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  Chapter 1




  She remembered the cold. Frigid, bitter cold! Cold fingers, cold toes, cold streets as the loose marbles of gravel pushed between the cracks in the soles of her worn shoes and wedged uncomfortably against the callused balls of her cold feet.




  The malicious winds whipped and blew torrents of icy pellets as the buttons of her ragged, moth-eaten coat fought unsuccessfully to protect her.




  Exposed to the harshness of the New York winter, her cheeks, numb from the frostiness, froze as she looked to the street sign. “Only ten more blocks,” she voiced aloud to the empty, arctic night.




  Ten more blocks wasn’t bad at all! She’d already come so far! Ten blocks was nothing.




  Her tired feet stumbled against the rough sidewalk as she balanced opposite the wintry blast of the terrible blizzard.




  Only ten more blocks. Ten more blocks until warmth. Ten more blocks until solace of the homeless shelter. Ten more blocks until a bed with a blanket. Only ten more blocks.




  Her tiny feet pounded out the rhythm on the pavement, “Ten more! Ten more!”




  A shadow from the alley loomed before and she inhaled as a large figure darted ahead. Her scream echoed down the deserted street. “Rats! Damn gutter rats!” she said with relief as she regained her senses and resumed her journey. “Nine blocks. Nine blocks.” Her stride pounded.




  Experienced rationalization told her the last few blocks were always the worst in a storm. She focused on her steps and the sidewalk in front of her. Her feet were as frozen as her face and she felt they hardly moved at all. As if in a nightmare, the blocks seemed to elongate the farther and faster she walked. She came to one crosswalk, and another it seemed, radiated to a thousand more.




  “Six more. Six more. Only six more,” her heart cried out. Surely she could make six after traveling thirty. “Six more.” She disregarded the queasy ache of hunger under her ribs. Lack of food was all. Once she got to the shelter, she would eat. They always had something for children to eat there. Always! A bowl of warm potato soup and a crusty piece of day-old bread to sop it up with. Her stomach growled under her coat as she passed over an open sewer grate.




  Steamy, smelly warmth rushed up to meet her as she walked over the rickety, rusted metal bars that split the footway. Heat! Heat for a few minutes would thaw her feet enough to make the last few blocks of her trip bearable. She sat on the grate and consumed its radiation. The smell of the sewer below made her stomach perform wretched twists, but the warmth was so comforting. Heat! Heat after so many blocks of deplorable freeze.




  Mother Nature’s accursed hand seemed to spare the area of the sewer grate. Outside on the sidewalk around her the wretched weather continued, but over the iron bars, above the glow of the sewer, she felt safe and secure, finally. Perhaps she would not have to tread those last few blocks. Perhaps life would continue here until the storm passed. Perhaps her entire life, all the suffered beatings, all the starved nights alone, searching all the lonely streets for acceptance, led her to this one moment above the comforting sewer. Warmth! Friendly warmth circled her in a thick, misty cloud.




  “Child! Child! Come here!” a deep voice shouted from the umbra of fog that surrounded her.




  She tried to turn her head to its direction but the warmth paralyzed her, surrounded her, took her to a grave, balmy place encompassed by amicable soft lights and everlasting rest.




  “Girl?” the voice said again, “Are you all right, child?”




  Sally’s body became listless as the stranger grabbed her, shook her, and turned her toward him. Her brain said to run. Run from the stranger! Run! Run! Her body said, Stay! Stay on the heat. Stay. Sleep.




  She remembered the cold. Frigid, bitter cold! Cold fingers, cold toes, cold streets as the loose marbles of gravel pushed between the cracks in the soles of her worn shoes and wedged uncomfortably against the callused balls of her cold feet.




  * * * *




  She woke with a start and gasped as if to take in air, long deprived from her lungs.




  “It’s all right, child. It’s all right. You’re safe now,” the musically patient voice of an older woman sang as she tucked the blankets around the mattress. “Now, don’t be fighting me, honey. I’m trying to get you warm. You’re like the winter itself. What possessed you to be out in that? Thank goodness Mr. Arpetta was passing by! I hate to think what would have happened to you if he hadn’t have seen you on that grate.”




  Sally felt the pressure of the blankets constrain her to a soft feather bed. She felt the warmth of a room against her chilled body. How long had she been there? It couldn’t have been too long, her fingers were still numb. “Where am I? How did I get here?”




  “Why, Mr. Arpetta brought you here. He found you half frozen a few blocks away.”




  “Arpetta?”




  “Mr. Arpetta. I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of him. He is not common to your social circle,” the woman said tactfully. The girl was obviously a vagrant. To look at her shoes and coat, anyone could see that. “Mr. Arpetta is the finest attorney in this great state of New York. He was coming home from a meeting with a client when he came across you. You are a very lucky girl. Very lucky indeed!”




  “Where am I?”




  “Now, now, that’s enough questions for one night. You just rest for a minute while I go and warm you some broth. Steaming chicken broth will be good for that empty tummy of yours. Tomorrow, after you’ve had a good breakfast, we will decide what to do about you. My name is Mrs. Watson.”




  “I’m Sally.” Her name came weakly from her brain, yet she wasn’t sure if she voiced the words.




  “Well, Sally,” the woman said with a cheerful smile on her aged, wrinkled face as she stood next to the cot, “I’ll just get that broth.”




  By the time Jane Watson returned with the soup, Sally was asleep again, nestled under the protective roof of the servant's quarters in Arpetta Manor.




  The housekeeper was not at all surprised the girl was out by herself at such an hour in such a storm. Lack of anywhere to go, the homeless occasionally did that. Sally, most likely on her way to the shelter a few blocks away, was caught in the storm as it changed from bad to worse. Jane wasn’t even curious about the girl’s age. She couldn’t be more than ten or eleven. Homeless children were all over the city. Whether orphaned or from an abusive family, Sally was on the street and it didn’t really matter why.




  What mattered was that Mr. Arpetta found her and brought her to Jane. Now Sally had a chance. Thank God for Mr. Arpetta and his continuously late meetings.




  Chapter 2




  The depot stood in the middle of nowhere, or so it seemed to Sally as the train whistled its arrival. Stark against a blue, cloudless sky, the rustic wooden building with its old ashen exterior silently waited.




  The train jolted and the rails squealed as the massive metal form stopped next to the planked walkway of the train station in front of waiting prospects. Another stop. Another stop after a long trail of many. Another stop where the orphans were plucked from the life of the train and transported to new lives. The youngest and prettiest were the first to go. Screaming baby bundles, the infants wailed and the toddlers clung in fear to the other strays on board. Sometimes, the conductors had to come and physically pry them apart from their caretaker fellow travelers.




  A burly man paraded the children out to the loading dock. “Straight and tall, children! Straight and tall! You older boys and girls, keep the younger ones quiet!”




  The entire process of pick and choose usually took about half an hour from the start—when the families looked for ‘their child’—to finish, when they signed the proper papers and left the docks of the station. The unwanted hopelessly remained. The leftovers wandered back onto the train and rode in silence to the next stop to repeat the process again.




  “Go, Martha!” Sally said as the youngster she held was chosen by a smart-looking, older couple. “These people will be nice to you and you will have lots of new toys!” Sally tried to sound positive so the child would not struggle.




  The man, dressed in a fine black suit and his wife, in a deliciously tailored, floor length skirt with a handsome fitted jacket and white blouse underneath, smiled at Martha.




  “Honey,” the woman said with a sugary sweet voice, “you are the perfect child! We are going to have so much fun together. You will have pretty dresses and a beautiful room. We have new toys waiting for you! Come on, Daddy and I will take you home.”




  “I think we will call you Rachel,” the husband said formidably.




  “Rachel is a perfect name for our daughter,” the wife added. “We have been waiting for you our whole lives!”




  Sally wanted to scream, “Her name is Martha! Martha!” She didn’t. It was always the same. The children were picked and the parents immediately gave them new names. More acceptable names. More fitting names. It was a permissible practice. A new name for a new life. Sally wondered if, years from now, Martha would remember her old name, her old home, her old friend Sally, who carried her all the way from New York and held her through long nights on the rough train trip.




  Martha-Rachel released her grasp on Sally after the mention of toys. Smiling, she took the hand of her new mother and used her two-year-old legs to tread to the station office.




  The youngster turned and looked back, just once.




  Though her happiness for her friend was genuine, Sally could not help feeling dejected and alone, left on the docks like an unwanted stock animal. Sally forced a smile and a wave for her little acquaintance. Martha-Rachel was a lucky girl. A new family and a new life! Sally felt old and alone, rejected.




  So many stops! So many stops and so much hope lost over so many weeks. In New York, Mrs. Watson convinced Sally that the train to the west was going to be a chance of a lifetime. “With your sweet smile and your beautiful, dark hair, and those incredible round eyes, some lucky family will pluck you out in no time! You’re going to be so happy. I will pray for you,” the housekeeper said as she hugged Sally and stuffed her onto one of the bench seats in the railcar. “You just wait and see! You will have a wonderful life and you will barely remember another freezing night as long as you live. I know it.”




  That day seemed like an eternity ago. Sally long since stopped smiling at the strangers looking to adopt. How many stops had it been? How many nights awake on the hard benches of the train had she spent? How far into the country had she traveled? She couldn’t remember. All she remembered was the hopefulness in Mrs. Watson’s face and the rejection she felt at each train stop. Sally knew she was too old. People wanted babies and little kids. Her only chance of a permanent home would be with a farm family that needed an extra pair of hands. What kind of life would that be? A life of slavery not of love. To be picked because of the work she could do was Sally’s worst nightmare. Worse than spending her life on the streets of New York. Foraging through alleys for food and coveting the heat off the sewer grates in the winter was more preferable than the constant rejection she suffered on the train. At least homelessness, she knew.




  * * * *




  Green, rolling hills greeted Sally when she woke the next morning. She arched her stiff back, stretched her arms into the air, and brushed the sleep from her brown eyes. For the first time in a long time, Sally had the bench seat to herself and she was able to stretch out a bit. Until that day, she had to contend with Martha-Rachel. Sally focused her thoughts on the tot and she wondered how the little girl fared her first night with her new family.




  “Everybody up!” the conductor said to the orphans. “Next stop is General, Nebraska. Try to look presentable! You older ones, people here need help for their farms, so you try and be at your best.” He handed them all a piece of dry bread and an apple. “Can’t have people thinking that you don’t eat.”




  After breakfast, the children shared the single brush offered them and made their most decent attempt to groom. No one spoke in the reserved quiet of the crowded car, yet the feeling of hope sliced the silence and seemed to bulge the walls. At that point, the older children had all but given up ever being picked. The conductor’s words gave them the smallest inkling of optimism in their desperation.




  Sally looked out the window. Dazzling, dew drenched, arched hills stretched as far as she could see. Trees, in their light spring green dresses protectively fortressed a fish laden stream in the valley as the train passed. Dried, wintry brown, prairie grasses gave way to green, soft bladed stubble against the curved landscape. High bluffs of rich, dark soil jagged from the horizon. Where prairie was not, fertile fields of sprouting corn grew in wait for healthy, plump ears.




  “At least it’s pretty country,” Sally mused aloud. If she had to spend the rest of her life as a farm worker, at least this would be pleasant country to do it in. Not that she would be picked from the remaining children at all.




  She was nearly eleven and short for her age. She heard farmers wanted good, hearty children that could weather hot summers and frozen winters. Sally was a strong person, able to withstand a hard life, but her tiny, fine-boned build betrayed that. Farmers would not see her as prime stock in their first impressions and she no longer possessed the will to argue her finer points.




  The train screeched to a halt, as it did the many times before, and the children automatically filed out obediently with mustered smiles on their bright, clean faces that disguised the diminishing hope in their hearts.




  Prospective parents filed past the children and, as if they were livestock at the market, examined the ones they thought to be acceptable. The strangers commented between themselves as they pointed out the sturdiest, the most beautifully colored hair, and the cutest little nose! Too small, too young, too old. Their voices echoed in the stillness of the early morning air.




  Sally stood back and smiled as directed, but her dark eyes were void of hope and feeling. What good would it do her to try? She would never hear the words Martha’s new parents voiced, “We have been waiting for you our whole lives!”




  “Hello there, little one,” a man’s voice spoke and bashed the wall that Sally surrounded herself with. “A fine day it is today, isn’t it?”




  Her dark eyebrows crinkled together and Sally looked to the children around her. Who exactly was this burly, red-haired man talking to?




  He spoke again, “Well, I believe a finer day cannot be found! It’s warm, but none too warm, and the sun is shining. Winter is over. Yes, I do believe a glorious day it is! I have some quilts that the ladies in town have stitched for you children. Would you be kind enough to help me with them?”




  Sally pointed to herself with a questioning look on her face.




  “Why, yes child! You! What’s the matter? Can’t you speak?”




  “I can speak,” she answered, confused by his inclusion of her in his conversation.




  “Good. Now come here and help me load these fine blankets. Mrs. Murphy and the other women in town will have my hide if I don’t get them on this train. My name is Pastor Murphy. Patrick Murphy. What’s yours?”




  “Sally.”




  “Sally! That’s a good, solid, Irish name. You wouldn’t be being Irish, now, would you?”




  Sally shrugged her shoulders. She had no idea if she was Irish or not. She could barely remember her parents at all, let alone know what her ancestry was.




  “Well, I can tell you with that tint of red in your hair and just that right bit of wave, I’m betting you are. At least there’s a bit of it in you. And I can tell by that dark fight in your eyes that you have the Irish spirit. A fighting clan we are! A strong and loyal breed!” Pastor Murphy saw a beautiful, genuine smile creep across Sally’s enchanting face. “Now there’s a girl! You have a lovely smile! How about helping me with these quilts?”




  Sally helped the Pastor load ten, expertly stitched blankets onto the cargo car of the train. She marveled at the colors and the soft feel of them as they slipped beneath her tiny fingers. Some were brightly colored in abstract designs and some had a definite pattern. Some were pictured scenes of families and quiet villages. Sally hoped she would get one of the beautiful blankets when the train started to move again.




  “Thank you, Sally. You have been excellent help and I appreciate it.” Patrick Murphy vigorously shook her hand and beamed a smile at her.




  His smile melted her heart and she couldn’t help but smile back.




  “So, I would like to show my appreciation somehow for your help,” the Pastor offered.




  Would he give her one of the quilts? Did he have an apple stuffed in one of his pockets? Sally wasn’t sure, but his words excited her and her eleven-year-old heart jumped in her chest. She wondered if she would have to share his gift with the others when they got back on the train and began to think of ways to hide it.




  “I would like you to come and meet my wife.”




  Once again, Sally’s brows crinkled together. She scanned the crowd for a woman who could be the man’s wife.




  “No, no child. She isn’t here. She’s home cooking me up some breakfast. I think she would be pleased to meet the girl who helped get her quilts onto the train. If you would do me the honor?”




  “I must get back on the train,” Sally said, a little disappointed that she would be getting on empty handed.




  “We won’t be long, dear. The engineer is at the tavern having his coffee and I don’t live far. I promise to bring you back in plenty of time. I will make sure it is okay with the chaperone if you would like to go. I think Mrs. Murphy is cooking up fresh eggs and biscuits!”




  “Fresh eggs?”




  “Straight from the chicken house. Would you be a dear and join me? It is the only thing I have to repay you for your help.”




  “As long as I get here before the train leaves. It’s my only way to the other coast.” Her only hope was that she could ride the train all the way to San Francisco and set her sights on beginning her life on the street over there.




  “To the coast, is it? Well then, we shouldn’t have you missing your ride.”




  Pastor Murphy checked to be sure it was all right to take Sally to his house and came back smiling. “Let’s be off, then. I live only a few blocks away. I can almost taste Mrs. Murphy’s special eggs.”




  As they walked down the dirt road, they passed the lonely cemetery and a church with an ordinate bell tower. Its white doors, arched to a point at the top, stood open and Sally could see the pews inside. “That your church?” she asked the preacher.




  “To be sure, it is. During the week, it also serves as the school. Ah,” he said as he reached the modest, wood framed house next door. “Here we are. Mrs. Murphy! Mrs. Murphy! Put another plate on. We will be having a guest for breakfast.”




  “A guest?” A tall, copper-haired woman came to the door, wiping her hands on her white apron. “Where on earth did you pick up a guest this early? Well…” She stopped short when she noticed the child. “I hope you like eggs.”




  Sally’s only experience with eggs was in the servant’s kitchen at Arpetta Manor. She liked Mrs. Watson’s eggs and wondered if all eggs tasted the same.




  “I don’t know,” Sally replied as Pastor Murphy led her into the tiny kitchen, “I’ve only had them once and they were good. Are all eggs alike?”




  “All chicken eggs, depending on how they’re cooked,” Mrs. Murphy answered. “Of course, there’s duck eggs and goose eggs and, well, it doesn’t matter, these are just about done. Patrick, darling, why don’t you get the girl some milk.”




  He motioned for Sally to sit at the tiny, square table in the center of the room. “Sally, her name is Sally. She was kind enough to help me transfer all those lovely blankets made by the ladies of the quilting bee.” He departed out the back door to retrieve milk from the chill of the deep well.




  “Sally! Why, that is a lovely name. And now, Sally, what brings you to this part of Nebraska?”




  Sally watched as Mrs. Murphy dished up a huge plate of eggs and placed a couple of steaming biscuits beside them. As she put the first plate in front of Sally, she motioned for her to use the butter from the dish, to the side of the plate, on her biscuits and turned to serve another. By the time Pastor Murphy returned with the jug of milk a half a minute later, there were three steaming plates of food on the table and the aroma made Sally’s stomach growl. Sally grabbed the fork and began shoveling the delicious eggs into her mouth. On the train, if she didn’t eat very fast, someone would most certainly come from behind and steal her food right out of her hand. That habit made her eat very fast, concentrating only on her food and not the understanding stare she got from the kind-hearted preacher.




  Patrick’s eyes connected with his wife’s and seemed to plead with her to say nothing. “Sally is currently on her way by train to the west coast.”




  “The west coast, is it? And what new life does Sally have on the west coast?” Humor and sadness tread in the tone of Angela Murphy’s voice and she looked to her husband before returning her gaze to Sally and her attention to her plate.




  “I lived in New York,” Sally began with her mouth full and then swallowed. “One night during a blizzard, I was lucky enough to find a man named Arpetta. He had a servant lady named Mrs. Watson. She put me on this train and now I’m going to San Francisco.” Sally lied. She didn’t feel lucky at all. After many stops, and many broken-hearted rejections of not being chosen to stay behind with a nice family, Sally felt betrayed and alone. That, she couldn’t let on to this nice man and his wife. She couldn’t let them know how hopeless and dejected she felt. Not after they showed her such kindness and gave her this delicious breakfast.




  Angela motioned to Sally’s now empty plate. “Would you care for more, dear?”




  “Oh, yes! Please. These are wonderful. We don’t get these on the train,” Sally replied with enthusiasm.




  “So,” Patrick started after he watched his wife offer more food to the girl, “Mrs. Murphy, do we have some lunch we can pack for this lovely helper of mine that she will be able to take on the train with her? Do you have any of that bread left and maybe a dash of that potted meat?”




  “I suppose I can come up with something,” Angela said with a smile. “We always have a little of something we can spare.”




  Sally shook her head. “No, I would just have to hide it from the others. It wouldn’t be fair if I came with delicious food like this and didn’t have any for them. Thank you anyway.”




  Sally, engrossed with getting every scrap of food from her plate, missed the glance Pastor Murphy gave his wife and Angela Murphy’s somber return.




  Soon they were finished eating and Sally sat against the high back of the chair. “That was real good. I have only had Mrs. Watson’s eggs and these were much better.”




  Angela smiled a warm smile and tried to disguise the sorrow in her heart for the young, brave girl.




  “Well, then,” Patrick said as he checked his pocket watch for the time, “we should be getting back. We don’t want you to miss your train.”




  “It was very nice to meet you, Sally,” Mrs. Murphy said as cheerfully as she could. “If you are ever back in our lovely area, please stop in and see us again.” The preacher’s wife stood and offered her hand.




  “Thank you, I will.” Sally knew she would never get back to this area.




  Patrick opened the door for Sally and she bounded out. “I can get back by myself, Pastor. I know the way.”




  “That won’t be necessary. I still have to check on some things at the depot.”




  Sally ran ahead. She missed the profound flash Angela gave her husband. The look that told him there was no way they could afford to support a child, or expect the parishioners of the church to increase his stipend so that they could. There was no way!




  Patrick nodded. Angela was right. In good conscience, he could not ask his followers for more money than they already gave just so he could take in this little girl. Sadly, he smiled at his wife and rushed to catch up with Sally.




  The engineer already had the steam rolling from the engine by the time Sally and Patrick returned.




  “Well, Sally,” Pastor Murphy said as he offered her his hand, “a pleasure, it has been, meeting you. Good luck. I will pray for you.”




  “Thank you, Pastor. Please tell Mrs. Murphy that she is the best cook.”




  The whistle on the train blew its farewell and Sally turned to board.




  Pastor Murphy reached out his hand and touched her on her shoulder. “Sally,” he began, “if there is anything we can do for you, all you have to do is drop us a letter. My wife and I would be happy to…”




  “Wait! Wait!” a woman’s voice protested over the heads of the crowd on the dock and above the noisy twang of the train’s workings. “Patrick! Wait!”




  Angela Murphy ran breathlessly to her husband and Sally. Tears stained her flushed cheeks.




  Patrick turned to his wife who quite forcibly pushed him from her path.




  Mrs. Murphy smiled impatiently at her husband and then at Sally and her words came out rushed because she knew the train was soon to leave. “I know you have plans on the coast. I was wondering if you might change your mind. Patrick and I would like you to consider staying with us instead. We have waited our entire lives for you.”




  Before Angela could finish, Sally flung herself from the train and into her new mother’s arms, “I have been waiting my entire life for you, too!”




  Chapter 3




  “Why, Miss Sally Murphy! It’s a fine day isn’t it?”




  Sally blushed at the young man’s attention, “Yes it is, Mr. George. How are you?”




  Alexander George was the owner of the local restaurant. He was twenty-two, undisputedly the most eligible bachelor in town, and he had his sights set on the preacher’s daughter. He was a strikingly handsome man with his chiseled features and strong build. His well-bred, easterly mannerism added a certain charismatic charm not found in many among the small, midwestern town. His blue eyes twinkled as the woman of his dreams inquired about him. “I am fine, Miss Murphy. I was wondering if you weren’t busy Saturday night, would you care to accompany me to the dance uptown? That is, if you aren’t obliged to anyone else.”




  “I am not obliged, and I would be happy to attend with you, but you will have to ask permission from my pa. He has the last word, as you well know.” Sally grinned. Though she was nearly eighteen, her father still had the last word as to who could court her. Sally knew Patrick Murphy liked Alex and, providing Alex asked permission, there would be no problem with her attending the dance under his escort.




  “Good! That’s wonderful! I will go and ask him right now.” Alex’s enthusiasm showed as he grinned, his white teeth sparkling in the bright sunshine.




  He was a handsome man. His hair was wavy, ashen blonde, paled only by his eyes, the color of a blue sky on a cloudless day. He stood straight, nearly six foot tall, and his wide shoulders sat atop the rest of his marvelous form. Sally saw that he was very handsome the first day he moved to General and purchased Mrs. Talbot’s old boarding house. Everyone was curious about him then. Over two years ago, he was just under twenty. A single, twenty-year-old man, with money enough to purchase a house and fix it up, was enough to catch the interest of all the unmarried women in town. He could have been ugly as sin and the young women would have flocked to him. However, he wasn’t. He was handsome enough to melt the hearts of millions with only his casual hello.




  “Mr. George,” Sally began when she noticed a few other women standing nearby minding none-of-their business, “Pa would be at the church right now preparing his Sunday sermon, if you’d like to catch him there. Otherwise, this afternoon, he will be in the field checking the corn crop.”




  “Thank you, Miss Murphy.” Alex threw a wink at the women who carefully watched the transpiring situation. “I’ll do that. Miss Murphy, see you on Saturday, Ladies,” he offered the friendly busybodies.




  “Mr. George,” they threw back at him as they watched him strut in the direction of the church.




  They watched Sally open the door and go into the Owens General Mercantile.




  “He would make a fine husband for our Sally, don’t you think?” one of the ladies asked the others.




  “A far better suitor than that no account Nate Horner,” another added venomously.




  Velda Simms gasped. “Nate wasn’t a no account! He was a young man with his heart in the wrong place. It wasn’t his fault that his girl married another.”




  “Velda! He shot a man! He was in jail.”




  “The charges were dropped. Now look at him. Hasn’t given anyone a bit of trouble since.”




  “That’s because no one knows where he ran off to. Remember, he took off the day Aggie and Travis married. I remember as if it was yesterday, even if you don’t. Poor Sally was so infatuated with Nate that she stood on the steps of the church and cried. Broke that girl’s little heart, he did. Broke it so bad Angela Murphy told me Sally was never the same. I’m glad she’s finally taken an interest in another man.”




  “Just the same,” Velda argued, “Nate was a boy then. His parents are good people and they don’t deserve this gossip. Why, Luda fed your children when you were too sick to get out of bed, Cora, and shame on you, Anita! Thomas donated all that time when your barn burned down last fall. Just because their boy made a mistake doesn’t mean that we should be chastising him his whole life about it.”




  “I agree with that at the very least,” Cora acknowledged as she began across the street and changed the subject. “Mrs. Owens said she will have a sale on all of her machined, bolted fabrics next week. Five percent off, she told me.”




  The voices of the women, now tired of mundane talk of the past, carried off down the tree-lined street as they walked.




  As she entered the store, Sally ignored their gossip. What did they know? Nate Horner was a good man. He loved a woman and was willing to do anything to protect her, and keep her. Sally saw nothing wrong with that. Of course, Nate did nearly kill someone. That was wrong. In God’s eyes, murder was wrong. Still, her romantic notion of love protected her clouded visions of the first man she ever gave her heart.




  She frowned and scolded herself. That was a long, long time ago. Nate left and wasn’t in contact with anyone except his family, and they didn’t publicize it. The only way Sally knew Nate contacted his parents at all was because Thomas Horner was friends with Sally’s pa.




  “Sally,” Mrs. Owens said and grinned as the young woman entered the store. “What can I help you with today?”




  “Ma sent me to buy flour and sugar, and to pay our bill. She said she would not take no for an answer and you must take this money once and for all. Pa had a good crop last year and the Bishop raised his salary, so Ma said to take this money we’ve owed you for far too long.” Sally held out a small folded, brown paper and handed it to the shopkeeper.




  Mrs. Owens, with her green, faux emerald earrings dangling from her earlobes, reached greedily for the envelope.




  “Not so fast, wife!” Mr. Owens boomed from behind. “Why don’t you just let me decide whether we will take that or not.”




  Sally missed Mrs. Owens’ scowl as she glared at her much too generous husband. “Of course, dear.”




  Mr. Owens snatched the envelope from his wife’s hands, “I do believe that there is too much money in here anyway. Can’t be taking away from the good works of the Lord now, can we?”




  Sally took a deep breath. “I have strict instructions not to come back with any of this. Mr. Owens, please. You know how stubborn my mother can be. She was very adamant about this. Very adamant!”




  “Well, then I guess we will just have to do like we always do, right Sally?” He spoke of the large donations to the church that mysteriously always seemed to follow Pastor Murphy’s bill payment.




  “Thank you, Mr. Owens, Mrs. Owens.” The heavily trafficked, tongue and groove boards under Sally’s feet creaked with age as she turned to leave. “Oh, I almost forgot. Ma says she will bake today if you would like to stop in for coffee this afternoon.”




  The thought of Angela Murphy’s kolaches made Mrs. Owens’ mouth water, “I’ll just have to make time to do that.”




  * * * *




  Cheerful, waltzing melodies floated through the open windows of the dance hall as Sally and Alex stood outside, sipping cold glasses of fresh lemonade.




  “You look lovely tonight, Sally,” Alex admitted as he watched the quiet breeze waft her lush auburn locks. The moonlight illuminated the reddish highlights and he moved his hand to brush an unrestrained tendril of her bangs from her forehead.




  Sally reached for his hand to gently return his act of intimacy.




  “I’m glad your father allowed you to come with me tonight.”




  “I knew he would. He likes you.” Sally grinned. Her father liked everybody. As a preacher, that was his job. Sally knew that Patrick Murphy especially liked Alex. Not only because Alex was a good and prosperous man, but also because Sally cared for Alex.




  “What about you, Sally,” Alex began uncertainly, “do you like me?” His words barely floated above the music and his hand lingered on her shoulder.




  Sally stared at the handsome man. His touch sent shivers of excitement through her, across her dress, and seared her skin underneath. His words mesmerized her. She spoke softly and truthfully, “Yes, I like you.”




  Alex drew in a stuttered breath and looked to the horizon. “I mean, do you like me? Do you like me like you used to like Horner?”




  “Nate Horner?” Sally questioned, nearly stunned, “What does he have to do with whether I like you or not?”




  “I’ve listened to the talk about you two. He was the first man you ever loved, or so that’s what Cora says. Do you like me as much as you liked him?” Alex tried to keep his jealousy of Nate submerged.




  “Cora? That meddling know-it-all!” Sally began, exasperated and then, noticing the look that crossed Alex’s face, tempered her tone a bit. “I cared for Nate a lot. I’m sure he did not return my feelings. I was young, Alex. I’m a lot older now. I know more about, about the way life should be. I know more about the way relationships should be.”




  Alex turned back to Sally with his next question. “Did you love him?”




  “Sure, in the way a girl loves something unattainable. It was nothing more than a schoolgirl crush.” She smiled up at Alex and shook her head. She pushed her anger at Cora deep inside. Small town busybodies! Then she thought about her feelings for Nate Horner. It was a simple crush. It had to be. She was drawn to Nate, she dreamed of a life with Nate, and then he left. He left without her. It was a schoolgirl crush.




  Alex scanned the area for well-meaning onlookers and then placed both hands on Sally’s shoulders. “I love you, Sally, and I am attainable. I want to spend the rest of my life showing you how much I love you. I want us to make a life together with a home and a family. I would never leave you like he did. I would die before that ever happened.” His blue eyes focused with honesty and determination as he declared his feelings for her.




  Sally’s lips parted and she tilted her face toward his. “I want that too, Alex.”




  “You do?”




  “Yes.”




  A wide smile crossed his handsome face. “You will marry me then?”




  Sally blushed and tears welled in her eyes. “Yes!”




  In an instant, Alex took her into his arms and kissed her. Her soft lips caressed his and his hands pulled her body to his. She was soft and warm and she yielded under his touch.




  Sally was in heaven. Nothing in her imagination could describe the internal flame that Alex ignited within her. Nothing, in her imagined musings of Nate, ever compared to the feel of Alex’s hands against her, touching her, molding her to his hard form. Strong and sturdy, gentle and persuasively, his hands caressed her to pleasurable excitement.




  “Uh hum! Excuse me! Mr. George. Mr. George, if I could have a word with you,” Joseph Kubat interrupted, uncomfortably yet formidably. He exited the building in order to get some fresh air, and found Alex George seemingly tarnishing Sally Murphy’s reputation. “I hope I’m not bothering you.” Joseph knew he was. How could he not see that he was interrupting? Mr. George was wrapped around Pastor Murphy’s daughter like a blanket. How would that look to the others in town if they found out? Alex George was relatively new to the town, from some grand city in the East; maybe he didn’t know it would look unacceptable to be seen under such circumstance. Joseph was definitely interrupting! He had no choice but to do so.




  Alex turned to the well-meaning man. “Actually, Mr. Kubat, you are. You see, I have just proposed to Miss Murphy and she has accepted. Now, if you have business with me, perhaps it can wait until tomorrow?”




  Joseph’s fear of the ruin of Sally’s reputation disintegrated. The boy was more educated on the ways of propriety than Joseph gave him credit. “Of course it can wait for tomorrow. This is wonderful news, Alex! Sally! Congratulations!”




  “Thank you, Joseph. Now, if you will excuse me, I have urgent business to attend to with Pastor Murphy. If you don’t mind?”




  “Can’t say that I mind a bit…anymore, not one bit.” Joseph said with a grin, politely turned, and walked back into the building.




  * * * *




  Howling winds echoed past the peeling, painted church doors as they banged, wood against wood. Inside, off-tune music screeched from the pump organ as Mrs. Owens guided her spindly, greedy fingers over the ivory. The bride and groom sealed their fate and tread down the isle toward Sally. Outside, their smiles haunted Sally as she threw the rice into the air above them. The rice hit the masonry steps in a wave of spatter and sent tiny pecking noise reverberating through the air.




  Sally saw a misted spirit floating above the hill over the cemetery. Beyond the shade of the willow tree, the silent figure rode alone, disappearing in the fog that surrounded her.




  “Don’t go! Don’t go!” Sally cried as he carried her heart away, “Please, please, don’t go!”




  The bride and groom floated eerily over the rice and down the steps to the black, funeral wagon.




  “No! Don’t go! No! No!” Sally screamed again as she turned away from the newly wedded and watched the dark stranger and his horse, its hooves thundering as it charged off.




  “Sally! Sally! Darling, you’re having a bad dream. Wake up, my love. Wake up.”




  Sally jumped awake. It was only a nightmare. Though it seemed real, with its ghastly sounds and haunting melodies, it was only a dream. Only a horrible dream based on the life of a child. Now the child was grown and next to her, a man.




  “It’s all right, darling,” Alex said, breathing against her ear as he wiped her tears away and calmed her shaking body with his tender kiss.




  Instinctively, Sally’s body turned in her man’s arms and conformed.




  He protectively pulled her close and she felt the effect of her body on his as she wriggled. A throaty groan escaped his lips as his mouth hungrily sought the warmth and succulence of hers.




  “I love you, Alex,” Sally gasped as he expertly claimed her as his own.




  As the new Georges’ made love on the softness of their honeymoon bed, the heavy rain pelted the shake-shingled roof of their home and the lightening crashed noisily through the stormy, night sky.




  * * * *




  Sally still remembered the exotic feel of his hands across her body. She still remembered the peaceful mornings they spent in bed after hours of lovemaking, relaxed, entwined in each other’s arms. She still remembered his loving whispers and his tender expressions perfectly. He gave her his devoted love. He gave her a fine home and a profitable restaurant to run. He graced her with two fine boys and then he gave his life for her.




  She turned under the clean white sheets in her big, lonely bed and closed her eyes.




  Chapter 4




  The restaurant was closed for the evening. As Sally and Alex tallied the books for the day, an unkempt stranger ignored the ‘Closed’ sign and walked through the unlocked doors.




  “I’m sorry, sir,” Alex began, “we are closed for the evening. We open at six tomorrow morning. If you’d like to come back then, we’d be happy to help you.”




  The man scratched his head and Sally thought she saw something crawl from there. “A bum, Alex,” she whispered to her husband, “Can’t we get him some of that leftover chicken?”




  Alex thought about that for a minute. It always benefited to help someone in need. His wife was a generous woman. What could it hurt to serve this man? “I suppose it would be all right. Why don’t you go in the back and get this man a plate and I will stay here and finish this?”




  Sally went to the kitchen to fix the man a plate of leftover chicken and dumplings. From there, she heard voices and guessed the man was discussing payment of the meal with her husband. As she returned, she discovered they weren’t discussing payment at all.




  “Just fork over the cash, Rich Boy! You can afford it!” His voice was mean, gruff and slurred from too much moonshine consumption.




  “Alex?” Sally questioned as she stepped next to her man, “Is there a problem?” She knew there was. Alex had his hand on the gun under the counter.




  “No, dear. There isn’t a problem. Why don’t you go in the back and get some coffee for our guest?”




  At the sound of Sally’s voice, the intruder’s thoughts slipped from the money. “Lookie what we got here. I’d forget all ’bout that money if you’d jist give me a taste a her!”




  “Sally!” Alex’s voice warned, “What about that coffee for this gentleman?” His glare told her to go back to the kitchen.




  The man slowly edged around the short counter and approached Sally as she took two steps back, “Don’t go runnin’ off, Missus! You could save us all a heap a trouble if you stayed in one place. Come on back here and visit with me fer a bit.”




  Alex protectively stepped between his wife and the drunk. “Sir, my wife has no intention of serving you in any way. For that matter, neither do I. I’m asking you to leave. Leave immediately or I will be forced to escort you out!”




  The outlaw grinned a rotten, toothy grin. “Escort me out, heh? This I’d like to see.” He took a step to Alex in defiance.




  Sally broke the tension. “No! Alex! Just give him the money and be done with it. If we give you the money, will you leave?”




  “I ’spose I could do that, course, I wouldn’a mind a little kindness from you anyway.” He carefully eyed the gun, now at Alex’s side. “Now, don’t be gettin’ any iders with that there, Mister. I reckon’ you ain’t too skilled at usin’ it.”




  “Alex! Just give the man the money and he will leave. Please Alex! Please!” Her voice shook with fear as she implored her husband. She knew him. He hated to give up their money. Money to Alex was security, and security was of the utmost importance.




  Alex grimaced. If he didn’t give the thief the money, the thief would surely take it anyway, of that he was certain. If he gave the interloper the money, he might leave. He might leave, he might not, and he might try to hurt Sally anyway.




  “Alex! Please!” Sally appealed again.




  “Alex! Please!” the invader imitated with a jeer. He smiled obscenely at Sally and licked his lips.




  Whether Alex George wanted to or not, he had to. This intruder could not be allowed to terrorize his life. He couldn’t allow this thief a single penny of the money from the till. He could not allow this deviant to violate the proprieties of his wife. Anger boiled in Alex and his finger found its spot on the cold, metal trigger of the gun. “I think you ought to leave. Now! Sally. Step back into the kitchen, NOW!”




  The burly thief looked a little surprised that such a businesslike man had the guts to aim a gun at another man. Most of the time, these business owners just handed over the cash. He assumed this one was no different and he was wrong. Never mind about that. A little challenge now and then was good.




  “For God sakes, Alex! Just give the man the money!” Sally begged. Fear rose in her throat like bile when she realized what her husband was going to do. “There isn’t that much there!”




  “It’s the principle of the thing, Sally. Now get behind me!” Alex shouted as he motioned with his other hand to the kitchen door, “Go woman!”




  Sally did. What choice did she have? She didn’t want to leave her husband alone but she could not stay. Her only choice was to go through the kitchen, out the back door, and straight to Sheriff Taft. Yes! Yes! She would run and get the sheriff! Her heart jumped when the door creaked behind her and slammed shut with a bang as she ran through it and across the kitchen. She fumbled with the back doorknob and ran across the dirt road to the jailhouse a block away.




  Even before she reached the door and began to pound, she screamed like a mad woman, “Sheriff! Sheriff! Come quick! Sheriff!”




  The door flew open and Taft stood in the glowing lamplight. “Mrs. George? What is going…”




  A loud gunshot distracted them and they looked to the direction of the restaurant.




  “Hurry, Sheriff! Hurry!” she yelled again as she turned and took off back toward the restaurant and her husband. Her feet pelted out his name, “Al-ex, Al-ex.” As she ran, she prayed.




  “Mrs. George! Mrs. George! Sally! Stop,” the sheriff hollered to no avail. If there was trouble, he had to keep her from it. He ran, first catching, then passing her. When he reached within a hundred feet of the business, Sheriff Taft caught her by the gingham of her sleeve as she began to pass by him and commanded, “You stay here!”




  His harsh order finally sank in and she stopped in her tracks as he quietly sneaked to the window with his pistol in the ready.




  For an eternity, Sally stood motionless, her knees like wet egg noodles, and she shook. She watched as Sheriff Taft peered in one curtain topped window and then in another. She could barely see the expression on his face as he tilted his weapon to the glass and took aim. Then she watched him put his gun back down.




  “Sally! Go fetch Doc Moorefeild! Run!” Taft demanded as he ran around to the front door.




  Sally stood paralyzed in the dark of the night. Cold, bitter fear consumed her. She stood alone, wrapped in the velvety heat of the sewer grate, unable to move, blinded by the frost of the raging blizzard around her.




  “Run, Child! Go and get the doctor!”




  From the depth of the surrounding fog, Sheriff Taft’s words echoed past Sally and she ran. She ran from the cold! She ran from the city! She ran to the doctor on the other side of the mile long town and collapsed at his door after giving him instructions.




  When she finally found the breath to race back to the restaurant, she met the sheriff on the sidewalk in front, a sorrowfully, disheartening gaze stretched across his normally cheerful face. “Better hurry, Mrs. George.” His words struck her like an axe against firewood and she bounded up the wooden steps and flung herself through the open door.




  So much blood! It was everywhere, and Alex, smack dab in the middle of it. Even near death, his ashen face beamed gloriously up at her, loving her, from where he huddled between worlds. A stifling, dark gloom made the stale air seem thick as she bent her skirted knees next to her injured husband.




  “Don’t be scared, Love,” his voice floated weakly to her, “Everything is going to be all right.”




  Sally dropped at his side; tears flooded her questioning eyes. “Why? Why didn’t you let him have the money? We could have dealt with that. Alex, Darling, we could have handled anything together.”




  “I wanted the money for you and the boys. To make you happy,” he gasped and his eyes squinted forcibly from pain. “I love you. I wanted you to be happy.”




  * * * *




  She inhaled a deep breath and gathered the clean white sheet around to shield herself from the chill that entered her bedroom. Those were her wonderful husband’s last words.




  “I wanted you to be happy.” They bounced off the four walls of the room and reverberated down the narrow hall, booming outside and down the naked streets of General. “I wanted you to be happy. I wanted you to be happy.”




  “Now, I can’t imagine happiness,” she said aloud bitterly. She squeezed her eyes tight to block out the horrible memories, her tears escaping between her lids. “You left me here with two babies who need their father. Where’s all that money got you to now?” Her voice resonated in the hollow room.




  Rage! Nothing left but rage and hatred. Hatred for the evil stranger that threatened, took nothing material, yet took everything, leaving with an entire life in the pocket of his moth eaten dungarees. Only rage and hatred of an evil act against the man she loved, who allowed it to happen, remained. Rage and hatred for a majestic, empty house with only her isolated, wandering shell of a soul, knocking around, lonely, from vacant room to vacant room.




  “Ma? Ma? Are you awake?” a tiny voice came through the tapered crack in the frame of the door. “Are you awake, Mommy?”




  Sally forced herself up. She forced her hand to pry the blankets from her withered, young body. She forced herself to breathe. She forced herself to voice words, “Yes. Yes, I’m awake. Come in Isaiah.”




  Bronze eyes framed by a mass of dark hair poked around the door. Words, too old and wise for a five-year-old, split the engulfing silence. “I heard noises, Ma. Are you okay?”




  Sally squinted and pursed her lips. How could she tell her boy that she was fine? She wasn’t. Sadness edged her world, surrounded, and took her into its debilitating arms. When she came to General, she thought that her struggles were over. She had a family and a safe place to live where people loved her. She loved and married a man who adored her above all else. And now what? She was twenty-four and a widow, left with two small children and a business to run. Once alone in the cold, hostile streets of New York, Sally was alone again.




  “Ma?” Isaiah began, “don’t be sad. I miss Pa, too.”




  Suddenly, a thought struck her. She was not alone. All this time in the grievous aftermath of Alex’s death, Sally was not alone. Life went on. She looked at Isaiah. “Is John still asleep?”




  “Yes, Ma. He’s still in his crib.”




  Her oldest boy grew tall, from a toddler to a kindergartener, while she mourned. Her youngest set his first teeth and took his first steps while she mourned. Her adopted father and mother were there, too. They watched after the boys while Sally worked her fingers to the bone in attempt to keep the business running at the usual pace. After the shooting, friends and neighbors donated time and support to help Sally and the boys get back on their feet, and now, even after all these years with all the generosity of the community, Sally’s life still felt empty without Alex in it. However, she was not alone.




  Silent tears burned in Sally’s eyes. She was not alone at all. Everyone in General pitched in to help in one way or another while Sally’s grief overcame her. How they embraced her! Once an orphan in a huge, uncaring city, now adopted by an entire, concerned community, and only until this moment, did Sally realize it. She had her home, family and Alex George’s two beautiful sons.




  How many years did she cry over Alex? Three? Three years passed by with hardly a fleeting glance. She didn’t take time to notice the changes in her family. She didn’t take time to notice the changes in her surroundings. She didn’t take time to notice the changes in herself.




  As Isaiah stood with a worried, scared look in his eyes, Sally knew it was time to move on. “Isaiah, I know that I haven’t been myself. I’m going to do something different from now on. I’m going to remember your Pa for the good man he was and I’m going to forget all about the man who hurt him. I want to see you smile again, Son. I want to make life better for you and your brother. Do you think that’s a good idea?” She watched as the boy’s fear subsided and an unpretentious smile slowly crept across the fine, Alex inspired features of his face. She grinned back at him and thought of the coming changes that she had ahead of her. It would not be easy to tear down the massive wall she built around herself. She’d spent the last years constructing the barrier of protective security for her boys. She spent three years trying to block out the pain and anguish over the loss of her husband. She spent three long years trying to forget the frightful stranger who caused her so much grief. It would not be easy to rip that wall down and let herself out. It would be hard, but it was necessary. As she watched the expression of her oldest boy’s face change from one of sorrow to one of hope, Sally realized how necessary it was.




  The littlest Georges’ whimper rose from the other room above the rustle of the wind in the curtained windows. “There’s your brother now,” Sally told Isaiah. “Go and make sure that he doesn’t crawl from his crib while I get dressed. Then, I’ll cook us some breakfast and we’ll talk about what we’re going to do next.”




  “Gramma cooks us breakfast.”




  Sally thought about all the times she’d closed the restaurant late and slept in. “Not any more. I think I’ve missed enough breakfasts with you boys to last a lifetime and that is the first thing we are going to change. What about that?”




  Isaiah’s gleaming bright eyes told the story before he answered. His Ma was finally going to be her old self! She would cook them breakfast and spend time with them like she did before his Pa died. “I like eggs!”




  “I like eggs, too. Now, go tend to your brother.” She loved seeing the smile on the little boy’s face and blighted herself for not making his life easier sooner than this. She watched the small frame of the boy leave. “No,” she scolded, “If I’m going to start new, it will be without guilt.” She took the brush off the mirrored dresser and pulled it through her auburn hair. In the mirror, a stranger stared back at her. Her eyes were dull brown and sunken into her too thin face. The skin at the arch of her neck once smooth and supple now pulled, strained and tight against her bony shoulder. Her hair, though clean, was lifeless and unreflective, the shimmering red highlights her father loved, barely noticeable. “No wonder everyone was so worried about me! I can barely recognize myself. Not anymore. I will be myself. I will make a good life free of fear. I have come too far to let a drunken bastard ruin my entire life!” she spoke partly of the intruder yet, mostly of the sorrow the criminal subjected her. From now on, she would not stand for it. As of today, Sally was a new woman. She was a new woman with a new outlook.




  * * * *




  The bright sunshine radiated warmth on her cotton-covered shoulders as Sally climbed the running boards to the wagon and grabbed hold of the team’s reins. She looked behind. “Hold on, Isaiah, John!”




  The children latched themselves to the wooden sideboards as their mother expertly guided the matched pair of pull horses in front of the wagon laden with personal possessions.




  Angela Murphy’s eyes flooded with tears as she watched her daughter drive off.




  “I know it seems far, Angela,” Luda Horner consoled, “but, it’s only fifty miles. Barnhill is only two day’s drive from General.”




  “Two day’s seems so far. I feel like I just got her back. Why does she feel the need to leave?” Angela sent the question to no one in particular as she watched the wagon disappear over the ridge.




  Luda looked at her husband Thomas, and Pastor Murphy as they dragged their feet in the dry dirt and talked of the upcoming planting season. She stared back at the preacher’s wife, knowing full well what she was going through. It hadn’t been that long ago that her son, Nate, left to find his own. “They all need something of their own, Angela. It’s best to let them go. Eventually, they come back.”




  “Has Nate?” It was an honest question and Angela didn’t really expect an answer from her friend. She was surprised and a bit curious when she got the answer she did. She knew Luda’s son had been in contact with his family, yet she didn’t know where he was.




  “He has written a bit. He likes it in Barnhill.”




  The next question from Angela was directed more to Luda out of shock than anything else, “Did Sally know Nate was in Barnhill?”




  “No. Isn’t it strange how God works?” was Luda’s reply as she thought of Sally and her past feelings for Nate.




  “Very,” Angela answered, now sure Sally would be safe. Nate had his faults, though Angela Murphy was not sure if loving the wrong woman could be considered one. He was a good man and, with him in Barnhill, Sally was in good hands. “After all, it’s only two days drive. Perhaps we could go there together sometime soon. Does Nate know Sally is going there?”




  Luda shook her head and hugged her friend. Her friend hugged her back as they trailed behind their spouses. “Perhaps it would be best if we kept that to ourselves?”




  “Maybe so,” Angela conceded. Maybe it would be best of their children rediscovered their connection in Barnhill without the help of their mothers.




  Chapter 5




  “Thank you, Mrs. Jesperson. How is your husband feeling?”




  “Fine, Sally. He will be even better once he has a taste of these,” the older woman spoke of the apricot kolaches Sally packaged. “The doctor says he will be up and back to normal in no time.”




  “I’m glad. Would you care for anything else today?” Sally felt for the woman. Farm work was hard enough the way it was, yet to have the man of the house laid up because of an injury was harder still. Mr. Jesperson was near the top of their windmill fixing a gear when a sudden storm came up and the wind changed. Knocked to the ground by one of the sails, he broke one leg in three places. The doctor said his leg would heal and he was a lucky man for surviving a fall that great, though he would never walk without a limp. Sally thought about the choice between life and death, and decided, because she stood above death too many times, life was the path to follow, even with a disability.




  “I’d love to have a taste of everything in your bakery case, Sally, but I will settle for kolaches. See you next week.” The door closed behind Mrs. Jesperson. Merry bells jangled and the lacey curtain that arched the curved windows swayed in the breeze.




  Sally turned to check her supply of flour. If it wasn’t too late, she could still rush the boys to the general store for more supplies after school dismissed. Seeing the reserve would hold her, she bent over her paperwork. Soon as the boys got to the bakery from the school a half a block down, Sally would load them in the wagon and head home. That was the beauty of their new life. She was able to spend more time with the boys and at home. No more long hours bent over a stove trying to please dining customers. Now Sally could work while the boys were in school and still have time for them and for her. Out of depression and anxiety, she made a good life, just as she promised Isaiah on that morning nearly two years ago.




  When Sally finally made up her mind to make life better, she decided to move to Barnhill. She sold Alex’s restaurant in General and the big house, along with some of their things, and purchased a small spread a mile south of her new town. Once moved, Sally involved herself with local church and social gatherings, baking delicious pastries and pies for their bake sales. People in Barnhill soon discovered that Sally’s pies were the best for miles and they would vie for places in line to purchase them. After about a month, people started coming to her home in search of her bakery. It was then Sally got the inkling to start her own shop. If people would travel to her home to purchase her goods, perhaps they would find it more convenient in town. Armed with the business knowledge she learned from her late husband, and the small sum she received from the sale of her house in General, Sally purchased a run down building that had, at one time, been a small eatery. All it took was a bit of elbow grease to clean the place up. Sally had plenty of that! Her father never let the fact she was a girl get in the way of teaching Sally how to make minor repairs to buildings and such. For that, Sally was grateful. She didn’t have to hire out to do many of the fix-ups. Though the wood burning stove and oven in the kitchen were old, it still worked, and when Sally fired it up for the first time, she discovered that the oven baked better then the one on her homestead.




  After that, things seemed to fall into a natural order. She would rise early and get the boys, now seven, and five, ready for school. After loading them on the wagon, Sally would drive into town and begin her daily baking. By ten o’clock, her wares were ready and warm for the taking and she would begin preparation for the next day. While the afternoon customers shopped for their supper delicacies, Sally visited with them, and then, when the boys got out of school, if there was no shopping to be done, they would start the short journey home.




  It all seemed so simple. She was able, by reputation of having the best-baked goods around, to earn a living, while at the same time, saving enough of her energy to raise the boys. Thank goodness she paid attention at the restaurant when Alex was alive. Thank goodness she paid attention when her mother showed her how to cook. Than goodness she had the strength to pull herself out of the horrible depression she was in after Alex died, and thank goodness she had the guts and inborn stamina to start her life over.




  The anger and fear she felt toward the stranger who killed her husband on that dark, dreary night blanketed into the depths of her being, and the hole that he left in her soul her slowly mended itself. Occasionally, Sally found herself smiling at the past rather than dreading its shadow.




  Isaiah and John were better off, too. That, in itself, was worth the move to the new town. They still missed their father, yet their mother was happier, which made their young lives much less chaotic. They adjusted to the new life of the town and slipped into friendships with new acquaintances easily. Sally sighed and looked up from her work to the Regulator clock on the wall. Its pendulum ticked back and forth and Sally wondered if she’d wound the device in the last thirty days. She must have. The second’s tick-tocked as usual. Three fifteen. The boys would be out of school for the day in a bit. They would come charging in to the bakery jabbering all at once and full of energy. Sally would give them each a treat from the shelves and then, as a family, they would start home. They were a happy bunch now. Happy and satisfied with their life even though Sally felt a bit lonely. She thought of Alex and the way he used to look at her, the way he used to hold her so late at night and the way his kisses felt hot against her bare skin. Warm, womanly urges rose inside her and she pushed them down. Maybe someday she could think of him without thinking of the way they used to make love, but not now. It was still too soon.




  The jingle of the doorbells distracted her wandering thoughts and she looked up.




  “Mrs. George. I am so glad you’re still open. I am in a pickle,” Nina Conner breathed, “I was doing the laundry and I plum forgot that it was my day to cook supper for the inmates. I ran here as fast as I could. Would you, by some miracle, have a loaf of bread left? I have yesterday’s roast meat and potatoes but no bread. Please say that there is one loaf left for me.”




  The rapid rise and fall of the small woman’s chest told Sally that indeed she did hurry all the way from the sheriff’s farm where she resided with her husband Edgar. Sally looked to her nearly bare cabinets, “I have only a day old loaf that I was planning to take home to the chickens. You’re welcome to it, Mrs. Conner.”




  “Day old is good enough for the convicts.” Nina smiled.




  Her grin was infectious and Sally smiled back, “I have a couple of poppy seed kolaches left if you’d like them.




  “They look delicious,” Nina began as she examined the round, seed filled pastries. Then she noticed the slice of peach pie along side, and the apple strudel. Sally George was definitely the best cook in Barnhill.




  * * * *




  “Wake up Oran! You’ve served your sentence and are free to go,” the loud booming of the sheriff’s voice rang against the vertical metal bars of the one room cell.




  The prisoner sat on the edge of the uncomfortable, canvas-covered cot and stretched but said nothing. He glared at the officer.




  The sheriff challenged the prisoner’s thrust at authority and glared back, “Now, don’t be getting any funny ideas about revenge, Oran. It isn’t my fault you were in here in the first place. If you would have kept your nose clean at the saloon instead of beating up one of those women, you wouldn’t be here.” He unlocked the cell door and stood in front of it without opening it. “Next time,” the sheriff continued, “the judge isn’t going to be so accepting of the fact that you were drunk. Keep that in mind when you come to town again and decide to visit the ladies.” It was more of a warning than a threat. The officer saw what Oran did to that woman. He beat her to a bloody pulp, nearly killing her. Oran was lucky she pulled through and he wasn’t hanged for his crime. It made the sheriff sick to look at the abuser. Women, no matter what they did for a living, were a precious commodity, soft and gentle, made to be treated with dignity and respect, not to be branded like the cattle in the pastures.




  The newly freed man passed through the doors as the sheriff allowed.




  “Ya gonna gimme my guns back?”




  “Just sign the paper on the line. It says you agree to the conditions of the court and promise not to harm another person.”




  Oran signed the papers with reserve. “What if I gits drunk and don’t remember what I’m up to?”




  “Then pray for lenience,” was the sheriff’s answer as he handed the man his weapon and frowned. What an idiot. The judge gave Oran a second chance and the captive wanted to go out and menace again. The uniformed man knew the next time he laid eyes on Oran Knuson it would probably be as he swung from the end of a rope.




  The door banged shut behind the convict and the sheriff heard Oran let out a whoop just outside. “Idiot,” he reconfirmed aloud. He bent to file the release papers.




  The door creaked open once more and the officer looked up from his desk. Happy, gray-haired Nina Conner proudly walked in with a parcel and paused at his desk.




  “I brought the supper for your prisoner, sheriff.” A sly smile crept across her face. She knew the prisoner would be released. The sheriff had mentioned it to her and her husband this morning. But, the sheriff was such a lank man. What harm would it do to try to fatten him up a bit by bringing him supper under the pretence of feeding the incarcerated? Especially if the food, or half of it, came from Mrs. George’s bakery. What harm would it do to let the worldly sheriff get a taste of the delicious bakery from the widow’s shop? Nina plopped the package right in front of him with a gentle thud and unwrapped its contents. “I was so busy finishing up the housework at the ranch I plumb nearly forgot it was my turn to cook the prisoner’s supper.”




  “You knew Knuson was being released this afternoon,” he replied dryly.




  “Oh? That’s right. I forgot,” Nina stuttered as she lied. “I forgot you mentioned that this morning. I guess I ran all the way to the bakery and bought some of Mrs. George’s delicious wares for nothing. I suppose you’ll have to eat this instead. Now, don’t be looking at me like that. I’m getting old. Sometimes I don’t remember as good as I used to. Eat up while that stew is still hot.”




  “Since when do we feed prisoners store-bought goods?” the sheriff commented as he examined the array of delicacies.




  “Like I said, I was so caught up in housework at the farm I forgot about supper all together. I nearly didn’t get to Mrs. George in time, she was practically all sold out. Thank goodness for that loaf of day old bread that she gave me for free.” Nina knew that Sally’s day old bread was just as tasty as her fresh bread, but mentioning the ‘free’ word softened the lines that crossed the sheriff’s face.




  “You thought the prisoner, who you knew would not be here for supper, would like store bought food?” he questioned his well-meaning housekeeper with curiosity. His pale eyebrows raised charmingly above his brilliantly blue eyes.




  Nina smiled a big, wide smile. “Now, sheriff, didn’t I tell you that I forgot you were releasing him today? Which of us here has the failing memory? Anyway, you eat it. It’s delicious. Best store bought bakery in the county.”




  “Nina? You want me to eat the prisoner’s food? Store-bought food on top of it? Tell me the real reason. I know there’s nothing wrong with your memory.”




  “It’s not all store bought, silly. Just the stuff I didn’t have time to make myself. And the store bought stuff is better than the stuff I make you at home. Really, it’s very good. Made by Mrs. George, you know, the woman that bought the old restaurant down the road a bit? She’s gone and changed it into a bakery and makes the most delectable baked goods. Heavens, Sheriff. Haven’t you noticed anything this last month?”




  Ah! Now he finally got to the real gist of his keeper’s visit. Nina wasn’t there only to deliver food. For some reason, she felt he needed to taste Mrs. George’s baking. “I noticed the shop. It’s my job to notice. It’s been open about a month and everyone is talking about it. Just the same,” he smiled sarcastically at the well-meaning elder woman, “since when do we spend that kind of money on our no-accounts?”




  Nina Conner knew she’d been caught. Her tiny mouth twisted in a grimace and her eyes narrowed in a motherly fashion, “All right,” she began with her hands straddling her round hips, “I thought you might like to sample something besides what I make for you at home. Edgar’s tried Mrs. George’s baked goods and he thinks her kolaches are simply the finest. I thought you might like a change, that’s all.”




  “You’re a fine cook, Nina, you know that. Edgar and I eat better than half the people in town on what you fix us.” He stared at the array on the plate in front of him, “Besides, that pot roast we had last night was delicious. I was finishing up here and about to go home and fix some up just as you walked in.”




  Nina beamed at her boss. The sheriff had a way with expressing himself that always made her feel like she was the best of the best. “Well, now you don’t have to ride all the way home for dinner. And, to tell you the truth, Sally George makes flakier pie crust than I. You will enjoy it and then, you may have an excuse to go and introduce yourself and let her know just that.”




  The officer knew that he should have gone and introduced himself to the Georges’ long ago. They had been in town about two months, first at the old, Hoppie homestead about two miles from his, and then at the store down the street. He’d been so busy with his duties as sheriff that he kept putting his visit to Barnhill’s newest residents off. Not exactly putting it off, other things seemed to come up that were more important. The trial with Knuson kept him extremely busy, with the investigating and the paperwork. Then there were the usual neighborly quarrels and the fights to settle at the saloon. With one lone law officer in the town of five hundred, it was hard to keep up. Things should slow down a bit now that the prison trial is over, and he could soon resume his regular municipal visits with the townsfolk. He made a mental note to visit the proprietors of the bakeshop first chance he got, and introduce himself to Mr. and Mrs. George and their family.




  He noticed the contented gleam in Nina’s eyes. She was a good woman. She was perhaps a little interfering, but a good person nonetheless. He found that out the minute he moved to Barnhill and hired her, and her husband Edgar Conner, to help with his expansive farm. He couldn’t disappoint her, so, with his spoon in hand, he took a bite of the stew she prepared and made the appropriate feasting noises. “Mmmm. Good stew, Nina. Thank you for bringing it.”




  With his appetite satisfied, the sheriff could hardly taste another morsel of food. Of course, kolaches were his favorite. He glanced over at Nina who patently sat on the bench by the door pretending to read the daily newspaper while actually keeping watch that he ate his meal. Poppy seed kolaches were his favorite and this one reminded him of the ones he used to eat when he was a child. The sweet dough, rolled into a small round bun and dented in the middle with the paste of honeyed black seeds, topped with that candied sugar, no food was as delicious.




  His mind raced back to his former life. Once, when he was young, impetuous, and unthinking, he did a very stupid thing. He nearly killed a man. Actually, not just a man—a friend. Nate let his jealousy over unrequited love of a woman rule his life and he landed in jail. While incarcerated, the preacher’s daughter delivered his meals, just as Nina brought the meals now to his prisoners. The preacher's daughter was a very pretty girl. And friendly. She had a smile that, had he not been blinded by his raging emotions, would have melted his heart in a second. The dark red of her hair that swung past her shoulders, Nate was sure, eventually tangled the soul and fingers of a very lucky man. What was her name? Murphy. Pastor Murphy’s daughter. Not that it mattered. Her mother made the best poppy seed kolaches. Funny how the one he held in his hand brought back those memories tucked back so many years ago.




  Anyway, that was long ago. Those memories grew less painful over the years. He loved a woman and fought to keep her, yet he couldn’t let it unbalance him.




  After he left General, he wandered for a few years, finding nothing in particular, until he came to Barnhill. He purchased a farmstead four miles from town and hired Nina and Edgar Conner to help him work it. He took a job as deputy sheriff, then sheriff. Strange, even to Nate himself, a sheriff. A previous criminal sent among the people to uphold the law.




  Nate glanced at Nina who tugged the paper in front of her nose to disguise the fact that she watched him nibble. “Poppy seed. My favorite!” he exclaimed to satisfy her motherly need for confirmation of his taste. “I guess the flavor comes close to yours, Nina, but there’s something missing. Can’t quite put my finger on it.” Honestly, the kolache was better than Nina’s but Nate didn’t want to hurt the old girl’s feelings. His memory could be misleading him, but the delicious flavors and the perfection of the filling were better than good. It was like being back in General all over again.




  Nina’s tongue clicked against the top of her mouth in a huff. “Nate, you know as well as I do that no one in town bakes goodies like this. These are much better than mine are. Don’t go lying to me. I can see it in those blue eyes of yours.”




  His eyebrows came together forming a crease. “No. No, I don’t think they are. Yours are a little better.”




  A hint of disbelief shaded Nina Conner’s expression. “Maybe they aren’t as fresh as they were a minute ago at the store. You’ll just have to go there and find out for yourself. Mrs. George is an excellent cook,” the housekeeper said in a teasing tone.




  “I’m sure Mr. George feels the same way.” He grinned while he licked the remainder of the filling from his index finger.




  “Husband? No! Mrs. George is a widow. Her husband was killed several years ago. It’s just her and her two boys.”




  Nate wanted to slap his free hand against the side of his forehead with recognition but fought the urge. Now! Now, he knew the reason why his well-meaning friend wanted him to visit the new bakery. It became so clear. Nina didn’t want him to go and introduce himself to the family and condition himself with the new store. It was worse. Much worse! Nina wanted him to introduce himself to the newest single woman in Barnhill! Nina was always trying to pair him up, “Nina, you know how I feel about your—”




  Nina frowned as she interrupted him “My what? I want you to go to the new bakery and taste some pastries? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She tossed the newspaper aside and was out the door before Nate had a chance to take a breath for rebuttal.




  How amazing that she could move so fast when she felt the need.




  Chapter 6




  “Bang! You’re dead!” Isaiah yelled as he aimed his gun, fashioned from two sticks and some twine, at his younger brother. “John! I shot you! You’re dead!”




  “Am not!” John screamed. His tiny face turned red with anger and he pounded his foot on the floor. “I just got grazed.”




  “You did not! You’re dead! I shot you fair and square!”




  “Did not! Liar!”




  “I did too, buffalo shi—”




  “Isaiah! Watch your mouth! Both of you boys! Stop that! Where did you learn language like that? I know they don’t teach it to you in school.”




  “Yeah, Isaiah! Watch your mouth!” John repeated.




  Sally gave her boys a mindful glare. “Stop it! Both of you! This minute!” Both boys glowered at each other and then obeyed. “That’s better. Thank you,” their mother continued. “I need you to go to the store and pick up my groceries. Take your wagon. It’s behind the shop. Isaiah, tell Mrs. Patterson I will be in to pay the bill on Friday. Oh! And tell her the bread she ordered will be ready before we leave for the day and we will drop it off on the way out.”




  “Yes, Ma,” Isaiah answered begrudgingly.




  “Yes, Ma,” the littlest George repeated. The expression on his face echoed his older brother’s.




  “Good. Don’t be taking too long. We have to hurry home so we have time to snip those green beans for supper.” She ignored their sorrowful stares. When they came back from the store, they would be in a better mood. Mrs. Patterson always gave them a penny candy from her shelves.




  As she sat behind the counter and began her bookwork, Sally marveled at the good nature of her new community and the advancement of her boys. She’d been very lucky indeed. Isaiah and John, even though a bit rambunctious at times with their minor spats and sibling rivalry, were good boys. Isaiah was tall and lean like his father. His dark blonde hair graced in waves around his freckled face. He had a mind for figures, just as Alex did and sometimes, when Sally silently watched her oldest, she could almost picture her late husband. John, less outgoing, favored Sally’s father, or at least her memory of him. John would be tall like Alex, yet his figure was more rounded, his hair and skin darker with a tint of crimson. His bone structure was thick and sturdy. Sally remembered that most about her natural father. She remembered thick hands as they connected with her face and arms, crushing her thin eleven-year-old bones. She remembered his gruff voice as he screamed her name followed by slurred profanities. She remembered the door as it slammed shut behind her when he told her to get out. Still, John was a beautiful child. At least one thing passed on to her from her natural father was precious and pure. Sally refused to fault her youngest because he resembled her side of the family.




  Sally felt tears in her eyes. Her life had more ups and downs than the roller coasters from the pictures of the World’s Fair that she saw in the newspaper. She said a silent prayer that her difficulties were over. A level life of sanctuary and peace was all she wished for.




  Engrossed in her work, Sally counted the daily receipts and filed her recipes.




  “Uh-hum,” a man’s voice resounded against the walls of the bakery. “Am I interrupting?”




  Sally jumped at his words. “I didn’t hear you come in.” The ring of the bells above the door usually gave her notice of customers, yet she was immersed in her work and didn’t realize someone came in.




  Nate smiled at the shopkeeper as he removed his cowboy hat. “I’m sorry. Are you still open? The sign outside says you are.” The delicious smells of fresh baked bread surrounded him and he inhaled to get a good whiff.




  Sally noticed something. Something about the stranger seemed so familiar. Maybe it was the penetrating blue of his eyes, the way they searched hers with a bright smile, or the dark blond of his hair as it curled when he tilted his hat from his head. How could it be possible that she knew him any more than this first meeting? He looked like—couldn’t be! She disregarded her thoughts as she saw the shiny, silver badge on his shirt. “Yes. Yes, we are open. For a few minutes anyway until my boys get back. What can I do for you sheriff…”




  “Horner. Nate Horner.” His grin beamed at her professionally.




  The pencil Sally held fell to the tabletop and her mouth stood agape. “Nate Horner?” Surprise stuttered her movement. She was right. It couldn’t be! It was! Nate Horner! His eyes were a little deeper blue and his hair darkened from the light blonde that it used to be, but his voice was the same, and his jaw line, aged only vaguely from a life predominately lived outdoors, was identical!




  “At your service, Ma’am.”




  Sally couldn’t believe her eyes. “Nate Horner?” she questioned again. Chills ran down her back as she remembered all those hours visiting with him while he sat out his sentence in the General jailhouse. The memory of the love he held for Aggie must have been so consuming. His feelings must have been so fervent. He must have possessed an all encompassing, everlasting love so great with desire that he dared fight for it. “Nate Horner? From General?”




  Nate squinted at her revelation. How did Mrs. George know he was originally from General? Something not many knew. Wait, Nina was here, maybe she mentioned something. He searched his memory for clues to the contrary. Then, as if struck by a bolt of lightening from a cloudless sky, he remembered! That hair, with its deep, dark red hues and those bronzed shaded eyes could only belong to one person. “Sally? Sally Murphy!”




  A wide grin covered Sally’s beautiful face and her eyes beamed with pride. He remembered her! “It’s George now. Sally George. I married some time ago.”




  “You’re the Widow George? I expected an old woman. I can’t believe this. What brings you to these parts? How are your parents? And General? Are things still the same there?” He rambled question after question when he noticed the patient look in Sally’s eyes. “I should have known by those kolaches. I really should have. Your mother’s recipe?” He moved around the counter to hug her, forgetting etiquette. Finding someone from home was such a rare treat!




  Sally blushed at his actions. It was nothing for an old friend to give a gentle embrace to someone not seen in a long while, but he was a handsome and charming man, and they were without an escort. She forgot exactly how gorgeous he was until that moment. His strong arms wrapped around her narrow waist and his kiss brushed against her forehead. Her emotions rose to the surface fast as she felt the heat rise in her cheeks. He was a man, after all. What would people in Barnhill think, had they peered into the window of the shop and seen this entanglement, however innocent it was? Then she stopped scolding herself for unfounded indiscretion. Her past feeling put aside, his greeting was completely innocent. Who knew how she cared of him in her previous life? She suspected that even Nate did not.




  Nate held her away from him and looked out the window as if he knew what she was thinking. “I can’t believe it! I never expected to find you here. I am surprised! I can’t believe that I didn’t put two and two together before this.”




  “I can’t believe that you are the sheriff. Last I remembered you were in jail,” she lied. The last she remembered, she watched him ride away from the hills above the church after Aggie and Travis’ wedding. It was a painful memory for her and she fought to keep the true picture submerged.




  “I know. That was a long time ago. Look at you! You’re all grown up! You’re stunning! And you live here!”




  “I bought the old Hoppie place…”




  “About two miles out. I should have come to introduce myself when I knew someone moved in but I didn’t have the time. I live down the road past there. The place with the big windmill on the hill overlooking the valley. That’s mine.” He spoke of his homestead with pride.




  Sally knew the place. She’d taken the boys past on several occasions during Sunday outings and marveled at its magnificent scope. “That’s a beautiful place, Nate. Is there fish in your lake? The boys have been pestering me to ask permission to fish there.”




  Not only the lands were immense, but Nate’s house was huge. Its shaped logs and wide front porch stretched against the backdrop of his property like a gentle, carved giant. Sally forced herself not to speculate how the woman of the house kept up with daily chores. Strange how even now, when she had a wonderful life of her own, the thought of a woman in Nate’s house made jealousy rear. She focused her attention back to his property, “Your house is the biggest one around. It must take an entire staff to take care of it as well as your family.”




  “Nina and her husband Edgar keep watch over the place most of the time. I help when I can, when I’m there, which isn’t very often. This sheriff business keeps me pretty locked up here.” He spoke as if he liked his job but regretted the hours from home.




  “I’m sorry. Your family must miss you.”




  “There’s just Nina, Edgar, and me. They let me know when I need to spend more time at home. You’re welcome to fish in the lake whenever you want.” Love for the couple generated from his tone before he changed the subject. “So, I don’t remember my mother mentioning you married in any of her letters.” He saw her eyes drop at the mention of her husband then stuttered, “Forgive me, I don’t mean to pry.”




  “That’s all right.” Sally began thinking of her wedding day and all the graces she received afterward. “Alex George. I’m surprised you don’t remember him. He bought Mrs. Talbot’s boarding house and turned it into a restaurant.” He didn’t need to know the other details of her life. Nate didn’t need to know she was happy and content until that terrible night when that drunk bastard came in and stole her life from her. He didn’t need to know about the years she spent mourning her loss or the day she realized life without her husband had moved on. “Anyway, after Alex died, I decided to try my luck elsewhere, and I ended up here.” Her arms made a swooping motion around her shop.




  “Alex George? I vaguely remember him. He had a lot of money and he was new to the area. I had other things on my mind at the time.” Nate paused uncomfortably for a minute before he continued, “I just can’t believe that I’ve run into you again, here.”




  Sally thought she saw a twinkle of recollection in his eyes. Recall of the long talks they had together in his damp cell. Recognition of her heartfelt feelings for him so many years ago and the hope she neglected to convey to him the day of the Aggie’s wedding.




  The front door of the shop blew open and slammed shut with a loud bang as two unruly boys ran through, skirted around their mother, and tangled in the full of her dress. Angry hollers echoed past her.




  “Ma! Ma! John called me a piss ant!”




  “I did not! Isaiah’s lying! He made me pee off the stoop in front of the store and I got caught! It was all his fault!”




  “Did too!”




  “Did not!”




  Sally took a breath and winced. Her boys! “Shhh! Stop that!” She looked down at her children and then up to her visitor with reserve. “We have a visitor.”




  The fight between the boys continued despite their mother’s command. “John peed off the porch in front of the store!”




  “Isaiah called me a piss ant!”




  Sally blushed at their behavior. “Boys! That’s enough! You are not allowed to use language like that! John! If you defiled the store in any way, I want you to go and apologize right this instant! And Isaiah,” she noticed the grin on his face as his brother was chastised, “if I ever hear you use that name again I will tan your hide but good! Now, neither of you say another word. There will be no more fighting today and you will both go back to the store and correct the damage you’ve done! When you get back, and it had better be soon, you will sit in the wagon, on your best manners and wait for me! Is that clear?”




  “But ma!” the oldest boy began.




  Sally held out her index finger. “Didn’t you hear what I just said?”




  “Yes, Ma,” Isaiah admitted dutifully.




  “Good! Now, go do what you’re told! Both of you!”




  As the boys quietly left the store, Sally inhaled and rubbed her hand across her forehead, smoothing back her stray bangs. She hesitantly looked back at Nate. “Sorry,” she offered, “I don’t know what’s gotten into them. School is almost out for the year and they’re anxious to start their summer.”




  Amused at the situation, Nate grinned. “Don’t worry about it. I was a boy once too. Kids don’t always think before they do stupid things.”




  Sally remembered the stupid thing Nate did. He shot a man because of a woman. That was stupid. Stupid jealousy. However, from somewhere deep within, Sally knew the feeling. She knew the feeling of having something so precious ripped away in a single moment. She knew the intense urge for ultimate revenge very well. She wanted to shoot the interloper who killed her husband. Then, she felt stupid for allowing herself to feel that way. Yes, she knew how Nate felt. She blushed. “I’m sorry. Did you need something?” She distracted herself into remembering she ran a bakery and not a parlor.




  Nate forgot he’d come to the shop for food. He wasn’t thinking about food at all. He was thinking of the brazen color of Sally’s eyes and the fire that flew from them when her boys challenged her authority. He was thinking of the sheen of her hair as the sunlight reflected through the polished glass of the window and illuminated the ingrained, flaming auburn tint. He was thinking of the way she molded to him when he impulsively hugged her. Maybe it wasn’t so much that she was from his hometown as the fact that she was a woman. It had been a long time since he held a woman close, excluding Nina. Just the same, Sally was soft and warm on top of being pretty, and the spirit she showed in her discipline led him to believe that she was also strong willed. Together, all those qualities were a dangerous combination for him. Nate scolded himself for his lack of mental control. He could never let another woman into his world. He’d proven that with women he had no control of his sensibilities. He shook his head to clear his thoughts and focus on her question, “I came for two reasons. The first was to introduce myself. The second,” he looked to her empty bake cases, “was to pick up a half dozen more of those poppy seed kolaches. I guess I’ll have to get those another day.”
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