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Julie’s Dream


There’s loamy earth in Fertile, MO.

Men who seed, reap what they sow.

But where the dusty road grows narrow,

The rocky soil resists the harrow.

The yield is meager, profit down,

Farming on the edge of town.

If your name is Julie Jones,

You’ve learned to stifle inward groans,

Tending all your dead mom’s brood

As a proper daughter should.

You must not let it get you down

Living on the edge of town.

But in the night by gaslight’s glow

Your fears come rushing as you sew

That’s when the dreadful mem’ries rise,

And bitter tears bedim your eyes.

You cut a patch and mend a gown,

Existing on the edge of town.

From children’s beds comes dreaming laughter.

This farm is not “forever after.”

You smile with hope that someone strong

Will someday, somehow come along

To smooth away your troubled frown

With loving on the edge of town.

F.S.I.







 

 


Prologue




March 17, 1918


FOR THE PAST WEEK SHE HAD FELT AN ACHE in her lower back but not as sharp as this one. When the muscles of her body relaxed, she lowered herself to the stool to start milking the cow. Her strong fingers grasped the cow’s teats, and streams of milk hit the bucket. It was only half filled when a sharp pain knifed through her abdomen, and she realized she could no longer ignore what was happening.


Her time had come.

Clinging to the patient cow, she pulled herself to her feet and then, holding to the stall railing, inched her way to the barn door. An agonizing spasm of pain brought her to her knees and she feared that she would never make it back to the house. She tried to push open the barn door but had no strength.

Oh, Lord! It hurt so bad. She’d never dreamed that there could be such overpowering, racking pain. She fought to keep fear from clouding her mind. She was alone, and the baby inside her was tearing her apart.

“Remember,” she muttered. “Remember to take deep breaths, remember to push down.”

Oh, Lord, when it comes out, it will drop down onto the dirt floor.


Grasping the rail, she dragged herself back past the two big friendly workhorses, who neighed a greeting. In an empty stall covered with fresh straw, she shrugged out of her old sweater and quickly pulled the loose dress off over her head. When the cold air hit her damp body, she scrambled to pull the sweater back on again. First she got to her knees, then rolled over onto her back with her knees raised. She panted for breath and tried hard to remember everything she knew about childbirth.

Lord, help me!

“Help me! Somebody help me.” She tried to shout, but her voice came out in a whimper

I can’t breathe! She began to panic and rolled back onto her knees and, holding the stall post, positioned herself with her feet far apart. She remembered Mrs. Johnson, their neighbor, saying that Indian women gave birth in a squatting position.

The surge of water came first. From that moment on, her only reason for existing was to push from her body the thing that was causing the excruciating pain. She sobbed, she yelled, she prayed.

“Why me, Lord? What did I ever do to deserve this?”

She felt between her legs and realized the lump emerging from her was the baby’s head.

She drew in quick, gasping breaths. Holding tightly to the railing to ease her cramping legs, she concentrated on pushing the child out of her. After what seemed an eternity, the wet, bloody lump dropped from her body.

Sweating, exhausted and relieved, she hung there until she could get her breath. Movement alerted her to the live bundle between her knees. She picked it up, dug into its mouth with her finger to remove the mucus and saw with relief that it was breathing. The cord was still attached. Having nothing to cut it with, she severed it with her teeth and wrapped the baby in her dress. Too weak to stand, she squatted there, having completely forgotten about the afterbirth until she felt the surge of liquid between her legs.


Not even checking to see the sex of the child, she hugged it in the dress against her body and pulled the sweater around it to keep it warm. She was cold and tired but knew that she had to get to the house and prayed that she had the strength to climb the slight rise.

Jethro Jones was standing at the cookstove when the door opened.

“It’s about time. I was thinking ya hadn’t gone to milk yet.” He turned to look at her and saw her pale face and bloody clothes. “What the hell?” he exclaimed. His mouth remained open.

“There’s a mess in the barn that’s got to be cleaned up before the boys go out to do chores.”

She walked stiffly through the kitchen and across the hall to the bedroom.




 

 


Chapter 1




Fertile, Missouri

July 1922


“LILLIAN RUSSELL’S DIED!” Jill made the dramatic announcement and waited for her sister to comment. When Julie continued to wash the dishes and drop them in the rinse pan, she said, “All the wonderful women in the world are dying. First Nellie Bly and now Lillian.”


“Where did you hear that?”

“Ruby May told me last night. Lillian was so beautiful, so elegant. All the men loved her.” Jill lifted her arms in a circling motion. “I’m going to be just like her.”

“You’ll have to grow some,” Julie said dryly. “She had quite a bosom. They were out to here.” Julie held her cupped, wet hands out six inches from her slender body.

“And a tiny waist.”

“Helped by a tight corset.”

“She was beautiful—”

“And old enough to be your grandma. Dry the dishes while you’re grieving for her.”

Jill took a plate from the hot rinse water, dried it and set it on the table.

“The men who gave her diamonds must have liked a woman with a big bust. Diamonds show up best lying on soft white flesh.”

“Soft white flesh? Glory be! Well, don’t worry about it. You’ve got a good start for a fifteen-year-old.” Julie slid a greasy skillet into the sudsy water.

“Jack said they were like half an orange stuck up there.”

Julie looked at her sister and frowned. “Why would Jack be making a remark about his sister’s breasts?”

“I asked him.”

“Justine Jill Jones!”

Jill rolled her eyes on hearing her full name. “I hate it when you call me that.”

“It’s the name Mama gave you.”

“I’ll never know why she added Justine to it.”

“She didn’t. She added Jill.”

“Kids at school laugh about our names. They say if Mama’d had more kids, she’d probably have named them Jericho and Jerusalem.”

“And what did you say to that?”

“Nothing. Kathy Jacobs said she should’ve named two of us Jenny and Jackass.” Jill giggled.

Julie’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. It didn’t bother her that all their names started with a J. She rather liked it.

“I never asked Jack about my bosom,” Jill said after she placed a stack of clean plates on the shelf. “I asked him if the boys at school thought I was pretty.”

“And what did he say?”

“He said . . . oh, he was so mean!” Jill flipped her long blond curls over her shoulder and tilted her freckled nose. “He said only the dumb ones thought I was pretty. He said my hair was like straw, my nose was so turned up he was surprised I didn’t drown when it rained.”

Julie laughed in spite of the serious look on her sister’s face.

“Never ask your brothers if you’re pretty. If you were a raving beauty they’d not admit it.”


“That’s when he said my breasts were the size of a half an orange.”

“It’s a pact made between brothers to tell their sisters that they are ugly as a mud fence even if they are as pretty as Mary Pickford.”

“I hate brothers!”

“Mable Normand is pretty.”

“She’s in Molly O at the Palace. I want to see it, but Papa said picture shows cost almost as much as a pair of stockings and I needed stockings more.” Jill sighed heavily.

“Julie, Julie, guess what?” Ten-year-old Jason came into the kitchen, letting the screen door slam behind him. He always shouted when he was excited—and at times when he wasn’t.

Since their mother’s death four years before, Julie had become the person her brothers and sisters came to with news, hurts and needs.

Jason stumbled onto the back porch, yanked open the screen door and bounded into the kitchen, shutting the door just in time to keep the shaggy brown dog, his constant companion, from following him. Besides being small for his age, Jason had been born with a deformed foot that made it necessary for him to wear a special shoe.

“Julie, guess what?” He was breathless.

“Well, let me think for a minute. Is it something exciting?” Jason nodded his head vigorously. “Land-a-livin’! I think I know! Bananas are growing out of the old stump out by the woodpile.”

“Ah, Julie, you’re so silly sometimes.” Jason stood as tall as his slight frame allowed. His muddy shoes were firmly planted on the clean kitchen floor.

“Ju-lie! Look at his shoes!” Jill sneered with sisterly disgust.

“Shut up.” Jason turned on his sister. “Open your trap again and I won’t tell ya!”

“What’s your news, Jason?” Julie poured water from the teakettle over the dishes in the pan.


“Joe . . . said that we’re havin’ a baseball game tonight. The Birches, the Humphreys, and Roy and Thad Taylor . . . Jus-tine. Maybe the Jacobses and Evan Johnson. He helped at the Humphreys’ today, though he ain’t expecting no payback.”

“Who cares about him?” Jill snorted.

Jason knew he would get the full attention of his younger sister when he mentioned the Taylors. Jill had been eyeing both Roy and Thad Taylor even though Thad was Joe’s age.

“Joe told me to get out the bags we use for bases. I hope mice ain’t chewed ’em up.”

“Haven’t,” Julie corrected. “When was it decided to have a ball game?” She stopped working on the greasy skillet to give her full attention to her brother, who was inching toward the door, eager to be away.

“I dunno. They’ll be done hayin’ by midafternoon. Pa said to tell ya they’d noon at the Humphreys’.”

“Then I’ll go to town this afternoon. We’ll have a light supper.”

“Can I go?”

“No. You can help Jill watch Joy.”

“That’s . . . girl work!” Jason snorted.

“Just right for a sissy-britches,” Jill said snippily and took a handful of forks from the rinse pan.

“Shut up, Jus-tine!” Jason drew out the hated name because he knew that it would irritate his sister. “You’re so dumb, you stink. I gotta go.”

Julie grabbed a towel to dry her hands and went to the door to see Jason hurrying across the yard.

“Jason,” she called. “Where’s Joy?”

“I dunno.”

“Find her, please. She may have wandered off.”

“Ah, Sis, I wanta go back.”

“Honey, it’s a good mile to the Humphreys’.”

“I don’t care,” he shouted. “I told Joe I’d come back after I told ya. Jumpin’ catfish! Here comes Joy. She’s been in the mud. I ain’t touchin’ ’er.”

Julie went out onto the back porch and looked at the small girl. The blond curls that she had dampened and brushed around her finger to form fat curls not two hours ago were speckled with mud, as was Joy’s face. Mud covered her feet and legs up to the cuffs of her drawers, which came to just below her knees.

“Ah, Joy. You’re a mess. You can’t come in the house like that. Go to the pump. I’ll come wash you off.”

“I didn’t mean to, Julie.” The child’s impish grin told her sister that she was not a bit sorry.

“I’ll do it.” Jill leaped down the back steps. “Come on, stinkpot.”

“I ain’t no stinkpot, Jus-tine.” Joy’s hero was Jason. She had learned from him a way to irritate Jill. “Jus-tine, Jus-tine, Justtine,” she said again and again, then stuck her tongue out and wriggled it.

Julie went back into the kitchen. At times her heart ached for Jason. He never complained about his foot, but she knew that he wished he could run like the other boys. Tonight at the ball game, he would bat and one of his older brothers would run the bases for him. She also wished that Jill would be kinder to him. The two were always hissing and snapping at each other like a dog and a cat.

Julie was finishing up the dishes when Jill came in, dragging Joy by the hand. The screen door slammed shut behind them.

“Here’s this good-for-nothin’ kid. I put her clothes in the tub on the porch.”

Julie looked down at the small girl and shook her head. Joy’s nakedness didn’t seem to bother her at all.

“I don’t know what we’re going to do with you. You can’t stay clean for a minute.”

“Ya can shoot me.” Big solemn eyes looked up at Julie.


“Shoot you? Where in the world did you get an idea like that?”

“Joe said it to Papa. Papa said, ‘I donno what to do with ya.’ Joe said, ‘Shoot ’er.’”

“They were teasing.”

“I’m not so sure,” Jill said. “Come on, brat. We’ll get you some bloomers, unless you want the boys to see your bare behind.”

“I don’t care,” Joy replied sassily.

Julie rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. The name Joy was so right for the little one; she was the joy of the family. Her hair was curly, her eyes large and blue as the sky. Bright as a new penny and precocious, she was in danger of being terribly spoiled by doting brothers and sisters.

Julie put the kitchen in order. As she hung her apron on the back of a chair, Jill, with Joy in tow, came through the kitchen on the way to the front porch. Julie went upstairs to the room she shared with her sisters and changed out of her dress into a white blouse with a drawstring neckline and a blue skirt. Julie knew herself for what she was: a strong, slim woman with clear skin, a wide mouth and the responsibility of raising her siblings weighing heavily on her shoulders.

She looked at herself closely in the mirror as she braided, coiled and pinned her waist-length, wheat-colored hair to the back of her head. She had thought about getting a bob, but she feared what it would do to her already rather “unsteady” reputation. Her thick dark brows were slightly arched. Lashes, long and lush, framed light brown eyes that were both quiet and quick. Julie sighed. Nothing about her would cause a man to give her a second look. She was foolish, very foolish to dream that one would.

With a wide-brimmed straw hat set squarely on her head to shade her face as much as possible, she picked up the cloth bag she would use to carry home the few things she planned to get at the store.


On the porch she paused to give last-minute instructions to Jill.

“If I’m not back by the time Papa and the boys get here, tell them I’ll be here by suppertime. Be nice, Joy, and pay mind to what your sister tells you.”

“Do I have to?” The little girl’s merry blue eyes twinkled up at Julie.

“Yes, you little imp.” Julie smiled fondly at the child. “Come give me a kiss.”

“Are you going to the library?” Jill asked.

“Is there something you need to return?”

“No. I’d love to read The Trail of the Lonesome Pine and Girl of the Limberlost again. If they’re not in, get Ramona or Freckles or A Knight of the Cumberland.”

“You’ve read those books . . . several times. Why not try something new?”

“I’d rather read something I know I’ll like. Old Miss Rothe made us read Ivanhoe and Lady of the Lake. She thought they were romantic. I thought they were boring!”

“Agnes Rothe is a good teacher.”

“She’s an old maid! Bet she’s old as Papa.”

“She’s a good teacher even if she is old!” Julie retorted as she left the shade of the porch, stepped out into the bright July sunlight and walked down the lane toward the road. Sidney ran out from under the porch to follow. “You can’t go, Sidney.” Julie stopped and pointed a finger at the shaggy dog. “Why aren’t you with Jason?”

“Jason didn’t want him to go to the Humphreys’,” Jill called.

“Why not? He always goes with Jason.”

“There’s a kid over there that’s scared of him. The Humphreys have to keep their dog tied up.”

“Go back and stay with Jill and Joy, Sidney. You can’t go to town.” She waited until the dog had settled down by the porch step before she was on her way again.

Julie breathed in deeply; the air was tinged with fresh-cut, sweet-smelling hay. Buttercups and broom clover grew along the edge of the lane. Bees buzzed amid wild honeysuckle. Beams of bright sunlight slanted down through the trees. The grove was alive with the cheeps and chirps and rustlings of the birds. A mockingbird scolded her from the high branch of a towering oak tree.

The summer day was serene and beautiful.

A pompous rooster was picking and scratching in the lane ahead. The chickens were confined to the chicken house only in the winter. The rest of the year they were as free as the wild birds to roam the farm wherever they wished. They never ventured far, however, from the security of the farmyard, where from dawn to dusk they could be found picking up grain, undigested tidbits from animal manure, grass and all the insects they could catch.

Julie had to smile when a rooster, upon finding a choice morsel, called his harem of hens with a “Tut, tut, tut, tut.” A couple of gullible fat hens came running, but there was nothing left for them. The rooster made a great show of being a good provider and strutted away. Having the fluffy white hens at his beck and call seemed to do great things for his ego.

Julie had been born on this farm in the room across the hall from the parlor. She had walked the mile to town and the additional quarter mile through town to school from the time she was six years old. Living on the edge of town, she had been considered a country girl and had not been invited to the socials held by her classmates, even though she had been a favorite of the teachers and was one of the prettiest girls in school.

Her school days had come to an abrupt end the summer she was fifteen. She tried hard not to think of that terrible summer or the following winter at home taking care of the family and her mother, who had never fully recovered from influenza.

As she walked along the hard-packed road, Julie’s mind roamed. Like all young girls, she had dreamed of a handsome man who would fall madly in love with her and take her away. The dream was becoming dimmer and dimmer. Besides, the chance of finding such a man in Fertile, Missouri, was about as likely as waking up some morning and finding the sun coming up out of the west.

Was her lot to be the old-maid sister living out her life here on the farm? The boys would leave, marry and start families of their own. Jill was so pretty, she’d have no trouble finding a husband. Already the boys were eyeing her, even if Jack wouldn’t tell her so. He’d told Julie he’d punched one boy in the nose for talking about Jill’s bosom.

Julie walked the downhill road toward town and the river beyond. It was easy walking. Coming back up the road to the farm would require much more effort. She rounded a curve in the road and the town of Fertile, a huddle of buildings scattered along the bank of the Platte River, came into view.

Only the tall red-painted grain elevator and two white church steeples rose above the two-story brick shops and the wooden residences. The town sloped down to the river where the old mill stood. It had stopped operation several years before the Great War.

Julie crossed the railroad tracks. The train station was a one-room frame boxlike structure with a cattle pen on one side and the elevator on the other. The grass alongside the tracks was charred, deliberately burnt to keep the weeds from taking over.

A lumber wagon, its long box filled with large rolls of barbed-wire fencing and oak posts, rumbled past her and continued on down Main Street after the driver had tipped his hat politely. A Ford, rattling as if it were going to shake to pieces, rolled past and came to a stop in front of the drugstore, a building of heavy limestone that dwarfed the tiny jewelry shop next to it. In front of the shop was a large wooden clock that for as long as Julie could remember hadn’t run.

A few automobiles were parked on the streets surrounding the county courthouse. Most merchants set aside an area for teams and wagons behind their stores. Fertile had a large and prosperous business area because it was the only town of any size in the county. The nearest large town was St. Joseph thirty miles to the west.

Behind the shops that lined the street sat neat cottages and some large comfortable houses surrounded by picket fences. Closer to the river, in the less prosperous part of town, the houses were unkempt, unpainted frame shacks, most with a cow or a horse staked out behind them.

Julie felt uncomfortable and out of place every time she walked alone down the main street of Fertile. A certain element of the population drew a discriminatory line between town people who “belonged” and those who lived on the surrounding farms and did not.

Next to the Palace, Fertile’s movie house, was Carwilde and Graham’s, the largest mercantile store in town. A clear glass window, installed just this year, displayed dresses and men’s suits on mannequins that reminded Julie of corpses with painted faces.

“Good afternoon, ma’am. May I help you?”

Scott Graham, who stepped from behind the counter, wore his hair parted in the middle and slicked down, a high stiff collar and blue arm garters on his starched white shirt. Scott had been in Julie’s class at school, but he never acknowledged that he knew who she was. Had she known that he would be the one to wait on her, she would not have come in.

“What can I do for you?”

“I need two spools of number fifty white thread.”

“Right this way.”

Her head held high, Julie followed him down the aisle as if she intended to buy out the store instead of two five-cent spools of thread. Scott opened a drawer on the thread cabinet and selected the thread.

“Anything else?”

“I’d like to look at the dress goods, please.”

“This way,” he said, as if she couldn’t see the bolts of material piled on the table not six feet away.


Julie selected a blue and white check to make a new Sunday dress for Joy, who had outgrown the only one she had, and a length of white lawn to sew a new shirtwaist for Jill. She paid for her purchases and left the store, glad to leave the presence of the dandy who had waited on her.

When she passed the hotel, she glanced at a man sitting on the porch, his chair tilted back against the wall. His shirtsleeves were cuffless and he wore black arm garters, a linen collar but no tie. Their eyes met; his, friendly and appraising. He smiled and tipped his broad-brimmed hat. She felt his eyes follow her as she walked down the street to the grocery store.

She was greeted by name by the owner. The Joneses were valued customers of Mr. Oakley’s. They had traded with him since he had come to town ten years ago and always paid their tab on time.

“Good day to ya, Miss Jones. Nice day for a walk into town, huh?”

“It was nice walking in, but I don’t expect it to be so pleasant going back up the hill. How are the family?”

“Fit as fiddles. Little ones are growing like weeds. Wish they’d hurry up so they can give me some help here in the store.” He laughed heartily.

“Don’t wish your life away, Mr. Oakley. They will grow up fast enough.”

“You’re right as rain ’bout that. Jethro finished with hayin’?”

“They’ll finish this afternoon. If we get some rain we should have a couple more cuttings before frost.”

“It’s been a good growin’ year so far. Your corn looks good. Me’n the missus passed the field last Sunday when we drove out to visit her uncle.”

“Papa and the boys got it in early.”

“What can I get for you today?”

“I’m walking, so I’ll just take a couple of things I can carry. Joe or Papa will be coming in with the wagon and a list in a few days. I need a can of baking powder and a small bottle of vanilla flavoring to get me by until then.”

Julie waited while Mr. Oakley went to the back of the store. Her eyes roamed the neatly stocked shelves, the barrels of crackers, beans and rice and the bright red, big-wheeled coffee grinder that sat proudly on the counter. She breathed in the mixture of scents: coffee, spices, leather goods and overripe bananas.

The pucker-mouthed wife of the blacksmith waddled into the store, paused to look around, then greeted Julie.

“Ain’t seen ya at church lately, Julie,” she said in an accusing tone.

“I’ve been there almost every Sunday, Mrs. Yerby.”

“I meant durin’ the week. Been havin’ good crowds fer the revival meetin’s.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Julie turned to Mr. Oakley and noticed the jar of peppermint sticks on the counter. “I’ll take a half dozen sticks of peppermint. The kids need a treat once in a while.” As she placed them in her cloth bag, the grocer pulled a thick ledger from beneath the counter, thumbed through the pages to the Jones account and added the purchases.

“Thank you,” Julie murmured, then said more loudly, “Nice seeing you, Mrs. Yerby.”

“Come to the revival, Julie. Ya just might meet a man lookin’ for a wife. Ya ain’t never goin’ to get one jist stayin’ out there on the farm takin’ care of them kids.”

Julie laughed nervously. “I’m not looking for a man, Mrs. Yerby.”

“Pshaw! Ain’t a woman alive who ain’t lookin’ for a man. Yo’re better-lookin’ than most.”

“Thank you,” Julie said dryly.

“Ya won’t have no trouble a-tall if ya just spruce up and show yoreself some. That’s if ya’ve not got yore sights set on one of them good-looking rich fellers like that William Desmond Taylor that got himself murdered out there in Hollywood.” Mrs. Yerby’s laugh was more of a dry cackle.


Embarrassed, Julie angrily turned and adjusted the items in her bag. Mrs. Yerby didn’t seem to notice that she had made Julie uncomfortable and continued in a confidential tone.

“They ain’t found out who killed him yet. I heard a feller say it on the radio. Bet it was that oh-so-pure Mary Miles Minter. Pshaw! Pure, my foot. Ain’t nothin’ pure in that wicked place.”

Mrs. Yerby picked a raisin from the barrel and popped it quickly into her mouth when she saw Mr. Oakley wasn’t looking. It didn’t stop her from talking.

“That awful Johnson man came to the meetin’ the other night and stood out in the dark lookin’ in. I told ’em that they ain’t ort to hold services in the pavilion with the sides raised up so that hill trash like Walter Johnson can see what’s goin’ on. But they went right ahead and done it, and look what they got.”

“Did he disrupt the service?” Mr. Oakley asked.

“He was drinkin’ and quarrelsome. When church was over he tried to pick a fight with Stan Decker. He called him a blank-blank hypocrite, but out of respect for the church Stan just walked off and left him. That Johnson is the meanest man I ever did see. He’s too mean to live, is what he is. A person can see the devil right in him.”

“I must go,” Julie said. To the shopkeeper she added, “Tell Mrs. Oakley I’m sorry I missed her.”

“Ya better watch that little sister of yores, Julie.” Mrs. Yerby lowered her voice. “It’s said that man’s ruined more’n one young girl in this county. Wouldn’t put it past him to waylay her out in the woods someplace and have his way with her. Now that his boy is back, there’s two of ’em. I heard there’s a girl down in Well’s Point that was sent away sudden-like.”

“Thanks for the warning, Mrs. Yerby.”

Julie stepped out into the bright sunlight. She didn’t want to hear anything more about the town bully or his son. Her intense hatred of the man could be the one thing that would keep her out of heaven. She couldn’t remember when she hadn’t hated and feared him.




 

 


Chapter 2





ON HER WAY TO THE LIBRARY, Julie passed the barbershop and pool room. She glanced through the flyspecked window to see Mr. Clark, the proprietor, shaving a man whose face was covered with lather. Out front another young man held the cord of an awning while talking to an old farmer whose face looked like a piece of old leather. Both men nodded politely to Julie.


“Hel-lo, Julie.” Zelda Wood came out of her papa’s bank to call out.

“Hello.”

Zelda’s dark hair was bobbed and spit curls clung to her cheeks. She was short, plump and had extremely thick ankles. Her eyebrows had been plucked to a thin line, and her lips were painted in a cupid’s bow. She had been a year ahead of Julie in school and always made sure that everyone knew that her papa owned the bank.

“I’ve not seen you for a while, kiddo.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Doin’ what?”

“A little of this and that. What have you been doing?”

“Going to parties, dances. Things like that. They’re having dances three nights a week at Spring Lake. Want to come?” She continued without waiting for Julie to answer: “I might be able to find someone to take you.”


“That’s kind of you.”

Zelda ignored or failed to detect the sarcasm in Julie’s voice.

“We’re doing the Charleston, the shimmy, the black-bottom and a whole bunch of other new dances.”

“Have you heard that the Catholic Church has condemned the shimmy?”

“What do they know? Papa says those old Catholics are a bunch of heathens anyway.”

Bet he doesn’t mind those old heathens putting money in his bank.

“Do you do anything other than square dance? Well, they have sets for the old people,” Zelda went on as if Julie had answered her question. Her eyes traveled down over Julie’s plain skirt to her heavy shoes. “I’ll even help you find something to wear if you want to go.”

“I don’t need you to find me something to wear, Zelda.” Julie wanted to slap the girl, but she held on to her temper. Zelda appeared to be completely unaware that she had offended her.

“Do you see much of Evan Johnson? He’s good-looking, but he thinks he’s the cat’s meow.”

“Why do you say that?” Julie asked.

“He’s . . . strange. Not very friendly. Papa said he’d been to college and to France.”

“He was over there fighting the war. I doubt he did much sightseeing.”

“I could fall for him. He’s got money in Papa’s bank and drives a real nice car. I wonder why he don’t drive it to town. He was here yesterday on a horse!”

“He’s a farmer. Surely you’re not interested in a farmer.”

“Of course not! Papa’d have a duck-fit if I had anything to do with him. I was thinking about you. It would be a chance to get out from under all that work. He’s got money,” she said again. “Papa said he’d be a good catch for me if he wasn’t kin to Walter Johnson.”


“Why did he say that? Evan hasn’t done anything out of the way that I’ve heard about, even if he is Walter Johnson’s son.”

“For heaven’s sake, Julie. Being that man’s son is enough. Everyone knows what he is. How can his son not be trash?”

“Evan shouldn’t be held accountable for what his father does.” Julie was beginning to let her irritation show, even though she knew that Zelda was shallow and dumb and was only echoing what her father said.

“Mama says, ‘blood will tell’ and ‘water seeks its own level.’ He’s got Walter Johnson’s blood, hasn’t he? Trashy blood, if you ask me.”

“He’s all right for me but not for you. Is that right?”

“Oh, shoot! You always did take everything I say wrong. I didn’t mean it to sound like that, but I do have a position in town. My papa is the banker and—”

“I’m just a girl from the edge of town.” Julie spoke as if speaking to a two-year-old. “Evan’s mother was a dear, sweet woman. The best neighbor we ever had. He’s got her blood, too, so he can’t be all bad.”

“She couldn’t have been very smart, to marry a man like Walter Johnson,” Zelda said with a grimace.

“He may not have been so bad when he was young. People change, you know.”

Zelda rolled her eyes. “Why are you defending him?”

“I’m not defending him. I think it’s wrong for you to blame the son for the father’s deeds. But no matter. Folks have already made up their minds about him. I’ve got to be going.”

Julie walked on down the street and, much to her chagrin, Zelda fell in step beside her.

“I don’t know how you can stand being out there on that rocky old farm. Papa says it’s dirt-poor land your papa’s farming and he’ll never get ahead. Don’t you ever have any fun?”

“Of course I do, Zelda. I love butchering hogs and cooking the fresh heart and liver. Why don’t you come out and I’ll show you how to pull calves? Sometimes I have to stick my hand inside the cow and pull out the calf. I get awful bloody, but it’s exciting. Then sometimes Joe shoots a mess of squirrels and I get to skin them. I nail their hind legs to a tree and split them down the middle—”

“Ugh! Here’s where I turn off. ’Bye.”

“’Bye.” Julie couldn’t keep the grin off her face as she continued on down the street to the library. Zelda wanted more than anything to be a flapper, but she didn’t have the looks or the personality.

* * *

By the time Julie crossed the railroad tracks and headed back up the rocky road toward home, there were rings of perspiration under her arms and her forehead was beaded with sweat. She enjoyed her forays into town but was always glad to get back to the sanctuary of the farm. Every time she came to town she grew more certain that she would never want to live there.

She trudged up the hill, shifting the bag from one arm to the other. The two books she had selected for Jill were heavy. Deep in thought, deciding what she was going to give the family for supper, she was unaware of the wagon coming up behind her until it was just a few feet away. She moved over to the side of the road and glanced back over her shoulder. Panic crept up her spine. She was deathly afraid of the man on the wagon.

Walter Johnson was big, whiskered and wore a straw hat on his head of gray-streaked hair. He spit a yellow stream of chewing tobacco out onto the dirt road. Julie choked down the panic that clogged her throat as he pulled the wagon up alongside her and stopped the team.

“Wal, looky thar!” He laughed as she continued to walk and passed the team. “If’n it ain’t Miss Prissy-tail Jones. I ain’t seen you fer a right long spell.” He walked the horses until he was even with her. “Climb on up here and I’ll give ya a ride home.”

Julie tried to ignore him. There wasn’t a house or a person in sight. Her heart pounded with fear. The man moved the team so that the wagon forced her to walk in the grass that edged the road.

“If’n yo’re right nice, I’ll stop in that grove up ahead and pleasure ya some.”

Fear kept Julie mute. She looked down and away from him while her mind grappled with what to do if he got down off the wagon seat.

“Seen ya in town a-switchin’ that purty little ass around. Ya wearin’ any drawers, gal? Be handier if ya ain’t.” His chuckle came from low in his throat. It was more like an animal growl.

Julie felt her face grow hot with humiliation and anger. Determined to defend herself, she switched the cloth bag to her right hand and prepared to swing it at him if he got down off the wagon.

“Ain’t no need ya bein’ so snooty. It ain’t like ya ain’t never had a man.” He leered at her, lifted his brows and emitted a short guffaw of laughter.

Comprehending the meaning of the man’s hateful words, Julie was terrified that he would force her off the road and into the woods ahead. She glanced behind her to see if anyone was coming. Not a soul was in sight!

Lord, help me.

Julie stopped. “Get away from me, you filthy scum,” she yelled. “Touch me and I’ll . . . kill you!”

“Wal, now. Ya finally got yore back up.”

“I’ll tell Papa and the boys—”

“Don’t make no never mind. I’ll have had my fun. Turn into that woods up thar, gal.”

Julie spun around and ran as fast as she could back toward town. She wasn’t going near those woods with Walter Johnson following her.

“It’ll be you, the young gal or that gimpy kid. I ain’t a bit choosy when it comes to gettin’ my rocks off. Come back here, ya split-tailed bitch!” he yelled.


Oh, dear Lord. He’s threatening Jason and Jill!

She heard a shout and looked back fearfully, thinking he was coming after her. A rider on a buckskin horse had come out of the woods and was racing down the road toward the wagon. He reached it, whirled his horse and lashed the team with the ends of his reins.

“You rotten son-of-a-bitch! Get the hell away from her!”

Evan Johnson lashed the team again, and they shot off up the road. Walter Johnson bounced on the seat, roaring with rage and trying to restrain the frantic mules.

Tears of relief rolled down Julie’s cheeks. She stood in the middle of the dusty road and dug into her bag for a handkerchief to wipe her eyes. Evan Johnson rode up beside her.

“Did he hurt you?”

She shook her head, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. Turning her face away to hide her tears, she peered anxiously up the road to be sure her tormentor was gone.

“I’m sorry, Miss Jones. I’m real sorry.”

Julie had to choke back a sob before she could say, “You didn’t do anything.”

“He had booze at home. I didn’t think he’d go buy more.” Evan swung down from the horse. “Let me take your bag. I’ll walk with you to your lane.”

“You don’t need to do that. Just see to it that he doesn’t come back.”

“He won’t come back. He’ll go home and drink himself into a stupor.” He lifted the bag from her hand and hung it over the horn on his saddle.

Julie looked up at him with tear-wet eyes. She had seen Evan only a couple of times since he had come home. She remembered that Mrs. Johnson had visited them often before she died and had talked about her son, whom she had sent to live with his grandparents when he was twelve. Julie’s mother had said the reason the boy had been sent away was because he didn’t get along with his father. Mrs. Johnson had said it was because she wanted Evan to have a better education. When he finished his schooling, he had enlisted in the army.

Mrs. Johnson had died of influenza during the war and Evan had stayed on in France for a while when the war ended. Then a few months ago he had come back to the farm.

Evan was a big man, both tall and broad. Everything about him was big: shoulders, arms, hands. His hair was light, his eyes slate-blue. His face matched the rest of him: big nose, prominent cheekbones and wide, thin mouth bracketed by indentations. His eyebrows and lashes were surprisingly dark for a person with light hair.

His eyes, shadowed with concern, were studying her with intensity. His rugged face was not exactly handsome, but it was . . . nice.

How could this man possibly be the son of such a despicable character as Walter Johnson?

From her brother Joe, she had learned that Evan Johnson was a quiet man who offered no apologies to him for his father’s behavior and never talked about himself. He had a car—Joe had seen it in a shed—but he rode his horse wherever he wanted to go.

Walter Johnson didn’t share work with the neighbors, but when Mr. Humphrey’s baling machine broke down, Evan offered the use of his forge to repair the part that was broken, saving Mr. Humphrey the time it would take to go to town to the blacksmith. Jason had said that he had then helped put up the Humphreys’ hay.

Joe liked him. Julie remembered her papa saying that the man was polite when spoken to but never smiled or laughed or joked with the boys. Evan didn’t have a lot to smile about, Jethro had added. Being the son of the most hated man in the county wasn’t easy.

“Thank you,” Julie said, breaking the silence between herself and Evan. Reaction to her confrontation with his father had set in and she had to tense her lips to keep them from trembling.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner. He was supposed to be back a couple hours ago with a barrel of kerosene. I’m glad I came looking for him.”

“I . . . didn’t see him in town or I’d not have started home.”

“Has he bothered you before?”

Julie laughed nervously. “Who hasn’t he bothered?”

“I can only say that I’m sorry and I’ll try and keep closer tabs on him.”

“Your mother was a good neighbor. My mother thought the world of her.”

“She wrote to me about your family.”

Julie glanced at him. He was looking straight ahead. Her mind went blank for a minute. When she began thinking again, she realized that he was having as hard a time making conversation as she was.

“She was there when most of my brothers and sisters were born.” Julie spoke without looking at him.

“Mama would have made a good nurse.”

“She talked about you. It worried her to death when you went to war.”

“I’ll not forgive myself for leaving her with him. She wanted me to go to my grandparents’ long before I did.”

“I’m sure that she thought it was best for you.”

“Now she’s gone.”

“None of the neighbors knew when she took sick. We didn’t know until the doctor came by and told us that she had passed away.”

“Then he did call in a doctor?”

“Toward the end, I guess. He never asked for any help from the neighbors.” When Evan remained quiet, she said, “Everyone who knew your mother liked her. There was a large turnout at her funeral.”

“But her son wasn’t with her.”


“You were away fighting the Kaiser. She was very proud of you.”

“When I received word she was gone, I decided never to come back.”

“But you have.”

“Yes. I got to thinking about how much she loved the farm. It was given to her by her grandparents.”

“You’re back to make sure that your father doesn’t squander it.” Julie didn’t know why she had said such a thing. She glanced up to see him turn and look down at her.

“He has charge of it until he dies. Then, if there is anything left, it goes to me. I’m here to see that there’s some of it left.” She knew that he had revealed more about himself than he intended.

They had passed the grove. Julie looked into the dark, shady depths and shivered. Evan noticed.

“I’ll keep an eye on him,” he said firmly.

Julie shook her head. “I don’t know how your mother lived with him.”

“She had her reasons.” His voice was quiet, soft.

They walked on in silence, broken only by the soft thud of the horse’s hooves on the dirt road.

“Jason said you were coming to the ball game tonight.”

“Joe asked me to come. Do you mind?”

“Heavens, no.” She looked up at him with a puzzled frown. “The neighbors have been coming to our place to play ball for several years. The flat pasture between our house and the road makes a good ball diamond. You’re welcome to come.”

“Thank you.” He almost smiled but didn’t. “We Johnsons don’t get many invitations.”

They reached the lane leading up to the house. He stopped the horse and handed her the shopping bag. She looked up to see him gazing at her face.

“Thank you again.”

Evan was not used to having such a strong and immediate reaction to anyone. He looked at her more closely. She was not breathtakingly beautiful, but pretty. Her eyebrows were high, straight and heavy, her nose slightly pinched, her mouth wide and full. Huge, clear eyes, direct eyes, met his. She had no idea how utterly feminine and defenseless she looked. His breath caught for an instant. Suddenly he was stricken with an adolescent longing.

He was either hornier than he thought or he was reacting to more than her appearance.

He was shocked that he had an almost irresistible urge to kiss her brow, her eyes, the bridge of her nose, her cheeks, her chin and last of all her sweet mouth.

But all he said was, “I’ll see how the work goes.” Then, to himself, I’ll come if that old son-of-a-bitch drinks himself into a stupor and passes out.

She smiled to let him know that she really had recovered from the ordeal with his father.

“My sister Jill plays sometimes.”

“And you? Do you play?”

“I haven’t for a long time. They usually have enough players without me. I’m better at running than batting. I keep in practice chasing after my little sister Joy.”

She wanted to make him smile back at her because she was certain that his smile would soften his grave features, make him look younger and not quite so formidable. She almost succeeded. His eyes brightened but his mouth remained unsmiling.

“I’d like to see that.” He wanted to stay and talk to her but didn’t know how to prolong the conversation without making an utter fool of himself. So he turned and mounted his horse, looked down at her and nodded. “Good-bye, Miss Jones.”

“Good-bye, Mr. Johnson.”

Julie walked up the lane toward the house. She had already decided not to say anything to her papa and the boys about being accosted by the bully of the county. She wouldn’t put it past Joe and Jack to catch him alone sometime when he was drunk, waylay him and work him over with their fists or a piece of stove wood. Not that she cared if he was beaten, but she didn’t want the boys to get in trouble.

She had never given Evan Johnson much thought but had assumed that he probably thought he was too high and mighty for the farm folk around Fertile. After all, he had been to college, served as an officer in the army, and had lived in France. Today, however, he hadn’t acted high and mighty. He seemed to be sincerely concerned for her and sorry for what she’d had to endure. His father’s behavior was obviously an embarrassment to him.

The screen door banged and Joy came running down the lane to meet her.

“Julie, Julie. I been good. Did ya bring me somethin’?”

Julie felt an overpowering wave of love for the strikingly beautiful child coming toward her. She couldn’t imagine life without her.




 

 


Chapter 3





EVAN RODE SLOWLY UP THE ROAD that curved over the hill to the high country above the river. When he’d decided to come back to Fertile, he had planned to keep himself aloof and focused on looking after his interest in the farm until Walter finally drank himself to death. When that happened, he intended to install a good tenant farmer on the place and go to St. Joseph, Kansas City or maybe even back to France. He’d been surprised to discover that he liked it here. He had taken to the land, and if Walter were not here, he could be happy and content on the farm.


Evan had not expected the hostility he had encountered from the townspeople when he returned to Fertile. The banker, Amos Wood, had given him a cool reception until he discovered the amount of money Evan planned to transfer to his bank. The man had then fawned disgustingly. Only the neighbors—the Jones family, the Taylors, the Humphreys and the Birches—had been able to separate him from Walter and treat him with civility.

The Jones property adjoined the Johnson farm on the west side. Evan had met Joe and Jack Jones on the property line when they came to repair a fence because one of their milch cows had strayed over onto Johnson land. Walter had gone out with the shotgun to accuse the brothers of letting the cow graze on his grass and of taking tree limbs from his land to use for fence posts.

Evan had arrived in time to smooth things over and had stayed to help Joe and Jack. He liked them both. They were hardworking, decent young men. They also seemed to take pride in their family farm. He had not noticed the Jones family when he was younger. He had been too busy keeping out of the way of Walter’s fists. Later, he had learned about the Joneses from the letters his mother had written him. He especially knew about Julie. His mother had been fond of the girl, who had been forced to leave school to take care of her ailing mother and the rest of the family when she was just fifteen.

Now he had met her. He had expected her to be a rather dowdy, work-worn girl. He had found instead a warm, intelligent, pretty young woman.

Walter, in Evan’s estimation, was little more than an animal. Evan could just imagine what he had said to Julie Jones. Walter thought of women as people to bully. When Evan came out of the grove and saw the woman running back toward town, he knew that Walter had been speaking indecently to her, and anger had made him want to horsewhip him.

Even now, as Evan approached the house where he had been born and had spent his early boyhood years, he could see in his mind’s eye the girl’s tear-filled eyes and the proud tilt of her chin when she looked up at him.

The wagon, with the team still hitched, was standing in the yard in front of the barn. He unsaddled his horse, rubbed him down and turned him into the pasture. After backing the wagon into the shed so that he could unload the barrel of kerosene, he unhitched the mules and turned them into the lot at the side of the barn, where they immediately rolled in the dirt.

At the pump, he put his head under the spout and let the cold water flow down over his head. After shaking off the excess, he ran his fingers through his thick sandy hair and then pumped water into the trough that flowed into one of the water tanks. He needed to work off his anger at Walter before he faced him.

Incredibly, Walter had not trashed the house during the time he lived there alone after his wife died. Evan had found his mother’s belongings just as she had left them. Walter had lived in the kitchen of the big frame farmhouse: doing his drinking there, sleeping there on a couch at the end of the room. He was sitting at the kitchen table, drinking from a long-necked bottle, when Evan crossed the porch and entered the house.

Walter was angry. His face was red and he was well on his way to getting falling-down drunk.

“Goddamm ya fer the bastard ya are. I ort to whip yore ass.”

“You’ve got about as much chance of whipping me as you have of pissing all the way to Kansas City,” Evan retorted as he hung his hat on the peg beside the door.

He stood just inside the kitchen door, his hands on his hips, and looked at the man he had hated for as long as he could remember. His slate-blue eyes reflected that deep-seated hatred.

“Ya always thought ya was better’n anybody.” Walter’s lips were loose, his eyes bloodshot. He was downing rotgut whiskey as if it were water.

“You are a sorry excuse for a man. I should have taken the whip to you instead of the mules.”

“Ya ain’t got no right ter be tellin’ me what to do. Ya try usin’ that whip on me and I’ll blow ya to hell and back.”

“It’s been tried by better men than you. You were talking nasty to that woman. You haven’t an ounce of decency in your whole body.”

“Decency? Ha!” Walter took a drink from his bottle and slammed it back down on the table. “Decency don’t make ya feel good—don’t empty yore balls.”

“I don’t care what makes you ‘feel good.’ Just keep away from decent women. Hear?”

“Ya got a itch fer Miss Hot-tail Jones? Hell, she’s gettin’ too old fer me anyhow. But she’d do in a pinch. I’d rather have that young one, or the gimpy kid. The girl must be twelve or thirteen—”

“Good God Almighty! You dirty old son-of-a-bitch!” Evan reached him in two strides, jerked him up out of the chair and slammed him against the wall.

“You stay away from those kids . . . any kids! Hear me? I’ll kill you just as I’d kill a rabid dog if I hear of you molesting a woman or a kid. You’d better believe me because I mean every word of it. Do you understand me?”

“Yeah, I ain’t deaf. Might be willing to chance it to get me a good piece of ass fer a change.”

Evan shoved him away. Walter sat down heavily on the couch, his bottle still in his hand.

“You’re not worth the dime’s worth of powder it would take to blow you up.”

“Ya ain’t got the guts to do it nohow.”

“I saw enough killing in France. When I think of the good men who died over there in the trenches and you not worth doodley-squat sitting over here warm and cozy with your belly full, I wonder if there is any justice. Why didn’t you join up? You’d have made good cannon fodder.”

“Ya know why I didn’t. Yore maw needed me to work the farm. ’Sides, I was too old.”

“You wouldn’t have lasted two weeks in the army anyway. Someone, unable to put up with your mouth, would’ve put a knife in your back.”

“Horseshit!” Walter yelled, getting tired of the verbal sparring. “Why don’t ya go on over to St. Joe and waller ’round in that fine house that stingy ol’ fart-knocker left ya? I ain’t needin’ ya here.”

“Shut your mouth!”

“Shut yore mouth! Shut yore mouth!” he mimicked, his voice slurred. “I was good enough once.”

Evan drew back his fist. “Say one more word and you’ll be spitting out teeth.”


“Ah . . . shit—” Walter lay down on the couch and put his feet up.

Evan retreated to the safety of his upstairs room. He didn’t dare linger in the same room with the man for fear he would lose control and beat him to death.

Evan’s small room was as sparsely furnished as it had been when he was a youth: a bed, bureau, wardrobe and trunk. Besides his army pistol, his rifle and a few mementos, he had brought with him only his clothes, a few favorite books, his Victrola and his collection of records when he came back to the farm.

The quilt his mother had made, piecing together leftovers from the fabric she had used to make his shirts and her dresses and aprons, lay folded on the humpbacked trunk. A large picture of a boy and a big yellow dog hung over the bed, and on the opposite wall was a picture of an Indian on a tired horse. This room had been his sanctuary when he was a boy. He had come here to escape Walter’s drunken rages.

Evan wound his Victrola, put on one of his favorite records, Una furtiva lagrima, sung by Enrico Caruso, who had died the year before, and stood at the window. While listening to the soothing music, he pushed the curtain aside and looked out over the planted fields, the orchard, the cow lot and the wooded area north of the house.

He had not planned to spend the rest of his life here when he arrived, but the place had grown on him despite the detestable presence of Walter. Here he’d had a sense of belonging that he’d never had in the big house his grandparents had left him in St. Joseph.

Alerted by a dust cloud on the road, Evan watched as an open touring car turned into the lane and approached the house. It was a car he had seen parked at the courthouse in town and he knew it was the one used by the district marshal. Evan waited until the men got out of the car, then went down the stairs to open the front door as the marshal came up the walk, followed by his deputy.

“Hello, Marshal.” Evan stepped out onto the porch.

“Mr. Johnson.” Marshal Sanford held out his hand. “We’ve not met since you came back. I remember seeing you when you were a lad. You’ve grown up some.”

“Fifteen years makes a difference.”

“Yes, it does. Meet Deputy Weaver.”

Evan extended his hand to the tall, whiplash-thin man with dark gray-streaked hair. A handlebar mustache curved down on each side of his mouth. He shifted a chew of tobacco to the other side of his cheek before he spoke.

“Glad to meetcha.”

“Same here,” Evan said. Then, “What can I do for you, Marshal?”

“Is Walter here?”

“He’s here, but he may have passed out by now. Come in.”

Evan led the two men to the kitchen, where Walter lay on the couch.

“Get up,” Evan said roughly. “The marshal is here to see you.”

Walter slowly sat up and swung his bootless feet to the floor. He clutched his whiskey bottle in one hand, forked the fingers of his other hand through his hair and looked up at the men with bloodshot eyes.

“Whataya want?”

“Where did you get this rotgut whiskey, Walter?” Marshal Sanford reached over and took the bottle out of his hand.

“None of yore business,” Walter growled.

“I say it is. But I didn’t come out here to find out where you get your bootlegged whiskey. I’ve got a pretty good idea about that.”

“If hit ain’t ’bout the whish-key . . . what’s it?”

“I came to tell you that if I get any more complaints about your drunken rowdiness at the revival meeting, or anywhere else, I’m going to throw you so far back in jail you’ll never find your way out.”

“I ain’t been to no revival meetin’.”

“You’ve been hanging around outside trying to pick fights. Another thing, you’ve been out to the pavilion at Spring Lake causing trouble.”

“What’s that?” Walter’s words were becoming more and more slurred. Evan wondered how he could even carry on a conversation after so much booze. “I went . . . danc-in’, is all I done.”

“I’m warning you, Johnson. Stay away from the revival meeting and the Spring Lake dance hall.”

“I got rights to go where I want to. Ain’t no business of yores.”

“You have no right to disrupt a religious service or to disturb young folk having a good time. If you do, it’s my business and I’ll do something about it.”

The marshal rocked back on his heels, and his sharp eyes went from Walter to his son.

“I’m not his keeper,” Evan said stoutly, feeling that the man was conveying a message.

Sanford shook his head in disgust, set the whiskey bottle on the table with a bang and walked out of the room. The deputy followed. On the porch, Sanford turned to Evan, who stood with his back to the screen door.

“It’s like talking to a stump.” When Evan nodded in agreement, Sanford continued, “Drunk or sober, he’s been trouble for as long as I can remember.”

Evan nodded again.

“Ain’t you able to do somethin’ with him?” The deputy spoke for the first time.

“I didn’t come back here to be a nursemaid for Walter. I came to see that my mother’s farm wasn’t run into the ground.” Evan looked the cold-eyed deputy in the eye, wanting to make his position clear.

“The way he’s goin’, I ain’t goin’ to be surprised if someone ups and kills him.” Deputy Weaver walked to the end of the porch and spit into the Rose of Sharon bush.

Evan shrugged. “If they do, they do.”

“Be fine with you, huh? You’d have the farm. I reckon it’s worth a pretty penny. Right?” The deputy came back, stopped within a few feet of Evan and eyed him through half-closed lids.

“I’ll have it anyway,” Evan replied, looking the deputy squarely in the eye.

“Yeah, but maybe you ain’t wantin’ to wait.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Weaver shrugged, his eyes still on Evan’s face, his lips curled in a sneer.

Marshal Sanford stepped in to break the tension between the two men. He held out his hand to Evan.

“I’d be obliged if you’d do what you can to keep him away from town.”

“I appreciate the fact that it’s your duty to keep peace in this county, but as I said before, I’m not Walter’s keeper. He’s a grown man—a poor excuse for one, I admit—but he’ll have to take responsibility for his own actions.”

“He’s your pa, ain’t he? Don’t ya think it’s your duty to look out for your pa?” Weaver taunted.

Evan decided that he didn’t like the man’s attitude and gave him a cold stare.

“No. I don’t think it’s my duty to look out for him. If he breaks the law, it’s your duty to do something about it. It’s what you’re being paid for, isn’t it?”

“That’s clear enough,” Deputy Weaver sneered. “You don’t care if he disrupts church services, harasses young people or exposes himself to womenfolk. Did ya know that only about one in a hundred young ladies ever report being raped?”

“Damn you! Of course I care, but there’s not much I can do about it.”

“We’d best be getting on back to town.” Sensing the antagonism growing between Evan and his deputy, the marshal stepped off the porch and headed for the car. With one last openly contemptuous look at Evan, the deputy followed.

Evan stood on the porch and waited for his temper to cool. He watched until the big touring car turned around in the barnyard and headed back down the lane to the road before he went back into the house.

One glance told him that Walter had downed what was left in the whiskey bottle. Dead drunk now, he was sprawled out on the couch, mouth open, spittle running from the corner. There was a big wet spot on the front of his overalls. It was a thoroughly disgusting sight.

Needing to get out of the house, Evan stepped onto the back porch and picked up the staff he used when he walked out into the pasture to drive in their three milch cows. Walking along the fence line, he pondered what that smart-mouthed deputy had said. Was he accusing Walter of rape?

Good grief! Walter had always talked nasty. His mother had said that he did it to shock folks and get attention. Evan remembered the fear on the face of Julie Jones. Had he just talked nasty to her or had he threatened her and her younger sister?

If he touches either one of them I swear I’ll kill him!

Evan did the chores as quickly as possible, then washed and put on clean clothes. He was looking forward to going to the ball game and seeing Julie Jones again.




 

 


Chapter 4





“WHERE’S JASON?”


The family had taken their places at the kitchen table for the light supper. Remembering Walter Johnson’s threat, Julie became alarmed when she saw that Jason’s chair was empty.

“Where’s Jason?” Julie asked again, louder this time.

“He’ll be along. Hurry up, Sis. Joe’s gonna play catch with me.” Jack, her sixteen-year-old brother, would rather play baseball than eat.

“Did Jason—”

“He’s finishing his chores.” As Jethro spoke, his youngest son came hurrying in through the back door. “Wash up, son. We’re waiting for you.”

Jason placed a basket of eggs on the workbench. “That danged old biddy pecked me.”

“She doesn’t peck me,” Jill said smugly.

“Then you can have the job. It’s woman’s work anyhow.”

“Sit down so Papa can say the blessing.” Julie placed a platter of sliced bread on the table and took her place next to Joy.

While the family helped themselves to fresh bread, apple butter, jam and scrambled eggs, Julie debated with herself about whether to tell her father and the boys about her meeting with Walter Johnson. If she didn’t and something happened to Jason or Jill, she would never forgive herself. She would talk to them later, she decided, when the younger kids were not around.

“I asked Evan Johnson to come play ball.” Joe reached for the bread platter. “Reckon the neighbors will snub him?”

“Because of his pa?” Jack asked.

“You know how the Birches are. Pete and Clem can be stiff-necked at times, and they hate Walter Johnson like poison.”

“Can’t blame Evan for his pa.” Jethro’s eyes swept around the table.

“Just like folks can’t blame me for mine,” Joe teased and hit his father on the shoulder.

“Watch it, young scutter. You’re not too old to whop.”

“Joe’s too big,” Joy said seriously.

“You’re not.” Jill couldn’t pass up the opportunity for the last word.

“I brought the cooler up out of the cellar,” Julie announced during a break in the conversation. “One of you boys can fill it at the well and take it out to the ball field.”

“Let Jill fill it. She can take it out in the coaster wagon—that is, if she gets through primpin’ for the Taylor boys before dark,” Jack said with a smirk.

Jason giggled.

“You shut up!” Jill rose up out of her chair and glared at her brother.

“Sit down, Sis,” Jethro said. “Stop teasing her, Jack.”

Joe, his dark eyes shining with amusement, winked at Julie. The handsomest of all the Jones siblings and just two years younger than Julie, he was her favorite, if she admitted to having a favorite. They had always been close. Lucky would be the girl who caught him.

“What kind of cake did you make for tonight, Sis?” Joe asked.

“Spice cake, and you stay out of it.”

As soon as supper was over, the family scattered. Jill and Julie hurriedly cleared the table and washed the dishes. The neighbor women were sure to come into the house and Julie wanted the kitchen to be tidy. Her father came out of the bedroom wearing a clean shirt and a clean pair of overalls.

“You going to town?” Julie asked when he went to the wash dish and dampened his hair.

“Naw. Got splattered up with manure today.”

She glanced at him. He was carefully parting his hair down the middle. It wasn’t like him to take such pains with his appearance and especially for a ball game. Julie wondered what her father was up to.

“Jason, tie up Sidney or put him in the barn.”

“Ah, Papa. Sidney won’t hurt nothin’. He likes to chase balls.”

“Mind what I said, son,” Jethro cautioned sternly.

Julie emptied the dishwater and hung the pan on the porch. When she returned to the kitchen, her father had gone out to the front of the house and, with Jack’s help, was placing an old wooden door on the sawhorses to serve as a picnic table. Every family would bring a dessert of some kind to eat after the ball game. There would be coffee for the grown-ups and milk for the children.

Clem and Pete Birch had adjoining farms and, with their families, arrived in one wagon. The women and children were sitting on bales of hay in the wagon bed. They were a lively, happy bunch. Between the two brothers they had six boys, three girls and both wives were expecting. After they piled out of the wagon, Clem unhitched the team and led them to the grass that grew alongside the lane. Pete was short and husky, Clem tall and thin.

Farley and Helen Jacobs had a girl and two boys. Ruby Jacobs was Jill’s best friend. The two giggling girls vanished into the house.

Joy was anxiously waiting for the Taylors. Besides their two sons, Roy and Thad, they had three girls. Their little Sylvia was Joy’s age. When they arrived the little girls paired off and went looking for mischief.


Ruth and Wilbur Humphrey were the last to arrive. They had five boys and two girls, ranging in age from seventeen to two years old; their twelve-year-old twins, This and That, had bright red hair and faces full of freckles. Their real names, Thomas and Thayer, were known to only a few people outside the family.

Ruth Humphrey, with her two-year-old on her hip, carried a dish wrapped in a tea towel to the picnic table, then came to the porch where Julie sat with the other women. A woman somewhere in her thirties and a girl about six or seven years old were with her.

“Hello, everyone. I want you to meet my sister-in-law, Birdie Stuart. She and Elsie have come to stay with us . . . for a while.”

Julie got to her feet and extended her hand. “Glad to meet you. Come on up and sit down. When the game starts we can take some quilts and sit on the grass. Hello, Elsie.”

The shy child bobbed her head but didn’t speak.

The Humphrey girls yelled, “Come on, Elsie. Let’s play on the sack swing.”

The child shook her head and moved close to her mother. Birdie Stuart was a woman with hazel eyes and thick blond hair cut in a stylish bob. She had a lovely light peaches-and-cream complexion and full rounded breasts. She seated herself carefully on the edge of the porch after dusting it off with her handkerchief.

“Do you enjoy baseball, Mrs. Stuart?” Julie asked, trying to make the woman feel a part of the group.

“I don’t know. I’ve never watched a real game.” She spoke with a soft southern accent.

Julie laughed. “This is far from a real game. There’s plenty of horseplay, and at times the rules are stretched a bit.”

“Well, glory be,” Grace Birch exclaimed. “Here comes Evan Johnson. What’s a Johnson doing here? You never see him out anywhere, not even at church.”


“The boys invited him to come play ball.” Julie tried to keep the irritation out of her voice.

“Oh, well, of course. Guess you can invite anybody you want to your place.”

“He came to eat some more of Birdie’s custard pie or I miss my guess. Howard took him one for fixing our bailer.” Ruth winked at Julie, making her wonder if Ruth was trying to make a match between her sister-in-law and Evan. Birdie Stuart must have been five or six years older than Evan, but Julie guessed that it wouldn’t make all that much difference if they took to each other.

“He’s not much on visitin’. Leastways that’s what Pete says. He met him on the road and all he said was howdy.” Iona Birch, standing at the end of the porch, placed her hand on the small of her back and stretched.

“Come up here and sit in the swing, Iona, and rest your back.” Ruth Humphrey set her small son on his feet. “When are you due?”

“I figure in about six weeks. I’ll be big as a barrel by then. The marshal was out at the Johnsons’ today,” Iona announced after she had settled into the swing. “I wonder what that nasty old man’s been up to now.”

“I know what it was,” Helen Jacobs said. “He’s been hanging around outside at the revival meetings, drinking, talking loud and nasty. My, my. I don’t know how he’s lived as long as he has. Twenty years ago, he’d have been lynched for pulling some of the stunts he’s pulled. Folks now put up with most anything.”

“Has anyone ever found out why Evan came back?” Ruth asked.

At the mention of his name, Julie’s eyes turned to where Evan was playing catch with Joe. Most of the men were wearing overalls. Evan wore khaki-colored britches and a blue-and-white-striped shirt. He impressed Julie as an alert man who had a purpose for everything he did. Had he come to the ball game because he thought Birdie Stuart would be here with the Humphreys?

“A lot of gossip is goin’ around. Some think he lost the money his grandpa left him and he had to come back. I don’t think that for a minute. Amos Wood is falling all over him. There’s got to be money involved for Amos to give a Johnson the time of day.” This came from Helen Jacobs.

“The farm was Evan’s mother’s. It appears that she left it to Walter ’cause he’s still there. Why in heaven’s name would she do that? Mrs. Yerby said Evan was thrown out of the army for something he did in France.” Grace closed her mouth with a snap, signifying her disapproval of the man.

“How would she know that?” Ruth Humphrey asked.

“Mrs. Yerby knows everybody’s business in town. Ask her anything and she’ll give you an answer.”

“Looks like they are finally going to get down to business and choose up sides.” Julie thought it was time to change the subject.

Jethro came from the side of the house. “I’ll carry out chairs if you ladies want to watch the game.”

“I’ll take them, Papa,” Julie said.

“I can do it. You bring a quilt, Sis.”

Jethro picked up a chair in each hand and carried them out to the shade of the oak tree. He returned quickly and picked up two more. By then the women had come down off the porch. He walked alongside Birdie Stuart and her little girl. Julie couldn’t hear what he said, but he was smiling first at the woman and then at the child. Glory be! Her papa was flirting with Birdie Stuart. She was the reason he had put on a clean shirt and overalls.

Julie was a little taken aback by the discovery. Her father had not shown the slightest interest in a woman since her mother’s death. She had assumed he never would. But she realized that he was only forty-two years old. He had been twenty and her mother eighteen when they married. Nevertheless, it shocked her to think of her father bringing another woman into the family.

Without being obvious, Julie paid close attention to Birdie. She was quiet and soft-spoken and didn’t appear to be paying more than normal attention to Jethro. Julie didn’t think that she was a woman who would take to the hard work on a farm. Her hands were soft, her nails shaped and buffed. Her clothes were of good quality, indicating she had been well provided for. Julie wondered if she would be able to dress chickens, make headcheese, wash overalls . . .

Feeling a little unsettled by her discovery, Julie went to the kitchen for another chair. Iona Birch was still in the swing on the porch.

“I’ll get a cushion for the chair, Iona, if you want to come watch the game. We’ll sit in the shade.”

“I think I’ll stay here for a while. I canned beans today. The girls help, but they’re not like having a woman around. Lucky Ruth, to have Mrs. Stuart to help her.”

“Ruth said Mrs. Stuart came to live with them. Is she a widow?”

“She just appeared on their doorstep and told them that her husband had died. Wilbur hadn’t seen her in fifteen years. He didn’t know that she was married or that she’d had a child. She said that her husband had been a traveling man and they had lived in many different places. What could they do but take her in?”

“If she’s always lived in the city she may not be happy living on a farm.”

“She’s looking for a man to take care of her,” Iona said bluntly. “I mean that she and Ruth are looking. Ruth thinks Evan Johnson would be a good catch. She’s heard that he has a house in St. Joe and won’t be hanging around here for very long. I think she’s hoping that Evan or someone will marry Birdie and take her and the girl with him.”

“How does she plan to accomplish this?”


“She’s working on it. Started with the custard pie.” Iona laughed. “Just watch her.”

“Sounds to me like she’s not too happy having a sister-in-law in the house.”

“She’s got her hands full over there without having extras piled on her. From the looks of Birdie Stuart, she’s not too fond of hard work.”

“The game’s started.” Jill and Ruby May came around the corner of the house on the run. Jill threw the words back over her shoulder. “Jack’s gonna pitch.”

“Game’s started.” Joy came out of the house on the run, her friend Sylvia Taylor behind her. “Mama, the game’s started.”

Julie looked quickly at Iona Birch and saw the puzzled look on her face.

“She does that sometimes when she’s around other children who are talking about their mamas. She’s asked me where her mama is.”

“Poor little thing,” Iona said sadly. “It’s a good thing she has you, Julie.”

Regardless of their age, everyone who came to the neighborhood ball games played if they wanted to. The men and the older boys were wonderfully patient with the younger players and divided them between the two teams. Julie was pleased to see that Jason was on Jack’s team.

She sat on the quilt beside Myrtle Taylor and watched anxiously when it was Jason’s turn to bat. Jack was set to run for him if he hit the ball. Pete Birch pitched. Jason swung and missed the first pitch but gripped the bat with determination. When Pete threw another ball, Jason’s bat connected. The ball soared over the head of the outfielder and landed in the bushes that grew along the edge of the field. Knowing there was plenty of time for Jason to reach first base, Jack stepped aside so Jason could run.

With a victorious grin lighting his freckled face, Jason ran as fast as he could and stood proudly on first base as Evan came to bat.

“Hit a homer, Mr. Johnson,” Jason called.

On the first pitch Evan hit the ball far out into center field. Jason ran the bases. Yelling encouragement, Jack urged him on.

“Come on, Jason! Run! You’ll make it!”

When Jason crossed home plate, Jack caught him up and swung him around. The boy was so excited he failed to notice that Evan, running slowly along behind him, was forced to stop on third base.

“Did ya see that, Joe?” Jason yelled. “I made a score.” When his excitement cooled down, he ran down the sideline to where Evan stood on third. “That was a whopper of a hit, Mr. Johnson.”

“You didn’t do too bad yourself.”

“Mr. Taylor’s comin’ up to bat. He’s a good hitter. We’ll be ahead if you can get to home base.”

“Then you’d better hang around and tell me when to go.”

“You bet.”

Julie’s heart swelled with joy for her little brother, who tried so hard to be like other boys in spite of his crippled foot. He had been only six years old when their mother died. Not much more than a child herself, Julie had tried to fill the void.

The game was called after seven innings in order to give the neighbors time to get home before night settled in. Jason’s team won and he was ecstatic.

Joe brought out the big granite coffeepot from the kitchen and filled cups while the women cut the cakes and pies and handed out the slices. Men squatted on the grass with cups of coffee and slabs of cake in their hands. The children gobbled down the first serving and came back for more.

“Wait until everyone has been served, then you can have more.” Grace herded the Birch children, hers and lona’s, into a line.

Julie noticed that Evan had chosen a piece of Birdie Stuart’s custard pie, as had her father, who had passed up the coconut cake and the raisin pie, which was his favorite. Evan had taken his pie and gone back to sink down on the grass beside Joe, but her father had stayed to talk with Birdie.

He’s making a fool of himself by being so obvious, Julie thought when she noticed Ruth watching him as he lingered to talk to her sister-in-law. Then a thought hit her that almost sent her reeling. What if Papa marries Birdie Stuart and brings her here to live? She took a deep quivering breath. She knew that it was his right to marry whomever he pleased, but what would she do? The house and the children would no longer be hers.

Pushing these disturbing thoughts to the back of her mind, she loaded a plate with slices of cake and carried it to the men sitting on the grass. By the time she reached Joe and Evan, all that was left on the plate were pieces of her spice cake.

“Cake, Mr. Johnson?”

“Hold it, Evan.” Joe grabbed Evan’s wrist when he reached for a slice. “Julie made that cake. Ain’t no tellin’ what’s in it. Could be mouse droppin’s.” His teasing dark eyes glinted up at Julie.

“Joseph Jones!” Julie kicked her brother’s foot. “Mr. Johnson will think you mean it.”

“I do mean it. She’s sneaky, Evan.”

“Guess, I’ll just have to risk it.” He reached for a piece of the cake, and for the first time she saw him smile. Julie’s heart thumped until she saw his eyes shift past her and realized that Birdie was beside her holding out the last piece of custard pie.

“I saved it for you, Mr. Johnson.” Birdie’s voice was no more than a husky whisper. Julie caught a whiff of Lily of the Valley perfume.

Julie stepped aside. She felt big and awkward beside the petite woman.

“Well, thank you, but I’ve had my share of custard pie tonight. Joe was complaining he’d not had any.” Evan took the pan from Birdie’s hand and held it out to Joe.


“You sure?” Joe said, but he was already dipping his hand into the pie dish.

Julie moved away and offered cake to the circle of men seated on the ground. Their talk and the squeals of the children chasing fireflies prevented her from hearing what else Birdie Stuart had to say to Evan and Joe. Birdie didn’t linger, Julie noticed. She was back at the picnic table when Julie returned with her empty plate. Her father had gone to squat down beside Wilbur Humphrey, Birdie’s brother.

Julie was aware that none of this had escaped the attention of Ruth Humphrey.
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