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“Don’t ever forget that I love you,” he said in an urgent, husky whisper.

 

“I wish you didn’t have to go,” Letty whispered.

“Working in a logging camp may be the answer, sweetheart. I don’t make enough money to support us. Besides, when we marry, we’ll have to leave here. Your pa would make life miserable for us and for my folks if we stayed.”

“You’re right. Kiss me again.”

Tenderly he threaded his fingers in the hair on each side of her face. He bent his head and reverently kissed her forehead, then her lips. He was filled with indescribable love for her.

“Turn around. I want to make sure there are no leaves or grass on your dress or in your hair. Here’s the ribbon.” Mike pressed the scrap into her hand. “Tie it in the bush if you can meet me.”

“I love you.” Her back was to him. “Don’t forget me . . . ever!”
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“Five Stars!”

—Heartland Critiques

 

“Four and a half hearts—highest rating! An absolutely wonderful, homespun love story. . . . Her books are precious keepsakes, and this is another to add to the collection.”

—Romantic Times

 

“The story is one that covers the range of emotion—love and hate, compassion and ruthlessness. You will laugh with Letty and Mike, and you will cry with them.”

—Rendezvous
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CHAPTER

1

It was almost time.

The boy’s eyes, wild and dark, glanced at the sun dying in the west, then anxiously scanned the dirt road that curved around the schoolhouse. The south wind blew softly, stirring the willows where he waited beside the stream. When a limb brushed the black curls that tumbled on his forehead, the hand he lifted to hold it away from his face held a scrap of blue ribbon that fluttered in the breeze.

This morning the ribbon had been tied to the lilac bush.

Mike’s eighteen-year-old heart pounded with dread at the thought of the risk his sweetheart was taking. Her father would beat her—in the name of God, of course—for meeting any boy. Mike hated to think of what he would do to her if he found out she was secretly meeting one of those wicked, idol-worshiping Catholics. Reverend Pringle considered Catholics to be heathens. He was as sure that they were bound for hell as he was that darkness would come at the end of the day.

Mike’s thoughts reached back seven years to the day Reverend Pringle and his family had come to town. Mr. Colson at the dairy had told him to take a complimentary pail of fresh milk to the new preacher. Mike was excited. It was his first day on the job. He ran up the walk to the house and, like a puppy who was all paws, stubbed his toe on the top step and sprawled on the porch at the man’s feet. As the pail flew out of his hand, milk splashed on the Reverend Pringle’s trousers and shiny black shoes. Mike remembered lying there for only a second or two before jumping to his feet. He forgot about his badly bitten tongue and the blood filling his mouth when he looked at the preacher’s stormy countenance. More than anything he wanted to run, but it was impossible because the heavy hand that fell on his shoulder held him in a firm grip.

“What’s your name, boy?” The voice rolled like thunder.

“Mike . . . Dolan, sir. I’m sorry—”

“Who sent you?”

“Mr. Colson . . . at the dairy. He said to welcome you and—”

“Is your pa a member of my church?”

“No, sir. We’re Catholic.”

“One of those! I should have known!” The preacher pushed him so hard he staggered back against the porch rail. “Ah . . . yes. I heard about the wild Dolans as soon as I hit town. Wild and sinful! Drinking, playing cards, and dancing their way to hell.” He gave the milk bucket a kick and it rolled down the steps. “Brother Colson will hear of this. Now get off my porch and stay off.”

“He didn’t mean to spill the milk, Papa.”

For the first time Mike noticed the small girl sitting in the porch swing. She was dressed in white from head to toe. The skirt of her dress was spread out and as she spoke she absently ran her hands along it, smoothing out nonexistent wrinkles. Her white-clad legs were crossed at the ankles, and white-buttoned shoes dangled above the porch. Fat curls the color of his brother’s sorrel horse bounced around her shoulders. A large, flat bow lay across the top of her head and freckles spread a path over her nose. What Mike noticed the most were her eyes: round with fear, looking at her father as if she expected a slap for what she had said.

“Get in the house. I’ll deal with you later.”

The curt words sent the child scurrying off the swing. She slipped around the corner of the wrap-around porch. But before she disappeared she paused and looked at Mike.

“I know you didn’t mean to,” she said with tears in her voice and in her eyes.

Mike was unaware of it at the time; but years later when he thought of how much courage it took for Letty to speak up for him, he was certain it was at that moment he had lost his heart to her.

The screen door was flung open wide. An older, taller girl came out onto the porch to stand beside the preacher. She was also dressed in white. The curls that framed her small, pinched face hung to her waist, but they were skinny and mousy brown. Mike glanced at her before he bolted down the steps. She stuck out a pointed tongue and wiggled it. That nastiness could not go unanswered! Mike stopped short at the bottom of the steps, spread his mouth with his thumbs, poked out his tongue, and crossed his eyes.

“Did ya see that, Papa?” the girl screeched and pointed a finger. “He made a face at me!”

Mike picked up the bucket and ran, sure that he would be fired and never earn enough money to buy his own horse; but Mr. Colson didn’t fire him, and since that time he’d worked after school and during the summer at the dairy. When he finished school last spring, Mike was given a full-time job, but it didn’t pay enough for him to support a wife. Good-paying jobs were scarce in central Nebraska. Two of his brothers had gone west to find work in the logging camps and had urged him to go with them, but the thought of being away from the girl who meant the world to him was too painful for him to even consider it.

With a little groan of anguish, he wished that he could marry Letty and take her away from that crazy old Holy-Roller preacher and her equally fanatic sister. Cora was three years older than Letty and claimed that she had been “called” to preach the Gospel to sinners and save their souls from hell. She and Letty had been trained from childhood to sing duets to inspire the worshipers. When the crowd was sufficiently worked up, Brother Pringle would preach a hellfire and brimstone sermon, haranguing his flock for their sins, moving a chorus of voices to shout, “Amen! Glory hallelujah!” Since Mike had been raised as a Catholic and was used to quiet chants and tinkling bells, this frenzied religious display seemed bizarre to him.

Now, as he sat resting his back against a tree, he mulled over the problems the style of worship had made in his life. Suddenly he saw a flutter of something white. She was coming. His sweetheart was graceful and slender, gentle and soft. His heart leaped at the sight of her. He watched her come along the path as if she were on the way to the privy behind the empty schoolhouse. The hem of her skirt swished about the tops of her high-laced shoes. She had told him that her father thought the newer skirt length of three inches above the ankle to be worldly and immoral. He had even made such immodesty the topic for one of his Wednesday-night sermons and urged his flock to be aware of the sins of the flesh.

Rich auburn hair tied at the nape of Letty’s neck framed a face that was not exceedingly beautiful, but Mike adored every feature and every freckle that dotted her nose. She was his love, his life, and he loved her with every beat of his young heart.

Letty stepped behind the screen of hollyhocks that grew beside the privy. Out of sight of the road she began to run toward him, her feet making no sound on the path.

“Mike! Mike!” She jumped lightly over a fallen log that lay between them and threw herself into his arms. Mike lifted her off her feet, swinging her around.

“Ah . . . sweetheart! I love it when you run to me!” His voice was husky and tender, his lips nuzzled her ear.

The feel of her soft body against his and the sweet-soap scent of her filled his head. It was both wonderful and painful to be in love. Letty filled every corner of his heart.

“Fifteen, almost sixteen and never been kissed by anyone but me,” he teased and kissed her long and hard.

“I’m scared, Mike!” she said when she could get her breath.

“Scared?” He held her away from him and looked down into her worried face. “What is it, honey? What’s scaring you?”

“Papa’s talking about pulling up and going out on a soul-saving revival crusade. He says we’ll be in the war soon. He says President Wilson will drag us into it, and he needs to save as many souls as he can before the troops are sent to fight the Kaiser.”

“Why doesn’t he ask God to keep us out of the war? He claims to be able to talk directly to him.”

Mike’s angry dark eyes met her brown ones without flinching. She knew his opinion of her father. Mike usually managed to keep it to himself but sometimes he just exploded when she talked about her father’s beliefs and his domination of her.

“Your pa says it’ll be his plea to God that’ll get prohibition voted in to make it against the law to buy and sell whiskey in Nebraska.” Mike’s voice was husky with sarcasm.

“Are your folks for prohibition?” she asked after a pause.

“No. My pa and brothers don’t like it at all.”

“And you? Will you be a slave to demon rum like your pa and brother?”

“They take a drink now and then, but they’re not slaves to it,” he said crossly. Then to take the bite out of his words, he shook her gently, then hugged her to him. “Demon rum! That sounds like something your pa would say.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” Her lips moved against his neck when she spoke. “The Bible says to honor thy father and thy mother. It’s wicked of me to go against them and sneak out to meet you. But, oh, I love you so!”

“And I love you, darlin’ girl.” He kissed her mouth softly, lovingly, again and again. “I was outside the church last night and heard you and Cora sing.”

“I wish I’d known you were there.”

“And I wish I could take you away from here and take care of you.” He held her tightly, his hands stroking her back with long, slow caresses until she was molded so closely against him that she could scarcely catch her breath for the excitement that beat through her.

“Cora is urging Papa to go on the crusade.”

“I’m not surprised. What does your mother want to do?”

“Oh, Mama will do whatever Papa wants. I think she likes the revival meetings under a brush arbor, sleeping in strangers’ houses, and having them wait on her almost as much as she likes listening to everyone praise Papa.”

“When is he planning to go?” Mike asked, dreading her answer.

“He’s looking for a preacher to take his church. If he can’t find one in the next couple of weeks, he’ll wait and go early in the spring. Oh, Mike, I don’t want to leave you.”

Mike pulled her down on the soft grass beneath the willow.

“I don’t want you to go. We’ll think of something. Right now I just want to be with you and hold you.”

“I could hardly wait for the day to go by. You’re my sweetheart, but you’re also . . . my dearest friend.”

“How were you able to get away this time of day?”

“Papa went out to the Hendersons. I think old Grandpa Henderson is dying. Mama and Cora went to read scriptures to Granny Wilder. She can’t see to read anymore.”

“Granny Wilder’s kids are pretty upset about her plans to leave her house to the preacher. Is that why Cora is being nice to her?” Mike instantly regretted his cynical remark when he saw the flicker of a frown cross Letty’s face.

“I told Mama I was sick so I wouldn’t have to go. I had to stick my finger down my throat and throw up to prove it.”

“It’s been a week since I held you, kissed you.” Mike’s words came out in a sort of trembling sigh.

Letty unbuttoned his shirt and slid her hand inside along muscles that quivered at her touch. “I know. I know.”

“Sweetheart, I love you and . . . want you!” Muttered words tumbled from his lips as he pressed fevered kisses along the soft skin of her throat and the beginning swell of her breast.

She heard his harsh breathing and the hoarsely whispered words. Not daring to open her eyes, she unbuttoned the bodice of her dress. She wanted to lie under his searching lips and forget everything but him. It was wicked how much she loved him. At times she thought she loved him more than God. More than Jesus. He was the only person she had ever been close to, close enough to share her thoughts, her dreams. His lips moved slowly along the side of her neck, then she felt his mouth on her breast, warm and wet, tongue caressing, sucking at her nipple. He groaned a muted, strangled, incoherent sound and began to tremble.

“Tell me to stop!”

Letty’s eyes were soft with love. “I don’t want you to stop. I want to give back to you as much as you’ve given to me.”

“Oh, sweet girl! I don’t want you to give to me. I want you to want me as much as I want you.”

“I do! Oh, I do!”

“But . . . what if you get . . . caught?”

“I didn’t the last time.”

Her arms held him closer, her body strained against his. He covered her face with kisses, releasing his pent-up desire with each touch of his lips. His hand moved under her skirt and between her thighs, stroking the soft inner skin, then moved upward. She gave a muffled, instinctive cry as his fingers found the slit in her drawers and probed gently.

Letty knew perfectly well that what she was doing was a sin. But when she was with Mike, the reality of everything seemed to slip away from her, leaving her in a wonderfully happy world. Her mouth answered his hungrily, feeling the familiar longing in that hidden place between her legs, pressing against him, her breasts tingling as they accepted his caresses. Her excitement mounted. She forgot who she was, where she was, and opened her legs, letting him have his way. Her body writhed and strained upward, aching for what she knew would come with their union.

When Mike entered and filled her, Letty flew off somewhere high and exquisite. She floated along with her feelings, wanting to scream out with the joy of it. How could this be wicked when it felt so good?

“Letty . . .” Her name was a caress on his lips.

She murmured his name as her lips glided over his straight dark brows, short thick eyelashes, cheeks rough with new whiskers, and to his waiting mouth. All of her unspent adoration was lavished upon him now.

When it was over, the tears came because it had been so beautiful.

“My precious girl—” He kissed away the tears, understanding why she cried. He pulled her skirt down over her thighs and legs and cuddled her to him. “Don’t ever forget that I love you,” he said in an urgent, husky whisper.

“Thank you for loving me.”

“We’re going to spend our lives together,” he promised.

“What are we going to do?”

He edged up to lean against the trunk of the willow and pulled her onto his lap.

“Sweetheart, maybe I should go up to Montana and work in the logging camp this winter. By spring I’d have enough money to come get you and take you back with me. Somehow, someway or another, we’ll make it.”

“Oh . . . I don’t think I could bear not to see you all winter. What if Papa finds a preacher to take his church and we leave? How will you find me?”

“I won’t go until I know there’s no chance of that. Honey, I can’t marry you and take you to my folks. Your pa would raise such a stink about you marrying a Catholic that my pa wouldn’t be able to sell a single load of coal to anyone but Catholics, and there’s not very many of them left in town.”

“I know.”

“Our day is coming, sweetheart. We’ve got to be patient a little longer.”

“I’ve loved you for such a long time,” she said in a soft trembling voice. “Do you remember the first time we saw each other? You spilled the milk you were bringing to Papa.”

“How could I forget that? I remember the first time we talked for any length of time. It was the close of the school year. I was fifteen. The upper grades had gone to the river for an all-day picnic. Thank goodness Cora was sick and didn’t go. You were different out from under her watchful eye. I bribed Roy Carroll to exchange places with me so I could sit by you in the wagon. I remember that we played volleyball.” He laughed and raked his knuckles down the side of her face. “When we played blindman’s bluff, I cheated so I could catch you. I thought you were the prettiest, sweetest girl I’d ever seen.” He kissed the end of her nose and whispered, “I still do.”

“There’s plenty of pretty girls in town you could meet without having to sneak around about it. They could go to dances and ballgames with you. I don’t know why you bother with me.” She snuggled her nose into his cheek and kissed the line of his jaw.

“ ’Cause I love you, that’s why. Someday we’ll go to dances and ballgames, and you’ll see they’re not as wicked as your pa says they are. When can you meet me again?”

She slid off his lap. “I don’t know.”

“It would be pure hell to be away from you all winter, sweetheart.” They were standing close, dreading to part. His dark eyes devoured her face. She brushed the black curls from his forehead with trembling fingertips.

“It would be awful,” she whispered. “I wish you didn’t have to go.”

“Working in a logging camp may be the answer, sweetheart. I don’t make enough money at the dairy to support us. Besides, when we marry, we’ll have to leave here. Your pa would make life miserable for us and for my folks if we stayed.”

“You’re right. Kiss me again before I go.”

Tenderly, he threaded his fingers in the hair on each side of her face. He bent his head and reverently kissed her forehead, then her lips. He was filled with indescribable love for her.

“Turn around. I want to be sure there are no leaves or grass on your dress or in your hair. Here’s the ribbon.” He pressed the scrap into her hand. “Tie it on the bush if you can meet me.”

“I love you.” Her back was to him. “Don’t . . . forget me . . . ever!”

“How can you think that?” he whispered in her hair. “Every thought I have is of you. Every plan I make, every dream. I love you.”

Feeling bereft as he always did when she left him, Mike watched her until she was out of sight. Far off down the creek bed a crow sounded its lonely, mocking call as if laughing at human problems. A wagon bumped along the road in front of the schoolhouse. A skinny, forlorn-looking old dog trailed behind it with his head hanging low, his tail between his legs. Mike had seen that dog a hundred times, but today he looked older, more friendless, as if he had been cast out to fend for himself.

An emotion as strong as fear gripped Mike as he watched the dog. It was as though he had a sudden glimpse of a long, solitary future.

 

*   *   *

Much to Cora’s disappointment, Reverend Pringle put off his soul-saving crusade until spring rather than leave his flock without a “shepherd.”

The last week in September Mike left for the logging camps in Montana to look for work. Letty’s world fell apart. She went into such a deep depression that her father was sure the devil was trying to possess her soul. Her mother passed her lack of energy off as “fall complaint” and made her take a double dose of Black Draught and drink sassafras tea until she was running to the outhouse every half-hour or so.

Time passed with terrible slowness. At the end of the second month Letty’s greatest fear was realized. The day beneath the willow she had “caught.” Mike’s baby was growing in her body. Sick with worry and weak because she was plagued with constant nausea, she lost weight and was almost continually in tears. Her mind was in a constant turmoil. She had no one to confide in. Days and nights of worry had frayed her nerves until she thought she couldn’t bear it. She lived in dread of what her father would do when he found out. As far as her parents were concerned, she had committed the ultimate sin.

Guilt played no part in her anxiety. What she had shared with Mike had seemed so right. She prayed constantly that she would hear from him even though she knew he wouldn’t write to her for fear that her father would intercept the letter.

One day she met Mike’s little sister at the store and casually asked if they had heard from Mike.

“No, but Mama got a letter from Duncan. He said Mike didn’t get no job in Montana. Mama thinks maybe Mike went on to Id-d-ho or someplace like that. Ya know what? My goat ate Mrs. McGregor’s hat.” The little girl put her hand over her mouth and giggled. Her dark eyes, shining with mischief, looked so much like Mike’s that Letty quickly turned away before she disgraced herself with tears.

 

*   *   *

On Sunday morning, while listening to her father’s sermon, Letty considered whether she should go to Mike’s mother, explain her condition, and ask for help in finding a place to stay until Mike came back. Almost as soon as the idea formed in her mind, she discarded it. If her father found out, he would see to it that not one member of his church bought coal from Mr. Dolan. Mike had said that with five children still left at home they were having a rough time making ends meet. She couldn’t add to their burden.

Her father’s booming voice brought her back to the present. He was preaching on sin, guilt, and forgiveness.

“Forgiveness is mine, saith the Lord! There is no sin too big for God to forgive, my friends.”

A heavy frown settled on Letty’s face. God would forgive her, but her father wouldn’t. He was the most unforgiving person she had ever known. He still hadn’t forgiven Grandpa Fletcher for not wanting him to marry his only daughter. Grandpa had said the only reason Albert Pringle wanted Mable was because she didn’t have the sense of a nanny goat and she could play the piano. Her mother had told her daughters the story. She had met Albert Pringle when he came to hold a brush-arbor revival meeting in Piedmont, a small town in northwest Nebraska. The Lord had told her to go help the preacher spread the message. She had gone despite her father’s objection. At the time she had been only a year older than Letty and twenty years younger than the man she married. Mable Pringle was very satisfied being the wife of the preacher. She loved being looked up to and envied by the women of the congregation.

“Come home, O sinner, come home!” Reverend Pringle’s voice was rich and full and sweetly pleading. “I say to you, brethren, the last days are upon us. The Lord cometh, and no man knoweth the hour. Repent and be saved!”

Song books and Bibles were laid aside and the people around Letty began to stir.

“It is written that the wages of sin are death.”

Two women went forward to drop on their knees at the long bench in front of the platform. One cried, one buried her face in her hands.

“Come all ye who are weary and heavy laden and He will give you rest. Jesus died on the cross for your sins. He will pardon and cleanse.”

A man from the back of the church went down the middle aisle to the altar. A chorus of voices followed him.

“Amen! Hallelujah!”

Reverend Pringle never ceased his entreating pleas. Tears streamed from his eyes. His lips quivered.

“Have Thine own way, Lord. Thou art the potter; I am the clay.” In an angelic pose, with his profile to the congregation, he lifted his face to the ribbon of sunlight that came from the upper window.

Letty twisted her handkerchief and wondered why she was embarrassed by her father’s tearful display. She had seen and heard the act many, many times. Today, however, it seemed almost obscene.

“Ye who have lived in darkness in this weary world of sin, come home. Come home. Come home. You are doomed, my friends, unless you seek the light. Turn your feet from the paths of sin and set them on the path of righteousness. Ye are but poor pilgrims wandering in a sinful world of woe. Take their hands, dear Lord, and lead them home.”

A shrill scream pierced the air.

“Hallelujah!” the preacher shouted. “Praise the Lord! Sister Bonander has got the old-time religion in her heart!” He raised his arms above his head. “A soul has been saved. Thank you, Jesus.”

Cora nudged Letty and motioned toward the piano where their mother was playing “Softly and Tenderly Jesus Is Calling.” It was time for them to sing. Letty turned stiffly to look at her sister. She had the same pious look on her face their father had. The realization came to Letty that it was their church face. She had a strange desire to giggle. Slowly she shook her head.

Cora seemed to be pleased to have the stage to herself. Her mouth tilted in a half-smile. She gave her sister an “I know something you don’t know look” before she stood and moved to the piano, her hands clasped to her breast, her head bowed.

Feeling as if she were somewhere on high looking down, Letty waited until her father was bending over one of the sinners at the altar, then rose and walked quickly out of the church.

 

*   *   *

“Explain yourself, sister,” Reverend Pringle roared as soon as he entered the house.

Letty came from the kitchen, her legs trembly, her stomach fluttering like a flag in the wind. She had changed into an everyday dress and had tied an apron about her waist.

“I came home to get dinner on the table, Papa.”

“You left your sister to carry on alone.”

“Cora sang exceptionally well this morning.” Mable removed the hatpin that anchored her hat to her high-piled hair.

“At least I have one daughter that I can depend upon. I want an explanation, missy.” The Reverend’s unblinking eyes fastened on Letty’s pale face.

“Ah . . . my throat is sore.”

“Liar,” Cora said under her breath as she passed Letty to go upstairs.

“You walk out of church again before the service is over, young lady, and you’ll not be sitting down for a week. You’re not too big for the strop. Do you hear?”

“Yes, Papa.”

“Did you gargle with hot salt water?” Mable asked.

“Not yet.”

“Well, do it. I swan to goodness. I don’t know what’s got into you lately.”

Letty followed her mother to the kitchen. Silently, she began to dish up the food. She tipped up the iron skillet to pour gravy into a bowl and some of it slopped down the side, making a puddle on the stove.

“For crying out loud!” Mable exclaimed.

“It’s heavy, Mama.”

“It’s no wonder you’re weak. You haven’t eaten enough lately to keep a bird alive.”

“Maybe she’s having trouble keeping anything on her stomach.” Cora had come into the kitchen. She snickered softly and picked up the meat platter to take to the dining table.

Letty kept her head turned so that Cora didn’t see the panic that seized her. She honestly believed that her sister hated her. Cora had always been sly about tormenting her. When they were small, she would pinch Letty and yank her hair to make her cry during prayer meetings, then stand back and watch as she was scolded or spanked. Letty and Mike had talked about her sister. Mike said it boiled down to the fact that Cora was jealous because Letty was the prettier of the two. He also said that Cora wanted all of their father’s attention.

Glory! If Cora only knew! She was welcome to all of it . . . forever.

“Come girls, The Reverend is waiting.”

 
 

 

CHAPTER

2

Letty followed her mother to the dining room, wondering why she never called her husband by his given name, Albert. She always referred to him as The Reverend in the same hushed tones she used when she spoke of God. Her mother, Letty thought, was exactly the kind of wife her father wanted. She was totally subservient to his wishes.

After a prayer which was both lengthy and loud, the meat platter was passed to the head of the table. Reverend Pringle took a generous helping and passed the platter on. Letty helped herself to a small serving from each dish passed to her. Although each bite faced a battle in descending her tight throat, she persisted in nibbling at the food. Her stomach felt as if it would jump out of control at any moment.

“We got a good collection plate today.” Reverend Pringle tucked the corner of his napkin into his shirt collar. “Almost eight dollars.”

“That’s a dollar more than last Sunday,” Mable said happily. “Sister Treloar told me this morning that they’ll butcher a hog for us as soon as the weather turns cold.” She looked at her husband as if she expected praise for imparting such good news. He only nodded and forked another potato onto his plate. “The Cashes will give us honey as part of their tithe. We’ll get potatoes and turnips from the Hendrickses.”

“Turnips? Ugh!” The corners of Cora’s mouth sagged. “James Hendricks can afford to give us chickens, Papa. They’ve got the largest flock of white leghorns in the county.”

The Reverend nodded his head in agreement. “It’d not hurt them to share with us. Mable, the next time you’re with Sister Hendricks, you might mention how fond I am of chicken.”

“The Bible says it’s more blessed to give than to receive,” Cora said, smiling sweetly at her father.

“Yes, sister, it says that.” Reverend Pringle smiled fondly back at his eldest daughter, then frowned at the younger one. “Eat your dinner, Letty. Many a poor orphan would be glad to have what you’re pushing around on your plate.”

“I’m not very hungry.”

“Are you sick?” Cora asked sweetly.

Letty looked across the table at her sister and saw the high color on her cheeks and the smirk on her face. Cora’s eyes met hers and held them.

She knows! Oh, dear God!

After a silence broken only by the thump of her heart pounding in her ears, Letty drew in a sharp, hurtful breath and wished that she could just drop dead and escape the scene that was coming.

“Are you bilious again?” A note of impatience tinged her mother’s voice.

“Maybe.”

“You’re not. You know you’re not bilious.” Cora took a long drink of buttermilk, leaving a white ring on her upper lip. With deliberate slowness she licked it off. The eyes she fastened on her sister’s face were as watchful as those of a snake ready to strike.

“Maybe I am.”

“You know you’re not!” Cora set the empty glass down with a thump, and Letty knew her sister was going to drag out her torment as long as possible.

“Bilious or not. Eat your dinner. Waste not, want not, I always say.” The Reverend spooned gravy over the potatoes on his plate.

“She’s sick all right,” Cora exclaimed.

“Hush your prattle. She’s not sick.”

The rebuke from her beloved father stung Cora, causing her to stop her game of cat-and-mouse with Letty and get right to the point.

“Tell Papa how long it’s been since you washed your monthly rags, Letty, dear!”

“Sister!” Reverend Pringle looked up, startled, then pounded the end of his knife handle on the table. “Such talk should be only among womenfolk. It’s not decent.”

“This affects all of us, Papa. Letty hasn’t had her flow for two months. It’s my guess she’s been fornicating and a bastard is growing in her belly.”

Reverend Pringle’s fork fell to his plate as the import of Cora’s words reached into his mind. Silence, broken only by his strangled breathing fell on the room.

“Oh, dear! Oh, my!” Mable looked as if she were about to swoon.

“Blub . . . blub . . . ugh . . . er—” The choking sounds came from Reverend Pringle.

“Cora! How can you say such a thing about your sister?”

“Because it’s true, Mama! Ask her!”

“Say . . . she’s wrong—” Mable gasped. Her face had turned as white as the tablecloth; her double chin trembled.

“Well, sister, say I’m wrong.” Cora’s eyes, bright with excitement, rested on Letty’s anguished face.

“Oh, Lord! Oh, sweet Jesus! I feel . . . faint—” Mable dipped her napkin in a glass of water and held the wet cloth to her forehead.

The Reverend was still making unrecognizable sounds.

“Was it Hadley Wells?” Cora rested her elbows on the table and leaned forward to ask in a conspiratorial whisper, “Did you catch him between fits? Or was it one of the wild Dolan boys?” The questions hung in the air for a long silent moment. “See there, Papa. She can’t deny it.”

Letty looked at the three accusing faces. She didn’t know them. They were strangers. They wouldn’t understand no matter what she told them. Refusing to answer Cora’s accusations, she jumped up from the table and ran up the stairs.

“Letty!” her father roared.

“Oh, Lord, help us!” her mother wailed.

“I was right,” Cora chortled happily. “One of those horny Catholics got in her drawers!”

Letty reached the top of the stairs, stumbled into the room, and slammed the door.

“Mike! Oh, Mike!”

 

*   *   *

A long time later, when she had no more tears to cry, Letty lay on the bed with her fist pressed to her mouth. She had expected her father to come to the room with the buggy whip. The family had been shocked beyond measure. Letty, meek and obedient, had disgraced them. The house was quiet. No doubt the three of them were discussing a face-saving plan.

Oh, Mike, what will become of me without you? The words battered against Letty’s brain. Let Mike know, God, she prayed. Let him know and he’ll come back. Letty knew that divine intervention wouldn’t come soon enough to save her from her father’s wrath. It had been wrong to lie with Mike when they had not stood before the preacher and said their vows. They had said them to each other as they lay pressed tightly together beneath the willow. She thought of him as her husband. They had shared their innermost thoughts and dreams. Their bodies had come together so naturally, so sweetly. And, oh, she loved him so much.

Suddenly, without warning, the door of her room was flung open. From between the spread fingers covering her face, Letty saw her father standing in the doorway. His tie was askew, his usually well-combed hair looked as if he had been in a violent windstorm. His face was beet-red except for the white around his mouth. The hatred that blazed in his eyes struck her like a lash.

“Bitch! Slut! Whore!” he spat. His head jutted forward and the cords on his neck stood out. “You’ll not make me the laughingstock of this town with your bastard! You’ll not ruin me!”

“Papa . . . don’t—”

“Hush up!” He bellowed. “Hush your lying mouth or I’ll put my fist in it. You’re a bitch in heat is what you are!” His voice rose until it was a strangled screech.

“Where’s . . . Mama?” Letty shrank back across the bed until she was huddled against the wall.

“Go from this house. You’ll never set eyes on her or your sister again! Hear me.” He kicked a ladder-backed chair out of his way and swept his arm over the top of the bureau, sending the lace doily and dresser set crashing to the floor. He stopped at the side of the bed, his face frozen in a mask of hate. Spittle ran from the corner of his mouth.

Letty cringed and held up her hand in an attempt to ward off the blow she knew was coming. Watching his hand come toward her face was the longest second she ever lived. The slap sent her head flying back against the wall.

“Whore! You’re ruined all I’ve worked for. Besmirched my name! Damn you to hell and damn your bastard!” His voice rose to a deafening roar.

“Please, Papa—”

“Don’t papa me, you bitch! I’m not the papa of a fornicater, a forsaker of God, a harlot, a . . . scarlet woman! From this day on you are dead to this family. Do you hear me? Dead!” As he paced the floor in long strides, the words poured from his mouth. “You are no longer a member of my family. You will take your hot little twat and leave my house. But first you’ll tell me who it was that crawled between your legs and planted a bastard in your belly. Who is it that’s laughing at me? Was it one of those damn Catholics who’s been trying to drag me down?” He stormed across the room, pounded the opposite wall with a balled fist, turned, and came back to tower over her. “Well, was it?”

Letty was so frightened she feared she would throw up. Her father looked so frenzied, so ugly and maddened. She was paralyzed with shock and fear. He grabbed her shoulder with one hand and slapped her with the other. Somehow it calmed her, released her from shock. At that moment she made up her mind she would not tell him if he killed her. When she didn’t answer, he struck her again with such force her ears rang.

“Tell me, damn you!”

“I’ll not tell you anything!”

The blows came repeatedly first on one side of her face and then the other. “Whose bastard are you carrying?”

“I’ll die before I tell you,” she shouted. Her eyes looked so defiantly into his that he released her shoulder and backed away from the bed. “And my baby is not a bastard in the eyes of God. He was conceived with love, something you know nothing about.”

“You’re possessed of the devil!” he gasped. “I can’t bear to . . . look on your face.”

“It’s the same face I wore when I passed the collection plate this morning.” The courage to defy him became stronger.

“Damn you to hell and back. Don’t leave this room. Tonight I’ll take you to Huxley. You’ll take the train and never come back.”

“Where will I go? What will I do?”

“It matters not a whit to me where you go, what you do, or whether you live or die.”

The coldly spoken words killed something in Letty as surely as if it had been cut out with a knife. She slid off the bed and looked him in the eye. When she spoke, it was as if she had suddenly become another person.

“I’ll leave here gladly. I’ll not die and neither will my baby. It would give you too much pleasure.”

His mouth closed like a trap; his eyes turned glassy. He stood there as if suspended while his face became expressionless and his eyes looked through her.

“Ye who have sinned shall be cast into the fiery furnace.”

“This morning you said that there was no sin too great for God to forgive.”

“God may forgive you. I won’t!”

“I don’t want your forgiveness.”

He turned his back on her and walked from the room. Letty sprang to the door and slammed it so hard the house shook. Anger, an emotion she seldom exhibited, bubbled up out of her misery. The anger turned into a red rage. She pounded on the closed door with her fists and kicked it until her toes were sore.

“Hypocrite!” she shouted. “I’ve sinned, but so have you!

“Double-tongued charlatan!

“Faker!

“I’m ashamed that I’m the daughter of a sanctimonious hypocrite! I’m glad I’ll never again have to see you cry your crocodile tears and pry money from poor dirt-farmers. I’m ashamed of you! Ashamed!”

As if her legs were melting, she staggered to the bed, sank down, and rested her forehead against the cool brass bedpost.

Gradually her head cleared. Every word her father had uttered came back into her mind. Tonight after the service he would take her to Huxley to catch the train. Trying to keep at bay the pain in her heart, Letty began to plan. Where could she go? She hadn’t the slightest idea how to find Mike in the vast land to the west. Could she stay in Huxley, find a job and wait for him? No. Her father was well-known there and would be sure to find out.

Letty searched her memory for a relative or a friend who might take her in. The only relatives were Grandma and Grandpa Fletcher who lived on the farm northwest of Boley. Papa didn’t like Grandpa Fletcher and refused to go there. Mama seldom mentioned them, although she got a letter from them about once a year. One time the family had stopped there on their way to a new church. Letty had sat on Grandma’s lap and watched her make lace. Grandpa, she remembered, had a white beard. He argued a lot with her father, smoked his pipe, and drank corn liquor from a jug. If she went there, would they be as outraged about her condition as her parents had been? Perhaps she could tell them she was married and her husband was away working. What would she do if they refused to take her in? She pushed it from her mind. She would have plenty of time to think of that later.

The next few hours were spent in selecting what she would take with her. First, she dressed in a striped cotton shirtwaist and a serviceable brown gabardine skirt. She laid out the jacket and brown hat that went with the suit. Then she made neat piles of dresses, nightgowns, underwear, and stockings on the bed. To these she added her heavy coat, a scarf, and mittens. She took from a bottom drawer soft cotton material that she had planned to use to make underskirts and teddies. Someday she would make a dress for the baby—her precious baby and Mike’s. She wondered what Mike would think when she told him. Oh, he would be so proud!

As for keepsakes, she had only two. From beneath the paper lining in one of the bureau drawers, she took a valentine Mike had given to her. Inside the heart-shaped card was a picture of a couple sitting on a park bench. The man was whispering in the woman’s ear. Above them was written, “Heart of my heart, will you be mine?” Letty blinked away tears, pressed the card to her lips, then tucked it into the pocket of one of the dresses on the bed. From between the pages of the Bible on the bedside table she took a sprig of dried violets. She and Mike had picked them the first time they had met secretly over a year ago. Placing them carefully between the sheets of a pad of paper, she added it to the pile on the bed.

Letty heard the clock strike seven. Soon her father would be leaving for the evening service. She stood beside the window and waited for a glimpse of him going down the walk. She was leaving this house, her parents, and Cora forever, and she was glad. Each side of her face was bruised from her father’s blows; her heart was sore from her mother’s betrayal. Letty couldn’t remember ever feeling affection for her sister. Cora had always treated her as the enemy and had pecked away at her self-esteem for years. That was over now. Whatever the future held for her, it couldn’t be worse than living here.

When Letty was younger, she had accepted her father’s duplicity. She had become used to the fact that the conduct he exhibited at church was different from his conduct at home. She was aware that he uttered contrary sentiments at different times in relation to the same subject. Lately, she could no longer justify his actions. It was clear to her now. Her father was just what she had said he was—a hypocrite.

Dry-eyed now, Letty could even think of her mother without the terrible pain knifing her heart. Her mother had not shown her one ounce of compassion. But then, she told herself, she should not have expected any. Her mother was merely an extension of her father and rarely expressed an independent thought. There was no room in her life for anyone but him. Cora had made her own place in their lives by becoming as much like him as possible. Letty realized now that she had always been the outsider.

The front door closed. The sound resounded throughout the quiet house. Letty saw her father’s erect figure—his black hat set straight on his head, his Bible under his arm—going down the walk.

“Goodbye, Papa. I’m not one bit sorry that I’m seeing you for the last time. You never loved me. You never loved anyone . . . but yourself.”

Letty turned from the window and hurried to the attic to get a suitcase. After it was packed, she carried it downstairs and set it beside the back door. Without the slightest hesitation, she went to her parent’s room and from the bottom drawer of the bureau, lifted the small cedar chest where her father kept the cash collections. The key was under the dresser scarf. She found it and opened the chest. It contained more than two hundred dollars in bills. Letty counted out half of it and put it in the purse that hung on her arm.

“Papa will call it stealing,” she murmured to herself. “Let him call it what he wants. It isn’t stealing. You said I was dead, Papa, no longer a member of this family. You are dead to me, too. All of you. I’m taking my inheritance.”

She wanted to leave as quickly as possible. While she waited for darkness to come so that she could go to the carriage house and hitch Isaac to the buggy, she ate a plate of food from the leftover noon meal and drank two glasses of milk. Her jaws were sore and it hurt to chew, but common sense demanded that she eat. After she finished, she made up a packet of food to take with her. Had she had time to think about it, she would have been surprised to realize how calm she was and that she no longer had the nervous nausea in her stomach.

She wrote a letter to Mike telling him where she was going. The Dolans lived on a small piece of land outside of town. On her way to Huxley she would stop and ask Mike’s mother to forward her letter. She had never met Mrs. Dolan, but because Mike thought the world of her, she had to be nice.

When darkness finally came, Letty carried her suitcase to the carriage house, put it in the buggy, and called to Isaac. The horse trotted to her when she held out an ear of corn. Fifteen minutes later she was on her way.

Dreading to pass the church, but knowing she must, Letty felt her heart beat harder and faster. Her thoughts raced. Would latecomers recognize the preacher’s horse and buggy? Would they think she was a thief and try to stop her? Letty slowed the horse when she saw a man and woman walking toward the door. The church would be full judging by the number of wagons and buggies parked at the side and along the road.

The building was well-lighted and music floated out into the night. Her mother was playing the piano with extra zeal, adding in the extra flourishes that made her style of playing distinctive. As Letty passed the church, the congregation stood and began to sing:

 

“I am bound for the promised land,

I am bound for the promised land.

O who will come and go with me?

I am bound for the promised land.”

 

“So am I,” Letty said aloud. “So am I.” She slapped the reins against Isaac’s back and fixed her eyes on the road ahead.

A mile out of town she turned up the long lane that led to the Dolan house. It was not yet pitch-dark. She could see the outline of the house. No light shone from the windows. She calmed herself by thinking that perhaps the Dolans were sitting on the porch. But, she reasoned, it was a little too cold for that. The gate leading into the yard was closed when she reached it. She wrapped the reins around the brake handle and started to step down. Two huge dogs came from beneath the porch and flung themselves at the sturdy wooden gate. The snarls and barking frightened Isaac. He whinnied nervously, fidgeted, and sidestepped. Letty grabbed the reins to hold him. She glanced toward the porch, waiting for someone to come and call off the dogs. No one did.

Deeply disappointed that no one was at home, Letty turned the horse back down the lane. If her heart had been pounding any harder, she was certain it would burst. She reached the end of the lane and turned toward Huxley. Isaac moved along easily in the darkness. She was grateful that his eyesight was better than hers. Letty had never been afraid of the dark, but she was completely alone, and it was a good ten miles to the next town.

Now that she had time to think, it occurred to her that she wasn’t alone and that she never would be alone again. For the first time since she had become aware that she was pregnant, she felt a deep joy. Growing within her was living proof of the love she and Mike shared. The babe was a part of her and a part of him. She would be a mother and he would be a father.

“The ties between me and my child will be strong.” She whispered the vow aloud, then to the child, “You will have the love of your parents. I swear it.”

Lamplight shone from the windows of a farmhouse set back from the road. A horse whinnied a greeting to Isaac and ran alongside the fence until it could follow them no longer. The wind came up, swept dry leaves along the road. Stripped to their bare limbs, the trees looked sullen and unfriendly. Letty’s breath curled on the cold air. Winter was on its way. She shivered and wished for the wool shawl she had packed in the suitcase.

Mike was never far from Letty’s mind. She thought now of his jet-black curls and laughing dark eyes. He had been shaving for a year and his whiskers were as black as coal. He had been so careful not to leave telltale scratches on her face. It wouldn’t matter now. She was free! Free to love him. Free to be with him. As soon as he heard where she was, he would come. She hadn’t told him in the letter that she was pregnant. The news was too precious to have eyes other than his read it.

Letty bridled her thoughts and refused to plan any farther ahead than reaching the train station and buying a ticket to Boley. In an hour her father would arrive home. She had no doubt he would be relieved that she was gone. She would leave the rig at the livery if it was open. If not, she would water the horse and leave him tied to the hitching rail.

It wasn’t until Letty could see the lights of Huxley ahead that she met anyone on the road. A horseman came toward her out of the darkness. Her heart leaped with fright as she watched him approach.

“Howdy.” The man spoke and lifted his hat when he came even with the buggy.

Letty returned the greeting in a low voice, hoping it was too dark for him to see that she was a woman alone. After he passed, Letty peered around the side of the buggy. He had stopped, turned the horse so he could look back at the buggy. She held her breath, then let it out slowly when the rider put the horse in motion again and went on down the road.

Later she was to wonder where she had gotten the courage to make the trip. She had never been this far away from home alone even in the daytime.

A clock chimed loudly from a church tower as she drove into town. Nine-thirty. She had made the trip in an hour and a half. Isaac was sweating. She went directly to the livery, reaching it just as the proprietor was shutting the big double doors.

“Wait, sir!” she called. “I wish to leave my horse.”

The man ambled toward her as she was getting down. “I seen that rig before.”

“Yes, sir. I’m sure you have. It belongs to the preacher over at Dunlap. He lent it to me and I said I’d leave it here. He’ll pick it up tomorrow.” Letty tried to lift her suitcase up out of the boot.

“Where ya headed, miss?”

“The train station.” She continued to pull the heavy case upward, but couldn’t lift it high enough to clear the footboard.

“Well, leave it be. I’ll drive ya. I’m thinkin’ it’s too far for ya to be haulin’ that suitcase.”

“I would certainly appreciate it. Do you know what time the train comes in?”

“Where to?”

Letty thought a minute, then said, “Chicago.”

“Ya gotta go north to Lincoln to go east or west.” The liveryman climbed into the buggy and took up the reins. “Giddy-up. Ain’t it late fer ya to be roamin’ round all by yore ownself?”

“Maybe. But . . . I just heard disturbing news about . . . my aunt in Chicago.”

They turned into the street leading to the station. “Lights still on. The agent’ll tell ya ’bout connections in Lincoln.”

 
 

 

CHAPTER

3

The station was deserted except for a baldheaded agent in the barred ticket cage and another man sweeping the floor. The man from the livery set Letty’s suitcase inside the door, gave her a rather disapproving look, and left. Letty was glad she hadn’t asked him to mail the letter to Mike’s mother. He might have told her father when he came for the horse and buggy, and it would have meant trouble for the Dolans.

Letty crossed the room to the ticket window, her heels making a hollow sound on the board floor.

“Where to?” The agent got up from the desk and came to the window.

“Ah . . . Lincoln.”

“One dollar and twenty-five cents.” Letty gave him a five-dollar bill. He gave her the change and slapped a ticket down on the counter. “Jasper!” he yelled.

“Yessir.”

“Put this red tag on the lady’s suitcase. Make sure it’s on good now. We don’t want it to fall off.”

“Yessir.”

“Train’ll be through at eleven-twenty. I leave at eleven, but I’ll put out the signal for it to stop.”

“Thank you.”

Letty sat down on the end of the bench that stretched across the room. It would be an hour and a half before she could get on the train. It seemed an eternity. She thought of how easy it had been to lie to the liveryman. She was sure he would mention her destination to her father when he came for the horse and buggy. Let him think she was going to Chicago. He would be glad she was going so far away. When she reached Lincoln, she would buy her ticket to Boley.

At eleven o’clock the agent turned off the light that hung over his desk, locked the barred ticket cage, and left the station without a look in Letty’s direction. Time passed slowly. The porter moved in and out of the station, carrying out stinking spittoons and returning with clean ones. He dipped up cigar and cigarette butts from sand-filled stone urns and wiped off the benches with a wet cloth.

“Mister?” Letty called hesitantly.

“Yes’m.”

“Will you mail a letter for me in the morning?”

“Ah . . . yes’m.”

Letty stood and pulled the letter from her pocket. She reached into her bag for a coin and held it out to him.

“Here’s a fifty-cent piece. Buy a two-cent stamp and place it right here.” She pointed to the upper corner of the envelope. “You keep the rest for your trouble.”

“Yes’m. I will.”

Letty placed the coin in his palm along with the letter. Jasper’s eyes were riveted to the coin. Four bits! For that much he could stay the whole night with Tulla Sue and she’d let him do everything he wanted to do to her. He raised his eyes to the ceiling and murmured: “Thanky, Jesus, fer bringin’ that little lady here tonight.”

The train pulled into the station a full thirty seconds before eleven-twenty. After it came to a grinding, lurching stop, the conductor climbed down carrying a small wooden box and placed it in front of the steps to the passenger car.

“All aboard!”

Letty went forward with her ticket in her outstretched hand.

“Step aboard, miss. I’ll pick up your ticket later. Hey there, boy. Get that suitcase on down to the baggage car.” The conductor pulled a thick railroad watch from his pocket and flipped open the lid. “We’re pulling out in one minute.”

A dim light lit the almost empty coach. Letty took the first vacant seat she came to and slid in next to the window. Fear of the unknown swept over her. She was on a train for the second time in her life that she remembered. This time she was alone. Seven years ago, when her father took the church at Dunlap, they had ridden the train to Huxley from a small town fifty miles south. It had seemed like a great adventure at the time. A sliver of fear ran through her and set her body to quivering. She stared at her reflection in the train window as if looking at a stranger.

How long? Oh, how long until Mike would come for her?

Jasper shoved Letty’s suitcase in the baggage compartment. The sliding door slammed shut and the conductor waved his lantern to signal the engineer to start the train. With steam hissing and black smoke rolling from the smokestack, the iron wheels grated against the rails, and the huge locomotive strained to pull the cars from the station.

Letty continued to look at her reflection in the window. The day’s events had put such a strain on her that she felt faintly ill. It seemed unreal to her that she was alone on a train in the middle of the night. She tried to keep her thoughts away from the hateful things her father had said. A lump, difficult to swallow, rose up in her throat. She would not think of it, she told herself sternly. She would think of the years ahead—with Mike, and she would think about the baby and the love they would lavish upon it.

But the hurt was too deep to brush away at will.

Before she knew it, her thoughts were back in the room upstairs, and her father was shouting obscenities at her. A chill formed around her heart. She vowed she would never, as long as she lived, forgive her family for what they had done to her.

 

*   *   *

Jasper waited until the train had been swallowed up by the night and all that was left was the click-clack of wheels against rails. He took from his pocket the letter the woman had given him. A wide smile covered his face as he tore it into small pieces and scattered the bits of paper along the cinders between the rails. When the last piece was gone, he dipped into his pocket for the half dollar. His fingers caressed the coin, loving the weight of it in his hand, thinking about the pleasure it would buy him.

Jasper quickly scanned the platform to make sure he had done everything the boss man had told him to do, then took off running down the wooden cross-ties toward the shack along the tracks where Tulla Sue would make him feel like a king.

 

*   *   *

Exhausted and emotionally spent from the sleepless night and the long wait in Lincoln, Letty arrived in Boley twenty-four hours after she left Huxley. She stood on the dimly lit platform and waited with several other passengers while the luggage was taken from the baggage car. A billboard attached to the station wall advertised the Hewitt Hotel as having “lodgings in good style.” It also said “reasonably priced.”

“Someone meeting you, dear?” An older woman, stylishly dressed and with a buxom figure, spoke to Letty.

“Ah . . . no. I’ll stay in a hotel tonight. Tomorrow I’ll go out to my grandparents’ farm.”

“Are you going to the Hewitt by any chance?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. I own the Hewitt. My man will be along shortly. You can ride to the hotel with me.”

“Thank you.”

Letty climbed into the middle seat of the three-seat conveyance when it arrived. The owner sat behind the driver and plied him with questions about the happenings in town while she was away. Letty was glad she didn’t have to make conversation. She was tired but keyed up too. She had never stayed at a hotel. Her father had said it wasn’t proper for a lady to go to one of those places. Well, proper or not, she couldn’t sit in the railway station all night, and she sure couldn’t find anyone to take her out to the Fletcher farm until morning. The price of the room was what worried her. She had already spent seven dollars of her precious money. The Lord only knew how long she had to make it last. If her grandparents didn’t take her in, she’d have to come back to town. Oh, Lord! She didn’t dare think of that.

The business places of Boley ringed the town square. All were dark except for a billiard parlor and the lobby of the hotel on the corner. The rubber-tired vehicle, pulled by a single horse, turned off the square and stopped on the side street. The driver first helped his employer down, then Letty. She followed the woman into the lobby and stood hesitantly beside the door. Sparkling chandeliers hung from the ceiling. Deep leather chairs occupied by men in dark business suits sat in groups on thick carpet. Cigar smoke filled the air.

“Register at the desk, dear,” the woman said gently when she turned and saw the bewildered look on Letty’s face. “Herman will take your suitcase up to your room.”

Checking into the hotel had not been as terrifying an experience as she imagined it to be. It was going to cost her seventy-five cents to stay here tonight, but it was worth it. After Letty washed, she used the water closet down the hall, put on her nightdress, and crawled into the bed.

Mike, I’m so scared! A picture of him standing among the willows danced before her eyes. He was smiling and holding his arms out to her. Don’t be scared, sweetheart. I’ll take care of you. Her last thoughts were of him before she fell into a deep sleep.

Later, Letty was to be grateful she had met Mrs. Hewitt. She asked at the general store and at several other places in town, but no one had heard of Jacob Fletcher. Discouraged and on the verge of tears, she entered the hotel lobby and sank down in one of the deep chairs.

“Did you find someone to take you to your grandpa’s, dear?” Mrs. Hewitt came and stood beside her chair.

“No, ma’am. No one seems to know him. May I sit here a little while?”

“Of course. Did you ask Mr. Caffery at the livery?”

Letty nodded. “He doesn’t know where Grandpa Fletcher lives.”

“Well, he hasn’t been here but a couple of years. How long has it been since you’ve seen your grandparents?”

“Ten years or more. But I know they live near Boley. Their letters come from here.”

“That doesn’t mean a lot. People in the country send their mail to town by anyone who happens along. Who else have you asked?”

“The man at the feed store, the drugstore, and the bank.”

“Ask Doc Whittier. He’s been here a long time and knows everyone within fifty miles. His office is above the drugstore.”

With hope alive once more, Letty hurried down the street and up the stairway that clung to the side of the brick building. The printing on the frosted glass in the door read: DOCTOR SAMUEL WHITTIER, GENERAL MEDICINE. COME IN.

Letty went in. The man closing a glass-doored cabinet was short and stooped. He had thin gray hair and a gray handlebar mustache. Sharp blue eyes scrutinized her through round wire spectacles.

“You sick?”

“No, sir. I’m looking for my grandpa, Jacob Fletcher. Mrs. Hewitt at the hotel said you might be able to help me.”

“What about him? What’s that old buzzard up to now?”

“You know him?”

“For nigh on forty years.”

“Thank goodness. I’m his granddaughter—”

“His granddaughter, huh? I remember when that scatter-brained Mable Fletcher ran off with a crazy preacher that came through here stirring up folks. Leaving like she did almost broke Leona’s heart.”

“You know where they live. Oh, that’s a relief. Now I’ve got to find a way to get out there.”

“Where you from, girl?”

“I came in on the train from Lincoln.”

“The Fletcher place is up near Piedmont.”

“Oh. I was real little when I was here last. I thought they lived near Boley.”

“Boley’s the hub for a lot of places.”

“Oh, shoot. Do you know when the next train comes through?”

“I’m going up to Claypool.” The doctor reached for a battered old hat and slammed it down on his head. “You can ride that far with me. I’ll find someone to give you a ride on up to the farm.” He eyed her closely. “Are you going to stay a while?”

“I plan to.”

“Good. Although the stubborn old coot swears he doesn’t, Jacob could use a hand with Leona.”

“Is Grandma sick?”

“Has been for years. I never understood why that daughter of theirs never came back to see about her. Well, there’s no understanding some folks. Go fetch your suitcase and put it in that touring car parked out front.”

Once out of town, Doc Whittier drove the touring car as if he were trying to escape the hangman. Letty sat in the front seat beside him, holding onto her hat with one hand and the door with the other. She could count on one hand the number of times she had ridden in an automobile. The wind assaulted her, burning her eyes and stinging her cheeks. The trees seemed to whiz by as the car bounced over the rutted road. They splashed across a small rock-bottomed stream. Doc Whittier laughed with glee when they were sprayed with water. He shoved on the lever to give the automobile more gas, and the car roared up the bank on the other side. Wearing driving glasses to protect his eyes from the dust, he sat hunched over the wheel clearly enjoying himself.

Abruptly, they turned off the road and onto what was no more than a cow path. Fresh cow manure squished beneath the rubber tires. At one time it was so thick that the back of the car fishtailed, causing Letty to gasp. The doctor let out a whoop of laughter. The homestead at the end of the track consisted of a log house with a sod roof and a barn that leaned to one side. Within an enclosure made by a single strand of barbed wire going from tree to tree, a small herd of thin cows munched on dry grass.

The doctor drove into the yard. Chickens squawked and scattered, hogs squealed and ran toward the trees on short stubby legs. A woman with a young but tired-looking face herded children out the door and gestured for them to wait beneath an oak tree.

The doctor got out and took his bag from behind the seat. “This’ll take a minute or two.”

The woman followed the doctor into the house. The children stared with open-mouthed fascination at the automobile. After a while a small boy disappeared around the corner of the house, then appeared leading a piglet on a rope. He came up close to show Letty his pet. She smiled at him. Encouraged, he began to run in circles to show her how the piglet would follow. A little girl suddenly upended herself and stood on her hands, her dress falling down around her head. One of the boys swatted her on the bottom. She squealed, then began turning cartwheels. Letty clapped her hands in appreciation of the show. The child beamed.

Doc Whittier came out followed by the woman. He spoke a few words to her, then put his bag behind the seat. The woman herded the children back out of the way, and they watched as he adjusted levers and cranked until the motor roared to life. Letty waved to the children as the car circled the yard, and they headed back down the track.

“Was one of the children sick?” Letty shouted.

“Naw,” the doctor shouted back. “The damn fool cut off his big toe with the ax. The woman did a good job on it, but he’ll be laid up for a while.” He yelled a few more phrases that Letty couldn’t understand over the roar of the motor. She was glad when he gave all of his attention to his driving. The speed at which they were traveling was frightening and she held onto the sides of the seat when they hit bends in the road.

Claypool, when they reached it, was no more than six weather-beaten buildings stretched out along the road. The touring car roared into town in a cloud of dust. Horses hitched to buggies and farm wagons along the street shied and tugged at the reins holding them to the hitching rails. Men in overalls and women holding tightly to the hands of young children came out onto the board porches of the business places to see the automobile and its occupants.

According to the smile on the doctor’s face, driving was clearly one of his pleasures in life. When the car rolled to a stop in front of the general store and the roar of the motor died away, men came off the porches and gathered around. They gave Letty furtive glances, but none spoke to her.

“Howdy, Doc.”

“How long’d it take ya this time, Doc?”

“Didn’t make good time. Had to stop off at the Ramseys.”

“Heard that Lyle cut off his toe. Haw! Haw! Haw!”

“You’d not be laughing if it was your toe,” the doctor growled.

“The radiator’s boilin’, Doc. Ya want me to fetch a bucket a water?”

“Yeah. I’d be obliged.”

A skinny shorthaired dog came out from under the porch, walked slowly up to the front wheel on the car, hoisted his leg, and sprayed it well.

“Hey there!” Doc shouted, hitting the dog on the back with his hat. “Get the hell away from there. You do that every damn time I come to town. I just had those wheels varnished.”

The men laughed. “Ole Sport thinks them tires needs coolin’ off, Doc.”

“Ole Sport’s piss is eating the varnish off the spokes!”

“He likes ya, Doc,”

The doctor snorted. “Any a you fellers want to take this young lady out to Jacob Fletcher’s place?”

There was sudden silence while all eyes turned on Letty. The doctor had given the cue that it was all right to look openly at his passenger. It was an introduction—of sorts. The women on the porches stared. The faces closer to Letty were male, mostly hard. They reflected the times as they reflected the place. Here in Nebraska times were hard. The men worked day after day, year after year, to eke a living out of the soil for themselves and their families. The hands that lifted to touch the brims of hats were large, worn, and callused.

“She Jacob’s kin?”

“Granddaughter,” Doc said.

“Looks like a city girl.”

“Reckon she is.”

“Won’t be stayin’ long is my guess.”

“It’d be all right with me if’n she does.” The young man who spoke had straw-colored hair springing thickly from the scalp. It was parted in the middle and combed over a receding hairline. Letty’s eyes flew to his, then quickly away. He was staring with admiration.

“She’s going to see her grandma and it’s nobody’s business how long she stays.” Doc Whittier stood with his feet spread, his hands on his sides, and looked at each of the men.

Letty’s face reddened. She felt as if she were on display. The men and Doc Whittier were talking as if she weren’t there.

“It’s a fer piece out to Jacob’s.” The man who spoke leaned behind another man to spit tobacco juice on the ground.

“I know how far it is,” Doc Whittier growled impatiently. “Every single one of you fellers owes me a bill. I’ll knock two dollars off on the one that takes her out to Jacob’s.”

“Hell. I reckon I can take her, Doc.” A man edged toward the side of the car where Letty sat, leaned against it, and eyed her boldly. His grin showed tobacco-stained teeth. His eyes wandered over Letty until the doctor’s sharp voice brought them back to him.

“Your wife’s expecting, Phillips. You’d better get on back to Piedmont, tend to your younguns, and keep an eye on her.”

The grin stayed on the man’s face, but it was different. Letty knew instantly that he didn’t like being called down in front of her and the other men. He continued as though the doctor hadn’t spoken.

“Name’s Oscar Phillips, ma’am. Ya’ll have to come callin’ on Clara if you’re stayin’ long. It’s bound to be lonesome out at Fletcher’s for a girl like you.”

“I’m not sure how long I’ll be staying. My . . . husband will be coming for me.”

Oscar Phillips looked down at her ringless fingers then back up to her face. Something about the way he looked at her caused a trickle of fear to run up her spine.

“I live at Piedmont. Anybody can tell you where Oscar Phillips lives. Be glad to come fetch ya and . . . Mrs. Fletcher.”

“Thank you. I’ll tell Grandma.”

“I’ll take her, Doc. And without no pay. I ain’t forgettin’ that you spent two days with us when the kids come down with scarlet fever.” Letty’s eyes moved past the man standing close to the automobile and sought the one who spoke. He was older, his hair iron-gray. His bib overalls were worn but clean and patched.

“I’ll be obliged to you.” The doctor turned to Letty. “Get out, missy. You’ll be in good hands with Mr. Pierce. He’s got daughters about your age.”

Letty waited until Oscar Phillips moved back before she opened the door and stepped out on the running board.

“Ya ain’t goin’ to be ridin’ in no fancy automobile, missy,” Mr. Pierce said. “I’ll fetch the team and wagon. I’d as soon get started so’s I can get home afore dark.”

“It’s a long way out there,” the doctor said to Letty. “You want a bite to eat before you go?”

“No, thank you. I’m not hungry.”

“Fetch a couple of those apples out of the barrel there on the porch, Lester,” Doc called. He went to the edge of the porch, took the apples, and wiped them on his coat sleeve. “Stubborn as old Jacob, ain’t you?” he muttered and dropped the apples into Letty’s handbag.

Letty was anxious to leave. She held out her hand to the doctor.

“Thank you, Doctor Whittier.”

“Don’t mention it.” He gripped her hand firmly. “Tell Jacob there’s a young doctor setting up practice in Piedmont. It’s a hell of a lot closer than Boley. But I’ll come if he gets word to me.”

“I’ll tell him.”

Doctor Whittier took her elbow to help her into the wagon when he saw Oscar Phillips step forward to assist her. Letty sat down beside Mr. Pierce, turned, waved, and sighed with relief that she was finally on the last leg of her journey.

 
 

 

CHAPTER

4

Letty watched the vanishing hills pick up colors of sun and sky and the prairie of bleached grass stretch into nothingness. The sky had split into layer upon layer of floating white clouds. An eagle appeared and spiralled upward, climbing higher toward the sun until it was only a speck in the vast emptiness.

Oh, to be an eagle to fly high and free. She would fly and fly until she found her beloved. Together they would make a world of their own, a family, out of their love for each other.

A sudden chill set her flesh trembling. Letty clamped her jaws tight to keep her teeth from chattering. It seemed to her that everything familiar was dropping away into the distance behind her, and the more it receded, the more frightened she became. Would she be turned away from her grandfather’s house? If that happened, she would be left with nothing but her own strength and wits to aid her. In all her fifteen years she had never been allowed to think for herself. Decisions were made for her—all except for one. She had chosen to sneak out and meet Mike, and she didn’t regret a single minute of the time she spent with him.

Mike, Mike, where are you?

The air was getting cooler. Letty hugged the shawl around her shoulders. Neither she nor Mr. Pierce had said a word since they left Claypool. In the hills now, the trail was overgrown and full of holes and jagged stones which Mr. Pierce skillfully avoided when possible. The team plodded on. A dead possum lay beside the road, its body grotesquely bloated. A jack rabbit bounded out of a thick growth of sumac and raced ahead of them to disappear in the brush. The only sounds to disturb the silence were the caw of a crow, the jingle of harnesses, and the thump of horses’ hooves. Then from a distance, Letty heard the whistle of a train.

“Is my grandpa’s place near the railroad tracks, Mr. Pierce?”

“About a half mile, I reckon.”

“If I’d known, I could have got off the train there and walked.”

“Train don’t stop till it gets to Piedmont.”

“How far is that?”

“Five miles, as the crow flies.”

Letty was conscious of the curious glances the man gave her. She forced herself to look straight ahead; her face remained calm, her feelings well bottled up inside her though she had never felt more like crying in her life.

They traveled a long way in silence, covering mile after mile of prairie before the track led them through country sprinkled with groves of oak and elm trees and scattered with little flat-topped hills that rose above the rolling terrain.

“How much farther, Mr. Pierce?”

“Jist a hoot ’n’ a holler now. That’s the Fletcher place yonder.” He pointed toward a clump of trees.

Letty’s heart raced until she thought it would gallop out of her chest. She held her cupped hand to her brow to shade her eyes as she stared toward the farm. After a while she could make out the buildings. The house hunched low by the side of the road, a barn and a windmill behind it. Tension knotted her stomach. Nothing about the place seemed familiar. Why should it? She had been only four years old when she was here. All she remembered of the visit was sitting on Grandma Fletcher’s lap and that Grandpa Fletcher had a white beard.

As they neared she could see that the house was built of rough lumber that had long since weathered to a soft, mellow gray. A narrow porch with a railing around it stretched across the front of the house, hemming in two front doors. The yard, thickly blanketed with large yellow leaves from a maple tree that loomed naked over the house, was enclosed with a paling fence, weathered like the house. A gate hung between two cedar posts. Above and behind the white-oak shingle boards of the roof, the wheel of the windmill turned lazily. The yard surrounding the farm building and house was tidy, the barn and sheds mended. It was not merely a farm; it was a home. The thought charged through the confusion in Letty’s mind.

“Here we are.” The wagon had stopped beside the gate.

Letty climbed down and stood holding onto the wagon. The front door opened. Letty felt an anguished moment of fear and a desire to run. The man who came out onto the porch had a head of thick white hair and a white beard.

“Howdy, Mr. Pierce,” he called.

“Howdy, Mr. Fletcher. Brung ya a visitor.”

“Won’t ya step down and sit a spell?”

“Thanky, but I’d better get on back. Been to the blacksmith in Claypool. How’s the missus?”

“Fair to middlin’. Yours?”

“Mrs. Pierce’s tolerable, thanky. One of the younguns stepped on a nail a while back.”

“Sorry to hear it.”

A flush started at Letty’s throat and worked up onto her face when she realized she was being ignored for the second time that day while men made small talk.

“Give a howdy to Mrs. Fletcher from me and Mrs. Pierce.”

“I’ll do that.”

Mr. Pierce looked over his shoulder to see if Letty had pulled her suitcase off the tailgate of the wagon. Old man Fletcher wasn’t pleased to see the girl: that was sure. Well, it wasn’t his affair. He slapped the reins against the backs of the horses.

“Good day to ya, Mr. Fletcher.”

“Mr. Pierce,” Letty called. “Wait. I want to thank you.”

“Ain’t no need. I done it for Doc.”

“Well, thanks anyway,” she said lamely. “Goodbye.”

The wagon pulled away. Letty licked dry lips and waited. Her grandfather stood there, making no move to welcome her. She tried to swallow, but her throat was closed with fear. His steady look was so unnerving that she was afraid she would burst into tears. Finally he spoke.

“Well, come on in, girl.”

Letty picked up her suitcase and went through the gate. The old man’s face was well-creased, weather-seasoned. Sharp eyes bored into hers as if he were trying to see into her mind.

“Hello, Grandpa. Do you remember m-me? Letty?”

“Letty who?”

“Letty Pringle. Mable’s youngest daughter.”

“I figured ya was one of Mable’s. Hellfire! Last time I saw ya, ya was ass-high to a duck. Mable’s girl. Well, I’ll be switched. What ya doin’ here, girl?”

The harsh tone of his voice sliced through the last bit of Letty’s control. Unwanted, embarrassing tears flooded her eyes; her lips quivered.

“I . . . I came to v-visit.”

“Yore Pa know you’re here?”

Letty shook her head.

“Ya run off from home?”

She shook her head again. “Papa th-threw me out. I had no place to go,” she blurted. “I’ll not be a bother. I p-promise.”

The old man growled an unrecognizable word. With his head cocked to the side, he looked steadily into her pleading eyes.

“Warn’t ya prayin’ loud enough to suit the bastard?”

“It wasn’t that exactly—”

“Never mind.” He cut off her words with an impatient wave of his hand. “I’ve had a craw full of that self-righteous, mouthy jackass. Dry up before yore grandma sees ya. Hear? Gimme that.” He took the suitcase from her hand and went into the house. Clutching her handbag to her breast, Letty followed.

The minute she stepped through the door, the feeling of home closed around her. The small house had the smell, the feel, and the look of a place loved by the people who lived in it. Dominating the small room was a huge piano draped with a fringed scarf. A round stool covered with faded blue velvet was pushed up under the keyboard. Two straightbacked chairs, also velvet-covered, and a library table were the only other pieces of furniture in the room.

Jacob set Letty’s suitcase down and went through the door into what appeared to be the heart of the house. It was a long room that spread across the back with a fireplace at one end. A black iron cookstove with pots, pans, skillets, and sundry utensils hanging around it took up the other end. On a line stretched diagonally across the range, dish towels were drying.

These details came only vaguely to Letty’s notice as her grandfather moved past a round oak table to where her grandmother sat in a huge padded chair.

“Looky here who comed to see us, Leony. It’s Letty,” he said with a gentleness that seemed strange coming from such a big gruff man. “Mable’s youngest girl has come a visitin’.”

“Hello, Grandma.”

Grandma Fletcher looked like a child sitting in the big chair with a quilt over her lap. She was a tiny, doll-like woman with snow-white hair twisted in a knot on the top of her head. The skin on her face was as soft and pink as a baby’s. Eyes as blue as the sky sparkled with pleasure. Her lips curved with the welcoming smile Letty had hungered for.

“Well, now. Don’t this just beat all? Bend down, child, and let me get a look at you.” Letty knelt down. Her grandmother reached up, took the hat from her head, and held it in her lap. “My, my, my. Ain’t you just as pretty as a picture.”

Tears began to roll down Letty’s cheeks. She glanced quickly at the big, silent man standing beside the chair. He was scowling down at her. Oh, Lordy! He had told her to dry up. She couldn’t bawl! She just couldn’t. Her reasoning did nothing to stop the tears that flowed. She turned her face away and tried to wipe her eyes with her sleeve.

“The child’s plumb wore out, Jacob.” A gentle hand came up to Letty’s head and smoothed the hair back from her forehead. Letty buried her face in her grandmother’s lap and let the tears flow.

Here was the loving acceptance she had been searching for all her life.

 

*   *   *

During the days that followed Letty proved to be a great help to her grandfather. She took over the household chores. The only outside work she was permitted to do was feed the chickens and gather the eggs. After a while Letty began to wonder how Grandpa had managed to take care of his wife, the house chores, and the farm. Letty liked to cook. Although she had cooked at home, she had not learned to make biscuits and pies. Under her grandmother’s supervision she made both and they were surprisingly good. There was an abundance of foodstuff: milk, eggs, potatoes, pumpkins, hams, bacon, deer meat, and also huge tins of flour, sugar, and crocks of lard.

While she worked, she and her grandmother chatted companionably. Leona asked if Mable and Cora were well. Beyond that, the family or the reason her father made her leave home was never mentioned.

Letty had never known a sweeter, gentler person than Grandma Fletcher. Leona had a weakness in her legs that prevented her from standing on them. She told Letty that it was caused by a high fever during an illness about five years ago. Her legs were useless but not her hands. They were always busy. With Letty to fetch for her, she was able to do a number of household chores. She churned, shelled beans, peeled apples for pies, pieced quilts, and crocheted.

As the days passed, Letty would have been almost happy if not for worrying about what her grandparents would say when they found out she was unwed and expecting a child.

Fascinated by the love that existed between the two old people, Letty was certain it would be the same between her and Mike. Never a cross word was spoken. Grandpa’s face would soften when he was with his Leona. He lifted her as carefully as if she were a baby when he moved her from the deep padded chair to the one he had mounted on rollers to take her to the other parts of the house. The look of peace and happiness on Leona’s face amazed Letty. It was no wonder Jacob loved her to distraction and was always trying to figure out ways to make things easier for her.

To this home Jacob had brought his bride forty years ago. It bore no mark but theirs. In Letty’s upstairs room was the iron bedstead and the dresser with the cracked mirror they had brought with them. Covering the bed was a patchwork quilt Leona had made from pieces of her dresses and Jacob’s shirts. It was called a crazy quilt because the pieces were put together without a pattern. Each piece of material held a memory, Leona said.

One day during the noon meal, Leona asked Letty if she played the piano.

“I play some but not as well as Mama.”

“We bought the piano for Mable. I taught her what little I knew. She had natural talent and learned the rest by herself.”

“The blasted thin’ was the ruination of her,” Jacob grumbled.

“She played it beautifully.” Leona reached across the table and gave Jacob’s hand a squeeze.

“She taught Cora and me to play,” Letty said. “But she always played for the church service.”

“Damn brayin’ jackass wouldn’t a give her a second look if not for the playin’.”

“We don’t know that, Jacob. You’re a good cook, Letty,” Leona said, trying to change the subject, but Jacob refused to let it die.

“Never could abide a religion made up of don’ts, cryin’, and speakin’ in tongues. Jist all a big show if ya was to ask me.”

“You’ll make some man a good wife someday, Letty.” Leona was just as determined to change the subject.

“If’n a clabberheaded, flimflam of a preacher don’t glom onto her first and fill her head with tommyrot notions.”

“There’s no danger of that!” Letty blurted. “I’ll never, never marry a preacher!”

“Then ya got more brains than yore ma had. She thought he was somethin’ grand standin’ up there cryin’, preachin’ ’n’ havin’ folks put their hard-earned money in the hat when he passed it.” Jacob speared a biscuit with his fork.

“Now, Jacob,” Leona chided gently.

“She still thinks he’s grand,” Letty said, feeling the weight of her mother’s rejection once again.

“Mable chose the kind of life she wanted. We had no hold on her.” Leona reached for Jacob’s hand again.

“Ungrateful twit is what she is.”

Letty looked up to see her grandma slowly shaking her head at Jacob. After that an uneasy silence fell on the room and it lasted until the meal was over.

As the days passed, the guilt that lay like a stone on Letty’s heart grew heavier. Already her dresses were getting too tight at the waist, her breasts were sore and swollen. More than anything, she dreaded telling her grandparents her secret. Jacob planned to go to town on Saturday. Now that Letty was here, he no longer had to fetch one of the neighbors to stay with Leona while he was away from the farm. Did she dare ask him to mail the letter to Mike’s mother that lay on the dresser in her attic room?

By Friday night Letty’s nerves were at the breaking point. She logically reasoned that if they wanted her to leave after she told them her secret, she could ride to Piedmont with Grandpa the following morning, that is if he could get one of the Watkins girls to stay with Grandma. The Watkinses were their closest neighbors, and the girls had been hired from time to time to help in the house.
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