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“I LOVE HIM WHOEVER HE IS!”

“Fly around there, little Eva, and pack the lunch basket while me an’
the other girls get ready for the hay ride an’ the party. Put in the
half o’ thet caramel cake, an’ the thickest punkin pie, a big hunk o’
home-made cheese, a loaf of salt-risen bread, a glass o’ plum jelly,
an’ some cucumber pickles. They got to find room in the hay wagon for
that basket o’ pervisions, even if they do have to pack themselves like
sardines, for I beant going to starve on a Hallowe’en party till after
midnight!”

This was the rather long-winded pronunciamento of Miss Tabitha
Ruttencutter, spinster, as she flounced around and snatched a hot
flatiron from the top of the big stove, then turned back to the board
where she was ironing handkerchiefs and piles of white ruffled lingerie.

The scene was in the clean, roomy kitchen of a West Virginia farmhouse
up in the oil regions, where fortunes were made and lost in a day in
rash speculations almost as quickly as in Wall Street.

The roomy old farmhouse was going fast to ruin for lack of means to
repair it, for the thirty-acre farm was rocky and sterile, and only
afforded a support to its owner by reason of being within the famous
oil belt. He eked out a frugal subsistence by leasing part of the
ground to the oil men, who were numerous in that section, reaping rich
rewards from their speculations.

Some of the neighbors had got rich by oil, and Gran’ther Groves, as his
neighbors called him, expected prosperity, too, if the lessees ever put
down oil wells on his place, so that he could get some royalties on the
yield. But they were “dretful slow,” he complained, adding that he was
like to be dead and in his grave before luck struck the family.

Grandfather Groves, indeed, had been in hard luck many years, having
four orphan grandchildren to rear and support in his old age.

His son and his son’s wife had died in Kansas in their youth, leaving
one boy, Terry, and twin girls, Patty and Lydia. Sympathizing
neighbors, not wishing them to come upon the town for support, had
promptly raised a purse and sent the orphans, tagged, by express to
their Grandfather Groves, in West Virginia.

Pretty Nell, his daughter, had eloped with a fine young Northerner, who
was on a hunting trip in the neighborhood, and for three years little
was known or heard of her, till she returned one stormy winter night,
ill and faded and heartbroken, coming home to die, she said.

She had quarreled with her husband and left him forever. His family,
the grand, rich Somervilles, had disliked her and were always coming
between them, so she would never go back.

She had had one child, but it died at a year old and was buried in the
Somerville vault at Greenwood.

Nell died when her second child was born, though she lived long enough
to kiss the pictured face of her husband, and say:

“You may write to him when I am dead. He can have little Eva if he
wishes.”

But the father and mother, loath to part with all that was left of
their bonny Nell, never wrote. They resented the coldness that had kept
the husband from following his wife and suing for a reconciliation.
They kept the child for their own.
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