

  




  [image: cover]




  SALLY MURPHY




  by




  Annette Snyder




  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  




  Published by


  WHISKEY CREEK PRESS


  www.whiskeycreekpress.com




  Copyright © 2005 by Annette Snyder




  Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.




  Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.




  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.




  ISBN: 978-1-59374-237-9




  Credits


  Cover Artist: Jinger Heaston


  Editor: Sue Vetter




  Printed in the United States of America




  To Alan, thanks for twenty good years. To my four great kids, replace the good things you use in life with more good things and go with your hearts.




  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. Surly 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.
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