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CHAPTER 1
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October 1890, Minnesota

* * *
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Hannah Becker slid over the last available inch before running into the arm of the couch in her parents’ parlor. Her distant cousin, Gunter Becker, copied her move leaving her nowhere else to go to get away from him. He reached for her hand, but she clasped them firmly together in her lap, making it impossible for him to think she would consent to such an intimacy.

He chuckled, withdrawing his hand, and saying in his thick German accent, “You need not worry about your reputation, Hannah. Grandmother sits by the window with her sewing, but her eyes never waver from us for more than a few seconds at a time.”

“I am not concerned about my reputation.” She attempted to press herself even a hair’s breadth further from him. “For I have not the slightest interest in your attentions.” Giving up on her efforts to keep his leg from touching hers, she rose and pulled a chair closer to Grandmother. Taking one of her father’s socks from the mending basket, she set to work darning the hole.

Her father had informed the family the previous winter that he had written his cousin, Augustus, in Germany, offering to pay for his son’s passage to America if he was willing to help on the farm. It seemed like a good idea at the time until she realized her father had a secondary motive behind the invitation. To arrange for her and Gunter to wed. Problem was, she had no intention of marrying any man ten years her junior. But her father was insistent she at least give her cousin a chance to prove himself. After all, there were no other men knocking at his door seeking her hand. Thick-waisted, her hair already showing a little gray at her temples, and having recently celebrated her thirtieth birthday, she knew her parents worried she was destined to live the remainder of her life as a spinster. But Hannah would only marry for love, to a man who valued her for more than her skills as a wife and mother. If there was no such man, then so be it. She’d manage on her own.

He sighed, slapped his hands down on his thighs, and pushed himself to stand. “I see.” No longer smiling, he placed his hat on his head and headed for the back kitchen door. “Perhaps you will change your mind later, after the church social Saturday night, when you see how anxious the other, younger, ladies are to dance with me while you stand aside. What do they call ladies like you here in America? Oh, yes . . . wall flowers. Spinsters. I understand it’s been a long time since any man has asked you to dance.” With a nod and a smile, he said, “Good day, Grandmother,” before leaving them alone.

Hannah dropped the sock and darning egg in her lap, put her face in her hands, and sobbed. “What am I to do? If I do not agree to marry Gunter, I’m afraid he’ll go to Father and force my hand.”

The old lady clucked her tongue and stroked Hannah’s hair the way she always had for as long as Hannah could remember. “Don’t fret, Liebchen. I will not allow your father to do any such thing. Now dry your tears.”

Hannah accepted the handkerchief she offered. “How can you stop him? He fears he’ll never be rid of me. That I will have to live under his roof until the day he dies and then become the responsibility of my brother and his wife. While I believe Liesel would be more than happy with my help and companionship, I see the way Johann looks at me. There are dollar signs in his eyes as he computes what my keep will cost him. Last night, I overheard him telling Liesel that if I don’t accept Gunter’s offer, Father should ship me off to Chicago to keep house for Peter. At least until he finds his own wife to do the job.”

“Ach! Your brothers love you.”

“But they’d love me more if I was another man’s problem, living under another man’s roof.”

“Fair enough.” Grandmother went back to closing the rip in the hem of one of her petticoats. She knotted the thread and broke it with her teeth. “Have you ever considered going off to live on your own? I did, and as you know, I did quite well for myself.”

Hannah remembered the stories she’d heard about her grandmother’s trip across the ocean, a widow with a young boy, Hannah’s father, clutching tight to her hand. It had been difficult, leaving behind her family and all she’d ever known, but it had been the right decision. The way she told it, she never looked back, only ahead.

“You make it sound so easy.”

She shook her head and laughed. “Oh, no, not easy. It was never easy. There were many days I didn’t eat so Hermann could. But I worked hard, sewing late into the night for Mrs. Lindstrom’s dress shop, saving every penny until I could buy the business from her when she was ready to retire. Now I am the most sought-after seamstress in Pipestone County, and I never go hungry.” She smiled and patted her ample belly.

Hannah gave the finished sock to her grandmother, gently squeezing her hand before letting go. “Nonetheless, easy or not, you were very brave.”

Grandmother shrugged. “On the outside. Not so much on the inside. The trick is, never let anyone see the fear or self-doubt. Remember that.”

“I will.”

Hermann Becker’s boots thundered through the house as he quickly made his way from the back door to the parlor. Hannah’s heart sped up. She knew just what he was thinking from the sound of his footsteps. A skill she’d learned early in life. She looked to her grandmother.

“Don’t fear.” Grandmother patted her hand. “I have a plan.”

With a tilt of her head, Hannah gave her a sidelong glance. What could Grandmother possibly have in mind?

“Hannah!” Her father strode into the room, stopping in front of them, causing both women to crane their necks to look up at him. “I was speaking with Gunter in the barn and he informs me that you continue to refuse him.” He hesitated, then bellowed. “Why! Do you have another offer I am unaware of?”

“Hermann!” Grandmother pulled herself up to full height. Backbone ramrod straight, she stood eye-to-eye with her son. “Lower your voice.”

He let out his breath, deflating slightly as he always did in his mother’s presence. “I apologize, Mother, but I cannot comprehend why my daughter would turn down what may be the only offer of marriage she ever receives.

“Not only does she not love him, but he is a poor specimen of a man. He does not comb his hair or brush his teeth, and I suspect he rarely bathes, as evidenced by the odor that continues to linger even after he’s left the room.”

Hannah looked down at her lap, trying to hide the smile threatening to break. Grandmother was the toughest woman she knew. If she grew to be half the woman her grandmother was, she would die happy.

“Yes,” he stammered. “I must admit he is a bit rough around the edges, but Johann and I can deal with that. He’s young.”

Hannah stood. She would fight her own battle, at least until she learned more about Grandmother’s plan. “That’s the other thing, Father. Gunter is but a boy. Not a man, as you keep calling him. Heavens, he’s younger than Peter, and I can hardly think of him as a grown man at only twenty years old.”

He closed his eyes, breath ragged and face red. “No more talk!” he barked through clenched teeth. “You will accompany Gunter to the church social Saturday, at which time, we will announce to all your intention to marry.”

She flung herself at him. “Father! No! I cannot!”

“You will!” He pried her fingers from his shirt front and pushed her back.

Grandmother laid a firm hand on her shoulder and stepped between them. “She will not because she cannot.”

Father sputtered. “You do not make sense, Mother.”

“Hannah will not be attending the social this Saturday. I am sending her on the train to Aberdeen, South Dakota, to deliver Myrtle Kleinschmidt’s daughter’s wedding dress.”

“You can ship it to her, like you do all her other garments.”

“No.” She shook her head. “This is far too important. Myrtle is my best customer and dearest friend. I cannot afford for anything to go wrong. This way, Hannah will be right there to do any necessary alterations.”

He looked from one to the other. “She can take next Monday’s train. A couple days won’t make any difference.”

Grandmother didn’t budge, nor did her voice rise in the slightest. “I’ve already bought the ticket. Myrtle is expecting her this Thursday.”

Her father took a step back. “Well . . . then . . .”

She knew he couldn’t abide by money wasted. Holding her breath, she waited to see what he’d say.

“If you’ve already bought the ticket then I guess there’s nothing we can do about it.”

Hannah let out a sigh of relief.

“But this changes nothing!” He pointed at her. “When you return, we will announce your engagement and set a date with the minister. The next wedding dress you sew will be your own.” He harrumphed, hooked his thumbs in his pant pockets, and smiled.

She had won the battle but lost the war. A brief reprieve.

He spun on his heels and strode out of the room, through the kitchen to where her mother was baking bread for their noon meal. Hannah hurried after him, what she hoped to accomplish, she couldn’t say. Her father was not known for changing his mind once he’d made a decision.

Her mother held out a hand to stop her. She wiped her hands on her apron and followed him to the back door. “Hermann, I will not allow you to force our daughter to marry Gunter.”

He came to an abrupt stop and turned to face her. His face was red. His eyes blazed like a pot about to boil over. “You. Will. Not. Allow?”

Magdalena Becker took a quick step back. “I will not,” she said with her chin held high, but quivering slightly. He was not a man to be crossed without a good deal of forethought, and Hannah had never seen her mother talk back to him before.

“You have nothing to say in the matter!” He stormed out of the house, allowing the door to slam behind him.

“I cannot marry him, Mother. I will not.”

“Dry your eyes. We haven’t a lot of time, and there is much to do.”

Hannah trailed behind her into the parlor where Grandmother was digging to the bottom of her sewing basket. She pulled out a pouch. “Is he gone?” she asked.

“Yes.” Mother nodded. “Do you have the ticket and money?”

Grandmother held up the mysterious pouch as proof. Tucking it back into her sewing, she handed the basket to Hannah. “Come with me.” She walked to the front door, waving for Hannah to follow.

Her mother gave her a hug. “Trust us. Go with your grandmother. She will explain everything. All will be well.”

“Where are we going?”

“To my house,” Grandmother answered. “Where we can talk in private.

Hannah helped her up onto her buggy then climbed in next to her. Grandmother snapped the reins and her horse, Polly, took off at a lively trot. They passed Gunter reinforcing a leaning fence along the road. He stopped to watch them, wiping his kerchief over his forehead and leering. Hannah focused her gaze on the sewing basket in her lap, refusing to make eye contact. What did they have planned for her? She opened her mouth to speak but was silenced by a single sidelong look from her grandmother.

“Not here,” she said. “Don’t give him the satisfaction of seeing you upset. Keep your chin up and a smile on your face.”

With great effort, Hannah did as Grandmother said. The horse huffed; its hooves thumping along the dirt road. Birds sang in the trees and insects buzzed through the fields. Grandmother hummed a favorite hymn.

Hannah could bear the tension no longer. “I refuse to marry Gunter,” she blurted.

“No self-respecting girl would want to marry Gunter. He’s a horrible man. An opportunist. He thinks your father will give him the farm if he marries you.”

She spun around in her seat to face Grandmother. “Johann is father’s heir. It has been so since . . .” She searched her memories for the first time it was said. “. . . since the day he was born as the oldest son. Whatever would lead Gunter to believe otherwise?”

Grandmother shrugged. “What makes a man believe anything?” She came to a stop next to the stable behind her little cottage. Being a Sunday, the drapes were drawn on her dressmaking shop next door. Main Street was quiet. Church services done; the townspeople had all gone home to their family dinners.

After stepping down, she handed Hannah the reins and reached for the basket. “See to Polly for me while I put the kettle on.” She patted her horse on the flank and headed for the house, calling over her shoulder. “I believe I still have a few of your favorite cookies left in the jar. Molasses, isn’t it?” She disappeared through the kitchen door.

Hannah stroked Polly’s neck, pressing her forehead to the horse’s. “If anyone can help me, it’s Grandmother.” She turned her out into the corral to feed and went into the house, uncertain what awaited her.

Grandmother poured the tea and motioned her to sit. Taking her seat, she set the pouch on the table. “This is for you.”

Hannah opened it and gasped. Her hands shook as she pulled out the banded roll of bills. “Where did you get all this money?”

“I sold my shop. Mrs. Himmel wants to turn it into a millinery. She gave me a more than fair price, as you can see. You were a part of my success. This is your share.”

“But why sell? You love your shop.”

She shrugged, smiled, and patted Hannah’s hand. “It’s time. I’m an old woman. I’ve worked hard for as long as I can remember. I’ve been thinking about how I’d like to spend more time with my garden. Besides, you need the money now, rather than waiting until after I’m dead.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s your ticket away from your father’s control. Away from that dummkopf, Gunter.”

Hannah pushed the pouch back across the table. “I can’t.” She raised her hands, shaking her head. “I refuse to accept it. Tell Mrs. Himmel you’ve changed your mind.”

Grandmother pulled a flyer from the drawer behind her. “Have you heard of the Homestead Act?”

Hannah nodded. She took the poster she’d seen hung around town. For a small filing fee, the government would give anyone, including single women, one hundred and sixty acres of land out west.

“After you deliver Miss Kleinschmidt’s wedding dress, I want you to go straight to the land agent’s office and claim some land in your own name. Myrtle told me there’s plenty to choose from northeast of Aberdeen. A place called Rock Creek near the North Dakota border.”

“I . . . I can’t.” She set the poster down by the pouch full of Grandmother’s money.

“And why not, Liebchen?”

“You have to prove-up the land in five years or lose it. What do I know about farming?”

“You’ve helped your father with his.”

“Not enough to farm something that size by myself. One hundred and sixty acres?”

“Who says you have to do the entire claim right away? Do it gradually, adding acres each year as you learn.”

“I’m a seamstress, like you, not a homesteader.”

Grandmother dismissed her with a wave of her hand. “Why can’t you be both? And you need not worry about losing title if you buy the land outright. After living on the land for six months, you can choose to buy it for a dollar twenty-five an acre. That’s two hundred dollars. There’s more than that here.” She patted the pouch. “Or you can use the money for supplies and earn the land through your own hard work. Now, you may have to pay a ‘land locator’ to help you find the right claim for you. The land office should be able to give you the name of an honorable man.”

“But I’m not a farmer,” Hannah repeated. “I would no doubt starve to death long before the five years pass.”

“You are talking yourself out of it without even trying. This is not the Hannah I’ve known and loved these many years. You can work as a seamstress to earn the money to pay for what you can’t grow. A milk cow or two, some chickens, pigs . . . Tell me you can’t manage a small farm by yourself.”

Hannah was having trouble coming up with a good reason why Grandmother’s idea wouldn’t work. “What about a house to live in?” she finally asked. “It’s already October. I couldn’t possibly have something built before the snow flies. If I could build a house at all.”

“If need be, you will come back here for the winter. Live with me. Together we will use what money you have left to see what we can put together in supplies before spring. As for a house, you are a clever girl. Strong, too. I hear soddies are very sturdy in a storm. They keep cool in the summer and warm in the winter. Perhaps you can find a claim where someone already gave up the fight and moved on.”

“Father won’t like it,” she said, unable to contain a smile. The idea was fast growing on her. “Nor will Johann or Gunter.”

“Pfft! Men! Who cares if they like it or not. My father didn’t like it when I told him I was taking Hermann and leaving Germany for America. He warned me we’d become destitute without a husband, living on the streets, begging for money from strangers, if we survived the journey at all. And look at me.” She gestured to the lovely little kitchen around them. “I don’t think I did half bad for myself.”

Hannah laughed. “You did not.” She slipped the pouch into her skirt pocket. “When do I leave?”

“Wednesday, so we don’t have much time to prepare.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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October 1890, South Dakota

* * *
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The prairie sped past the train window. The tall grass parted, blowing back in waves. Gently rolling hills stretched all the way to the horizon. A golden carpet of whites, yellows, pinks, and blues broken up by the homesteads of men and women searching for their own dreams in the fertile black earth. Few trees dotted the landscape except where the occasional river cut through the grass. Shade was clearly the exception on the prairie. Wood for building would have to be brought in from a distance at great expense unless she was able to claim land near water. Fuel for cooking and heat would be another issue.

Hannah removed a small notebook from her purse and began listing all of the things she needed to consider when selecting a claim, along with a separate list for what she would need in supplies. Water was at the top of her list. She would have to hire someone to drill a well. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to go too deep.

Her stomach fluttered with nerves. Sometimes she was excited to start her new adventure, and other times scared nearly to death. The latter mostly in the middle of the night when she lay in the dark contemplating all the things that could go wrong. When she arrived back home from Grandmother’s the other day, it was clear Mother knew about the plan. She slipped a few bills into Hannah’s hand.

“Put these with the money your grandmother gave you. It’s all I could set aside without your father becoming suspicious.”

“So, you also believe I can do this? Leave home and make my way in the world by myself?”

Mother nodded, tears welling in her eyes. “I’ve always believed you to be the strongest of my three children. Stronger than both boys put together. Men don’t have to work at being strong. They are declared so by birth. You’ve proven yourself over and over. Besides, who’s to say you won’t find a love of your own out on the South Dakota prairie.”

They hugged and agreed neither Father nor Johann should know until it was done.

“What about Gunter?” Hannah glanced out the kitchen window. Gunter and her brother were working on more of the fence.

Mother shook her head. “Your father may bluster and carry on like a fool sometimes, but he loves you. He would never force you to marry someone you did not wish to marry. Do not worry about him.”

“I’m more worried about Gunter. He does not strike me as someone who takes no for an answer.”

The conductor interrupted her thoughts, bringing her back to the present. “Ticket, please.”

She handed it to him. He punched it and continued on.

Checking her list again, Hannah was glad the car wasn’t full and she was able to have a seat to herself so she could concentrate on her plans. Normally she would have used her carpetbag to pack for a trip like this one, but as Grandmother pointed out, there was no telling how long she’d be gone. She might have to make alterations to Miss Emaline Kleinschmidt’s wedding dress . . . and who knows how long it will take to choose a claim and register. So, they both agreed a trunk was a better choice. It was currently safely stored in the baggage car, Emaline’s dress carefully folded and wrapped in tissue at the top to keep it from wrinkling.

Grandmother hadn’t been lying when she said Myrtle Kleinschmidt was one of her best customers. It was her friend who had kept the shop solvent during the early, lean years. Grandmother was putting all her faith and confidence in her to make this most important final job. If Hannah could win Mrs. Kleinschmidt’s approval, perhaps she would recommend her to her friends in Aberdeen.

She pulled off her gloves and took her time eating the cheese sandwich and apple Grandmother had packed for her. Wiping her mouth with the napkin the sandwich had been wrapped in, she leaned back and smiled. Closing her eyes, she imagined what it would be like to have land of her own. Somewhere she could live her life the way she wished it, not the way some man, be it her father or brother or husband, declared appropriate for her.

The woman across the aisle leaned over and laid a light hand on her arm. “Going to visit family? Or perhaps your visit is over and you’re heading home again?”

Her husband lowered the newspaper he had his nose buried in. “For God’s sake, Margaret, leave the woman alone.” He raised the newspaper again.

Hannah held back a smile. “No, ma’am. I’m from Minnesota. But I plan to make the Aberdeen area my home soon.”

“Oh? Did you hear her, Harvey?” She tapped his arm to get his attention.

Hannah continued. “Yes. I have business in Aberdeen. After, I plan on registering for a land claim.”

The woman cocked her head and raised an eyebrow. Her husband crumpled the newspaper in his fists. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” he said. “Married women aren’t allowed to register for land claims.”

“I’m not married,” Hannah said. “I’m doing this for myself.”

He harrumphed and pulled his wife to her feet, practically dragging her down the aisle to the empty seats at the back of the car.

Hannah sighed. Well, if I don’t need my father’s permission, I certainly don’t need his. She concentrated on the passing countryside outside her window, letting the rocking of the train lull her to sleep.

When she woke it was almost dark. The train was slowing in approach to the Aberdeen train station. “Miss.” The conductor appeared at her side. “There’s a young boy you’ll see waiting outside the depot with his donkey and cart. The boy’s name is Percy, and for a small tip, he’ll gladly see you and your belongings safely to the nearby hotel.”

“Thank you. Are you a personal friend of this young man? A relative, perhaps?”

“Oh, no, ma’am.” He shook his head. “But all the conductors know Percy and try to help out. You see, his father froze to death in a blizzard last winter. Very sad. Because of his death, he and his mother lost their claim, and were forced to move into town. She takes in laundry now for the rich. So, every coin the boy earns goes to help his mother put food on their table.”

She stood, putting her gloves back on and straightening her skirt. “Thank you. I suspect I will have much need of young Percy’s aid in the future.”

The train stopped with a lurch and would have knocked her off of her feet if the conductor hadn’t grabbed hold of her arm. She followed him onto the platform. The night air was cool and welcoming after the hot, stale air of the train car.

“That’s Percy over there.”

A thin boy in worn clothes stood alert, scanning the disembarking crowd for someone in need of his services. He held his hat to his chest with one hand, the other rested on the neck of an equally thin donkey. “How old is he?” Would he be strong enough to be much help?

“Twelve, but don’t let his age and size fool you. He’s a hard worker and never complains.” The conductor raised a hand and motioned to the boy, who hurried to her side with a wide grin. “Percy, see the lady safely to the closest hotel.”

“Yes, sir. Ma’am.” He nodded.

She smiled at his eager face. “I have a trunk in the baggage car.”

“I will leave you in Percy’s good hands.” The conductor nodded, tipped his hat, and vanished into the crowd to help the next female passenger with her bags.

At a light tap on her shoulder, Hannah turned. It was the woman from earlier. “I wish you all the best of luck, dear.”

“Hannah. Hannah Becker.”

The woman took Hannah’s hand in hers with a gentle but firm squeeze. “Margaret Paine. I hope we meet again, Hannah Becker.”

“Mrs. Paine’s a very important lady in Aberdeen society,” Percy said in a loud whisper after the woman was out of earshot. “You friends with her?”

“We met on the train.”

The woman slipped her hand through her husband’s arm and made their way through the crowd. A group of porters followed, carrying the Paine’s trunk and numerous bags. They stopped at a waiting wagon, loading the luggage carefully in the back. Harvey Paine helped his wife into the back of a nearby buggy and took his own seat next to the driver.

Margaret looked back with a slight nod, a wave, and a smile for Hannah.

Hannah turned and followed Percy in the opposite direction.
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October 1890, South Dakota

* * *
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When Hannah woke the next morning, it took her a couple of minutes to remember where she was. The large four-poster bed and matching armoire were far grander than anything in her little bedroom back home. She never would have chosen such an extravagance for herself, but it was the only one available last night. She’d have to find more practical lodging going forward or all of Grandmother’s money would soon be gone. The man at the front desk thought there might be a smaller room opening today. She would check with him later. In the meantime, she stretched, fluffed her pillow, and closed her eyes. A little more sleep wouldn’t be too terrible an idea.

A firm knock on her door woke her. She glanced at the clock on the nightstand and leapt out of bed. Ten o’clock! How could she have slept so late! Mrs. Kleinschmidt and her daughter were expecting her an hour ago.

“Miss Becker?” Another knock. “It’s Myrtle and Emaline Kleinschmidt. Is everything all right?”

Hannah held her robe closed tight at her throat and opened the door to the two flustered-looking ladies. “I am so sorry. I don’t know what got into me.” She stood back to let them pass and closed the door behind them. “I never sleep this late.”

“It’s quite understandable, my dear.” Mrs. Kleinschmidt gave her a light kiss on the cheek. “You had a long journey. Naturally you were tired. We should have set our appointment for afternoon, but we were so anxious to see Emaline’s dress we gave no thought to you.”

“Nonetheless,” Hannah pushed stray curls away from her face, “it’s unacceptable on my part.”

Mrs. Kleinschmidt turned to her daughter. “I tell you what, Emaline. Why don’t we go down to the kitchen and order a nice tray of coffee, cakes, and fruit to be sent up while Miss Becker gets dressed. Then we can sit down and visit for a little while before the great unveiling.”

The rather pale Miss Emaline stuck out her lip in a childish pout. “Tea for me, please, my stomach.” She rested a hand on her mid-section.

“You’ll have to excuse my daughter. She’s been a little under the weather as of late. Nothing concerning, I assure you.”

Hannah wondered if it might, indeed, be concerning should the true nature of Emaline’s stomach issues get out. 

Mrs. Kleinschmidt took her daughter firmly by the arm. “Come along, darling, Miss Becker is still in her nightdress. Think how embarrassing for her.” Her quick sidelong glance at Hannah stung . . . as she was certain it was meant to do.

“I promise it’ll only take me a few minutes to make myself presentable.” Hannah pulled a skirt and blouse from the armoire and laid them on the bed. The same ones from the day before, but they would have to do. She hadn’t taken the time to unpack any of the remainder of her things since she was planning on changing rooms. She brushed a smudge of ash from the sleeve. “Again, I apologize for oversleeping the way I did.”

Mrs. Kleinschmidt smiled and placed a guiding hand on her daughter’s arm. “We’ll be right back.”

As soon as they were gone, Hannah rushed about the room. Grandmother would be so disappointed in her. And Father . . . well . . . disappointment wouldn’t begin to describe what he’d have to say on the matter.

Once dressed, she tossed her nightdress and robe into the armoire and slammed the doors closed. There was no time for the niceties. She ran a quick brush though her hair, gathered it in her hands and twisted, securing it all on top of her head with a handful of pins. Straightening her bedding best she could, she was as ready as she’d ever be under the circumstances.

A light knock came at the door. She opened it to two young ladies each carrying a tray of breakfast goodies followed by Mrs. Kleinschmidt and her daughter. “You can set those on the table by the window.” Hannah stepped aside.

“Yes, ma’am,” one replied.

“Would you like me to pour the coffee?” the other asked.

Mrs. Kleinschmidt stepped forward. “Thank you, but I can manage.” She showed the women out and turned to Hannah. “Cream? Sugar?”

“Black, please.” She gratefully accepted the steaming cup.

“Have a seat, dear, and tell me, is it true your grandmother sold her shop?”

“It is.” Hannah sipped the dark liquid and held back a sigh. A cup of coffee had never tasted so good before. The apple pastry she chose was even better than her mother’s, which said a lot.

“My, my.” She shook her head and clucked her tongue. “And she gave you the money to claim land here in South Dakota? How generous of her. But I can only imagine how your father will react when he hears the news. I understand he wishes for you to marry your cousin Gunter from Germany.”

Clearly Grandmother’s friend already knew everything and was digging for any dirty bits of gossip she might have missed. Hannah set her cup down and wiped her sticky fingers on her napkin. If the Kleinschmidt women weren’t sitting in front of her, she would have licked them clean. It was such a shame to waste even the slightest bit of the sweet filling and glaze. She turned to Emaline in an effort to change the subject. “Let me get your dress. You’ll want to try it on in case it needs any alterations.” She suspected it would but kept her thoughts to herself. Discretion being her utmost concern.

Those suspicions were confirmed, at least in her mind, when Emaline slipped out of her skirt and shirtwaist, revealing a slightly rounded belly reminiscent of early pregnancy. The girl blushed and held her hand in front of herself in an effort to hide the evidence when she caught Hannah looking. Neither said anything.

Hannah helped her step into the dress and lift it so her arms could carefully go through the delicate lacy sleeves. She tugged at the corset laces making only minimal headway. Emaline cried out when she pulled harder.

“Oh, dear,” Hannah exclaimed, loosening the laces. “It appears we must have gotten your measurements wrong, but it’s nothing I can’t fix.” Grandmother always left enough fabric in the side seams to allow for alterations. Emaline Kleinschmidt wouldn’t be the first, nor would she be the last girl to meet her groom with a child already on the way. Then there were the girls who found it difficult to keep away from the sweets. No doubt, her mother would use the latter as an excuse.

Myrtle Kleinschmidt sighed loudly. “Didn’t I warn you to stay away from the cakes?”

Hannah turned away to retrieve her sewing kit. As she expected. Blame the cake and not the passions of two young people in love who couldn’t wait until their wedding night. Another perfectly healthy, full-term, baby would be born a little early in South Dakota this coming winter.

Hannah began carefully pulling out stitches from the bodice’s side seams. “I’ll let it out a little and all will be good.”

“Ouch!” Emaline flinched when Hannah accidently stuck her with a pin.

“Keep still!” her mother scolded. “This is all your fault.” Looking to Hannah, she asked, “How long will it take for you to let it out? Scheduling conflicts have forced us to move the wedding up to Sunday.”

Scheduling conflicts. True. Babies were notorious for not considering other people’s schedules. “Today’s Thursday. That gives me three days. It shouldn’t be a problem.” As long as no additional problems arose.

“I was thinking,” Mrs. Kleinschmidt continued. “Wouldn’t it be so much more convenient if you could stay with us while you work? We have an extra room with plenty of sunlight, and Emaline would be readily available for any additional fittings.”

Staying with the Kleinschmidt’s would solve her lodging issue. And, yes, it would be much easier when it came to making this last-minute deadline. “I would appreciate it. Thank you.”

“Then it’s decided. And you must plan on staying for the wedding.” Mrs. Kleinschmidt smiled. “Get dressed, Emaline. Hannah, I’ll send someone for you and your trunk.”

Locating and registering for a claim would have to wait until next week. She’d write a quick letter to Grandmother and get it on the next train back to Minnesota explaining why she was being delayed.
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CHAPTER 4
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October 1890, South Dakota

* * *
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While grateful for the free lodging and meals at the Kleinschmidt’s home, Hannah was never so happy as she was to announce that it was time for her to move on. Weddings always put a house in turmoil. Especially rushed ones.

Emaline’s secret meant not only dress alterations, but also bouts of morning sickness and unexpected tears. Hannah kept her thoughts to herself when Mrs. Kleinschmidt made repeated excuses of nerves and youth for her daughter’s behavior.

With the wedding behind them, and the happy couple settled into their own little cottage on the other side of town, the house was blessedly quiet. It was time for Hannah to embark on her own new life.

Her great homesteading adventure.

“So,” Mr. Kleinschmidt looked at her across the breakfast table while his wife refilled his coffee. “Myrtle tells me you intend to file on some land of your own.” He took a sip. “Thank you, dear.”

She held up the pot. “Hannah?”

“No, thank you.” She placed a hand over her cup. “I’ve had enough,” she said, turning back to him. “Yes. Your wife told Grandmother there’s plenty of land northeast of here around Rock Creek.”

Mrs. Kleinschmidt topped off her own coffee cup, set the pot on a trivet, and sat. “That’s what I heard from the men talking outside church services. But it was a few weeks ago, so hopefully, it’s not all gone.”

Her husband raised an eyebrow and dabbed his mouth with his napkin. “Eavesdropping again, Myrtle?”

She smiled. “How else would I know what’s happening around town?”

He laughed. “Indeed.”

Hannah couldn’t help but laugh along. She loved their easy back and forth. It wasn’t like this with her parents. And she had no doubt it would not be like this between her and Gunter.

“Have you arranged for a way to get there?” He pushed his empty plate aside and rested his elbows on the table.

She shook her head, swallowing her final bite of toast before speaking. “I plan to take the train. I understand it stops in Rock Creek.”

He stood. “Stop by The Saddlery when you’re ready, and I’ll have a couple of my men see to your trunk.”

“Thank you. I appreciate all you’ve done for me and promise to be out of your hair before morning’s over.

“And thank you for working your magic making that dress fit despite our daughter’s indiscretion putting herself in a family way.”

His wife’s fork clattered against her plate. “Emaline is not in a family way. She merely indulged in too many sweets, despite my instructions to the contrary.”

“Indulging in sweets?” he asked. “Is that what we’re calling carnal relations now?”

This was the first time Hannah had seen Myrtle Kleinschmidt speechless.

“Good day, and the best of luck to you, Miss Becker.” Turning to his flustered wife, he added, “I’ll be home at noon for my lunch, per usual.” He took his hat from the coat tree and quietly closed the front door behind him.

* * *
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HANNAH’S FIRST STOP was the local mercantile. The South Dakota prairie sun was intense. She hadn’t thought to include a proper wide-brimmed hat in her trunk. She chose a light straw-colored hat with a simple green ribbon over the crown and tying under the chin. She inspected her image in a small mirror hanging beside the hat display. Turning her head one way, then the next. “Yes, this will do nicely,” she said to no one in particular.

“It is very becoming on you.”

It was then she noticed the two women, sisters she suspected by their strong resemblance. Norwegian, or perhaps Swedish, she guessed by the woman’s accent. Tall and straight-backed, both wore their blonde hair braided and pinned along the back of their necks. Light freckles dusted their cheekbones. Bright blue eyes warm as the cloudless prairie sky stood out against their skin tanned from the sun.

“Thank you.” She removed the hat, carefully pinning the old one back in place. It was her favorite, a cream and red flat boater style with a black lace ribbon wrapped around the crown and a matching feather on the right. She always felt young and pretty when she wore it.

The one who spoke was clearly the older of the two. Slightly taller, she carried herself with a little more of an air of authority. She held out her hand. “My name is Freya Bergen. This is my younger sister, Vaar.” Freya’s handshake was firm, her hand warm.
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