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Chapter One
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February 19, 1934 – A Kansas Morning

––––––––
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Papa patted my shoulder and spoke softly, “Don’t open your eyes, Caroline.”

His deep, grit-edged voice pulled me from my dream. I leaned my head over the side of the bed and brushed away the dust that covered my eyelids and rimmed my nose. A metal bowl clinked against the nightstand. A cloth was dipped in water and wrung out.

“Here you go, girl,” he said, placing the damp cloth in my hand.

Papa moved across the hall to my brother Daniel’s room to wake him the same way. This was the third storm in two weeks, and he’d been waking us like this for three years. Ever since the rains stopped and the dust arrived. The rest of our day might be harsh, but not our waking. Waking would be as tender as Papa could make it in this untender land.

As I dressed for school, baby Nell’s rasping cough ricocheted up the stairs. I buttoned my sweater as I hurried down to the kitchen, where Mama was pacing and rocking her. Mostly we called Nell “Sunshine” because she was always smiling and cooing. Mama said Nell sounded like the doves of her childhood. But not now. Now she sounded ragged, like the braying of a young mule.

Papa came in from milking, set the pails in the sink, and took Nell from Mama. I pulled his chair away from the kitchen table so he could sit down and lay Nell belly down across his knees.

Daniel entered the room and sat next to me. He looked at Nell’s empty highchair, then at Papa. He leaned his head on my shoulder. In a minute, he’d bury his face in my neck. He couldn’t bear what was coming. Papa began thumping on Nell’s small back, helping her bring up the sticky dirt from her tiny lungs.

“There you go. There you go,” Papa said over and over.

Daniel gripped my hand. A year ago, a few months before Nell was born, our Patrick and Bonnie, twins and only two years old, were sent away to New York to live with an aunt and uncle they’d never met because the dust had sickened them, too.

Nell coughed up gobs of thick, brown drool. It ran over Papa’s pant leg and onto the floor. It reminded me of old Mr. Remmer, who sat by the coal stove inside the hardware store every winter, spitting his nasty tobacco juice into a tin cup.

Mama picked up the empty egg basket and left the house. Daniel started to say something since collecting eggs was his job, but Papa shook his head to still him.

“Easy, Sunshine, easy,” Papa whispered as he wiped Nell’s mouth with a soft cloth. He continued until Nell was clear of the foul liquid, then lifted her against his shoulder. He walked around the room, stroking her back and humming Dream a Little Dream of Me. Daniel and I didn’t move except to follow him with our eyes, hanging onto the smooth, strong notes.

Mama returned, her eyes dry but red. She set the basket, filled with nearly a dozen eggs, on the cupboard, then spooned corn mush into three bowls and set them on the table.

Papa carried the now-sleeping Nell to his and Mama's bedroom and laid her in her crib. I followed and watched as he draped wet muslin over it, nearly useless against the silky, talcum-fine dust that sifted through the air, but better than nothing. Nell’s cheeks were pale and damp. I reached between the folds of material and stroked her back before returning to the kitchen.

After taking our places at the table, Mama removed the lid from the small blue pitcher and measured an equal amount of cream into each bowl. She poured the remaining drops into Papa’s coffee. Most of our cream would be made into butter and taken to town with as much milk as we could spare to sell or trade at the mercantile.

We were lucky. Our two cows still gave us milk. Mr. Sorenson, our neighbor, lost eight head two summers ago. A twister took down his barn, then moved on to splinter his fruit trees and rip out half his barley crop. Without the barn’s protection, his cows’ stomachs and lungs filled with sand from the dust storms that followed. After they died, he cut them open to save the meat. That’s what came out. Sand.

Papa looked concerned. “You’ve got to eat something, Abigail,” he said gently.

Mama shook her head. She had what Papa called a nervous stomach. It wasn’t that she wouldn’t eat, it was that she couldn’t.

Papa finished breakfast, then went to her, laying his hand against her cheek. It was like seeing a weathered board next to a peach, one thing soft and smooth, the other brown from the sun, rough and calloused.

“It’ll be all right,” he told her. He pointed to Daniel and then to me. “You two, finish your chores, then go learn something in school today.”

It was his way of saying goodbye before he left to undo the damage from last night’s storm. The pump on the windmill would be out. He’d spend the day cleaning dirt from the gears. Mama would spend the day cleaning dust from the house. I wanted to stay and help, but they wouldn’t have it. Education was too important they said.

Daniel strained the milk Papa had set in the sink from the buckets into a tin jug and carried it to the basement for cooling. I grabbed the slop bucket filled with whey left from yesterday’s butter churning and peelings from cooked carrots, potatoes, and apples and went to feed the hogs.

I halted on the top porch step to check the horizon. Corn silk yellow washed the sky.

Yellow meant the dust blew in from Texas, although sometimes Texas gave us orange and, a couple of times, a pale, sick green. Red came from Oklahoma to the south. It carried an oily stink that could make a skunk jealous. Black was our home state of Kansas, blowing to who knows where.

Daniel came out on the porch, glanced at the sky then poked me in the ribs. “Race you,” he said. “One, two. . .” he counted, wriggling from the cold. “Three!” he called over his shoulder.

I took off running, the bucket clanking against my leg and slowing me down. Daniel hit the barn door ten paces ahead of me. He flashed his best victory smile, scooped a bucket of feed from the barrel, and went back outside to feed the chickens.

Flint, the last of our draft horses, nickered, and Sadie and Constance, our milk cows, mooed good morning. Papa fed them earlier, but we needed to clean their stalls of old straw, manure, and the piles of sand blown through the cracks in the barn walls. As I backed Sadie from her stall to take her to the holding pen, she licked my hand with her rough tongue. I replied by rubbing my face against her neck, breathing in her warmth and sweet smell.

Daniel returned as I finished laying fresh straw for Sadie. He started mucking Constance’s stall, and I added corn, oats, and sorghum to the whey mixture and took it outside to the hog pens. Clara and Annabelle, our good-natured pink sows, were in a pen by themselves. They grunted when they saw me. I climbed onto the lowest cross board and leaned over the fence to sweep the dust from their trough with a long-handled broom, then poured nearly half the mixture into it.

Over in the next pen, the three barrows, our young male pigs, huddled in their box, keeping each other warm. Two would soon go to market. One would feed our family. When they heard the sows’ breakfast hit the trough, the two-hundred-pound boys scrambled out, stumbling over each other to be first. I swept their trough, then spread the remainder of the bucket’s contents along the length of it to keep them from fighting each other for the best morsels.

I went back to the barn for a pull-wagon load of alfalfa. By the time I returned, they’d finished the grain mixture and were waiting with upturned faces. I filled both troughs with the fodder, then reached through the fence to give each pig a rough scratch behind the ears. Clara stopped eating to peer at me, dipping her lower lip in a pig’s sweet version of a grin. Both sows would soon have litters. If our field crops suffered from drought again, the sale of those piglets would see us through the next winter.

I lifted the lids to check the water depth in both hog waterers. They were less than half full. I took the wagon back to the barn and loaded the four water buckets. It took two trips to the pump to fill both waterers. I checked the kerosene heaters that kept the water from freezing, but they could go another day.

When I returned to the barn, Daniel had Flint’s bridle on. Usually, we walked the two miles, but this was our chore day at school. Two students were needed early each morning to help our teacher, Miss Nielsen, get ready. We’d bring in coal for the stove, fill the water bucket and wash pail, hang a clean towel, wipe desks, and raise the flag. Papa always let us ride on our school chore days. Daniel led Flint to the porch and tied him to the railing. We went inside to get our lunch tins.

“Be careful with yours, Caroline. There are two fresh eggs and a biscuit in there for Miss Nielsen,” said Mama, adding, “Since the school cut her salary, the least we can do is feed her.”

We wrapped our scarves tighter around our necks and pulled on our mittens. We climbed onto Flint’s bare back, Daniel in front holding the reins. The wind bit through my coat and chilled my skin in spite of my long underwear. I pulled the scarf over my mouth to warm the air before it hit my lungs.

Pale green stalks of winter wheat blanketed the fields on either side of us. It was mid-February and bitter cold. The short stalks should have been sleeping under a protective layer of moist snow. But snow was rare this winter. Our ponds were just puddles, and nearby Rattlesnake Creek was a bed of sand.

It was Monday. Daniel and I hadn’t been on this stretch of road since Friday. During that time, another family had moved out. Curtains still hung in the windows, and the door stood open, letting neighbors know they could take whatever was left behind. Eight of our schoolmates moved away in the past year. Now, we were fewer by three more, leaving only fourteen. How long would it be till they closed the school?
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Chapter Two
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Storm Clouds on the Horizon

––––––––
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After finishing our school chores, Daniel and I went outside to the schoolyard, where our friends were gathering. Daniel took off to play tetherball. I joined Loralee and Elsie for jump rope. Elsie could go a whole recess without missing a jump, but this time I won the first jump with my scissors cutting her paper.

Loralee faced me, laughing, her eyes scrunched. She and Elsie twirled the rope while I recited Five Little Monkeys. As I got to the fourth monkey, Loralee stiffened, wide-eyed, and dropped the rope. Elsie kept twirling, bringing the rope around and smacking me on the side of the head.

“Ouch.” I cupped my ringing ear.

“Loralee!” Elsie yelled. “You made me whack Caroline.” She must have seen the look on Loralee’s face. “What is it?”

Elsie and I turned to look at what had grabbed Loralee’s attention.

A dark cloud roiled toward us, churning the earth and adding the soil to its black mass.

“Oh, dear,” said Elsie.

“I'll get Tommy,” I said as I scanned for Daniel.

Loralee wound the rope, took hold of Elsie’s hand, and started running. Howie, the oldest of the boys, rang the bell with three hard pulls. The youngest ones screamed, then bolted for the schoolhouse. Simon lowered the flag, and the three Anders boys jumped atop their horse’s broad back and took off for home.

After spotting Daniel entering the schoolhouse with his friends, I ran to the south side of the building. Tommy lost his hearing from a high fever two years ago. Since then, he’s been going off by himself. He couldn’t hear the bell and wouldn’t see the storm coming from the north. I found him playing jacks, concentrating on the pieces on the ground between his spread legs. I stepped in front of him. When he looked up, I made a whirling motion with my hands, then pointed north. He gathered his pieces, stuffing them in his pockets as we ran.

Before closing the door and latching it, I looked over my shoulder at the Anders brothers. They were heading east and bobbing in the distance like three peas in a pod. Jimmy, ten and the oldest, was small for his age. Artie, the youngest at seven, was big. They matched up perfectly with eight-year-old Henry, their middle brother. Sitting together on their school bench, they looked like triplets with their sandy brown hair, freckles, and green eyes. I didn’t understand why they left. They could have put their horse in the small barn behind the school. Flint was in there munching hay.

It should have been too early for the dust storms that usually cross Kansas in the heat of spring and summer. But nothing was usual anymore. Not the rains. Not the storms. Not the crops. I watched as this one kept low to the ground, pushing thick clouds of dirt before it. When it hit, it would hit hard.

Miss Nielsen was busy helping the youngest get their coats off and wet their bandanas. Simon lit two kerosene lamps, then helped Howie close and lock the shutters. It was the best we could do against what was coming.

“Settle in your seats,” Miss Nielsen said above our excited chatter. She held up a book. “I’ll read once you quiet down.”

That did it. We quieted. Last week, Miss Nielsen began reading Understood Betsy by Dorothy Canfield Fisher, one of my favorite authors. She read to the page where Betsy arrives at the train station and is alarmed to be met by an old, grizzled man, only to find out he’s her uncle.

Then the shutters rattled. Dirt racketed against the walls and roof like a hundred galloping hooves. Miss Nielsen closed the book and sat on the bench with the two youngest children, pulling them close to her. The air thickened, the lamps dimmed, then went out. We closed our eyes, covered our noses and mouths with our wet bandanas, and waited. No one made a sound. It wouldn’t have been heard if they had.

Two hours later, the world outside calmed. The older boys opened the shutters. Light streamed in, bouncing off each floating dust mote.

“That’s enough school for today,” Miss Nielsen said. “It’ll be hours before the air clears. We’ll catch up tomorrow.” We knew she would spend the rest of the day wiping down desks and sweeping dirt out the door.

Daniel and I arrived home three hours early. Mama and Papa were relieved we had stayed at school during the storm, and they were glad we were home early since storms brought extra work. Dirt would have to be cleaned from watering troughs and shaken from the hay before it could be fed to the stock. The house would have to be swept and dusted. Sheets stripped from beds. Grit washed from dishes.

We were in the barn with Papa and nearly finished with chores when Mr. Anders’ old truck drove into the yard, pulling up by the open door. Mr. Anders rolled down his window.

“Is Henry with you?” he shouted.

“Henry? No. Why? What’s happened?” asked Papa.

“The boys made it home from school but went out to bring in the cows. They got separated. I’ve been to see the Tillmans. Henry isn’t there.”

Mr. Anders pulled at his hair. He told Papa that Eddie and Ralph, Mr. Tillman’s sons, were with Jimmy and Artie, Henry’s brothers, scouting the pastures and the ravine where a small creek once flowed through the eastern edge of their property.

Papa turned to us. “Daniel, Caroline, finish here, then help your mama. Tell her I’ll be back when I can. I’ll help you search,” he said, climbing into Mr. Anders’ truck.

As Daniel and I worked, all I could think about was how the Anders boys made it home, only to go out again. I couldn’t make sense of it.

When Daniel and I finished our outside chores, we told Mama about Henry and about Papa going to search with Mr. Tillman. We helped Mama clean the kitchen and the parlor. She’d already finished cleaning the bedrooms.

At six, Mama put supper on our plates, ham and fried potatoes with onions and green beans, but none of us felt like eating, except Nell. Too young to know what was happening, she swallowed mouthfuls of mashed beans and apple sauce and clapped her little hands with each bite, but Mama, Daniel, and I knew getting lost was the worst thing to happen in a dust storm. After twenty minutes of pushing food around our plates, Mama made hot, sweet tea with lots of milk. Daniel and I put away the uneaten meal. We sipped tea and waited for Papa.

Nell was sleeping, and bedtime was far past for Daniel and me when Papa came in. His eyes were dark and haunted. He sat down, staring at his hands. Mama set a cup of hot tea before him, but he didn’t reach for it. She touched his arm.

“Michael? Did you find him?”

“Yes,” he answered, raising his eyes to meet hers. “But not in time.”

“Oh, that poor family.” Tears welled in Mama’s eyes.

“We found him tangled in barbed wire,” he said in a near whisper.

“Why did the boys go out there? They know better,” said Mama.

He shook his head. “They wanted to help. Their mother’s away, nursing a sister down in Pratt. Their father went to St. John for supplies. He got held up by the storm.”

“Oh, my God. They’ll blame themselves.” Mama buried her face in her hands.

“We’ll drive over tomorrow,” Papa told her. “Take some food. See what they need.”

Daniel and I sat frozen, staring at Papa’s pained face.

He took hold of Daniel’s hand and mine. He looked hard at me, then at Daniel. “Promise me you will never go out in one of those storms. Promise.”

“I promise,” I said, biting my lower lip to keep it from quivering.

Daniel hiccupped, then broke down in tears. “I promise.”

Papa stood. “Come with me,” he said.

We followed him into the parlor. He sat on the sofa, pulling Daniel onto his lap, even though Daniel has been too big for a lap for years. I sat next to him, and Mama sat next to me. She put her arm around me. I felt Daniel shaking with sobs. I leaned against Mama, soaking her dress with tears.

The next morning, no one played in the schoolyard. Miss Nielsen let us enter as soon as we arrived, rather than leaving us outside waiting for the bell. She said hello as we took our seats, but she didn’t smile. Henry’s brothers, Jimmy and Artie, were not there. The bench they shared was empty and silent, a silence louder than any storm.

When Jimmy and Artie returned to school two days later, the bench didn’t seem any livelier for their being there, as if the jostling and teasing were wrung out of them. The hole between them, where Henry used to sit, wrenched my heart whenever I looked in their direction.

On Sunday, we attended the funeral for little Henry Anders. All the school families and many others from the area were there. Before the service ended, a storm battered the church, banging at the doors and windows, moaning through the bell tower, and filling the air with dust. The pastor spoke of peace and love and resting in the Lord, but I stewed in my anger as if a storm had intention. I hated it for taunting me, for bullying its way into my thoughts, and for reminding me of how many others were taken by another just like it.
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Chapter Three
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Not All Surprises are Good

––––––––
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The following Wednesday, Miss Nielsen started the day like most days, with the flag salute and then a poem. She copied Waves by Walt Whitman onto the blackboard. She asked Simon from the eighth grade to read it aloud, then we wrote it in our copybooks, followed by a sentence about what the poem meant to us.

She told us poems were kernels of thought and the concentration of ideas, like seeds were the kernels of plants and the concentration of food. If we nurtured them, they would grow into understanding, and we would grow with them. The older boys often moaned about the exercise, especially if a poem mentioned anything about love, but she’d give them her stern look, and they’d settle down and get to work.

After our poem exercise, the seventh and eighth grades received a geography lesson, while the middle grades solved arithmetic problems on the blackboard, and the lower grades wrote spelling words on their slates. Copybooks cost five cents and were used for the exercises Miss Nielsen wanted us to keep. For most lessons, we used our slates and chalk.

History, music, and elocution were usually taught in the afternoon to all grades at the same time, with each of us taking what we could from the lesson. Instead, for the past few days, Miss Nielsen had read to us. We thought this strange but weren’t about to argue her out of it.

Today, before reading, she surprised us by handing out large oatmeal cookies. She had baked them herself and had written our initials in chocolate icing across the top. We ate in silence. I held each bite in my mouth until it melted away. Money had been hard to come by for several years now. Mama called sugar and chocolate extravagances. I wondered how and why Miss Nielsen found the money to be extravagant on our behalf.

She finished reading to the end of Understood Betsy which pleased us all, but then said she had an announcement. She told us how much she enjoyed being our teacher, and how proud she had been at last year’s final recitation, and how happy she was that we helped each other and always lent a hand whenever needed.

We looked around at each other. The air crackled. And then she told us how sorry she was to have to leave us. The tension broke. The youngest children cried. The older boys fidgeted in their seats. My chest tightened. I could not have spoken if I’d wanted to.

“Please don’t feel bad,” she said. “It’s these times, these hard times.”

Loralee asked her where she was going. She said Missouri. Her family was there. She promised to return when things got better. But I knew she wouldn’t. Her roots weren’t here. She was from the hill country to the east of Kansas. She didn’t have the prairie’s endless sky in her soul.

Miss Nielsen hugged us at the schoolhouse door, even the upper-grade boys, who towered over her. Few words were spoken in the schoolyard. The older boys kicked at dirt clods and punched each other in the shoulder. I hugged Elsie and Loralee, my best friends since grade one, then walked home with Daniel.

“How long do you think they’ll keep the school closed?” Daniel asked.

“I don’t know,” I answered, wondering when I’d see my friends again.

“I guess there won’t be a spelling bee.”

“I don’t see how there could be,” I said.

Even though he was only nine years old, Daniel was the best speller in the school, perhaps the state. He looked forward to these contests. Last year, he won by spelling sesquiterpene.

“Or the year-end recital,” he said, taking my hand.

That was another thing he was good at. A year ago, Miss Nielsen picked nine students, from the youngest to the oldest, to perform. Daniel recited the entire Henry Wadsworth Longfellow poem, Paul Revere’s Ride. The audience stood and cheered when he finished.

“No, I don’t think so,” I answered.

“And no box social.”

“No.”

We walked on in silence. When we arrived home, Mr. Tillman and Papa stood on the back porch, talking and drinking coffee. Mr. Tillman’s farm sat to the north of us. He was on the Parents School Committee. It was his sons who found Henry Anders.

We said hello to Papa and Mr. Tillman, then went inside to put on our work clothes. When we returned to the porch, Mr. Tillman’s truck was pulling away.

“I guess you’ve heard,” Papa said.

“About Miss Nielsen leaving?” Daniel asked.

Papa nodded.

“She said she’d miss us. We’ll miss her, too, won’t we, Caroline?”

“Yes, very much,” I answered.

“Is Mr. Tillman getting us a new teacher?” Daniel asked.

“No, son. I’m afraid the district is plum out of money.”

There was no talking or joking like usual when we helped Papa with afternoon chores. Papa, who often hummed while he worked, seemed grim. For over an hour, we worked in silence, then went in for supper.

Except for the clinking of knives and forks against plates, the silence continued. Even Nell, sucking on a hard crust, was quiet. Ordinarily, Papa questioned us about our day, what we learned about history or geography, or what new words we could spell. Daniel or I would read Miss Nielsen’s daily poem and talk about its meaning.

Papa usually added a story of his own. He read whatever books he could find at the county library on science, history, and geography. His favorites were biographies of inventors like Eli Whitney and George Washington Carver. His stories were more exciting than the dry ones yawning from our schoolbooks.

Daniel and I loved his tales of the giant tortoises and tiny penguins of the Galapagos Islands; the dangerous ocean voyage faced by the Pilgrims; and the French Revolution, with mobs calling for democracy and inventing the terrifying guillotine.

But here we were, looking from one parent to the other, trying to decipher the silence between them and between them and us. Something was up. I imagined the dread of a French aristocrat facing that deadly blade. Daniel must have felt dread, too, because his right leg jiggled from his hip to his toes.

Mama rose from the table. She paced the room, opening and closing cupboards. My brother’s nervousness vibrated more wildly down his leg. Papa put a hand on Daniel’s knee to calm him.

“Abigail, please sit down before these children burst.”

Usually, that would have made us laugh, as it would have been said before gifts were opened on Christmas morning. But the silence continued. Mama poured coffee, set two cups on the table, sat down, and looked straight ahead at Papa.

He began, “With school closing, you’ve already heard one piece of hard news today. I’m afraid there’s more.”

My heart hammered against my ribs, fluttering like the small canary Mrs. Mueller keeps at the mercantile that frantically beats its wings against the bars whenever a cat sneaks in.

Papa placed a hand on each of our shoulders.

“Your mama and I have made a difficult decision. We’ve discussed it for days. It was neither quick nor easy.”

He paused, looked at Mama, then back at us. “Our Nell cannot stay here any longer.”

I kept my eyes on Daniel as tears flowed down his cheeks and onto his hands folded in his lap. He stared at the blue pitcher in the center of the table as if to keep himself and it from shattering.

“There’s a train leaving from Wichita Tuesday morning. We’ll be driving there Monday and spending the night,” he said.

Going to Wichita should have been good news. Papa took me there four years ago. I loved the tall buildings and trolleys, the restaurants and shops. But it wasn’t good news. It was terrible.

Looking at Mama, I asked, “Are you leaving Nell with Aunt Sally and Uncle George?”

“No, I’ll be staying this time.”

“Staying?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “For how long?”

“Until the drought ends and the dust lets up.”

“But who knows how long that will be?” My voice was much too loud.

“There’s more,” she said. “You and Daniel are coming with me.”

I saw the guillotine blade fall as Daniel’s chair clattered to the floor, startling Nell and making her cry. The door banged behind him.

“I’ll get him,” Papa said, setting Daniel’s chair right.

I was surprised by Daniel. He was not the kind of kid who bolted.

“Caroline?” said Mama, taking Nell from her highchair and bouncing her on her lap.

I couldn’t look at my mother. I stared at my bowl, wishing it would all go away.

“Caroline.”

“I don’t want to go, Mama.”

“I can’t leave you here alone.”

“I won’t be alone. Papa’s here. Daniel doesn’t want to go, either. It’s not fair. Daniel and I aren’t sick. I’ll miss Nell, and I wish I knew the twins better, but, Mama, please, I don’t want to leave.”

“It’ll be too hard, Caroline. You’ve no idea.”

“Yes, I do. How can you say that?”

“Caroline, this isn’t helping.”

“Then let me stay. Let us both stay.”

We heard Papa’s footsteps as he crossed the porch. He carried Daniel, who clung to his neck, into the house, set him gently on his chair, then looked at Mama.

“They’re children, Michael. This place will be too hard on them.”

This place? Is that what Mama thinks of the farm? Is she willing, like so many others, to abandon the land? Trade it for a new, easier life? Mama’s sister, Aunt Sally, married a lawyer. They have money and a big house. Is Mama willing to leave us for that?

“Please, Papa, please. It won’t be too hard. I can do this. And Daniel can help.”

I turned to Mama. “Papa can’t do this alone. I know why you need to take Nell, and why you sent Bonnie and Patrick away. You’re keeping them safe. But please, don’t make Daniel and me go.”

“But Caroline, you love the city. Remember Wichita? That’s all you talked about. And you’ll love Albany. There’s so much to do.”

“I loved Wichita for a day. But Albany? For months? Years? No. This is where I belong. Where I want to be. Here with Papa.”

“Caroline, be practical.”

“I am being practical.” I felt like I was drowning in a dark, muddy pond, grasping for the right words instead of air. “Daniel and I can cook and clean and help with chores. Papa can school us after supper. He’s better than any teacher anyway, and . . .”

“Caroline!”

Her voice dragged me back to the surface. I held back tears and gulped air. I would not cry. I was not a child. I would not cry.

Mama’s voice softened, “Bonnie and Patrick haven’t seen the two of you in over a year.”

“Or you,” I said.

“Careful, Caroline,” Papa said.

Mama let out a long, slow breath. “I’m all too aware of that. That’s why I must stay in Albany. And why you must come with me.”

“How can you ask us to leave? I understand if it’s too hard for you...”

“Caroline, do not go where you’re going with this,” Papa said.

The tears I’d held back ran down my cheeks. I wanted to bolt like Daniel. To run and run and never stop.

Daniel spoke, his voice quiet and steady, “Mama? Papa? May not Caroline and I go to New York, greet everyone, and then come back?”

The formality of his question made me smile through my panic. Daniel felt comfort in order and properness. It was his way of pulling the world tight around him.

Mama looked at Papa.

Papa cleared his throat. “It is a good compromise, Abigail.”

She jerked back, her eyes wide.

He continued, tilting his head and raising his eyebrows to let her know he was teasing, “It wouldn’t be right to turn them into city kids this late in the game.”

Several minutes passed. Daniel’s leg began to twitch again, but Papa stilled him. My chest seized with each breath. I wanted to beg, to plead, but I knew it would do no good. Mama would decide in her own time, and that’s what we’d live with, even Papa.

When I was eight, Papa took me to St. John to buy a new bridle for Flint. He told me when you’re bargaining, make your offer, then don’t say another word because the first one to speak loses. I didn’t know what he meant then, but I did now. Daniel made an offer. Papa seconded it and, through silence, was giving Mama all the time she needed to come around.
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