the lamplight as Grace,

Willie, Annabelle and Will sang the verses, as loud as they could,
even louder than the wind that had started up overhead. Once they
started, they couldn’t stop, and sang the song all the way through over
and over.

Praise God! She smiled and clapped along with them until the
wind blew itself out and they all emerged together into the light of a
new day.

Chapter Fourteen

THREE MONTHS LATER
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“Welcome home, Mrs. Forrester!”
“Why, thank you, kind sir!” Grace took Will’s hand and stepped

into the new front entrance of their home. The storm had torn off
half the roof, and it had taken months to repair it and replace the wa-
ter-damaged floors and broken windows.

The family had been living in town while the work was complet-
ed. Annabelle and Willie had started school, and Grace was assured
by Harriet that they would be in the same class together.

“It’s beautiful,” she said. “You have worked so hard to get this
done before the weather turns.”

“What choice did I have, my love? I feared you’d run off for real
this time if you had to stay in three rooms with two very loud chil-
dren much longer.” Will laughed.

“Ha ha, very funny,” she said, smacking him on the arm. “And
who would have helped you answer both Annabelle’s and Willie’s
questions then, hmm?”

“You have a point, my dear,” he said. “I’m not sure there are
enough hours in the day to answer Willie’s questions. He’s got two
years of backlog to work off.”

They walked into the parlor, holding hands. Grace ran her fingers
over the piano keys. It was even more badly out of tune than before.

“I’ll see if I can wrangle someone to come out here and look at
that as soon as I can,” Will said. “Feel I owe it to you.”

“It’s all right. There will be plenty of time for singing.” She pon-
dered whether to tell Will the news. She could hardly believe it her-
self, but the doctor had been certain.

“Before the children get here, there is something I want to tell
you,” Will said. “I love you. I’ve loved you since the minute I saw
you. Actually, it was the second minute, when you came up out of the
pond!”

“Who would believe a girl only had to dunk herself to get a man’s
attention?” Grace said, laughing. “And I love you, Will. Ever since I
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saw you understand Willie without any words. I knew your heart was
bigger than any man’s I’ve ever known.”

They kissed and looked into each other’s eyes.
“I’m the happiest man who ever lived!” Will said. “I don’t want a

single thing more than you, Annabelle and Willie.”
“Ahem, I do hope you want just one more thing,” Grace said.
“What could that be?”
“Another child?” she asked.
“I’m perfectly content.”
“What if you don’t have any choice in the matter?”
Will held her at arm’s length and cocked his head to one side.

“Are you ...? But I thought you ... Are you sure? Grace, really?”
She smiled and nodded her head. “I’m going to have a baby,

Will!”
“Yahoo!” Will pumped his fist into the air and jumped around as

if he were Annabelle and Willie rolled into one. He grabbed Grace
by the waist and spun her around.

She laughed and threw her arms around his neck, put her feet
down and leaned on him, drawing strength and love from his strong
arms, feeling its warmth and the happiness of the new life growing
deep within her.
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Christmas Bride:
Susan’s Secret Baby
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A widow with a secret
heads to the Oklahoma
Territories as a possible
wife for a lonely farmer

with three children.

Chapter 1

“I ’ll never wear this dress again as long as I live!” Susan Gardner
pulled on the tight laces stretched to the limit behind her back

and struggled to untie them. “I’ve got to get out of this!”
“If you’ll let me, I can help you with that,” Hazel said, looking at

her distraught sister-in-law with concern. “What’s come over you?”
“What’s come over me? I can’t breathe in this horrid dress, that’s

what’s come over me!” Susan let her hands drop to her sides as Hazel
gently spun her around to help untie the laces. “That and losing Jared
so soon—” Susan’s voice cracked as her tears began to flow. “I’m a
widow before I’ve even had my first wedding anniversary!”

“I know dear, I know. And you’ve been so brave and composed
since Jared’s passing. I know his death was a shock, but I thought you
made it through the wake and funeral very well. Dignified. Sorrow-
ful, but not overwrought. He would have been proud of you.”
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“Yes, Jared did value keeping a stiff upper lip. But now that every-
one’s gone home, I feel everything pressing in on me. How am I sup-
posed to get on? What will I do?”

Hazel eased the laces out and helped Susan out of the top of
her dress. She stood in her camisole, hoopskirt and slippers, one arm
crossed defensively across her waist.

“And what will I ever do with a baby?”
Hazel averted her eyes from Susan’s small but rounded belly. “I

was wondering when you were going to tell me.”
“Oh sister, I wanted to! But I couldn’t bear everyone’s added pity,

at least not until after Jared was buried. Now, when the news comes
out, there will be less chance for people to talk, and what they do say,
I won’t have to hear.”

Susan stepped out of her skirt and pulled a nightdress over her
head. Hugging herself with her arms, she sat across from Hazel at a
small table in her room and covered her face with her hands.

“I just don’t know what I’ll do without him!”
“There now, you’re stronger than you think. You’ll cry and you’ll

mourn him, but you’ve got to keep up your strength. You will always
have a part of him with you, and now a son or daughter to remind
you of him. It’s such a blessing, really.”

Susan sniffed and blew her nose into her handkerchief. “To be
honest, it doesn’t feel like a blessing at all. It will be born right before
Christmas, and I’ll miss all the festivities. How am I to make a new
life and care for the child? Maybe it would be best to give it up and
start with a fresh slate.”

“You could consider that,” said Hazel slowly. She took a deep
breath as she gathered her thoughts. “You know Joseph and I will
help you any way we can. I’m not sure he’ll quite get over his brother’s
death any time soon. But I hope you’ll listen well to me now. You’re
young. You’re pretty, and there are plenty of men who won’t mind a
young wife, even if...”
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“Even if she brings with her another man’s baby? See? Even you
don’t believe that.”

“I believe in love,” Hazel said. “And if you look for it, love will
find you right where you are.”

Susan searched Hazel’s face but could find no hint of amusement
in it. “You mean that, don’t you? I thought maybe you were trying
to be funny.” Susan shook her head, convinced that her future was as
black as the crumpled dress on the hardwood floor. “You’re a roman-
tic, Hazel. My life is finished. I’ll be raising this child and living alone
forever.”

“I’ve lived long enough to know that nothing goes on forever.
And I do believe in love. Why, take Jared’s cousin, Caleb; you know,
the man from Oklahoma who sent the condolence letter? He has
three children, and his wife died in childbirth last year. Do you think
he’s given up? With three children and a farm to tend?”

“I have no idea.”
“Well, he hasn’t. He is looking for love. He sent a separate letter

to Joseph, asking for an introduction. He’s hoping to find a new wife.
Someone who won’t mind stepping in to help raise a family.”

“Well, I hope Joseph didn’t think of me,” Susan said. “I don’t
come from a big family like his. It was just my parents and me ... I
need my solitude.”

Hazel raised one eyebrow.
“I hope you’re not thinking of me! Hazel, how could you? I can’t

take care of three children in my condition!”
“Let’s not talk about it tonight,” Hazel said. “Here, I’ll help you

to bed. Get some sleep, my dear. And remember, you’re a strong
woman. You’re strong enough to handle this loss, and you’re strong
enough to have this baby. You may find that you’re stronger than you
think.”

Susan climbed onto the bed and wearily laid her head on the pil-
low. She was suddenly so tired she could hardly hear Hazel’s words.
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“I don’t feel very strong,” she mumbled, before drifting into a
deep sleep.

Chapter 2

“HAVE YOU CHILDREN SEEN my boots? I left them right here
at the back door.”

A burst of laughter exploded from the kitchen.
“I don’t know, Papa,” William said while holding in a chuckle.

“Maybe you better come see!”
“Yes, come see!” Lila echoed, laughing next to William. At 7, she

was just big enough to hold up little Johnny in a standing position
without bending over. His tiny legs were engulfed by their father’s
boots.

“If you’ve seen them, bring them to me, would you? It’s time I got
out started on evening chores.”

As another wave of laughter greeted him—William’s chuckle,
Lila’s infectious giggle, and Johnny’s 18-month old squeal—Caleb
made his way in his stocking feet into the kitchen.

“Hi, Papa! Do you like Johnny’s new boots?” Lila exclaimed.
“Boots!” Johnny said, and tried to slide one foot forward. But his

feet were stuck firmly to the ground, and the way his body wiggled
above the massive leather anchors sent Lila into a new fit of laughter.

She struggled to hold on to Johnny, but he started to lean for-
ward, losing his balance completely and heading face first to the floor.

“Look out!” Caleb shouted, and dove forward to catch his
youngest son before the child crashed to the floor. His arm landed
under Johnny’s face, and Caleb rolled him up into a bear hug as the
two lay sprawled together.
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“Goose pile on Papa!” yelled 10-year-old William as he threw
himself onto his father. Lila jumped on top of William, holding on
like a small monkey on the back of a circus pony.

“Ahem!” A voice said from the doorway.
The wiggling mass of laughing children squirmed off their father

as he sat up abruptly.
“Gloria! Come in! We were just wrassling a bit over my boots!”
“I see. Do you know that I won’t be back to wash the children’s

clothes until next Monday? What are they going to wear if they
spend their days rolling around on the floor?” Gloria Peary tried to
make her voice sound firm, but she was smiling even as she stood with
her hands on her hips.

William stood up first and picked Johnny up off of Lila. “Come
on, we can play in the parlor,” he said.

Caleb stayed on the floor while he pulled on his boots. He put
one hand behind him and pushed up with a groan to a standing posi-
tion. “I don’t know what makes my muscles more sore; doing the fall
planting, or wrangling the children.”

“I seem to be able to get my work done without bumps and bruis-
es,” said Gloria. “Caleb, before you go out, can we talk?”

Caleb looked at Gloria, puzzled by the sound of her voice. She’d
been helping him with the children since she graduated from school
last June, and Caleb was mighty glad of it. After Priscilla died of in-
fluenza in May, he’d spent every waking hour, and many during the
night, caring for the children and keeping up the farm.

“Mama says I needed to tell you first, before the news got out,”
Gloria said, stammering just a little. “You know how Ross Harlan has
been coming around a bit? Well, he’s asked me to marry him, and I
said yes.”

“Well, now, congratulations, Gloria,” Caleb said. “He’s a good
man. I’m happy for you! And don’t worry about me and the children;
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William can take a bit more time off from school, and Lila is near big
enough to cook for us.”

“Well, that’s just it,” Gloria said. “I hate it that William will have
to miss school. It’s important to me that he goes. And Lila, why, she’s
not even 8 years old. What are you going to do? Have you thought
about marrying again?”

Caleb walked up to Gloria and put one hand on her shoulder be-
fore he went out. “I never thought I would, so no, I haven’t. But I’ll
do what’s right for the children. I’ll make it work. Congratulations; I
mean that sincerely. When did you say was the wedding?”

“Next month, right after the harvest. I want to be settled in my
new home before Christmas.”

“As you should. Tell your mother and father how delighted I am.
But—let me tell the children, if you don’t mind. I need to explain
things to them.”

“Sure, I’ll let you tell them.” Gloria said, relieved that he had tak-
en the news so well. “And mother says she could always help out in a
pinch.”

“Ha ha, Mrs. Peary said that? I’m not sure I’d have the nerve to
take her up on it, but tell her I said I’m obliged.”

Caleb closed the door behind him and stood on the back steps.
He put his hand up to his eyes and surveyed the yard, barn and fields
in the waning afternoon light. Gloria had been a huge help these last
months. He looked forward to her visits twice a week, and the chil-
dren loved her. She had been a steady presence in their lives, not fill-
ing the hole left by Priscilla’s death, but easing the bitter sting of get-
ting through daily life without her.

I guess sending that letter to Joseph wasn’t so foolish after all, Caleb
thought. Maybe it’s time I took finding a wife seriously.

He sighed and was glad to push aside his worries as he set about
bedding down the animals for the night. School had already started
and everything was off. William had missed a month already. Lila was
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asking about a Harvest party and Christmas. The last thing he want-
ed was to deny his children an education and their usual celebrations
because he was too numb with grief to consider re-marrying.

Priscilla, I hope you understand. I’ll always love you and miss you
every minute. But if you are smiling down on us, maybe you can give
your blessing for a new woman to become part of our family.

Chapter 3

SUSAN IMPATIENTLY RANG the bell for tea a second time.
Where is Mrs. Hill? She stood up from the fainting couch by the win-
dow and steadied herself with one hand against the curved wooden
frame.

The three weeks since Jared’s death had passed by in a blur. She
had spent so much time resting alone in this room, she barely felt
strong enough to walk across to the door.

Mrs. Hill rushed in, all apologies and affirmations.
“Mrs. Gardner, I’m sorry,” she huffed as she brought in a tray with

a fresh pot of hot water and tea. “If it’s not one thing, it’s another. Just
now as I was coming up here, someone knocked at the door. I’ll have
to drop this tray for you and hurry back downstairs.”

“Who could be coming by today?” Susan wondered, pulling back
the heavy curtain to look outside.

Hazel smiled and waved up at her from the street. Susan nodded
her head and turned to Mrs. Hill.

“It’s Hazel! Do let her in and bring another cup back up with
you!”

“Yes, Ma’am. Right away, Ma’am.”
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The sound of voices rose up the stairs and Susan arranged herself
back on the couch. Mrs. Hill came back, huffing and alone.

“She says it’s time you come downstairs,” Mrs. Hill said. “I’m sor-
ry, Mrs. Gardner, but she’s waiting in the parlor. I told her you’ve
scarcely left this room since the day you got home from the funeral.
She says today is the day.”

Irritation bubbled up as Susan bristled at Hazel’s refusal to visit
her in her room. “Tell her I’m much too tired to come down.”

She was desperately lonely, and had confided in no one except
Hazel about her baby. It was expected she’d stay in seclusion as a
new widow, but she was stretching the privilege as long as possible to
avoid having to dress to go out. She was barely able to fit in her usual
dresses.

“She thought you’d say that, and told me to tell you she’s got news
that she can only tell you in the parlor. Seems like a fair offer, Mrs.
Gardner. Aren’t you hungry for some news?”

Susan wasn’t sure she wanted any. The joy she once had in gossip-
ing with her friends about each other had been extinguished by the
thought of how she had become the subject of their pity—the young
widow. She desperately did not want anyone to know about the baby,
right up until it was born, if possible. If she could just stay quiet and
cozy in her room until then....

Mrs. Hill came closer and picked up the tea tray. “I think it will
be all right,” she said gently.

Susan was barely listening. Between missing Jared and thinking
ahead about the baby, she had sunk into a surrealistic state devoid of
reality.

“Mrs. Hazel Gardner isn’t like those other ladies.”
Susan looked up and saw kind eyes smiling down at her, eyes full

of affection with no pity. It slowly dawned on her that Mrs. Hill must
know her secret.

BLESSED BRIDES AND BABIES 207



“All right. I’ll come down.” Susan took off her bedroom dressing
gown and reached for another one that was warmer to wear down-
stairs. Mrs. Hill smiled at her standing in her camisole.

“How long have you known?” Susan asked.
“About two weeks now. I saw it in your face, Mrs. Gardner. A

softening and a fullness that I’d recognize anywhere. Even in your
grief, you are a lovely mother-to-be.”

Susan blushed, realizing it had been foolish to not confide in
Mrs. Hill. “Thank you.” She pulled on the robe and gently tied it.
“I’m ready now.”

LIKE MOST PEOPLE, CALEB Gardner had no idea what the fu-
ture might bring. But no matter what happened, he never looked
back.

He left his home in Savannah to make his way west, scandalizing
his parents and extended family. All the Gardners had stayed within
20 miles of the family homestead, which they had renamed Clover
Fields after the ruin of the Civil War.

Caleb Gardner’s weekly visit to town didn’t always include a stop
at the post office to check the mail, but he thought of little else since
he learned of his cousin Jared’s passing.

It’s just been a couple of weeks, he thought as pulled his wagon up
to the post office. Joseph has much to do helping settle Jared’s affairs. I
can’t expect him to be thinking about me.

The Harvest parties were over, and he had seen to it that Lila at-
tended two of them; one in town and another small one she insist-
ed on having at the farm. “Mama would want us to give thanks,” she
said. Even though Caleb had not much appetite for the food, he was
grateful to see the children laughing and having fun with the other
families Lila had invited.
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William had started back to school on the two days that Gloria
was still helping out. Two more weeks until her wedding, and then
he’d have to stay home again to help every day.

“Got something for you today, Caleb.” Mr. Pottsham stood in the
doorway of the post office. “Aren’t you coming in?”

Surprised, Caleb broke into a wide grin. “Sure am! I’ll be right
there.”

Caleb took his letter and stood in the light of a window to read
it.

Dear Caleb,
We’re slowly getting used to Jared’s passing, but some days it seems

like he is just out hunting or gone on a trip and will be home any day. I
know you understand what that’s like since your loss of Priscilla.

I know of several women who might be willing to move as far as At-
lanta for a husband, but none who would agree to go as far as you are
in the territories. That is, except one: Jared’s widow, Susan. Hazel has
offered to travel with her to come and meet you.

It’s awful soon for her since Jared’s passing, but it’s early for you, too.
I guess in these times we can’t worry about waiting for a long interval to
pass before tying the knot again. She’s not a strong thing, but Hazel has
convinced me that she has some grit to her that may prove itself when
called upon. I hope you’ll forgive me for setting this up without hearing
back from you, but with the weather turning and Christmas coming, I
wanted Hazel to be able to make the trip with Susan and be back in
time for the holidays. They’ll be in on the 4 o’clock train from Atlanta on
November 20.

Hope you and the children are well, and I wish you all fortune and
blessings.

Yours truly,
Joseph
Caleb looked at the calendar on the wall behind the postmaster’s

counter. November 20th! That’s one week from today! He folded the
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letter and put it into his pocket, and rushed out to make prepara-
tions. He had never met Susan, since Jared had married her after he
moved away from Clover Fields. He tried to think what he knew of
her family: Kept to themselves a lot. Her father lost his family money
and had to work for a living. But he couldn’t think of anything bad.

With his heart pounding, he headed home to get started cleaning
the house to prepare for her arrival. If he wanted a happy Christmas
for the family, he hoped this could be Priscilla’s gift.

Chapter 4

RIDING IN THE JOSTLING, jolting train was the most uncom-
fortable thing Susan had ever experienced. Now 7-1/2 months along,
she was thrilled at feeling the baby’s movements, but the train’s mo-
tion, the cold railway car, and the hard seat made it impossible to find
a comfortable position.

Hazel slept in the seat next to her and Susan read again the letter
Caleb had sent to Joseph. She had quizzed Hazel on everything she
knew about Caleb, and had to admit she was intrigued by the only
man she had heard of to voluntarily leave Clover Fields to make a life
away from the family home.

“He just had an adventurous way about him,” Hazel had said.
“When he met Priscilla, the two of them were bound and determined
that they could make a better life on land of their own. Imagine! Giv-
ing up a stake of Clover Fields to go farm some hardscrabble in the
West! We all thought they’d be back in a year. But instead, they found
a place to work until they could buy their own farm. I’m not sure how
much progress they made before Priscella’s death.”
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Susan thought of meeting Caleb and the three children and
shuddered. Four people – no, five – no, six once the baby was born –
living together in a small house. She wondered if she would ever have
a moment to herself again.

And yet, these last weeks alone had changed her. She had con-
vinced Hazel not to let Jared or anyone know about the baby. She
wanted to meet Caleb on her own terms and tell him herself. She
would know by his reaction whether she could love him.

“Hazel. Hazel, wake up. We’re almost there.”
The train pulled slowly up to a dusty shack that passed for a train

station in the Oklahoma Territory. Susan’s hands were trembling as
she pulled her shawl from her reticule, trying as best she could to cov-
er as much of herself as possible.

“I’m sure it will be fine,” Hazel said. “A man with three children
is not going to be put off by the sight of a woman with child.”

“Yes, but ... I should have written to tell him. Oh, why did I feel so
embarrassed! All those weeks alone after Jared’s death, the baby just
didn’t seem real. But now ...” Susan looked down at her hands crossed
over her stomach. “Now, it’s real.”

Hazel laughed, excited to see Caleb again and meet his children.
“You’ll see. Children are a blessing and everyone will love you. Let’s
go meet them.”

Caleb had struggled all morning to get the children cleaned and
dressed in their Sunday outfits to meet the train. He held Johnny,
who pointed and clapped as the train pulled to a stop. Lila stood a
half-step behind William, jumping as if she could see over his head.

“Do you see her? Where is she?” Lila asked.
“There.” William pointed as two women carefully made their

way off the train and across the platform toward them. “That’s Aunt
Hazel—I’ve seen her picture. The other must be—”

“Caleb! Over here!” Hazel smiled and waved as she approached.
A plump woman dressed in black with brown hair tied up in a bun
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walked behind her. Her head was covered with a black mourning
scarf, and she hugged her black shawl tightly over her black widow’s
dress.

“Hazel—wonderful to see you again!” Caleb came forward and
hugged her with his free arm. “This is my youngest, Johnny. And here
are William and Lila. Children, say hello to your Cousin Hazel.”

“Caleb Gardner! You’re looking well!” Hazel kissed him on the
cheek and turned to the children. “Hello, children. I want you all to
meet my sister-in-law, Susan Gardner.”

“Hello,” William said.
“Hello! I’m seven!” said Lila.
“Seven! Already?” said Hazel, and gave her a hug.
Caleb smiled at their greeting and then brought his gaze to meet

Susan’s. She was staring at him, but when his eyes met hers, she quick-
ly looked down.

Susan swallowed and released one clutched hand from her shawl.
She tentatively put it forward, using all her strength to raise her eyes
to Caleb. As she did, she looked into brown eyes; they twinkled back
at her from a broad face, his mouth soft and kind, a sense of genuine
care and concern displayed through his wrinkled forehead.

“Very nice to meet you,” he said as he took Susan’s hand. “How
was the trip? I hope you’re not unwell.”

Susan shook his hand and forced a smile. “I’m quite well,” she
said defensively. Could he tell already she felt weak as a kitten? “I’m
sure it’s just the long hours on the train. This cool air is very refresh-
ing.”

“Yes, the train was fine but what a long trip!” Hazel said as Susan
and Caleb dropped their hands. “I’ll be so happy to be settled.”

“Of course, William and I will get your things. I’ve arranged for
you to stay with our neighbors, the Peary’s. My house is a bit small
and there is no guest room...”
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“That sounds lovely,” Hazel said. “I would like to pay my respects
to Priscilla, when there’s time. I’m only here for a few days if all goes
well.” She smiled and looked back and forth between them, hoping
to uncover any hint of attraction.

“Of course,” Caleb said. “And may I offer my sincere condolences
on your loss,” he told Susan. “Jared and I grew up together, and it’s a
duller world without him in it.”

Susan nodded her head. She could see the family resemblance,
but Caleb Gardner was a rougher sort of man than Jared and Joseph.
She could easily see why the pleasant but close-knit life at Clover
Fields might chafe at him. She knew the feeling herself.

Chapter 5

“HOME? HOMER! WHERE are you?” Ada Peary was put out. She
was busy planning Gloria’s wedding, and now had company to con-
tend with.

But it did give her the first chance of anyone in town to evaluate
her soon-to-be neighbor and tenant.

“Here, dear,” Homer said, shuffling in from the back room. “Just
finished sweeping the spare room.”

“Good. It’s about time they were here. Can you open the gate
at the end of the lane? I want them to get inside as soon as possi-
ble—I’ve got work to do!”

“Yes, dear.” Homer went to the back door and put on his over-
coat. He shoved a greasy hat down on his head and shut the door over
Ada’s rising voice.

“You’re not going to wear THAT hat, are you?...”
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Homer walked down the lane, the silence and cool breeze cheer-
ing him up. A simple man, Homer had one love in the world, and it
was Ada. She might not seem like it now, but in her day she had been
one of the sweetest and prettiest girls in the county. Homer, once he
had made up his mind about something, rarely changed it.

He saw a swinging lantern attached to a wagon coming towards
him and picked up his pace to reach the gate before it did. Untying
the rope holding it closed, he swung it wide and stood smiling and
waving at the edge of the lane.

Caleb pulled the horse to a halt to bid him hello. “Evening, Mr.
Peary. Can’t thank you enough for your hospitality. I’d like you to
meet my cousin’s wife, Hazel Gardner.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Hazel said from the bench next to Caleb.
“Ma’am,” said Homer, and tipped his hat.
“This is my sister-in-law, Susan,” Hazel said.
Susan smiled and gave a shy wave.
“Pleasure is mine,” said Homer. He shifted on his feet. “Ada’s

waiting for you up at the house. I’ll be along soon.”
“Thank you!” Caleb chucked the horse and they continued on.

Mr. Peary was as easy to get along with as they come. Caleb’s stomach
flinched a little at the immediate prospect of greeting Mrs. Peary.

The small group crowded up on the porch, Caleb and William
carrying the ladies’ bags and Lila still in the wagon with Johnny.
Caleb knocked on the wooden door festooned with a beautiful ever-
green wreath and red bow.

“Come in! Welcome!” Mrs. Peary threw open the door, her wide
girth nearly blocking all the light behind her.

“I’ve heard so much about you, Hazel,” Mrs. Peary said, which
made Hazel wonder. “And you, my dear Susan, poor thing. So young
to be widowed.”

Susan smiled weakly, the gush of pity washing over her making
her feel even less inclined to speak than usual.
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Gloria stepped forward and took Susan’s arm. “Here, let’s find
you a seat. You must be tired from your journey.” She guided Susan to
the parlor and a seat by the fire. “I do hope you like it here,” she said.
“I’m to be married in a week, and it would be such fun to have some-
one my age nearby.”

Susan liked the thought of that and wondered how such a kind
young woman could have a mother like Mrs. Peary.

Caleb and William took the bags to the spare room and returned
as Gloria poured tea for the women in the parlor. He smiled at Susan.

“I hate to do this, but it’s getting late and I can’t leave Lila and
Johnny outside. It’s time they all got to bed.”

“Of course,” said Susan. “Please feel free to get them home. I’m
sure I won’t be much company for more than a few more minutes.”

“Yes, thank you, Caleb, for getting us from the station,” said
Hazel. “We’ll be over first thing in the morning to spend some time
with you and the children.”

Caleb’s eyes stayed on Susan’s face. Something about the look
of grief that haunted her eyes, the pale complexion, and her general
quietness had tugged at his heart. He knew how raw her pain was of
losing her husband, yet here she was, in a strange house in a strange
land, willing to make a new life for herself.

Susan looked up to find him staring at her. She glanced away,
then looked back. A small smile curved at the corners of her lips.

“Yes, thank you,” she said. She blinked slowly and smiled.
Caleb’s heart skipped a beat as he returned to the wagon and

headed home with the children. She was lovely and strong in her own
way. Maybe Jared had been right to send her.

Mrs. Peary wasted no time interrogating her guests. She wanted
to know everything and she was in no mood to disguise her hurry to
find out.

“Have you really come all this way to be married to Caleb? Are
there no eligible men in Georgia? Is it quite proper to be marrying so
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soon? How long as it been since your husband died?” She asked each
question barely waiting for the answer for the one before.

Hazel did her best to respond for Susan as much as she could, but
Mrs. Peary was less interested in Hazel then in Susan. “I’m sure the
lady can speak for herself,” she said. “I said, do you think it’s appro-
priate to be married again so soon?”

Susan was tired, but the tea had warmed her and she had little en-
ergy for continuing to reign in her feelings. This wasn’t Clover Fields,
and she didn’t really care what Mrs. Peary thought of her.

“I suppose Jared’s the only one who would care what I do, and
he’s dead and gone now, isn’t he?”

Hazel and Gloria held their breath while Susan maintained a
steady and defiant gaze at Mrs. Peary. The comment, as rude as it was
in tone, was just as true in fact.

Mrs. Peary paused for a moment to decide whether to take of-
fense. But as a purveyor of directness herself, she had to admit she
liked Susan’s spunk.

“You’re quite right, my dear,” she said, to Hazel and Gloria’s sur-
prise. “Your husband is gone, leaving you to fend for yourself. A mar-
riage is the best form of partnership, sanctioned by God for the safe-
ty and happiness of his people. I think you’ll do very well to marry
Caleb Gardner.”

Gloria and Hazel let out their breath and exchanged glances.
“Of course,” said Mrs. Peary, “Any woman will have a tough act

to follow after Priscilla. Why, the woman had the voice of an angel,
the heart of a lion and her man’s full devotion. She and Caleb always
reminded me of myself and Homer, when we were younger.”

Susan was really not up to a verbal sparring match at the late hour
and in her condition. She tried to think of a way out of this conversa-
tion, but Mrs. Peary saw she was making a dent in Susan’s earlier show
of defiance, and leaned in.
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“The children even prefer my Gloria as their caregiver now,” she
said. “Of course, Gloria is spoken for and will marry the son of a
landowner. At the rate he’s going, Caleb Gardner may never own an
acre.”

Susan couldn’t hold back. She had spent months hiding her loss
and her pregnancy predicament from the gossiping social group from
Clover Fields and the surrounding area. While she had temporarily
shielded herself from their scrutiny, she had paid a price in self-re-
spect and her own acceptance of her situation. She determined not to
make the same mistake now that she had travelled so far to get away
from that.

Susan stood up and put her hands on her back. She stood tall and
instead of covering her mid-section as she had become ingrained to
do, let her shawl fall to her sides. “I’m carrying a Gardner child, and
the Gardner name is what he’ll have with or without this marriage,”
she said.

Mrs. Peary sat with her mouth open.
“Oh, you’re having a baby, how wonderful!” said Gloria.
Susan took the chance of having rendered Mrs. Peary momentar-

ily speechless and excused herself for bed.
“Well!” Mrs. Peary said to Hazel before she could follow Susan

out of the room. “If Caleb Gardner knows about this, I haven’t heard
it. I suppose she is going to tell him, or I will!”

“She’ll tell him,” Hazel said. “Let them work it out on their own.”
“He’s in no position to take on another child,” Mrs. Peary said.

“He owes a month’s back rent as it is, and that’s even with Gloria
helping him.”

“I’m here to support both Susan and Caleb,” Hazel said. “This is
a family matter and while I appreciate your hospitality, I also request
you respect the privacy of our family.”

“If by that you mean to keep this to myself ...”
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“Of course, we’ll maintain discretion,” Gloria interrupted her
mother. “We only want what’s best for both of them.”

“Thank you,” Hazel said. “If you don’t mind, I’ll say good-night.”
Mrs. Peary stared past the fire and said not a word.

Chapter 6

SUSAN WOKE AT FIRST light feeling better than she had since
Jared died. She was anxious to be up and out of the Peary’s and learn
more about Caleb and the children.

If anything, she was determined be honest with Caleb and stop
hiding from her situation.

“Hazel, are you awake? I’d like to be going soon,” she whispered.
“Hmm? Is it morning?” Hazel said sleepily. She rubbed her eyes

and smiled. “I don’t know what got in to you last night, but I was glad
you stood up for yourself.”

“I think I was a bit rude. And Mrs. Peary doesn’t seem like the
sort of person I want to be on the wrong side of,” Susan said. “But I
did enjoy the look on her face! And to have an end to her inquisi-
tion.”

“Let’s be on our way, then,” said Hazel.
Mr. Peary apologized as he bid good-bye to the women. “Mrs.

Peary and Gloria had errands to run this morning, so they told me to
give you their regrets that they didn’t say good-bye,” he said. “Whole
house is in an uproar with these wedding plans.”

“We completely understand and thank them for letting us stay
during this busy time,” said Hazel. “It’s a fine day and not too far to
Caleb’s, is that right?”
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“Not far, about a half mile,” said Mr. Peary. He smiled kindly at
Susan, apparently aware of the previous night’s conversation. “I think
exercise will do you good, and hope you have a fine visit today.”

“Thank you, Mr. Peary. Good-bye!”
The women walked down the lane and through the gate at the

end. They turned right and headed toward the small cabin Caleb
rented from the Peary’s.

About half-way there, a large dog came into view in the distance.
He raised his head and tail, then began to bark loudly and head to-
ward them. Susan grabbed Hazel’s arm.

“Oh, keep him away!” she said.
They kept going and the dog grew closer. They could see the cab-

in in the distance and William coming out on the porch.
“Rex! Rex!” he yelled at the dog. When Rex wouldn’t stop bark-

ing, William ran up to him and waited with him at his side as the
ladies approached.

“Good morning,” said Hazel. “That’s an excellent dog you have
there.”

“Keeps us knowing who’s on the place,” said William. He patted
the dog’s head.

Hazel put out her hand for him to sniff and Rex’s hair went down
on his neck and his tail began to wag slowly. “There, you see? We’re
friends,” she said.

Rex circled Hazel and Susan and stopped behind Susan to sniff
the bottom of her dress.

“Oh! Get him away from me!” she shouted.
“It’s all right, don’t you know dogs have to sniff you to get to

know you?” said William.
“It’s all right, just stand still,” said Hazel.
Rex came around to Susan’s front, sniffing and wagging his tail.

He stopped and looked up at her, hoping for a pat.
“Shoo! Shoo!” Susan said.

BLESSED BRIDES AND BABIES 219



William rolled his eyes. “Here, boy. Let her alone, now.”
The three of them approached the house and Lila came out with

a bucket in her hand.
Susan knew she had not impressed William with her fear of Rex,

so she greeted Lila cheerfully. “Good morning, what are you up to,
Lila?”

“Just going to feed the chickens,” she said. “I’ll be right quick and
come back to visit.”

Hazel and Susan went inside. The cabin was small but clean, and
Caleb sat at the table with Johnny on his lap. He stood to greet them.

“I was just leaving to come get you,” he said. “Sorry you had to
walk.”

“No, we wanted to,” said Hazel.
“It’s a lovely morning,” said Susan.
They had coffee while Hazel and Caleb caught up on family news

from Clover Fields. Susan felt restless and wanted to learn about
Caleb, not hash over the gossip she already knew.

“I think I’ll go check on Lila,” she said.
Caleb smiled. “She says she’s feeding the chickens, but you never

know what she’ll have gotten in to.”

SUSAN WALKED THROUGH the yard, warily keeping an eye
out for Rex. She found the henhouse and could hear Lila’s happy
voice from outside.

The young girl was talking to the hens as she went about feeling
inside their nests for eggs. The empty feed bucket stood at the door.

“Anything today for me, Patti?” she said. Not finding an egg, she
encouraged the hen. “That’s ok; maybe tomorrow.”

“Mind if I help?” said Susan.
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Lila smiled. “I’m done now, but I’ll introduce you. This is Patti,
and Betsy, and this one is Ada. Mama named her after Mrs. Peary,”
Lila giggled.

Susan laughed, “She did? I wonder why?”
“Mama said she was the bossiest,” Lila said matter-of-factly. She

smiled and then looked down, blinking away a tear.
“I wish I could have met your Mama,” Susan said. “I’m sure she

loved you very much.”
“I miss her so much! Daddy is so busy, and William is no fun any-

more. We used to play, but now he’s so mad all the time and says he
can’t play like we used to.”

“I’m sorry, honey,” Susan said and put her arms around Lila. She
felt as lost as Lila. “I’ve been lonely a lot lately, too. Maybe we could
be friends and play together sometimes.”

Lila cheered up and the two walked back outside. William stood
by the house with Johnny, and Caleb and Hazel stood talking on the
porch.

“We’re going to take a ride to the cemetery,” Hazel said. “Would
you like to join us?”

Susan’s heart skipped a beat. Images of Jared’s burial flashed
through her mind, the rows of tombstones, the fresh dirt piled high,
the empty black hole awaiting his coffin.

“If you don’t mind, I think I’ll stay here,” she stammered. She
looked at Caleb. “I mean no disrespect, it’s just...”

Caleb came to her and put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s perfectly
fine.” He put a hand under her chin and raised her face until her
downcast eyes met his. “I understand how you feel.”

Susan felt a blanket of calmness envelop her when she looked in-
to his eyes. “Thank you.”

“It will be a help to me if you stay behind with the children.”
“Of course.”
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William spoke up, “I’m fine watching them by myself.” His
shoulders pulled back and he glanced at Susan. “Been doing it for a
while.”

“William, I know you are. But please make Susan feel at home.
You can have a little break from watching Johnny.”

The boy’s face flinched, but he nodded his head.
“I’ll show you my dolls!” said Lila. “And we can play.”
As Caleb and Hazel drove away toward the church cemetery, Su-

san went in to the house. She surveyed the kitchen with its sink full
of breakfast dishes, and looked at the cozy parlor where Caleb’s book
sat open next to a chair, Lila’s doll sat next to the hearth, and Johnny’s
wooden toys lay nearby. She rolled up her sleeves and began to tidy
up.

As the wagon pulled away, Lila touched William’s hand. “I like
her,” she said.

“Hmmph,” said William. “She’s afraid of dogs.” He turned to
head to the barn and left Lila and Johnny in the yard.

“IT HAPPENED SO FAST,” said Caleb quietly as he and Hazel
stood at Priscilla’s grave.

Hazel dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief. “I wish I had
known her better, but I always liked her. She was so kind and always
seemed happy.”

“She did have a temper,” said Caleb. “It wasn’t always easy. But I
never regretted a day being with her.”

Hazel stood quietly, thinking of Susan and whether she should
tell Caleb about the baby. She knew that Susan would tell him, but
wondered herself what Caleb would think. He obviously loved chil-
dren, but the strain of a newborn on a new marriage along with his
other responsibilities might be a lot to bear.
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“It’s sad, that she died so young,” Hazel said. “You’ve done a won-
derful job with the children on your own.”

“I couldn’t have done it without the Peary’s. Besides having to lis-
ten to Ada’s ‘advice’ on a continuing basis, Gloria cared for the chil-
dren when I didn’t really have the presence of mind to pay them
enough attention. And Homer...” Caleb paused as he thought of all
the ways Homer had silently helped. Like finding the cows had al-
ready been milked the day after the funeral. And letting him skip a
month’s rent. “Homer is one of the best men I know.”

They made their way through the small cemetery, walking back
toward the wagon. Hazel stopped and turned to him.

“Caleb, I hate to rush you, but what do you think of Susan? I’ll
be returning to Clover Fields in a couple of days, with or without her.
I can tell you she’s young, but she has a good heart. She hasn’t been
herself since Jared died, preferring to stay locked away in her room.
She likes a quiet life, and not to be the center of attention or specula-
tion.”

Caleb nodded. “It’s a funny thing, to have married for love, then
spend months in a pit of heartbreak that I didn’t think I could ever
climb out of. If I hadn’t had the children to give me a reason to get up
every day, I’m not sure I would have been good for anything this past
year.”

Hazel nodded.
“It’s like this,” Caleb said. “She’s a Gardner by marriage, and she’s

alone in the world now. If she’ll have me, I’d be proud to call her my
wife.”

Hazel smiled and squeezed his hand. “You Gardner men are the
best,” she said.

Chapter 7
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SUSAN SAT IN THE ROCKING chair listening to Lila. She was
anxious for Hazel and Caleb to return—she wanted to talk to him
and tell him about the baby.

In the distance, she heard Rex barking. “Woof-woof-woof !” The
dog had been keeping it up for a couple of minutes as she assumed he
heralded Caleb’s return.

“And Mama always brushed my hair at night before bed,” Lila
said. “She said I have thick hair like my Papa.”

“Yes, you do,” Susan said. “Do you hear Rex barking?”
“Yes, he does that a lot. Do you like to cook? I’ve been learning

to make porridge from Gloria. I can do it all by myself.”
“That’s very good,” Susan replied. Something about Rex’s barking

sounded off to her. The pitch of it didn’t change, and it sounded like
it was coming from only one spot, not from him going down the lane.

Woof ! Woof ! Woof !
“I think I’ll step outside and see if your father is coming,” Susan

said. She walked outside and looked in Rex’s direction.
The dog stood at attention, continuing his one-note barking. Lit-

tle Johnny sat playing in the sun next to the well, and Rex was stand-
ing between him and a small bush.

Woof ! Woof ! Woof !
She looked around for William but did not see him. Apparently,

everyone was used to Rex barking except for her. Still... the sound of
it seemed so ... insistent.

Susan had never been fond of dogs, but she felt drawn by Rex’s
stance to see what he was barking at. She stepped off the porch and
walked toward the well.

Johnny looked up and smiled, reaching his arms up to her. She
smiled back and crouched down to put her arm around him, looking
in the direction Rex was barking.
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Then she saw it. A rattlesnake lay curled up in the sun, its head
weaving back and forth at Rex and its rattle moving slowly.

“S-s-s-snake,” she whispered. She froze next to Johnny and called
out louder. “William! A snake!”

Lila came out on the porch and screamed. She grabbed a hoe and
came running to Susan.

Susan stood up and took the wooden handle from Lila. She
inched closer to Rex, raising the blade of the hoe above her head.

William stood in the doorway of the barn, frozen as he watched
Susan raise the hoe.

“Rex!” he shouted.
Rex kept barking. Woof ! Woof ! Woof !
Susan came up beside him and inched closer. If she missed, the

snake would surely strike the dog.
A fierce swell of emotion coursed through her as she took aim.

She couldn’t allow something so dangerous to come this close to
Caleb’s children. She squinted her eyes in complete focus on the back
of the snake’s head. She drew in her breath and swung down with all
her might.

Lila screamed as Rex jumped forward to attack as soon as the
hoe fell. The snake’s head wasn’t severed, but its body wriggled and
writhed from the deep cut. Rex grabbed it and shook the snake until
it lie still on the ground.

Susan stood breathing heavily with the hoe at her side as William
ran to Rex. “Good boy! Good boy!” He said jubilantly. Rex wagged
his tail and panted.

“You saved him and Johnny!” William said to Susan. “I heard
him barking, but I didn’t pay any mind.”

“It just sounded off to me,” Susan said. “I’m not used to barking
dogs.”
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She looked down at Rex and smiled. The dog nudged her hand
with his nose, and she fell to her knees with her arms around his neck.
Lila came running closer with Johnny.

Caleb never expected to see his children, Susan, and Rex all
crowded together in a hug when he pulled in to the yard.

THE CHILDREN REPLAYED over and over what they saw and
did as they told Caleb how Rex and Susan saved Johnny from the
snake. Their excitement had barely simmered down when Caleb
asked Susan to go for a walk.

“If you’re not too tired, let’s go out for a bit and give the children
a chance to calm down,” Caleb said laughing. “As long as we’re here,
they’ll keep telling us over and over.”

“I’d like that,” Susan said.
Caleb and Susan walked down the lane and took a turn on a path

into a small stand of trees. Caleb had put a small wooden bench there.
“Priscilla liked to bring the children here to keep cool in the summer,”
he said.

Susan was quiet. She could feel herself being drawn to Caleb and
the children. She wanted someone to feel for her they way he obvi-
ously felt for Priscilla. She had wanted to be a good wife to Jared, and
to share a family with him. All that was lost to her now, but here was
Caleb, so kind and gentle, and capable of loving and being loved. It
seemed to Susan that for the first time in many months, getting to
know him was something she looked forward to.

“Would it bother you if I spoke my mind?” Caleb said. “I come
here alone and sometimes. I still talk to Priscilla as if she were alive.
I’ve asked her why she left, and what I should do, things like that. My
heart was never satisfied with any kind of answer.”
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Susan nodded. That didn’t seem funny to her at all. She had only
visited Jared’s grave once since his funeral, but she cried her heart out
to him when she had.

“When I got the news about Jared,” Caleb said, “I admit I
thought of you. I knew you were young and didn’t have the chance
to live together as man and wife or have a family yet. But I know the
pain is no less real. I just wanted you to know, I understand how you
feel.”

“I can’t really say I understand how I feel,” Susan said. “Most days
I haven’t even gotten out of bed. I feel like I’ve been in a fog. Until
today, I haven’t felt really awake at all. To be honest, the first time I
felt much of anything was when I saw that snake threatening Rex and
Johnny.”

She felt again the rush of fear followed by exhilaration. She was
amazed at herself for killing the snake.

“I don’t know what came over me,” Susan said. “If you asked
me to do something like that, I’d say I never could. But something
snapped when I saw it. I was scared at first, but then I was just—an-
gry.”

“It’s your mother’s instinct,” Caleb said.
Susan blushed. “Well—I may have a reason that you’re not aware

of.” She looked at him. “Caleb, I assume you can see that I’m with
child. I’ve been hiding it as best I can, but I wanted to tell you myself.”

“I did wonder when I saw you last night, but when Joseph, Hazel
and you said nothing about it, I didn’t want to ask directly,” he said.

“So I can understand if this is an additional burden you wouldn’t
want to take on.”

Caleb was sure she would never be so wrong about him again.
“I’m very sorry you and the children lost such a loving wife and

mother,” Susan said.
He smiled and took her hands. “I’ve asked Priscilla about this and

have a peace in my heart about what I’m going to say next. Susan, I
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wrote to Joseph asking if any women in Georgia would want to come
to be my wife. He said no one did – except you.”

Susan laughed. “I’m not even sure why I agreed, given the dis-
tance and all the things folks say about you.”

“Let me finish. I wasn’t sure you’d be the kind of woman who
could work alongside me. I’ve got another year of rent payments be-
fore I pay off the land. Then I’ll have room for more crops and a big-
ger house.”

Susan looked up at him.
“When I sent Joseph my letter, I asked Priscilla for forgiveness. I

didn’t want her to think I had moved on. But really, I was asking my-
self if I was ready. When I saw you with the children crowded around
you, I feel like Priscilla was telling me it’s all right.”

Susan looked at him with tears in her eyes.
“I’ve seen the flowers bloom and die here this year,” Caleb said.

“Lately it’s seemed pretty bleak. But I feel better with you here. To
me, having another little one will be a blessing. You’re the one who
has a lot to take on if you agree. But if you do, I would be honored
and overjoyed if ... if you would marry me.”

Susan thought what a strange thing it was to be proposed to
while her intended talked of his love for another woman. But they
were both widowed, and would always have their first loves in their
hearts. She admired how his feelings for Priscilla shone through
when he spoke of her. She knew she would always love Jared.

“I won’t pressure you to love me, it’s too soon since Jared died,”
Caleb continued. “I can’t promise how strongly I’ll feel either. But I
do know that my heart hasn’t felt full since Priscilla died. And it feels
less...” he paused, looking for the words. “It feels less empty with you
here.”

Susan squeezed Caleb’s hands. Her emotions had been kick-start-
ed to life with the fear and adrenaline brought out by the threat of
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the snake. Now she felt the strongest warmth coursing through her
she had felt in months.

“I’ll marry you, Caleb,” Susan said. “And I’ll be the best mother I
can be to your children, though I don’t know how.”

“I’ll take care of you,” Caleb said. “And your new little one. We’ll
raise all of the children as our own. Together.”

He bent to kiss her and she eagerly met him. They embraced and
she felt safe for the first time since Jared died. A new feeling blos-
somed in her heart. From this point on, she wanted more than any-
thing else for Caleb Gardner to love her.

Chapter 8

“HMPH! A WOMAN COMES to town and steals all the attention
from your wedding! I’ll have something to say the next time I see
her.” Mrs. Peary was angry.

“Mother! It’s fine! I’m so happy Caleb and Susan got married
right away before Hazel left. It didn’t detract at all from my wedding.”

“True, they didn’t even hold a reception. Everyone in town is still
talking about yours.”

“Yes, and after all the work, I’m beginning to think Caleb and Su-
san had the right idea. A simple ceremony with just the preacher, the
children, and two witnesses in attendance.”

“And to think, Homer stood up for Caleb! If he had asked me
first, I’d have told him, ‘Caleb Gardner needs a wife, not an extra two
mouths to feed’.”

“Mother! If you keep this up, I really will stop visiting.”
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Mrs. Peary opened her mouth, then shut it when she saw the flash
in Gloria’s eyes. Like Homer, Gloria put up with a lot from her, but
Ada Peary knew when she had crossed a line.

“Now, Gloria, you don’t mean that,” she said. “Here, I’ve gotten
over the Gardners already. As long as they follow through on their
commitments, they’ll have no problems with me.”

“You know Caleb is good on his word. He wouldn’t have left for
the wood-cutting job if he wasn’t.”

“Yes, let’s hope that will get him caught up before Christmas.
Goodness knows, we all could use the money.”

“WILLIAM, RUN FETCH some more wood for the firebox before
supper.”

“Oh, Ma, I was just fixin’ to whip Lila in another game of check-
ers.”

“You were not! You cheated! I can beat you any time!”
“You heard what I said, and you know what your Pa said.”
“Yes, Ma’am.” William pushed the checkerboard toward Lila just

hard enough to mess up the checkers, but not so hard that he couldn’t
claim it was an accident.

“Mama! He’s messing up the checkerboard!”
Susan was still not used to being called ‘Mama’. In the weeks since

she and Caleb married, first Johnny, then Lila, and finally William
started calling her that. She smiled and patted her stomach. Very
soon now she’d be a real mother. The doctor had said she’d likely de-
liver before Christmas.

It was the only thing that had given Caleb pause when he told her
he was going to a wood-cutting job and would be leaving her alone
with the children. But Susan had assured her she would have help
from Gloria and the Pearys if need be. She turned her attention back
to the children.
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“Lila, you can help me, too,” Susan said, ignoring for the 100th
time the children’s squabbles that day. “Watch Johnny for me while I
finish getting supper.”

Susan hugged the toddler hanging on her skirts and handed is
hand to Lila. She enticed him away with a small wooden horse and
cart. Johnny tried to push it on the ground, but it was missing a rear
wheel and the back end of the wagon dragged.

“Is bwoke!” Johnny began to wail.
“Shh, it’s ok,” said Lila. “You push and I’ll hold up the back, see?

It rolls along just fine on three wheels with a little help.”
Susan slowly stirred the pot of stew on the wood cookstove and

decided to add extra water, again, in case bad weather hit and she
couldn’t get to town for a few days. Had it really been only a week
since Caleb had left? She determined to get out the cross-stitched
calendar linen she had marked the days on and check. She could do
that when she sat down to finish next year’s calendar. Right after she
fed the children and brought in the wash from the line stretched be-
tween the house and the shed.

The back door flew open with a kick as William clambered in be-
hind arms piled high with split wood. The cold December wind fol-
lowed and tore through the small house, threatening to snuff out the
two candles lit in the sitting room and causing the steam over the
stew pot to swirl crazily to the ceiling.

Lila jumped up and raced to shut the door, struggling with the
black iron latch against the hostile current. Small but strong for her
nine years, Lila’s long brown braids swung as she pushed her shoulder
against the door, braced her feet and slid across the metal post to its
place in the latch.

“Whew! Mama, I think it’s dropped near to freezing since morn-
ing!” she exclaimed, breathing heavily as she slumped against the
door.
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“It feels like it, yes,” Susan said. “William, is the water frozen in
the water trough in the barn?”

“I’ll go check after this,” William answered as he re-arranged the
cut wood he had dumped with a groan into the woodbox. “Might as
well keep moving now that I’m near frostbit!”

Susan smiled at William’s stout words that reminded her so of
Caleb. William must have had his mother’s looks, but his boy’s face
was ever so thickening and squaring up to look more like Caleb’s.

William clattered back out to poke a stick through any ice that
might be forming on the water trough in the barnyard for the horse
and cows. They had plenty of hay, and Caleb would buy extra grain
when he returned. At least, that’s what he had said before he left.

“I’ll be back in 10 days, Susan—two weeks, tops. We’ll have enough
for extra grain for the animals, get the rest of our supplies for the winter
and put away seed to plant in the spring.”

She thought of his warm embrace and final kiss as she ladled out
the stew over one biscuit each for the family’s big meal of the day.

“Children, after supper, I’ve got an errand to run over to Mrs.
Peary’s. Since it’s gotten so cold, I won’t be taking you with me, but
expect you to watch over each other and little Johnny.” She wasn’t
sure if William and Lila would complain or not. She knew they loved
to be outdoors, but a trip to Mrs. Peary’s always left everyone feeling
drained.

“Yes, Mama,” Lila answered first. “Only tell William he’s not the
boss of me when you are gone!”

“He most certainly is,” Susan answered. “William, as the man in
charge, it’s your job to be the leader and protector. You’re not the
boss. That’s not how your Papa does it, right?”

“Yes, Mama.” William sighed. “But Lila won’t do what I say un-
less I boss her!”

“Will too!” Lila responded quickly, and stuck out her tongue
when she thought Susan wasn’t looking.
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Susan rose from the table and began to clear the dishes. “That’ll
be enough, Lila,” she said with her back turned. “You listen to
William, and I’ll check with you later whether he was bossy.”

The walk to Mrs. Peary’s house was pleasant in the sun, even
though the cold wind insisted on disturbing Susan’s peace every few
minutes. She didn’t mind going alone this time even though when
she called on Mrs. Peary, she usually had the children with her. She
hoped being alone would give her a proper excuse to shimmy out the
door as quickly as possible before Mrs. Peary could start with her in-
terminable small talk and piercing questions.

At the beginning of the month, Caleb had taken part of the rent
and dropped it off on his way out of town. She thought he might be
back in time with his pay to deliver the rest. Now it was up to her to
take the remaining money and deliver it.

She walked down the lane and turned in at the Peary’s farm,
opening and closing the gate behind her. Their house was larger than
the built-on cabin that Caleb and Susan lived in. Caleb was only a
few months away from owning the land, and after the next good crop,
they would build their own, bigger house. They had a spot picked out
further away from the Peary’s right next to a stream. It would be per-
fect for their growing family. Until then, there were the monthly vis-
its to pay rent.

She walked up on the porch and was about to knock on the door
when Mr. Peary opened it.

“Come in, come in, child! Who knew someone would be out
walking on a cold day like this?” Mr. Peary said, and called in to the
sitting room with windows facing the porch. “It’s Mrs. Gardner, Ada.
Come to call on ye.”

“I can see that, Homer! I’m the one who told you to open the
door! Now bring her in, bring her in.”
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Susan thanked Mr. Peary and gave him her bonnet and wrap as
he backed away quickly and disappeared, relieved, to his own pursuits
in another part of the house.

“Good day, Mrs. Peary,” Susan said as she entered the sitting
room.

“Good day, Susan. Please, have a seat,” said Mrs. Peary, pointing
to a rigid-backed chair next to her overstuffed couch. She adjusted
the cushion behind her and settled her feet more comfortably on the
footstool in front of the fire. Susan sat upright in the chair, trying not
to be dismayed as she recognized the signs of Mrs. Peary gearing up
for a long discussion.

“I’ve come to pay the rest of December’s rent. I really cannot stay,
as I’ve left William in charge at home.”

“Yes, yes, Caleb said you’d be by with the rest. I take it then he
hasn’t returned? Leastaways, I haven’t seen him go down the lane as
yet.” Mrs. Peary made sure to point out she was aware of all the com-
ings and goings to the Gardner family’s house.

“No, he’s not yet returned, but I expect him most any day,” Susan
said.

“Well I certainly hope so. Imagine leaving you in your condi-
tion...”

Mrs. Peary launched into her favorite topics as Susan’s mind wan-
dered. She inspected the mantle and admired the Christmas greens
placed on it while Mrs. Peary detailed the goings-on with the new
vicar at church. She shifted slightly in her chair and crossed her feet as
Mrs. Peary regaled her with discussions of her garden”s bounty, how
much she had canned, and whether the signs she saw foretold a short
or long winter.

“As I told Homer, I said, ‘Homer, as sure as I live and breathe,
the hair on the rabbits rummaging through the rest of the garden
is thickest I’ve seen in four years! It’ll be a tough winter for sure: A
tough one.”
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In spite of her efforts, Susan found her head nodding just a tad as
the warmth of the fire crept around her and the voice of Mrs. Peary
continued on whether she responded or not.

“Susan? Mrs. Gardner! Well, I never!”
Suddenly Susan jerked awake to see Mrs. Peary glaring at her over

her glasses. “Yes, of course, Mrs. Peary,” Susan tried to answer in a way
that would suit whatever question had been asked.

“So you DO think having four children is enough?” Mrs. Peary
continued happily now that she had Susan’s full attention again. “Be-
cause having my daughter was the most momentous day of my life
and one that could never be replicated by having multiple children.”
Mrs. Peary stopped and sniffed for effect. “It seems to me any woman
would do well to wait to have multiple children until they were more
settled.”

Susan tensed at the obvious slight to her and Caleb. She wasn’t
about to let Mrs. Peary dictate to her how many children she should
have, or when. She stood up abruptly.

“I really must be going now,” Susan said, She took out the hand-
kerchief from her purse and set its contents on the table next to Mrs.
Peary. “You can count it; it’s all there,” she said, a slight tone of defi-
ance edging her voice.

Mrs. Peary looked at the money, patted it with her hand, put her
feet under her and raised her considerable bulk from the deep cush-
ions. “I’m sure it’s fine, dear,” she said with an unexpected softness.
“Follow me to the kitchen; I’ve a pie just cooled for you.”

Susan smiled through thin lips and followed Mrs. Peary. She
knew, at least, that this signaled the end of the visit. Despite her busy-
body ways and disapproving words, Mrs. Peary never let her or Caleb
leave the house without a homemade treat. Mrs. Peary went on an-
other five minutes about the pie recipe, how it came down from her
grandmother, and how she used only her own apples grown from her
trees in it.
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“I’m sure it tastes delicious,” Susan said more than once, making
her way slowly to the door as Mrs. Peary talked and talked.

Mr. Peary appeared out of nowhere to rescue her with her bonnet
and wrap. She threw them on one-handed and said her good-bye’s
at the open door. “Go on, then, you’re letting in the cold air!” Mrs.
Peary’s final shriek was muffled by Mr. Peary rapidly closing of the
door behind her.

Susan sped away across the porch and down the stairs, glad for
the blessed silence of the waning winter day and anxious to get home
to the children.

Chapter 9

AT NIGHTFALL, AFTER the chores were done, Susan and the
children ate pie and warm milk for dinner. She laid Johnny in his
small bed next to hers. Caleb and Lila were whispering in the loft, try-
ing to get used to the earlier bedtime now that the sun set so much
earlier in the evening and sharing secrets and hopes for Christmas.
Susan wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders, and went to
her chair and workbasket by the fire.

She stitched into the night, working the months and days into
the linen in various strands of red, blue, green and gold floss. She
saved the top decoration for last, waiting for inspiration to guide her
creativity. She wondered what the new year would bring, and what
she should dare hope for. The candle burned dangerously low and the
well-banked fire emitted heat less generously when Susan put down
her work and opened her Bible for a short read and prayer before bed.
The preacher at church last Sunday had started the Advent readings,

236 Lorena Dove



and she admitted to herself that she was a little bored with the topic,
having heard and read the stories all her life.

The next morning, the sun glimmered weakly through frost-cov-
ered windows as Susan turned her head to the light. She opened
her eyes and slowly stretched under the warm quilt, feeling the sore-
ness in her calves, knees elbows and fingers. A strange noise made its
way to her consciousness. She was used to keeping one ear open to
the sound of Johnny’s steady breathing in his bed. Now she heard a
breath, followed by ... silence. Then, another breath. Then, silence.

She jumped to her feet and leaned over the young boy. Almost
two, he was usually awake before she was and crying for milk. This
morning, he lay so still her own breath caught in her throat for several
heartbeats.

The soft touch of her hand against his cheek provoked a slight stir
and she let out a small gasp of thanks.

Blinking through foggy vision to focus on the sick child, Susan
straightened him up as his curly head fell limply against her. His
breath came in shallow, rough bursts, with a stillness between that
caused her to shake him a bit. He began to cough and his eyes
opened, as his small body struggled to breathe. Susan looked at his
round blue eyes, usually so clear and bright but now watery, red-
rimmed and unfocused.

“Mama!” he wailed, and began to cough again as he cried in her
arms.

“What’s the matter with Johnny?” Lila asked, rushing to Susan’s
side.

“He’s sick, Lila; we have to get him cooled down. Take a cloth
and wet it down for me. Wring it real good and bring it here!”

William skittered around the edges of the room, uncomfortable
at the worried sound of his Susan’s voice. “I’ll just get out and check
the animals,” he said before pushing his feet into his boots, grabbing
his coat, and heading out the back door.
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The cold air felt good to William as he made his way to the famil-
iar comfort of the barn. He had been mad when his father wouldn’t
let him go on the logging trip with him, even though he’d been cut-
ting wood and hauling hay alongside his father all summer.

“Son, I’m depending on you to watch after the animals while I’m
gone,” he had said. “Susan will have her hands full with Lila and John-
ny, and she will soon be having a new baby.” William was glad now he
had the animals to keep his mind off Susan’s worried look and John-
ny’s flushed face.

He fed the horse and milked the family’s two cows, being careful
not to spill the pail as he took it in to the house.

Just as quickly as Susan gave a small bottle to the child, Johnny
became agitated and soon spit it up, soaking his clothes, blanket, and
Susan’s skirt. She stripped the baby and handed him in a clean towel
to Lila to hold while she went and changed her own clothes. The day
continued with Johnny alternating between sleeping fitfully, crying,
taking a small drink and throwing up.

By nightfall, Lila complained to that her throat felt funny. “Head
straight up to bed,” Susan said, anxiously feeling the fever on Lila’s
skin. “William can bring you your dinner.”

Susan was awakened throughout the night to change Johnny’s
blanket and to minister to Lila. The next two days passed with Susan
and William taking turns doing the outside chores, tending the fire,
cooking small meals, and keeping the little ones comfortable. By
morning of the third day, asleep in her chair, William came and
nudged her shoulder.

“Mama? Mama? Sorry to wake you. I’m going to feed the animals
and bring in some wood, but I’m not feeling too well....”

Susan got up and looked him in the eye. He was almost as tall as
she, and would soon be as tall as Caleb. His eyes were puffy and his
cheeks were flushed. “If you can, William. If you can’t just go back to
bed.”
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“No ma’am, I’ll do it,” he said, and turned to shuffle out the door
with a pace as slow as an old man’s, not a 10-year-old boy’s.

The next few days were a blur as Susan tended to each of the
children, tried to keep them comfortable, monitor their fevers, give
them water and encourage them to eat between rounds of nausea.
The laundry pile usually kept in a basket by the door was overfilling
with nearly all of their clothes and linens. William was now wearing
just a shirt of his father’s and Lila had on an old nightgown of Susan’s
that Susan cut off so she wouldn’t trip over it.

She was glad that Johnny was now feeling better, but without
the older children to help look after him, she worried he would hurt
himself in the house while she was outside tending the animals. Her
workbasket sat untouched and her Bible unopened as she took cat-
naps of sleep throughout the night.

On the third night after William became sick, Susan wearily
moved about the barn tending the animals. Juniper the horse nearly
stepped on her foot as she moved in to pitch some hay to him. She
slapped his haunch in time to pull her foot away, but the effort and
the loud snort he gave seemed like a rebuke. She closed the barn door
and paused to look up at the sky. Under the clear sky and silent stars,
tears overwhelmed her as she wondered how much more she could
do. Where was Caleb? Why was she alone to work and worry over
the children? How would she get to town to replenish her supply of
flour, sugar and coffee? Who would help her if the baby came early?
Her dreams of Christmas and baking and finishing the socks, gloves
and other gifts for Caleb and the children seemed so far away. She
could see candlelight glowing in the windows in the Peary’s house
down the lane, and envisioned them and every other family in town
warm, fed, and surrounded by their happy, healthy families.

Mindful that Johnny was alone and creeping about the house,
Susan stumbled back along the path to the back door. She didn’t
bother to wipe her tear-stained face as she angrily made her way into
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the house. She loved being a wife and mother, but she didn’t sign up
for this! All alone with sick children, animals to care for, dwindling
food and no clean clothes or linens! Christmas and its gifts, joy and
promise seemed like a story from a distant past, not something she
could partake in or even grasp.

Johnny had fallen asleep on the rug. She bent to lift him and
thought how heavy, how very heavy he felt. She lay down beside him
and cried herself to sleep in front of the dwindling fire.

LILA CAME DOWN FROM the loft the next morning to see
William helping their mother to bed. Johnny sat cooing on the floor,
and when he saw Lila, lifted his arms to her.

She scooped him up on one hip. ‘What’s the matter, Mama?
Can’t you walk?’

Susan didn’t answer but shook her head as she leaned on
William. “Quiet, now Lila. Mama’s sick, too,” William said. “If you’re
able, feed Johnny his milk and then come and help me.”

Susan crawled into bed and heard the words from a far-off place
as William pulled the quilt up to her chin. “I’ll just rest an hour,” Su-
san mumbled. “I’m fine.”

She opened her eyes again hours later to fling off the quilt, feeling
burning hot beneath it. The next time she awakened, Lila had covered
her again and was offering her a cup of tea.

“Where’s Johnny?” Susan asked.
“He’s fine, Mama. William’s got him while I sit with you for a

while.”
During the night, Susan woke to see William asleep in a chair by

her bed. “William? Are you all right?” she asked.
He woke and smiled. “Yes, I guess it’s your turn to be sick now.

Me and Lila, we’re taking care of Johnny and the animals. Don’t you
worry.”
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The next day, William read to her as she tossed and turned in bed.
He opened her Bible to her bookmark where she had left off reading
before they become ill. He read the story of the angel Gabriel coming
to tell Mary she would have a child.

Susan listened to the familiar words. Her bored feeling at church
upon hearing them was replaced with a new comfort in their simplic-
ity and familiarity.

William read that Mary wondered how she could be with child,
since she wasn’t married yet. Susan understood for the first time how
scared and lonely Mary must have felt.

William read:

And, behold, thy cousin Elisabeth hath also conceived a son
in her old age: and this is the sixth month with her, who was
called barren.

For with God nothing shall be impossible.

And Mary said, ‘Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it un-
to me according to thy word.’

“Stop,” Susan said, so suddenly and clearly that William jumped
in his seat. “Read that last part again.”

“... For with God nothing shall be impossible. And Mary said,
‘Behold the handmaid of the Lord; be it unto me according to thy
word.’ That part, Mama?”

“Yes,” said Susan. She shifted in bed and tried to think clearly.
Her cry to God in the night had been answered, and she knew her re-
sponse. “Bring Lila and Johnny to me.”

With William gone from her side, Susan closed her eyes and
prayed. “Dear Lord, Thank you for the children and my new home.
Thank you for my husband and this warm bed and the cup of tea beside
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me. Thank you for keeping your promise to Mary and sending us your
Son. Bless me with her accepting heart, dear God. Amen.”

When the children returned, Susan was sitting up a bit. “Do you
feel well enough to walk, Mama?” Lila asked.

Susan she smiled weakly and nodded.
“Then come see!”
She tugged at Susan’s hand and William helped her up from the

bed. She walked to the door and looked in by the fire.
Lila raced ahead and danced up and down in front of a small pine

tree. On it were treasures and pine cones, bits of string and cloth tied
in bows.

“We did it, we did it ourselves!” Lila cried. “William found the
tree and cut it down, and I helped him straighten it! We decorated it
for you Mama, do you like it?”

Susan took a step forward and spread out her arms to the chil-
dren. She bent on one knee and hugged them all to her in front of the
fire. Their shining faces and pride in their surprise for her raised her
spirits so she felt better than she had since Johnny first fell ill.

Just then a loud knock on the door was followed by a voice:
“Hallo! Hallo! Anyone home?” William rushed over and opened the
door, hoping to see his father.

“Mrs. Peary?” he exclaimed as the large woman came bustling in-
to the kitchen, arms full of sacks and packages.

“Mrs. Peary!” Susan echoed and drew a blanket around herself
to cover the fact she was in her nightgown in the middle of the day.
“Whatever brings you here?”

“I became worried when I didn’t see you pass by for nigh on a
week now! I know by your usual comings and goings you can’t keep
food in this house with these young’uns for much longer than that.
I figured something had happened and just thought you might be
needing a morsel of food.”
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The children rushed over boisterously to untie the package
strings and sort through the sacks. “Cake! And flour! And candy!
And oh, Mama, look!” They exclaimed. William was beaming as Lila
jumped up and down and Johnny pulled all the contents he could
reach out onto the floor. Mrs. Peary didn’t even scold them and Mr.
Peary stood behind her nodding and smiling.

“Mrs. Peary, how can I ever repay you?” Susan said.
“Well—” Mrs. Peary began, ready to launch into her pre-deter-

mined list of demands.
“Pshaw, it ain’t nothin’ at Christmastime!” Mr. Peary interrupted

her.
Mrs. Peary gave him a sharp look but the smile on her face grew

as the children continued to exclaim over her gifts.
Susan grimaced and waited for a reprimand as Mrs. Peary took in

the sight of the dishes piled on the cupboard, pine needles and sticks
trailed across the floor, and the overflowing basket of soiled linens.

Mrs. Peary opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. She swal-
lowed, slowly closed and opened her eyes, and finally said, “I see you
have indeed been unwell. I’ll ask Gloria to come over tomorrow to
help you wash and put everything to order.” She ended her words
with a bright smile that softened the usual aggressive nature of her
face. “Yes, yes, Merry Christmas!”

Chapter 10

CHRISTMAS MORNING DAWNED bright and clear. Susan
opened her eyes to see Caleb smiling at her, holding a tray with a cup
of tea.

“Merry Christmas!” he said.
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She smiled and looked at the new baby girl lying in the cradle
next to her. “Priscilla and I say thank you! Merry Christmas, darling!”

He set the tray down and stroked the newborn’s fuzzy hair. “She’s
a miracle. When Homer sent word to the camp that you’d all been
sick, I feared the worst.”

“Having you home for her birth was a miracle,” Susan said. “I nev-
er knew I could be so happy!”

The children crowded around her bed, asking if they could open
their presents. Caleb helped Susan up and they walked in to the room
that William and Lila had decorated.

“It’s the best Christmas tree we’ve ever had,” Caleb said again.
Johnny opened a box with a new toy wagon and clapped happily,

“Here, Lila, this is for you,” said Caleb.
She quickly unwrapped her gift and her eyes went wide at the

shiny glint of a flute.
William pretended to act as if he was too old to care about a pre-

sent, but when Caleb presented him with a new knife, “Big enough
for a man,” he beamed with pride.

‘I’m just so glad you’re home,’ Susan said, smiling warmly. She
laughed at the half-knitted mittens that Caleb playfully strung
around his neck, against her admonishments not to let them unravel.

She looked into his shining eyes and cuddled little Priscilla close
to her. She fingered the locket he had bought for her, and felt she had
been blessed beyond measure. Into the locket she would place strands
of hair from each of the four children, and all the secrets of a mother’s
heart.
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Sweet Land of Liberty Brides Series

BOOK 1: Giovanna: The Cowboy’s Calabrese Mail Order Bride3 ~ A
stoic Norwegian cowboy needs a wife. A shy Italian widow needs a mir-
acle. Can Giovanna win the love of a Nordic cowboy in time to save the
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Book 2: Nathalie: The Circuit Rider’s Rhineland Mail Order
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Bonus from Giovanna:
The Cowboy’s Calabrese

Mail Order Bride

Chapter 1

“What is your name, child?” asked the large, imposing
woman towering over the small creature crouching at the

edge of the street. “Goodness gracious, a person could break her an-
kle stumbling over you!” Mrs. Forsythe waved her handkerchief at
her face and peered over her thick glasses.

The small girl froze in place, her hand stretched out toward a
dirty biscuit she was trying to scoop up off the sooty, mud-covered
street.

“R-R-Rosa,” she stammered, looking up with tears in her large
brown eyes.

The giant of a woman stood over Rosa, her thin lips set in a grim
line, the flowers on her elaborate hat twitching disapproval in time to
her shaking head. Rosa cowered beneath her, drawing herself into an
even smaller bundle of calico and long black hair. The woman’s shad-
ow grew over Rosa as she leaned down. Rosa trembled and closed her
eyes tightly shut.
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“Rosa. Well then. Ahem,” said the woman. “Let me help you with
those. Where’s your mother?”

Rosa opened her eyes to see the thin lips curled into a genuine
smile as Mrs. Forsythe reached across her to retrieve one of the errant
biscuits. She burst into tears of relief and self-reproach.

“M-m-mama’s inside the church, and I’ve dropped her basket!”
“Did she buy you all these biscuits?” asked Mrs. Forsythe with

one eyebrow raised.
“No, Ma’am! Mama sells biscuits and today I’m helping. Or I’m

supposed to be ...” her words trailed off as she fumbled with the ru-
ined goods. “She works hard to bake enough and now these are ru-
ined,” Rosa paused to wipe off her tears. “She’ll be sad.”

Mrs. Susan Forsythe was hardly accustomed to scrambling
around in the dirt at the edge of the street. Her normal Sunday prac-
tice was to go directly home after church to rest up from her busy
week at the milliner’s shop, paying no attention to the street ven-
dors who didn’t have the money for a permanent stand in the market,
much less a spacious storefront like hers.

Whatsoever ye do for the least of these, ye do for Me. The pastor’s
sermon text echoed in her mind as she considered the dark-haired
waif.

“Hand me the basket while you pick up the rest of them,” she di-
rected.

“Rosa? Rosa! Where are you?” The rising voice came to their
ears across the church courtyard as a petite woman dressed in black
rushed about looking this way and that for her daughter.

“Over here!” Mrs. Forsythe waved and pointed down at Rosa.
“What’s happened?” Giovanna said in her heavy Italian accent.

“Are you hurt, Rosa? The biscuits are covered in soot! Che sfortuna!
What bad luck!” Giovanna’s natural temper and talkativeness were
winding up into a tirade.
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“I’m sorry, Mama. I stood by the steps liked you asked, but I saw
a kitty and thought if I could catch it and bring it home, Pearl would
have a friend. I didn’t mean to trip and drop the basket, Mama! I’m
so very sorry.” The tip of Rosa’s nose was the only part of her face not
streaked with soot or tears as she stood twisting her small hands in
her dress.

Giovanna’s heart went out to her daughter, so delicate and frail
but always concerned about her kitten and any other animal she saw.
“Don’t you worry now, Rosa, I can bake some more, and these we can
feed to Pearl.” Giovanna wiped away Rosa’s tears with the apron of
her skirt and kissed her tenderly on her forehead.

Rosa buried her face in her mother’s black shirtfront, then smiled
and looked up at the woman who had helped her.

“Hello! I’m Susan Forsythe,” the woman said briskly with her
hand outstretched. “When I wasn’t tripping over her, I was just help-
ing your daughter with the fallen biscuits.”

“Giovanna Ransoni.” Taking Mrs. Forsythe’s hand, Giovanna
tried to make light of her losses even though she hadn’t the money for
more flour with a day’s wages lost in the dirt. “I made these biscuits
to sell, but I’m afraid they’ll have to be eaten by the animals now.”

“Could I buy half your basket right now, if you’re selling?”
“God bless you, Ma’am!” Giovanna said, astonished at the gener-

ous offer coming from this stern, stout woman. “But they’re all bro-
ken and dirty.”

“Never you mind! I can brush them off and use them for a pud-
ding. Mr. Forsythe will never know,” she said with a wink. “On sec-
ond thought, give me all you have.”

Mrs. Forsythe pressed some money into Giovanna’s hand and
scooped up the biscuits into her shawl, tying them into a tidy pouch.
“I don’t like to see food go to waste and these look delicious—at least,
they did!” With a quick turn to step into her waiting carriage, she
called out, “Take care, little Rosa! Good-bye, Giovanna!”
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The driver loosened the brake and chucked the reins on the
horse’s back. As the carriage lurched away from the curb and down
the street, Giovanna said, “Rosa, what do the letters say?” She point-
ed to the sign on the door of the retreating buggy.

“F-O-R—For—S-Y—Forsythe MILL-IN-ER-Y. Forsythe
Millinery, Mama.” Rosa looked up at her mama and smiled after she
puzzled it out.

“Brava! Such a smart girl, my Rosa. One day, you’ll teach me to
read in English, too,” Giovanna said. She looked down at the crumple
of bills in her hand, pushed them into the pocket under her apron,
and hurried home to count them in private.

GIOVANNA MADE HER WAY the next morning through the
crowded streets of Clarksburg to the other side of town, selling bis-
cuits and looking for the hat maker’s shop. She walked down Main St.
and crossed the bridge over Elk Creek, enjoying the view of the water
rushing by with the West Virginia mountains in the background. So
like Calabria, only much greener.

She found a building with a wooden sign hung perpendicular to
the street and painted with a jaunty hat. She made out the capital let-
ters F and M. They matched what she had seen on the carriage. She
opened the door slowly, intending to just peek inside, only to be an-
nounced by a loud ring of a bell.

Mrs. Forsythe’s head shot up from her work at the counter.
“May I help you?”
“Good morning, Mrs. Forsythe.”
“Oh! Giovanna! Good morning. How is Rosa today?”
“Bene, I mean, good, thank you! I brought you freshly baked bis-

cuits since you have paid for them already.”
“Why, thank you!” Mrs. Forsythe beamed. “Please, come here

and sit.”
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Not realizing the full extent of the sacrifice it represented, Mrs.
Forsythe was never-the-less intrigued by Giovanna’s honesty and
work ethic that seemed equal to her own. “Tell me about yourself;
I’m rather fascinated to see a mother alone selling biscuits on the
streets of Clarksburg. What does your husband do? He must be a
lucky man indeed.”

“Oh—mi sposa,” Giovanna swallowed to clear the lump in her
throat. “Francesco—Frank—I lost him to the coughing sickness.
What do you call it? The doctor said consumption. Rosa was just a
baby, and I sell my biscuits now to take care of her. That’s all about
me,” replied Giovanna, looking down at her shoes pointing out from
under the dirty hem of her dark dress.

“Oh! I am sorry,” said Mrs. Forsythe. “Well. You have family here
then to help you? ”

“My husband’s brother, he gave us a room above his store. He is
working to bring the rest of the family from Italy. He and Frank came
first to America to find work in the mines. Frank and I had just mar-
ried and he didn’t want to come without me. My mama begged me
to stay with her until he was settled...” Giovanna’s voice trailed off.
“Now, I am here with my Rosa,” Giovanna said simply.

She picked up her basket and stood to go. “You’re very kind.
Thank you for helping Rosa yesterday and—and for the money,” she
said, her warm smile returning to her face. “I just wanted to thank
you, and now I should be going.”

Mrs. Forsythe watched Giovanna make her way out the door and
down the street. She was charmed by Giovanna’s sad eyes and beau-
tiful smile. Her heart ached for the lonely young woman so far from
home, working hard to raise her daughter, and yet grateful and hon-
est.
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UNABLE TO GET GIOVANNA and Rosa off her mind, Mrs.
Forsythe took it upon herself to visit them. Giovanna and Rosa lived
in a cramped but clean room above her brother-in-law’s store in a
neighborhood where many had come from Calabria and other re-
gions in the south of Italy.

Giovanna was a busy young woman who used her many skills to
eke out a living. She cooked, cleaned, sewed, baked and did chores all
while raising a well-mannered daughter without complaint.

She did her best to be a good hostess, making Mrs. Forsythe some
tea and offering her a slice of lemon cake out of several she was plan-
ning to sell that day. Rosa played quietly nearby with a cloth doll and
Pearl curled up on her lap.

“This is delicious, thank you!” Mrs. Forsythe said. “You must be
wondering why I’ve come. I’m worried about Rosa.”

Mrs. Forsythe could see that Rosa was a weak child with a cough
that racked her thin body, but Giovanna was unable to find the mon-
ey for anything besides food and the rent her brother-in-law insist-
ed she pay. Rosa needed to see a doctor, as Giovanna feared her ill-
ness would only make her weaker unless diagnosed and treated. Some
even said that Rosa was infectious and should be kept locked inside
the house, away from other children. This made Giovanna’s black eyes
flash with anger, but she kept Rosa away from other children to spare
her strength.

“I worry, too,” Giovanna said. “She’s all I have in the world since
Frank has gone. We had such plans for our family—a house of our
own to raise Rosa in, send her to school, keep her happy .... Now, I
just wish for her health and money for the rent,” she said quietly.

“You deserve all that and more,” Mrs. Forsythe said. “Don’t you
wish for a man who would take care of you and love you?”

A shy smile crept over Giovanna’s face as she looked at the reflec-
tion of her twenty-nine-year-old face in the adjacent glass door. “I do
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wish for a husband,” she said. “But only if that means Rosa will be
happier too.”

“Of course she would be!” exclaimed Mrs. Forsythe. “Find your-
self a man of means who will take care of both of you.”

“Who would want to marry a dull-looking widow like me, when
Clarksburg is full of beautiful young girls ready for marriage?” cried
Giovanna in dismay.

“Then you must go where there aren’t so many eligible women.
Besides, you’re not so dull looking as you believe, if you could get
some decent rest.”

Mrs. Forsythe shuffled some papers up out of the large bag she
carried. “Every week letters arrive at St. Rupert’s Church from
preachers out West containing excerpts from the matrimonial news-
paper in San Francisco.” she said. “My own sister answered one, and
moved to Kansas City to be married last year.” She paused in her ex-
citement, scanning Giovanna’s eyes for any sign of interest. Unsatis-
fied but not dissuaded by her blank expression, Mrs. Forsythe plowed
ahead.

“Here look, I’ve brought you some letters. The light is poor
where you’re sitting, so I’ll read them to you.”

Giovanna nodded slightly, and lowered her eyebrows as she
strained to listen, grateful that Mrs. Forsythe so tactfully skirted the
fact that she couldn’t yet read English.

First Mrs. Forsythe read a letter from her sister telling how happy
she was as the wife of a man who owned the largest livery in town.

“Now, Giovanna, we’re going to read through some of the rest of
these and see if there is anyone acceptable,” Mrs. Forsythe said. Most
were unsuitable to either Giovanna or Mrs. Forsythe, until they came
to one that said:

“258 – A gentleman of 32 years, 5 feet 10 inches, owns a farm
outside of town. Desires the companionship of a loving, intelligent
and responsible woman between 20 and 28, to take care of his farm
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and home. Kindly write to Laars Gundersen, c/o Pavente General
Store, Faring, Dakota Territory.”

“But it’s only for women younger than 28,” said Giovanna look-
ing at Mrs. Forsythe in consternation.

“Oh, he’ll never be able to tell, Giovanna! How would he know if
you’re a year or two past his age of preference?” replied Mrs. Forsythe,
smiling at Giovanna’s honesty. “Now, I think we should start with
this one. I’ll write whatever you want me to say in reply.”

GIOVANNA ROSE AT DAWN in time to bake fresh biscuits and
sell them to the men heading to work. She looked at Rosa sleeping
in the bed they shared, and thought about her and Frank’s dream of
a home of their own as they had travelled to America. Their trip had
been delayed until they could save money for two fares, and the ocean
journey had been miserable for her at seven months pregnant. Rosa
was born early just a few days after they arrived in New York. Then
came the journey to Clarksburg and the terrifying sight of Frank be-
coming weaker with coughing by day and fever each night. By Rosa’s
first birthday, Giovanna was taking her to visit Frank’s grave. Gio-
vanna sighed as she packed her basket, kissed Rosa on the cheek and
slipped quietly out the door.

Giovanna returned home at noon and gasped at the sight of her
daughter lying sprawled on the floor. She rushed to check her breath-
ing and felt her forehead burning with fever. Sweeping Rosa up in her
arms, she ran out of the apartment and down the street to Mr. Vin-
cenza, the druggist. He had given Rosa some medicine once before,
but he was no doctor and Giovanna feared it would be too late.

“What now? I’m coming, I’m coming,” Mr. Vincenza said to the
sound of desperate knocking at the back door of his shop. “Giovan-
na! What’s this?”
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Mr. Vincenza swung open the door, took Rosa from her arms and
placed her on a small settee. He listened to her breathing and put
a cloth with ointment on her chest. Rosa stirred and coughed, but
seemed to breathe easier even if she didn’t open her eyes.

“Rosa is a very sick child,” Mr. Vincenza said. “You can rub this
ointment on her chest to help her breathe, but I have nothing for the
fever. She should see a doctor. In fact, you should take her to a hospi-
tal,” he said.

“Rosa, speak to me!” Giovanna cried over her small child. Mr.
Vincenza left to greet a customer and Giovanna sat holding Rosa’s
hand. Rosa’s eyes fluttered open for a moment and she smiled at Gio-
vanna, before launching into a new round of coughing that shook her
small body.

“I’m going to find a way to take care of you, I promise!” Giovanna
whispered through her tears. “Please stay with me, mi carina. I’ll find
a way.”

Click to continue reading Giovanna1 ...

1. http://www.lorenadove.com/books/Giovanna
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