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			​Praise for Women of the Heartland

			This extraordinary story classically captures the mindset of the 1940s. Addie and her friend Kate reflect the voices women hear as they face confusing dilemmas 75 years later—my first read kept me up into the wee hours. I will refer my readers to In Times Like These!

			Patricia Evans, author of

			The Verbally Abusive Relationship,

			Controlling People,

			and other books listed at www.VerbalAbuse.com

			Wartime brings out the best and the worst in people. I loved the way Addie and Kate, each in her own way, dug down inside to become more than either had ever dreamed. With Each New Dawn will inspire you toward resilience and personal growth even as it keeps you riveted with each page turn.

			Sonia C. Solomonson, freelance writer and life coach

			Way2Grow Coaching

			Gail Kittleson introduces us to a small town community, under the strains of World War II. The everyday lives of the town folks unfolding their thoughts and concern for the husbands and brothers fighting for their country. The family and friends dynamics in this story keeps the reader wanting to turn page after page. The author knows how to keep the reader engaged. Looking forward to Ms. Kittleson’s next book.

			K Currie

			The pages almost turned themselves. Great period piece exploring family dynamics and interpersonal relationships as well as the growth of self-esteem and the importance of friendship.

			Lisa Lickel

		


			Kittleson’s writing style fosters instant empathy as her quiet heroine, Addie, struggles through daily living in Iowa during WW2. Readers are introduced to Addie through patriotism, friendship, and self-realization. “I’ve spent my whole life in fear instead of living each day,” highlights Addie’s growth in overcoming an emotionally abusive husband. Highest recommendation.

			Carolyn Cobb

			Kittleson deftly writes strong female characters facing heartbreaking tragedies. Until Then features two: Marian, caught in the Blitz, and Dorothy, a surgical nurse whose work with the 11th Evacuation Hospital has taken her to North Africa, through Sicily and into France. Their stories intertwine in a narrative that touches then heals the soul. Highly, highly recommended!

			Literary Soirée

			In Times Like These clearly portrays the difficulties for women during WW2. First, there are the challenges of raising food, preserving it, making money stretch, wisely using ration cards and just plain living in fear of the war. But then the overlay of Addie’s controlling husband made me instantly empathize with the main character. His verbally abusive and cold treatment of Addie unfortunately is not just a problem from another era. God’s provision for her was intriguing. The value of faith, friendship and compassion are evident in this book. I personally enjoyed the food tips and recipes, as well as vivid descriptions of farm life. This may be my favorite book by Gail Kittleson. It is the first in the series, Women of the Heartland. Be sure to read the books in order.

			Cleo Lampos, co-author of

			The Food that Held the World Together

			A World War 2 Holiday Scrapbook
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			​Dedication

			To M, who first introduced us to Mogollon Rim Country.
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			​Prologue

			The 1846 Albert Speyer Expedition to Mexico included Dr. Adolph Wislizenus, whose report, A Memoir of a Tour to Northern Mexico (Washington, Tippin and Streeter, 1846), was also published by the 30th Congress, First Session as Senate Misc. Doc. No. 26.

			Previously, Dr. Wislizenus had toured the Northwest and published A Journey to the Rocky Mountains. He prophesied the long-range effect of expansion into the wilderness:

			“…the few fierce tribes who may have maintained themselves until that time in the mountains, may offer some resistance to the progress of the waves, but the swelling flood will rise higher and higher, till at last they are buried beneath it. The buffalo and the antelope will be buried too. But for all that there will be no smoking of the pipe of peace; for the new generation with the virtues of civilization will bring also its vices. It will ransack the bowels of the mountains to bring to light the most precious of all metals, which when brought to light will arouse strife and envy and all ignoble passions, and the sons of civilization will be no happier than their red brethren who have perished.” (pg. 160)

			Along with the “red brethren” who perished during this great move westward, many white wayfarers lost their lives as well. Almost one in ten who embarked with a cry of “Westward, ho!” died before the end of the journey.

			But this era also created the perfect opportunity to reinvent oneself. One might alter one’s name, origin, even one’s allegiance. Like a desert chameleon, a man could present himself in various forms. In this complicated web of deception, he might even thrive.

			After the Civil War, desire for land, gold lust, or a passion for adventure drew tens of thousands of fortune-seekers west. Others devised their own wily methods of raising easy money. They followed their unique set of rules, and used whatever and whomever they could to enrich themselves.

		


		
			​Chapter One

			Poplar Bluff, Missouri—Late April 1863

			This spring afternoon brought a wistful mix of expectation and melancholy. In Mama’s big backyard garden, the marigold seeds Abigail Ferguson planted three weeks ago now peeked through the soil. Ah, the promise in these fledglings!

			Bending over a row of carrot seedlings that would soon need thinning, Abby took in the lush Missouri landscape spreading past the wagon path behind their property. Beyond a field of sweet hay a mass of honeysuckle bushes, redbud, dogwood, and hawthorn trees inundated the riverbank. A month ago, so many lacy white blossoms attended that stretch, it looked as though an untimely snow had fallen.

			But today, variegated greens splashed with gold hinted that one day, autumn would frost the countryside. Along the Black River, the waterwheel at Hank Jenkins’ sawmill created a steady backdrop to the thud of logs dropped off by landowners intent on earning some cash. This fresh enterprise rose of a sudden, thanks to the new railroad boring its way through the iron ore fields north of Poplar Bluff.

			In Papa’s store, word had it they would call the railroad the Iron Mountain and Southern. Concerning this, Abby had her own ideas—why not the Zephyr or the Streaking Flame—something a little more exciting?

			A sudden whirlwind taunted her skirt, stretching the fabric’s black crepe covering tighter against her knees. With soil-caked fingers, she brushed the ugly wrinkled stuff as she knelt to pull a few weeds—what matter if her dress got a little dirtier before washday? With her schooling nearly at an end, she would soon work in the store every day, and each time new bolts of yard goods arrived, Mama relished first choice.

			From the arbor, Aunt Susan’s voice rose and fell with Mama’s. “Early string bean crop this year—if the rains hold right, of course —no guarantees in this life, especially with this ghastly war... But you and Loyal keep each other in balance, a lovely thing to observe, dear sister...”

			“Yes, I had all but given up hope, but then Loyal came to town, full of wit and dreams. And now, as soon as the war ends, he plans to—”

			The wind stole Mama’s last words, but Abby finished her sentence for her. “—expand the store, and work on a library.”

			Keep each other in balance—a perfect description of Mama and Papa. Rising from the backyard soil, she swayed a bit. Little wonder she felt dizzy by times these days, bereft of her beloved Elwood in this fast-changing world.

			A verdant tomato leaf lent its fragrance to air tinged by offerings from the McClatchey’s cow next door. Bunches of small, dark green tomatoes hanging thick on these vines would soon begin to color, first the faintest pink, then redder and redder, like the sunsets she cherished. One day, deep ruby globes would greet her on these vines, ready for the picking.

			So it was—change all around. The war, however, rendered these alterations more abrupt and cruel. Recently, word of nine Union ironclads sailing into Charleston Harbor reached the telegraph office. Of course, the news immediately generated talk inside Ferguson’s Store, where Abby had helped Papa last Saturday.

			“The Confederate batteries badly damaged the ironclads. Those Rebs forced our sailors to withdraw, and we thought our Navy so stalwart, with those new monitors fashioned after the original.”

			When the first newspapers had arrived with more details of the debacle, talk rose to a fever pitch. “Such preparations our sailors made, and the tide and visibility proved auspicious. But those monitors move too slowly. When the tide turned, Rear Admiral Du Pont was forced to suspend the operation.”

			“Indeed. We were unable to penetrate even the Rebels’ first defense.”

			“Yes, and they left one vessel near to sinking, the others damaged as well. One of our sailors perished, with twenty-one wounded. At least all of the captains agreed ’twas no use to continue the battle anew in the morning.”

			Papa summarized the discussion. “I had hoped we would occupy the harbor with ease, but alas, such a battle. I fear there will be a passel more before this conflict finds resolution.”

			Here in the garden, the tale swirled in Abby’s memory—how long could this horrid war last? Then a late afternoon breeze brought a whiff of dogwood, returning her thoughts to her one all-consuming focus… dear, beloved Elwood.

			†††

			Poplar Bluff bustled like a mama hen gathering her chicks at the first sign of danger. On the south end of Main Street, clinks and clanks pinpointed where Aloysius Smart struggled to settle a new pump into the stubborn clay loam after digging himself and his hired man into a sweat. The huge mound of red-yellow sand and gravelly clay they unearthed already reached building size.

			On this clear June morning, Abby paused after filling her pail at the well behind the general store. For a moment, the crunch of shovels halted while Mr. Smart and his help paused to wipe their foreheads. In the brief serenity, low-lying swamplands to the south and east beckoned.

			At the same time, from miles north of town, the click-click of rugged railroad workers’ picks resonated. How they thought to bore through that impenetrable iron ore piqued her curiosity.

			On her way to the back entrance, an elderly man called old Duff rehashed the scene she had witnessed with her own eyes less than a month earlier. Seemed as though folks tended toward either the past or the future these days, and old Duff favored the past.

			“Yeeess, sir. General Marmaduke’s men swept right through here on the way up t’ Cape Girardeau. Headed in from Arkysaw fer pervisions fer his men, half of ’em with no mount.”

			He spat into dry clay. “But Gen’l McNeill put ’im down, that’s what. Learnt ’is lesson, ol’ Marmaduke did. ’Tain’t likely he’ll be raidin’ these parts no more.”

			Avoiding the wizened sages gathered around him in the shade of a tall poplar, Abby slipped up the wooden stairs. She only had to close her eyes to see Marmaduke’s long-cut hair bouncing against his collar as he rode through town in his fancy uniform.

			Extra gray hairs sprouted from Mama’s scalp that day, gospel truth. At least Marshal Tibbets and his local minions had managed to protect Poplar Bluff from looting, which was more than many other small towns around here could boast.

			But now, up Main Street to Virgil G. Riggin’s blacksmith shop and down the other way to Doc’s house, the only brick one for miles, no one would know this small habitation had experienced such a threat. And before that, there had been even more—Abby’s breath caught in her throat at the recollection.

			Morning haze still rose from the Current, Black, and St. Francis rivers that met here on an old Indian trail. Low-lying humidity lent a peaceful aura to the town’s layout, but visions of Confederate raiders ranging the outlying hills still remained vivid.

			Ever since the battle at New Madrid that snatched three young Poplar Bluff men from this world in the spring of ’62, Abby kept an eye on the front door of Ferguson’s General Store, as Papa instructed. “Be always at the ready, child. Flee out the back if necessary, and run to the church. Your mother and I will search for you there.”

			For the moment all was well, but last night, her second story bedroom window revealed Union campfires twinkling like fireflies on the outlying hills. Bound farther south, the troops camped here temporarily, but their presence still produced a shiver.

			She set to dusting the shelves, her perennial responsibility. Half an hour later, Papa gestured for her to follow him outdoors. “Help me position the Founder’s Day banner, daughter—this should take only a minute.” Of course, Loyal Ferguson would be the first to decorate for the upcoming festivities.

			Below the wide front planks, two Union soldiers dismounted. Abby dipped her head as Papa climbed the side ladder to the roof. “Go right in, gentleman. I shall return soon.”

			Papa’s hammer blows from on high dissolved in a sea of speculation by some dawdlers leaning against the storefront. He crossed to the other side of the roof, and Abby, stationed in the dusty street, motioned her directions with her hand.

			“Up a bit more. Now to your left a couple of inches.”

			Then, from the far end of Main Street, a sudden dust whorl rose higher than Poplar Bluff’s church steeple. That could only mean one thing.

			“Hurry, Papa—the stage.” Mr. Ferguson climbed down the ladder as Abby preceded him up the steps. The self-proclaimed vigilantes ogled her, and one spewed a stream of tobacco juice into the folds of her skirt. Though Papa urged forbearance, she marched straight up to the leader.

			“You did that on purpose, Hollis Brum!”

			Hollis turned his back to face his so-called local warriors. “Them Rebs wolf down California gold and Kansas Territ’ry, too—think they own the world. Quantrill’s Raiders ran wild, but Ol’ Brains showed ’em who was boss.”

			“Major Gen’l Halleck?”

			“Yep—brung order and made us proud at Shiloh. We’s th’ militia, ready n’ aimin’, if’n they think t’ come back.” Rousing hurrahs launched an even stronger tirade, but Abby stamped her foot.

			“Local militia, my foot! Made us proud at Shiloh—don’t you know 23,000 men perished there?”

			Hollis spewed more tobacco juice as she scurried inside. Behind the counter, a wet rag made quick work of the stain on her skirt. Her black crepe sleeve rustled against a tattered wall poster with a painting of Old Glory and praise for Missourians already mustered with the Third or Sixth Cavalry.

			In the store’s shadowy recesses, a good-looking Union captain studied a worn St. Louis Dispatch while his sergeant eyed the shovels. His clipped mustache lent the slender captain an Eastern air, but the sergeant’s rawboned features hinted at farm country origins.

			At another hurrah from the would-be gallants on the stoop, Abby muttered a promise to her feather duster. “Watch your back, Hollis Brum. I know a girl who could take you down.” Inspired by the poster, a plan took shape in her mind.

			The captain’s voice carried over a row of new Callahan frock coats. “Says here a Sergeant Bascom riled an Apache hornet’s nest in Arizona Territory last winter, and actually met Chief Cochise. After this war, shall we proceed south to do some Indian fighting, sergeant?”

			His comrade chuckled low and deep, like the rush of water at a turn in the river. “We have enough on our hands, sir. How many shovels do we need?”

			The captain shelved the newspaper. “Six ought to do.” He dropped an elbow on the thick oak counter and cupped his chin. His handsome profile brought to mind—no, Abby would not allow the thought.

			“May I help you?” She drew herself to her full height.

			“Ma’am, I hear tell federal officers warrant a discount today.”

			“June nineteenth, sir? When did you receive this notification?”

			His affable blue eyes twinkled, but just then, some shovels crashed to the floor, and the big sergeant nearly propelled headlong over the counter. Taking note of his massive farmer hands, Abby leaped back.

			His earthy scent filtered to her—wood smoke, horseflesh, and worn wool. As he righted himself, his violent flush ignited a twinge of sympathy.

			The captain doffed his cap and added a handful of chocolate creams to his purchases. “Captain Whitaker and Sergeant Tolzmann at your service.”

			“A pleasure to meet you, gentlemen.” Abby weighed the candy and figured the bill. “That will be five dollars even.”

			“At this rate, the Army will go broke. Tell this lovely young lass how we await our paychecks, sergeant.” The soldier fixed his eyes on his boots, so the captain addressed Abby again. “Last paid in January of ’63. Do you call this treatment just?”

			“President Lincoln surely has his reasons.”

			He steered the conversation elsewhere. “Sergeant, I deem these fine dimples and upturned nose the prettiest in the state.”

			The tall soldier fidgeted, so Abby took up the banter. “Only in Missouri? What about parts north?”

			“Surely no Iowa belle holds a candle to this southern beauty? What think you, sergeant?”

			A crooked smile jagged below the sergeant’s pained dark eyes. Men of few words make the best suitors—where had she heard that?

			The captain plunked down some coins. “Here you go, and a nickel for a pretty ribbon to highlight your chocolate eyes.”

			“Sir, there is no need—”

			“Please accept this token for the privilege of gazing upon the finer species.”

			Pocketing the coin, Abby removed the ragged poster from the wall and thrust it toward him with her best smile. “Sir, a favor, if you please. That noisy ruffian outside talks a good war, but perhaps you might remind him of his patriotic duty?”

			“Happy to do so—the Union always needs to muster fresh troops.”

			Leaving his partner front and center, he shouldered a couple of shovels. “Bid this young lady adieu, Sergeant Tolzmann.”

			The soldier finally found his voice. “Good day.” He touched his cap and pivoted so fast his boots squeaked.

			Most soldiers entered Ferguson’s store with decorum. Others stared at her with such brazen looks that Abby fetched Papa from his meat cutting, but none had revealed this sincere a shyness. She crossed to the window.

			“I hope Papa’s right about the fight moving south. We already paid dearly at New Madrid.” Dry black crepe crushed between her fingers, matching her sigh. There, she had finally named the site of Elwood’s demise, even if only to these tall shelves.

			“Oh, Elwood, by now we would be married and on our way out West.” Her whisper circled in ever-present dust motes, while through the window, Hollis fidgeted under the captain’s sharp surveillance.

			A mongrel meandered by as the sergeant secured their shovels to his saddle. At a pitiful whine audible even inside, he squatted to pet the scraggly animal. Abby drew nearer the window as sunshine highlighted the big fellow’s smile.

			“Why, I believe I might...” She dragged a wooden stool to the window and set to work as the duo rode away. Half an hour later, she still bent over her sketchpad.

			“Hello?”

			Immersed in her task, she had failed to notice the door open.

			“Why, you’re sketching!” Lizzy, her dearest friend, leaned over her shoulder. “I passed this fellow on that sharp curve east of town, riding abreast an officer toward the Union camp.”

			“You recognize him?”

			Lizzy lifted the pad. “A perfect likeness.” She did a little jig. “This must mean my old friend has returned.”

			“Perhaps. I do feel more spirited today—you will never believe what I did to that Brum fellow.”

			After Lizzy left, the likeness Abby had created stared up at her. This bashful soldier would likely never pass through again. Adieu, after all, meant farewell forever. This war tossed people around like dry leaves, and fate might soon steal his life, too.

			†††

			“Abigail Belinda Ferguson, must your work never end?”

			Abby looked up from snapping green beans.

			“Oh, Aunt Susan, I hoped you would stop by.”

			“This time of day makes me languish, dear. Sometimes when afternoon wanes, I drift into melancholy.”

			“Now Sister, have a glass of lemonade and be your bright, cheery self again.” Abby’s mother descended with a tray, so Abby gave her aching fingers a rest.

			“I would be mortified if anyone else saw me like this.”

			“Everyone needs someone, Auntie. Sunset still brings me Elwood’s image. I wish I could forget, but the sun was setting when he first spoke to me of our future.”

			“As years pass, those memories become our treasures, child.”

			“Pondering the plans we made only makes me sad, like seeing those rotting pears in the side yard. Every year the wasps infest them and turn their sweetness sour.”

			Mama’s pursed lips filled Abby with regret, so she softened her outburst. “You know patience has never been my strength.”

			“Nor mine.” Aunt Susan patted her forearm. “But sometimes, patience is all life leaves us, along with the memory of our plans.”

			“Well spoken, Sister, and you have borne your burdens with a noble spirit. Now come inside and help me in the kitchen.”

			The last pile of string beans diminished as children’s voices drifted from the riverside. Shadows slithered the shed’s length, and in spite of Abby’s morning determination to think on pleasant things, heat welled behind her eyes.

			Leaving the bean basket on the grass, she paced the yard. Only a few years ago, she and Elwood had capered along the Black River’s shore like those youngsters. Without a care in the world, they frolicked with Lizzy and other friends. So many joys they shared—simple times, like discovering a painted lady in his mother’s yard.

			The leaves had died back in June, but early in July, one day she and Elwood came upon a stalk two and a half feet high, right where he had cut the grass two days before. Mrs. Partridge called these surprise lilies—a perfect name. Elwood tried to fit a giant blossom, pink with a white throat, behind Abby’s ear. How they giggled at his attempt.

			Then one autumn night he hid in the bushes near the back porch, preparing to sing Open thy lattice, Love, listen to me...

			After supper when she emptied the dirty dishwater, Abby had no idea he lurked there until he yelped and jumped out, soaked to the skin. He sang to her anyway. Dear, dear Elwood. This recollection brought such a mix of laughter and misery, she pounded her fists on the clapboard shed.

			“Oh, why did you have to go off to New Madrid? By now, we might be expecting our first child—how I despise this vile war!”

			Across an expanse of prairie grass came the familiar sound of the store’s back door. That meant Papa would soon appear on the wagon path. He always washed at the back pump and left his apron to soak in the shed before entering the house. His day had begun extra early, cutting steaks and roasts from the beef he butchered yesterday.

			He worked so hard—mustn’t let him find her in such a state. In the shadow of the shed, Abby wiped her eyes and took herself in hand.

			“Enough lamenting, Abigail Belinda. Open your eyes to all the goodness around you, like Aunt Susan.”

			Papa found her composed, but quiet, and they walked together across the yard. Yes, so much good all around her. But a stifling sensation below her collarbone testified otherwise.

		


		
			​Chapter Two

			One hot July morning when Abby entered the store, Papa stood talking with a Union soldier. Only snitches of their conversation wafted, a word or two about cattle. Something about the big fellow seemed familiar. When someone summoned Papa from the back room, she took his place behind the counter.

			“Did you need anything?”

			The sergeant eyed the glass candy case. “Umm—two of those chocolate creams.”

			He gripped the counter with such large fingers; could this be that jocular captain’s comrade she had sketched in June?

			“Anything else?”

			“Mmm—some rope.”

			“How much would you like?”

			“Ah—ten feet?” He lowered his eyes. “Maybe twelve.”

			“One minute, please.” She stepped into the back room and returned with his order. “Forty-five cents, please.”

			He dug in his pocket, and once again, his muscular hands stood out. She waited, and finally, his warm brown eyes found hers. As they did, his cheeks flushed.

			“You came in here before, for some shovels.”

			His lips opened without a reply.

			“Will your unit be traveling to Mississippi now?”

			“Ma’am, I...”

			“Forgive me. You may not be at liberty to say.”

			“At liberty—no. Yes—Mississippi.” The bashful sergeant’s forehead resembled hickory grain before sanding, full of dips and variations. Instead of dallying, he clutched his purchases and backed toward the door.

			Despite his obvious strength—those muscles could surely lift heavy bales of hay—he seemed far too timid to wage war. But his unit was headed to Vicksburg, where everyone predicted a fierce battle would ensue.

			“God go with you.”

			He fled with such haste, she doubted he heard her at all.

			†††

			“I hear raspberries abound near the creek.” Mama eased a bundle of fresh herbs onto her drying rack. “Would you mind picking some for supper, Abby?”

			“Do you need anything else?”

			“More plantain and comfrey for ointments, as always. Thank you, dear.”

			The ever-present laughter of children drew her to the spot. Papa called these young ones the future of Poplar Bluff.

			Not much later, when her pail hung half full on her arm, the sharp tang of crushed thyme and mint wafted—Granny Ferguson must be about. In a few minutes, the old woman’s humped shoulders appeared beneath a gray wool scarf.

			Granny set down her pail and smoothed Abby’s hair with a crooked forefinger. “Locks that sparkle like the sun, and gold within dark eyes doth run.”

			She carried on while Abby emptied her harvest into a flour sack bag and continued picking. Finally Granny set to work, too, but her prophecies continued.

			“The future flows Mississippi dark, the life on which you ere embark.”

			Mama often warned, “Never encourage Granny,” so Abby steeled herself.

			“This day glows like strained cider, but rain cometh on the morrow. Aye, the gloom of wartime sorrow.”

			“But the Union has won steady victories, Granny, one far to the east and at Vicksburg. Don’t you remember the news coming on July fourth? We control the Mississippi all the way to New Orleans now, and have cut off the rebels’ supply lines. Texas troops can no longer travel east, nor can California’s gold. Some declare the war will soon be over.”

			“Yet more sadness for thee, I fain would tell.” The glitter in Granny’s eyes twisted Abby’s stomach.

			Granny grasped her elbow and stared into her eyes. “She travels far, and darkness assails. Yet light shines, a love so true, and justice prevails.” Having said her piece, Granny focused on her picking.

			“I have enough for now, Granny. Shall I walk you home?”

			“No, child. I’ve more to do. A thinking mind and a ready heart, grow you strong and full of art.”

			†††

			The back door screeched, sending a sharp vinegar smell through the store. “Abby?”

			“Yes, Papa.”

			“New pickle barrel from St. Louis. This war brings both suffering and opportunity.” With much scraping, he rolled the barrel into place and stood back to wipe his dripping forehead.

			“And some shysters turn this chaos into opportunities.” A distinct draft of lavender announced Mama’s entrance through the front door. “Like that cattle man.”

			“Now, Mrs. Ferguson.” Papa raised his brows.

			“Loyal, I cannot trust that fellow.”

			“McHale keeps his word and provides good beef. Judge not, lest—”

			“I only use the discernment the good Lord gave me. Something about Ray McHale sets wrong with me, I tell you.”

			“Ah. Remember that newspaper report about General Grant after the Rebs stymied the Union at Shiloh? One reporter has it out for him and described him drunk on the eve of battle. But after his Vicksburg victory, folks believe he was misaligned.”

			“I fail to see what that has to do with McHale.” Mama turned to Abby. “Go on home, dear, if you like. You will attend tonight’s lecture, won’t you?”

			The flyer hanging beside the counter had heralded this speaker for weeks.

			Popular orator, Horatio Culver, on

			The Railroad and its Promise.

			Rolla, Missouri - August 29, 1863

			Poplar Bluff - September 1.

			Raise funds for the Union—

			Neglect not to do your part.

			She had been excited to go, but taking a walk to the river sounded better right now. “I planned to, but if I can help out—”

			Papa spoke up. “Ray usually brings my orders right on time, so I must move ice tonight. But as your mother says, you should get out in society.”

			“Oh, pfft. I like helping with the ice blocks.”

			“If need be, I can help your father, dear.”

			Mr. Ferguson drew his wife close and addressed Abby. “Elizabeth will be there?”

			“Yes, and Annabelle.”

			Mrs. Ferguson’s eyes brightened. “Put off your mourning crepe, then. Wear your new tabinet frock. You agree, don’t you, Loyal?”

			“As always, dear.” He faked a startle when Mama jabbed him in the ribs. “Enjoy yourself, Abby, and regale us later.”

			He stretched over the counter to kiss her forehead, and Mama flashed her brightest smile. On the way home, Abby pondered the special blessing Mama had given her after Elwood asked for her hand. “Finding a kindred soul means so much. You and Elwood enjoy that special bond.”

			She shook off the memory. “No. I must re-channel my thoughts.” But the prospect of living here in Poplar Bluff for the rest of her life dulled in comparison to the wild dreams she and Elwood shared. As it was, she would become like Aunt Susan, always with that wistful, faraway look in her eyes.

			Donning her new frock brought a certain comfort. She pinched her cheeks and studied her face in the oval mirror—grief had made her cheekbones sharper. She made haste as the hall clock shooed her toward the park.

			Near the lecture site, Lizzy hailed her. “Finally—no more mourning weeds. Oh, look, Annabelle wore something cheerful, too. Mama says the boys would want us to continue on with our lives.”

			But on the far side of the growing crowd, Elwood’s mother still wore her black crepe. Abby pulled Lizzy to some nearby seats, where Annabelle joined them with Abby’s copy of Oliver Twist in hand.

			“Thank you for lending this to me—in case the speaker waxes long, we might be glad I brought it.” They took seats, and Annabelle went on. “Mother read Mr. Dickens’ tale right along with me, and she debates Mr. Fagin with Father.

			“She calls Fagin a miserly, vile, hideous character, but Father, who has been listening in, follows the Universalists. They believe a divine spark exists in every person, you know.”

			“But he preaches Baptist?” Always one to speak her mind, Lizzy jumped in.

			“Yes, though Grandmother was an Anabaptist and Grandfather a Moravian who studied back in Boston. Our family dates back to John Adams, and Father’s uncle founded a university in St. Louis—”

			Annabelle shrugged. “Anyway, Father believes that even Mr. Fagin can be redeemed, but Mother parts ways with him on that point. You should see her bristle when Father sets aside his Universalist Companion and chimes in.

			“‘Jonathan! You would grant salvation to a scoundrel who organizes innocent London street urchins into a thievery ring? This villain makes his living off the backs of orphans and instructs them in deviltry?’”

			“‘Ah, but does not Mr. Fagin show some kindness to little Oliver? We dare not discount his solicitous attitude when he sends the boy out with the—”

			Lizzie poked Annabelle in the ribs. “Shhhhh!”

			Poplar Bluff’s mayor took the platform. “Friends, I should like to present our evening’s speaker, Mr. Horatio Culver, whose expertise lies with progress. And with every hammer blow coming from the north, progress had indeed come upon us.”

			A diminutive man with a handlebar mustache, Mr. Culver obviously hailed from other parts. He soon turned eloquent about the inevitable tide of change sweeping the country. “Mark my words, good citizens of the West, ’twon’t be long before a machine will carry our voices to the Atlantic coast.”

			A listener murmured, “If voices were meant to travel, t’would be ordained.”

			“Railroads will one day connect your fair village with the Pacific. Your location, so close to the great Mississippi, assures future prosperity. Our great cities back East require lumber from your forests, and the iron ore beneath your soil for their factories.”

			A murmur ran through the crowd.

			“As sure as tulip poplar trees beautify your distinguished bluff, as sure as the auspicious Hernando de Soto passed through this fine area, your future beckons bright.”

			He teetered back on his heels. “Friends, heed this advice from R. W. Emerson. ’accept the place divine Providence has found for you—the connection of events.’ And remember the words of Doctor Samuel Johnson, ‘To improve the golden moment of opportunity, and catch the good that is within our reach, is the great art of life.’”

			Applause swelled as the mayor reclaimed the stage. “Ladies and gentlemen, it pleases me now—”

			“Fire! Every able-bodied man to Main Street.”

			In the bedlam, Abby lost Elizabeth and turned toward home. Smoke eddied above a bucket brigade, and a high wail pierced the night. “Mercy, the store is on fire!”

			Chills cascaded her shoulders. Halfway there, someone reeking of manure and liquor collided with her. “Might be best t’—” She had heard that voice somewhere, hadn’t she? But rushing ahead, she warded off the ungainly fellow.

			A few feet away, a blazing timber sizzled to the earth, and nearby, three men manned a hose. “Make way for the pump!”

			Marshal Tibbets directed folks. “Back off, now. Allow the men to work.”

			Highlighted by the conflagration, the tall roof of Abby’s home beckoned, and the familiar creak of the back stairs calmed her. Day in and day out, this familiar sound marked their comings and goings.

			But eerie reflections cast a glow over the kitchen. Smoke billowed through the open window over the new-fangled pump Papa had installed to lighten Mama’s workload.

			“I do believe folks make deliveries just to see our pump, Loyal.” Mama might have been here right now, making supper, but the kitchen stood empty.

			A lump bigger than the whole of Butler County choked Abby. “Please, help me find—” Through the dining room and parlor, acrid gray air burned her eyes. Then the front door swung open, and in the hallway, she ran into with Aunt Susan.

			“My dear sweet girl.”

			A sickening odor preceded heavy boot steps from the back of the house. “Don’ know what happened—Ferg’son tried t’ save his wife, but they’s both dead now.”

			“Oh, no, no! This cannot be!”

			Abby collapsed in Aunt Susan’s heady lavender aura.

			†††

			“I never knew Loyal to smoke. They had plenty of time to get out, and he built the store with three exits, for just such a time.” Marshal Tibbits pursed his lips. “Did your father have an enemy that you know of?”

			“Papa?”

			Aunt Susan’s hand steadied Abby. “Oh, I simply cannot believe— ”

			Papa never met anyone but what he found common ground. But now, he and Mama had both been snatched from this world in an instant. How could this be true?

			†††

			Aunt Susan moved into the downstairs bedroom, found some black crepe and began stitching over Abby’s dresses. Again. Time stood still, even though autumn swept into winter.

			Dismal days ran into weeks. Abby swept and dusted, beat the rugs over the clothesline and washed down the walls as Mama always did. Under Aunt Susan’s tutelage, she also attempted to increase her sewing skills.

			“Keeping busy does the soul good.” Aunt Susan purred her philosophy over a plate of fried chicken, turnips, and garden peas.

			“Yes,” Abby replied. But her voice sounded peculiar, and something lodged in her throat. As long as she followed Aunt Susan’s instructions and answered when she needed to, life floated along. But she faded to her room when visitors called, and left the house only for church on Sunday.

			Week after week, the service swept around her like a maelstrom. Often, she imagined herself up in the balcony, looking down upon the faithful. What good were all these fine sentiments? And the hymns—who could trust and obey through this hideous, warped journey?

			What fickle cruelty had paired her with Elwood so perfectly, but then snatched him away? Now, dear Mama and Papa had joined him. What could possibly be left for her in this vale of tears?

			Somehow, cold December passed, then January and February. Finally spring enlivened the countryside, and Abby helped Aunt Susan plant a garden. Soon, early melon vines meandered on the plot’s sandy side.

			But one humid day in July, the marshal reappeared. This time, he investigated yet another death—Aunt Susan’s.

			From the dried pea rows, Abby recognized his gait. Stacking worthless vines on the burn pile kept her occupied, but behind her eyes, tears burned like flames.

			Tending the garden distanced her from all-too frequent visitors laden with fresh baked goods she could never eat. They offered woeful embraces and murmured in her ear. This time, Aunt Susan could not help bear the burden.

			Yesterday’s funeral replayed, sniffles and communal sobs backing Preacher Fox’s remarks. “Such mysteries try us beyond the telling. Our sister Susan Edith Carmichael joins her family all too soon, but leaves us with memories of a blessed life.”

			Abby stamped her foot on the dried up garden plot. If only she could run down to the river, away from the townsfolk’s prying eyes. Aunt Susan always said that memories amounted to gifts, but the sound of those harsh grains falling on her coffin still echoed.

			Less than twenty-four hours ago, the gravedigger leaned an arm on his spade, creating an odd mix of shade and sunshine over brittle cemetery grass. In the dissonance of soil on pinewood, Abby’s legs gave way. Someone led her to a bench, and Lizzy’s mother crushed her close.

			“Oh, how I wish Elizabeth had not gone to help my cousin with her newborn. Would you like to come out to the farm for a while?” Tears rolled off her chin like early morning dew, but Abby could only wrench her soaked hankie.

			After an endless mourning line paid their respects, a slipshod figure emerged out of nowhere. His shabby dress struck a poignant note as he turned his hat in his hands.

			“Miss, if y’ need anythin’, jest...”

			What was this fellow’s name? His retiring demeanor riled up a peculiar sensation, something besides the numbness that stalked her. Last winter, he had stopped by now and then, with uncanny knowledge of what Papa would want to do with his property. When decisions loomed, he arrived at just the right time, but Aunt Susan doubted his intentions.

			“We must recollect your Mama’s concerns, Abby. That man troubles me, too.”

			Now, the marshal stepped over a gangly tomato vine and broke into Abby’s mired thoughts. “I hate to bother you at such a time, but something is amiss here.”

			His clear blue eyes bespoke a man of the law—single minded and intent.

			“Sam Stone checked Susan’s buggy right before the accident.” The marshal held out a wooden wheel rod sawed neatly into two pieces. “You can see someone hacked it almost through. Must’ve been just before your aunt came out of her house, and it broke when she reached a certain speed.”

			He rubbed a haggard brow. “The question is, who would do such a thing?”

			A bitter frost penetrated Abby’s heart. How could anyone hurt Aunt Susan, whose faith had carried her through the impossible winter?

			“Just like your pa, she had no enemies.” Marshal Tibbits clenched and unclenched his fist. “I shall ferret out the culprit, believe me.”

			With the back of her hand, Abby wiped away insistent tears, and the Marshal handed her his kerchief. “Let me know if you think of anything.”

			As she watched his progress down the alley, a wheedling inner voice taunted her. Whose faith will you borrow now? Absently, she continued her work until daylight faded. Then she shunted the squeaky porch swing into motion.

			Some time later, a shuffle caused her to look up. Under a flaming western sky too beautiful for this awful day, someone fidgeted on the bottom stairs. A frumpy man, his slouched hat looked familiar. Then she recalled Papa using his name: Ray McHale, his beef supplier.

			From the honeysuckle bushes south of the house, a mourning dove issued its sad song. Ray proceeded to the top step.

			“Goin’ out west come spring.”

			An untimely pronouncement, but Abby no longer trusted her perceptions.

			“Kin help y’ with your Aunt’s property ’fore I leave.”

			Sunset caught the end of his wide nose and rendered the stubble on his chin a spiky forest. He seemed not to mind her stillness or the swing’s steady creak.

			He said no more, and long after his steps faded, the swing continued to sway. Papa trusted Ray enough to invite him to supper, but Mama’s misgivings rang in her ears.

			“Such a coarse man, Loyal, and he has shifty eyes.”

			Tonight, though, Ray had looked directly at her, and there was something else. His presence brought an odd sense of comfort.

			If he were suspect, Marshal Tibbets would have warned her. Meanwhile, cleaning out Aunt Susan’s house loomed. How could she bear the task alone?

			With Ray’s guidance, the store property had sold for a fair price. Though a year had passed, a faint smoky odor still drifted from that direction, or did she imagine it? As if the twilight could somehow reproduce the rambling building, Abby twisted against the worn wooden slats.

			Yes, if only Ferguson’s Store could stand once more. Then Papa would walk home from work, Mama would sing over her herbal concoctions, and life would begin again.

		


		
			​Chapter Three

			Mid-September wind prevailed over Poplar Grove’s rough-hewn cemetery stones. On Elwood’s grave, a single late rosebud marked Abby’s devotion, but her thoughts tumbled down an endless dark tunnel. A rainy channel traced the words on Mama and Papa’s gravestone before dripping onto mucky clay.

			For the hundredth time, she ruminated on the sentiment Elder Drury had chiseled there.

			A kindlier pair n’er was known

			Who now to heavn’ly rest hath gone.

			Elder refused to take any money. “Loyal Ferguson give me credit when I oughtn’t to have none. A fine man, truth be told, and gone too soon.”

			Aunt Susan deserved some writing on her stone, too, but Abby was hard put to decide what. Words jumbled in her mind when she attempted to put them on paper.

			Bereft of spouse and offspring dear,

			Yet friend to children far and near.

			That would summarize her life, perhaps. How many neighborhood children had knocked at the door in the last weeks, hoping she would proffer a plate of fresh-baked cookies in Aunt Susan’s stead?

			After some time, the thick forsythia branches rustled behind her. Probably Granny Ferguson, out for her evening constitutional—she would have a gloomy word, but what did it matter? What more harm could she possibly foretell?

			But a different voice sang out. “Why Abby—it has been much too long. I—I felt uncertain...” Lizzy’s tentative tone made Abby cringe.

			“Have you... Are you all right? I have been away so long helping Mama’s cousin—”

			“What does she hear of her husband?”

			“He—he came home in August, missing his right leg.”

			“Oh my.” Abby withdrew her fingers as a mockingbird cooed a haunting tune.

			“You sound so—different.” Something squeezed Abby’s chest until she thought her heart would stop. “Everyone expects me to find my poise again, but I am so—”

			“Lonely.” A gust of wind buffeted Lizzy’s shawl. “I know. Ever since Obed Parcher toted back the bodies—Your Elwood, my Andrew, and Annabelle’s brother, all taken at once...”

			But now, my entire family is gone, too.

			Realizing her error, Lizzy sucked in her breath. Abby shrank from the piteous look she could no longer tolerate.

			“The new stereoscope pictures Mama ordered arrived yesterday. Do come over for dinner tomorrow night, and we can sketch together, like old times?”

			“Thank you, but I think not.” Surely you would rather spend the evening with Jeremy Whidby, your new widower friend, and his three children.

			Lizzy clung to her hankie. “Oh, Abby, I wish I could help—”

			“No one can. My sins have found me out.” Spoken aloud, her newfound belief rang harsh.

			“Your sins?”

			“Hasty of heart, prone to presumption, enraptured with adventure—Mama once listed my shortcomings. Oh, and always impatient.”

			“We all have our shortcomings, but…” At last, understanding settled Lizzy’s puzzled brow. “Surely you don’t mean the church picnic? That was Elwood’s idea.”

			“I shamed Mama and Papa that day, and Elwood’s parents scolded him. After all, the whole town went looking for us.”

			“How could you have known you would have to wait out a storm, or—”

			“It would look as though we had forsaken faithfulness and trust? Mama was right—I have always yearned for adventure, and impatience has ruled me.”

			“She was fearful, Abby. She only spoke out of worry.”

			“Perhaps but she was right, and I have received my just reward.”

			“Oh, Abby! You know the Scriptures; ‘The Lord doth not willingly afflict the sons of men.’”

			“Who afflicts me then; Granny Ferguson’s fiendish imps?”

			Lizzy recoiled. “Such terrible things have happened, yet you mustn’t blame the Almighty—or yourself.”

			An icy wall encompassed Abby, as real as the cold granite markers. She stood like stone as Lizzy implored her, “This pain will pass, and you will find someone—”

			“Find someone?” Abby’s shriek resounded. “You must be daft to think anyone would ever want someone so cursed.”

			“You have suffered far too much—”

			Though Abby longed to run into her friend’s arms, ice stiffened her spine. She turned away, into the frigid wind.

			“I will always be here, my friend.” They stood in silence, so close, but worlds apart. Finally, Lizzy retreated.

			Abby wanted to trail her and shout, “Forgive me, please. I will come to dinner after all.” But the words wallowed in her throat.

			One last time, Lizzy turned and called. “Abby, please?” The wind dashed the sun behind a cloud. Finally, she picked her way to Andrew’s grave and a few minutes later, hurried toward her buggy.

			The wind whistled a tart lament as Lizzy clucked to the horse. No doubt, she would immerse herself in Jeremy and his family—the right thing to do.

			“But for me, no right thing remains.” Callous tombstones received Abby’s whisper. A cardinal landed on Aunt Susan’s grave and chirruped as if all were right with the world.

			The family plot still held room for one more—what difference if she died tomorrow? She had become like Granny, with evil portents writhing in her head.

			The wind bade Abby clutch her cloak, and her shudder brought a certain satisfaction. Better to feel the cold than nothing at all.

			†††

			In November, Lizzy married Jeremy in a private ceremony and moved to his farm. When Abby heard the news from an older lady who refused to stop bringing her baked goods, she barely reacted. But later, staring up at the ceiling of her room, she recalled she and Lizzy had planned to witness each other’s marriage vows.

			Foolish children.

			That was before the war snatched away their dreams.

			The clock struck midnight, and she rolled over. All of their cherished plans had come to naught, and now the future stretched ahead like an endless road leading nowhere. If only she could find a way to extinguish these memories.

			At least everyone except that one relentless woman and Pastor Fox had ceased calling. They meant well, but she dreaded the visits—Pastor Fox’s well-intended quotes crackled paper-thin in the drafty parlor.

			But earlier this evening, a knock had sounded, and seeing Ray through the narrow vestibule window, Abby had slipped onto the porch. His eyes, like faded bachelor’s buttons, hinted at exploits.

			“After the war, the Army’ll head to Arizona Territory on account a’ the mines. California Column’s already fightin’ Apaches down thataway.” Even his pockmarks perked up when he mentioned the new territory.

			“Tell me about that place.”

			“Dry and hot, but a tall pine forest follows a long high ridge.” He traced a stubby finger on the railing. “They call it the Rim. They’s deer and elk everywhere, grass higher’n my waist—made fer cattle.”

			His lips turned in as if he held something back. After he left, the image of Arizona Territory remained. Towering pine trees, wild animals, lush meadows... With moonlight dancing through the curtains, the faraway land cast its spell.

			Two visits later, after Abby had deeded Aunt Susan’s house to a young family, Ray stopped in again. Though warnings still flickered like distant fireflies, she asked him into the parlor.

			“Thet Rim’s two thousand feet high. Pines so tall you have to stretch your neck. Canyons, roarin’ creeks, red rocks n’ drippin’ springs like nothin’ ’round these parts.”

			“Are there towns?”

			He snorted. “S’not a citified place.”

			“The sunsets must be beautiful.”

			“Cain’t see ’em. A mountain they call Strawberry stands in the way.”

			A mountain hiding the sunset? The only place Abby had imagined without a sunset was the ugly heart of London, where Oliver Twist plied his pickpocket trade. Along narrow streets shrouded in mist and hemmed by ugly buildings, the difference between dawn and twilight might be lost.

			“Them troops’ll corral the Injuns. I aim to be ready for ’em.” Ray’s chin jutted, and for a fleeting moment, his determination reminded Abby of Elwood, bound to seek his fortune.

			Now, hours later, Ray’s earthy scent persisted—perspiration, beef on the hoof, and a perennial tang to his breath. Like a profound passage in a good book, his dream enlivened Abby. For the first time since Aunt Susan’s death, she took up Oliver Twist from her bedside table and started reading again.

			The filthy byways of London and Oliver’s fate at the hands of unscrupulous rogues transported her across the ocean, perhaps as far as Arizona Territory lay to the west. Entering into this character’s misery came naturally.

			†††

			“More snow’s comin’.”

			Even in the shelter of the porch, the late November weather chilled Abby. The whole world took on an overcast shade. Though she opened the door, Ray barely came inside. His leathery face peeked above his dirty collar, and his nose shown red in the lamplight.

			“Changed m’ mind. Leavin’ tomorra. If y’ got a hankerin’, y’ kin come along.”

			The downward lines of his mouth barely altered, and gray encroached on the blue of his eyes. When she said nothing, he shuffled his feet.

			“Kin stop at th’ first Justice ’long the way.”

			Her visions of a lovely church wedding died long ago, and she never thought to ask why the Justice here in Butler County would not do. Here stood Ray, as real as the storm that would soon shut her inside. Every other man she knew was off fighting—even Hollis had joined up.

			Lizzy’s calculation that she would find someone tasted like dust in Abby’s mouth. Who could she possibly find?

			This far-off Arizona Territory—even the name possessed a certain lilt. Ray cocked his head, revealing a balding spot. Yes, he was older, but by now, perhaps even Mama would have come to accept his good points.

			During Pastor Fox’s last visit, his talk of a future and a hope carved a painful niche in Abby’s soul. The pain had loosed her tongue.

			“What do you mean, a future? Every marriageable man has joined the fighting, or is too wary of my loss. An evil spell has come upon me—I am tainted.”

			“My dear, no wickedness on earth can stand against—” Pastor Fox paused. “Whatever befalls us, our Lord promises never to forsake His own. Your parents and Aunt Susan believed that to their dying day.”

			“And what became of them?”

			“They have passed safely through heaven’s gates, Miss Abigail. These years have brought you much sorrow, but I can see your loved ones even now, urging you to take up their faith. The psalmist says, ‘no evil shall befall you—’”

			“Stop!” Her cry reverberated up the empty stairway.

			Pastor Fox cleared his throat. “As you wish, but I will continue to pray for you.” He let himself out. When the doorknob turned, she shattered a teacup against the wall and collapsed on the floor.

			“Evil has befallen me!” Melancholy tightened its grasp. “Nothing for it but to accept my fate.” The high wainscoting echoed her words. No hope... no hope.

			Something went askew in her mind, she knew. Her patience a fragile thread, she distanced herself more from the townsfolk, going out only at night. If someone knocked, she pretended to be gone.

			But now, Ray stood before her. He reached into his pocket and handed her a small cloth bag bearing a crisp scent. Peppermints—not soothing like lavender drops, but enervating. Mama swore by peppermint tea for certain bodily ailments.

			A single smooth candy tingled on her tongue, like the choice Ray offered. Why pass another year pining for what could never be?

			The walls shrank around her “I could start packing—”

			“Only room fer one trunk.”

			“A trunk. Yes. Fine.”

			He slipped away, leaving her with the cold click of the lock. Upstairs in the wide hallway, Abby folded her life into two feet by four, visualizing freedom from the haunting odor of the fire and pitying glances cast her way. Might as well leave her sketching pencils here, along with most everything else.

			Even as she set them aside, a feeble memory emanated.

			Today we shall work with your new colored pencils, dear, and at dinnertime, you may show Papa. No need to hurry—color takes more time. Do you see how the green in these leaves shows hope?

			And these faint streaks of yellow purvey a sense of cheer. Grey backs the green, for they contain the same elements, but grey’s softness highlights the glory of the green...

			Such a bittersweet recollection—for a moment, it seemed Mama might step out of her bedroom. But by meager lamplight, the sketches of Abby’s youth brought only more heaviness.

			Finally, she pulled herself up from the hallway floor. No room for these childhood relics. A new life beckoned with adventures far away from this hazy little town.
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