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Not to us, O LORD, not to us,
 but to your name give glory.
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AT ONE POINT IN LONESOME PRAIRIE’S HISTORY, A DEBATE arose between locals about changing the name of the vast cattle and sheep land to Paradise Prairie. The country grass spreading out limitlessly toward the horizon and the glassy lake may have seemed paradise-like to some. And it was certainly a more pleasant name. But an old homesteader named Hard Scrabble Ole wrote to the Bear Paw Mountaineer saying anyone who wanted to change the name to Paradise was foolish. “I find it purty lonesome out har,” he wrote, “twenty mile from any place in a 10 x14 shack that just got tar paper on outside and an ol’ cook stov. It Lonesome Prairie alright.” His argument won, and the name Lonesome Prairie stuck. Although Lonesome Prairie no longer exists as a town, we found a wealth of information from the enthusiastic locals, proud of their area’s homesteading and ranching history. If you trek to north central Montana today, you’ll find it much as Hard Scrabble Ole described it, “purty lonesome.”

Tricia Goyer and Ocieanna Fleiss


Chapter One
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“Feels like I’m sleeping in a covered wagon with all this shaking.” Nineteen-year-old Julia Cavanaugh forced her eyes open. “At least that’s what I think it would feel like.” She spied one of the orphans under her charge—twelve-year-old Shelby—shaking her flimsy mattress. Her iron-framed bed squawked as it shook.

“Wake up, Miss Cavanaugh. Mrs. Hamlin just left with Mr. Gaffin, and we all think he’s gonna ask her to marry him. Do you think so?”

The sun streaming through the tall, second-story window of the Open Door Home for Destitute Girls, a privately owned orphanage on upper Manhattan, told Julia the day had started without her. An orphan herself, now running the place for the owner, she brushed a strand of dark hair from her eyes.

“Oh, Shelby.” Julia wiped the sleep from her eyes and smiled into the freckled face staring eagerly at her. “Give me a moment to wake before you go asking such things.” Julia stroked the girl’s cheek, her heart seeming to double within her chest with love for the youngster.

The embroidery sampler she’d fallen asleep working on still lay at the end of her bed. She picked it up and eyed the image of a small house she’d copied from Godey’s Lady’s Book. Above the house, she’d stitched the words Home Sweet Home in fancy script. Gazing around the broad room lined with small metal cots and bustling with little-girl chatter, Julia noted the embroidered pillowslips, carefully pressed—albeit dingy—curtains, and dandelions smiling from scavenged jam-jar vases. She’d done her best to make the room pleasant for the girls—and herself. She glanced at their faces and smiled, gladly embracing her role as caretaker.

A less-than-subtle “ahem” from Shelby reminded Julia she’d been asked a question. She glanced at her young charge, still perched on the end of her bed. “What did you ask?”

“Finally.” Shelby eyed her with mock frustration. “I said, do you think they will get married—Mrs. Hamlin and Mr. Gaffin? Haven’t you noticed the way they look at each other?” Shelby’s cheeks hinted of red. Her golden hair was already fixed in a proper bun, her hands and face washed, and her simple dress clean and pressed despite its patches and stray threads.

“Shelby Bruce.” Julia shook her head, as Shelby’s two-year-old sister Beatrice wiggled onto Julia’s lap with a squeal. She planted a firm kiss on the top of Bea’s head.

“Married? I don’t think so,” Julia continued. “Mrs. Hamlin would’ve told us—told me—if she was being courted. Mr. Gaffin’s just an old family friend.” Julia wondered where on earth the girl got the notion that their headmistress wished to marry.

Although they have been spending a lot of time together. Julia pushed the thought out of her mind as little Bea shuffled to a stand, planting her pint-sized feet on Julia’s thighs. “Fammy fend!” She pointed a chubby finger at her older sister, Shelby.

“All right, Bea.” Julia plopped the toddler on the floor and swiveled her toward the small bed she shared with Shelby. “Time to straighten your bed.” Then Julia eyed the twins. “Charity, Grace, would you two virtuous girls fetch fresh water for the basin?”

Shelby pushed away from the bed, wrinkled her brow, and thrust her hand behind her as if to support her back—a perfect imitation of their middle-aged headmistress. “Now where did I put my spectacles?” Shelby clucked her tongue as she waddled forward.

Laughter spilled from the lips of the girls around the room.

Encouraged, Shelby scratched her head. She plopped down on her bed then hopped up again as if surprised, pulling imaginary spectacles from under her rump. “Oh!” she squealed. “There they are.”

The laughter grew louder, and Julia pursed her lips together to smother the impulse to laugh along with them. She planted her fists on her hips. “That’s enough. All of you know what must be done before breakfast.” The girls’ laughter quieted to soft giggles hidden behind cupped palms as they scattered to do their chores.

Shelby lingered behind, her form now straight and her eyes pensive. “Maybe she forgot to tell you, Miss Cavanaugh.” The young girl gazed up at her. “The way they look at each other—it’s like my ma and pa used to, that’s all.”

Julia folded a stray yellow-blond curl behind the girl’s ear. “Don’t worry, my sweet. If Mrs. Hamlin was getting married, we’d be the first to know.”

Julia hoped her own gaze didn’t reflect the sinking disquiet that draped her. Mr. Gaffin was a rich world traveler. If there was any truth to Shelby’s suspicion, Julia couldn’t imagine he’d let Mrs. Hamlin continue to work with orphans. Perhaps they’d get a new headmistress.

Or maybe the girls would be separated, moved to new homes…

If Mrs. Hamlin got married, all their lives would be radically changed. And if Julia had to leave the orphanage, she had no idea what she would do. She swept that painful thought away and steadied her gaze at Shelby. She couldn’t hide her true feelings from this girl. Julia took Shelby’s hand and answered as honestly as she could.

“I don’t think she’ll get married, but if she does, God will take care of us, like He always has.” Julia lifted her chin in a smile. “And really, Mrs. Hamlin may be forgetful, but no one could forget that. I sure wouldn’t.”

Ardy, a shy Swedish girl, removed her dirty sheets from a small bed and then approached, taking Julia’s hand. “Don’t ya think you’ll ever be gettin’ married?”

“Actually, there is something I’ve been wanting to tell you all….” Julia leaned forward, resting her hands on her knees.

The two girls eyed each other in surprise, and Shelby’s brow furrowed.

“Come closer.” Julia curled a finger, bidding them.

“What is it?” Shelby asked, her eyes glued to Julia.

The girls leaned in. “I’d like to tell you…that there’s a wonderful man who’s asked me to marry him!”

The squeals of two girls erupted, followed by the cheers of nearly three dozen others who’d been quietly listening from the stairwell.

“There is?” Shelby reached forward and squeezed Julia’s hand.

Julia let out a hefty sigh and giggled. “No, you sillies. Well, at least not yet. Someday. Maybe.”

Shelby pouted “But you said…”

“I said I’d like to tell you I had a man. I’d sure like to, but of course since I don’t, I’m happy to stay here with all of you.”

The girls moaned.

The squeak of the front door down on the first floor of the Revolutionary War–era home-turned-orphanage drew their attention. They waited as Mrs. Hamlin’s familiar chortle filled the air, along with a bash and clang of items—hopefully food and supplies that she’d picked up.

“Julia!” Mrs. Hamlin yelped. “Julia, dear, where are you?”

“Coming.” Julia hurried down the stairs to help the older woman.

Julia neared the bottom of the steps and paused, trying to stifle a laugh at the sight of the twinkly eyed woman sprawled flat on her back. Scattered boxes and bags covered the donated rug.

“Mrs. Hamlin! What on earth? Why didn’t you get a steward to help you?”

“Oh, I didn’t want to be a bother.” She cheerfully picked herself up. “I was in such a hurry to show you all what I’d bought. And to tell you my surprise. Such a wonderful surprise.” Julia eyed the boxes and noted they were from R.H. Macy & Co. More than a dozen boxes waited to be opened, and she couldn’t imagine the cost.

“I found just what the girls need, and on sale!” the headmistress exclaimed.

What they need is more food—vitamin drops, too—and maybe a few new schoolbooks. But Julia didn’t dare say it. And somehow God’s hand of providence always provided.

“New clothes, I gather. That is a surprise.”

“But only half of it, dear.” Mrs. Hamlin rubbed her palms expectantly. “I also must tell you my news. The best news an old widow could hope for.”

Julia followed Mrs. Hamlin’s gaze toward the idle youngsters who’d gathered on the staircase to watch. Her eyes locked with Shelby’s, then she quickly looked away. “News?” The muscles in Julia’s stomach tightened.

“Girls,” Julia shooed them away with a wave of her hand, “you know better than to eavesdrop. Off to chores with you. We’ll have breakfast soon.”

The girls started to scurry off, but Mrs. Hamlin halted them with her words.

“No, no,” her high-pitched voice hailed. “Come back. This news is for all of you.” They circled around her, and she tenderly patted their bobbing heads.

“What is it?” Julia wasn’t sure she’d ever seen Mrs. Hamlin’s cheeks so rosy or her eyes so bright.

“I’m getting married!”


Chapter Two
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It wasn’t the first time a rowdy frontiersman had brandished a gun during his worship service. Parson Isaac Shepherd tried not to take it personally. His jaw tensed, and he laid the black, frayed ribbon across the page he was reading from the Psalms. He shook his head as he placed his leather Bible on the bar behind him. Not another interruption. It seemed he never made it through a whole sermon. Next time, I’m gonna start with the call to repentance. Switch things around…all they ever hear is the setup.

Preaching in livery stables, ferry docks, open fields, as well as saloons—like this afternoon—brought complications. But the exhilaration of seeing these rough folk growing in their faith made him even prouder than the time he rode ol’ Sven Flatness’s bronco for ten seconds. It’s why he’d come. Why he’d chosen the lifestyle of an unmarried circuit preacher.

Then there were days like today.

“I swar, Parson Ike.” Forty-year-old Horace Whitbaum, who looked as though he’d never bathed in his adult life, raised a toothless plea. “I never done jumped his claim. I don’t even know whar ’tis.” The desperate prospector’s hands, rough from years of mining the hills of the Montana plains, reached for the rafters, unleashing a pungent odor from his armpits.

“You did take my claim. I seen ya.” Another scruffy man with patched shirt and trousers, Giant Jim Newman, directed his Colt Peacemaker at Horace’s heart.

Isaac gazed at the nervous faces of the dozen faithful parishioners sitting along two lone benches on the mud-splattered, ash-sprinkled, beer-splashed floor. Young Jed Robertson and his mail-order bride huddled their new baby in their arms. Beside the Robertsons, Mr. Milo Godfrey, Isaac’s only ordained elder in the seventy-mile circuit, sat with his Indian wife and seven daughters. Isaac wondered which girl Mrs. Godfrey would try to marry off to him this week. Didn’t seem to matter to her that the oldest wasn’t even seventeen yet. Though the girls were nice enough, everyone should have known by now that Isaac wasn’t the marrying type.

The man sitting in the corner, Milo’s stepson, Mr. Warren Boyle, was the only one not seemingly troubled by the episode. Years earlier, Milo had married a young widow and adopted her son, Warren. After his young bride died, he’d raised the strong-willed boy as his own, but Warren had never embraced the Christian faith. Still, Milo loved the young man and even made him partner in his business. Not a church-going man, Warren laid low at the far table nursing a whiskey. Even with the shouting, he didn’t look up to see what the commotion was about.

Giant Jim’s black mustache waggled over his lip as if he were winding up for a spit. “I swore to kill that villain dead as a can of corned beef, and I aim to do it!”

“Jim.” Isaac spoke firmly as he approached the towering man. “Go ahead and shoot him if you want to be strung up at sunrise. The vigilantes will be on you faster than a hungry hawk on a lame jackrabbit. You know for yourself they’d hunt down anyone, guilty or not, in hopes of a bounty. And from what I hear, that new circuit judge doesn’t take too kindly to bar fights. So if you don’t want the so-called law to take you away on the next train, you better put the gun down.” Isaac positioned himself between Jim and Horace.

Giant Jim ignored Isaac’s warning. Instead, his black eyebrows scrunched into an arrow as he glared at the preacher. Though Isaac tried not to show his fear, his chest squeezed tight like a lariat around a steer. Lord, protect us. Protect Your flock.

“Listen to Parson Ike,” Horace sputtered, cowering behind Isaac, his grimy hand on the parson’s shoulder. “I swar. I don’t even know whar yer claim be.”

Isaac broadened his stance and patted Horace’s hand, attempting to calm him.

At first Horace had been one of the “drinkin’ saints.” Those were the folks already planted on barstools when the preaching started, who hung around out of laziness. Then, after a few months, the grungy forty-niner had meandered up after the sermon with a question.

“If yer Jesus died on the cross fer my sins, why can’t I jest do wat I want?”

From then on, Isaac had enjoyed surprisingly deep discussions with the hard-edged man. Horace’s growth was just another reason Isaac marveled at the far-reaching, saving power of God. It also affirmed his decision to decline the assistant parson’s position offered to him when he was fresh out of seminary in St. Louis.

“I swar it, Parson, I ain’t done him no wrong. I’ve been minin’ my own land…I swar!”

“Please don’t swear, Horace,” Isaac whispered then glanced to his elder Milo, whose hand clasped the ivory handle of his parlor gun. A seasoned rancher, adept at dealing with hot-headed prairie folk, Milo would be quick to help settle the situation.

Giant Jim shook his head. “Not that claim—”

“Wait!” A woman’s voice screeched from the doorway behind them. “It’s me he wants, Horace. I’m the claim Jim’s talking about.”

Isaac glanced back, seeing the woman’s large frame silhouetted by the sunlight streaming in through the door. Mabelina Tigard, a woman of easy virtue and a sometimes visitor to church, stepped through the door. Strands of red hair escaped from a shabbily pinned-up bun. She straightened her tattered, faded emerald dress as she glanced around the room. Her jutting chin hinted of pride for creating the commotion, yet the timid look in Mabelina’s eyes as she stepped through the door told Isaac she wasn’t nearly as proud of her reputation.

“Mabelina,” Giant Jim yelled, “git outside!”

“Horace.” Mabelina threw her hand to her hip. “He knows about us! I told him everything. Just last night I told Jim I didn’t know if I could continue seeing him because you wanted to marry me.” She winked at Horace and bobbed her head, her gaze pleading.

Horace glanced up, his eyes wide as wells. “What’re you talkin’ ’bout, woman?”

“I told you he stole my claim.” Giant Jim pointed his thumbs at Horace and Mabelina. “Those two been fraternizin’ behind my back. I was gonna make an honest woman outta her. And he done asked her to marry him.” Jim spit on the floor. “That’s what I call jumpin’ my claim.”

Mabelina slipped her hand behind her back, and Isaac noticed a streak of silver.

 A gun? Why does she have a gun? Isaac’s shoulders tightened as he remembered the rumors. Mabelina’s temper, it seemed, was often as fiery as her hair, and though she’d never shot a person, her bullets had shattered shot glasses, busted windows, and drilled into wooden ceilings in her effort to make sure she got her point across.

“Can you repeat that?” Mabelina tilted her head flirtatiously. “You were gonna do what, Jimbo?”

“You heard me. I was gonna ask you ta marry me, my little marmot, but then Horace—”

Horace squeezed Isaac’s shoulder tighter. “She’s as crazy as a loon!”

Isaac ignored Horace and focused on the two lovers. And the two guns. It was obvious Mabelina was making the whole thing up to unleash Giant Jim’s jealousy. And, Isaac guessed, to spark a fire under him that might spur him to a real commitment. Well, it had worked.

Isaac cleared his throat. He’d had enough of Mabelina’s drama. She may have merely been seeking attention from her man, but those were real guns and real bullets. If it didn’t settle down soon, someone would get hurt. “Jim, will you please put the gun down? Miss Mabelina still loves you, and Horace has made it clear he doesn’t want your claim. I’m sure you can work this out.”

Mabelina batted her eyelashes at Jim, a coy smile curving her lips.

Horace didn’t notice. His gaze was narrowed on Giant Jim’s barrels pointed at his chest. “I wouldn’t hitch up to that used-up ol’ cow in a million years. I’d rather marry my mule!”

Mabelina’s jaw dropped and her eyes bore down on Horace.

The saloon patrons hooted with laughter.

“Bet you would, Horace,” Jed Robertson called out. “You do love that ol’ mule of yours.”

Horace turned on them, a fierce glare shooting from his eyes. “Don’t be disrespectin’ my Ladygirl. Besides, I got me a wife comin’.”

“You been sayin’ that for ten years!” From his table, Warren Boyle smirked, apparently interested now. He finished his whiskey in one swallow.

“How dare you talk about me like that!” Mabelina’s face reddened to a shade just slightly lighter than her hair color. She stamped her foot and raised her gun above her head.

A burst of movement caught Isaac’s eye. Moving with the quickness of a man half his age, Milo jumped from his place on the bench and knocked the gun from Giant Jim’s hand.

Seeing his chance, Isaac lunged forward in an attempt to disarm Mabelina. Before he made it two steps, a gunshot split the air. As Isaac spun around, the Indian women screamed, a baby’s cry followed, and from outside a dog—Isaac’s black-and-white sheepdog, Calamity—yapped.

Isaac’s gaze jerked to the screaming women, and his heart clamped into a tight panic as he watched Elder Milo slump off his seat to the dirty floor.

“Mabelina!” Giant Jim dropped to his knees. His eyes drilled the redhead. “Why’d you do that?”

The woman gripped the pistol in her hand with two fingers, as if she were holding up a dead rattler, her face etched with fear. “I aimed at the ceiling. I just wanted to get your attention. I didn’t like y’all besmirchin’ my good name.” Her shoulders slouched. “It must’ve ricocheted.”

Isaac hurried forward and took the gun from her limp hand.


Chapter Three
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Julia stepped into the backyard, sprawling compared to other gardens of New York City. The afternoon’s humid heat bombarded her like the worries in her heart. Since Mrs. Hamlin’s announcement this morning, Julia’s mind had swirled with questions. How soon was the wedding? What would happen to the orphanage? To her?

And especially, what was the purpose of those white dresses from R.H. Macy’s? They looked like traveling garments. Where were the girls going? To another orphanage? Mrs. Hamlin wouldn’t send them to a state-run facility in the horrid Five Points District, would she? Julia shuddered. Many of those poor children were abused and forced to work in the sweatshops. Some lost their lives.

And where was Julia’s dress? Not that she particularly cared if she received a new gown, but it was strange. There had been no package for her. Mrs. Hamlin wouldn’t give all the girls presents and exclude Julia. Not unless she had a reason. Oh, Mrs. Hamlin, what are you doing?

But the headmistress had swept out the door as quickly as she’d arrived, leaving her queries unanswered.

Julia peeked behind her at the handful of girls who followed in a staggered line, like ducklings following their mother. Julia loved her role as stand-in parent, and she knew her bright-eyed girls found stability and reassurance in her care of them, even if her efforts were far from perfect.

She wiped a drip of perspiration from her forehead with the back of her hand.

“Miss Cav’naw.” Beatrice tugged on her apron. “What I do? I help, too.”

Book lessons done for the day, garden duties now commenced. They’d weed and hopefully harvest carrots, radishes, and lettuce for tonight’s dinner. Although it was still early for the growing season, this crew of future gardeners could always uncover a good supply of ready-to-eat vegetables.

“Absolutely, Bea.” Julia tweaked her chin. “Why don’t you put the weeds that Shelby pulls into the wheelbarrow? Does that sound good?”

Bea nodded.

After making sure each child labored a proportion more than she played in the dirt, Julia strode to the small flower garden closer to the old stone house. As she dug her hands into the soft, moist soil, a thousand alternatives about their future worked through her mind. The headmistress’s plans mystified Julia, as her well-intentioned—though sometimes disastrous—plots often did.

Chuckling softly, she remembered the plentiful ways the woman’s love had bungled Julia’s life. Like the time she gifted Julia with music lessons from a woman who fell asleep in her chair as soon as the piano started plunking. One, two…snore. Or the time she trimmed eleven-year-old Julia’s hair so short that most people thought she was a boy. Yet, at least Mrs. Hamlin had a loving heart. At least she tried.

“Julia! Julia, dear!” Mrs. Hamlin’s musical voice summoned her.

Julia bolted upright, her eyes shooting toward the door. Finally, she’d get some answers. She quickly brushed dirt from her hands and turned to the girls. “I’m going inside, my sweets,” she said. “Keep working. You’re doing a fine job.”

“We will, Miss Cavanaugh,” Shelby called.

Julia sent her a reassuring smile, knowing Shelby’s mind most likely spun with questions, too.

“Julia!” Mrs. Hamlin sang again.

“Coming, Mrs. Hamlin.” Julia scuttled up the steps to the back door. “I’m coming.”

Entering through the kitchen where two girls scrubbed the breakfast dishes, Julia crossed over the white and black tile into the lobby. The room was once a fine parlor in the home of a wealthy doctor. Mrs. Hamlin sat on the burgundy floral settee. The tall, arched window behind her seemed to protect those inside and welcome the lonely. Next to Mrs. Hamlin’s feet sat a large box wrapped in brown paper.

“Come here, my darling.” She opened her arms, beseeching her for an embrace.

Julia gladly accepted, cherishing the love of this woman who was not her mother but was the nearest semblance she’d known for the past eight years. She took in Mrs. Hamlin’s sweet smell of rosewater and relished the feel of her cotton shirtwaist.

Mrs. Hamlin gently rocked Julia as if she were holding a baby. “I know this is hard for you.” Her voice quivered as emotion burbled toward the surface. “I love you, my dear, dear girl.” Then she gripped her even tighter, squeezing Julia’s breath away.

Mrs. Hamlin finally let go, and Julia sucked in air.

“I love you, too.” Julia smiled. “Even if you do choke me with those mighty hugs.”

“Now, my dear.” Mrs. Hamlin jiggled as she sat up straighter. “We have a lot to talk about.”

The scent of freshly planted roses outside the window, mingling with the faint waft of smoke from factories and trash barrel fires, reminded Julia of how glad she’d been to live and work here—distant from the bleak life faced by many orphans housed in the downtown asylums.

Julia tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “I’m glad. I have so many questions.”

Mrs. Hamlin tilted her head and sandwiched Julia’s hand between hers. “Of course, you poor dear. You’re probably wondering how it came about that I got engaged.”

Fear of having to listen to one of Mrs. Hamlin’s long and shifting stories gripped Julia. “Mrs. Hamlin—”

The headmistress smoothed her dress and adjusted in her seat. “Our story beats all—how we fell in love. How hard it was to keep it a secret. But Mr. Gaffin insisted, saying it would worry you if you knew about the two of us. Isn’t he the kindest of men?”

In unison, Julia’s right foot patted the hardwood floor and her fingers drummed on her lap. “Yes, I’m sure he’s very kind, but—”

“And ours is the loveliest romance in all creation. It would make a wonderful novel—like those dime novels you read. Hmm… Maybe you could write it down. Wouldn’t that be amazing?”

Julia’s tapping amplified. If she had to listen to the whole story of how they met…“I can’t wait to hear it, really.” Julia produced a smile. “But perhaps first you could tell me what those dresses were for. They look like travel dresses for the girls. Are they going somewhere?”

“Oh!” the blissful woman squeaked as if she were a train forced to come to a screeching stop. A silent moment followed, as the wheels churned in a different direction. “You mean I didn’t tell you what’s going to happen?” Her forehead crinkled and her eyes squinted.

“No, you just told us you were getting married. Then you left.”

“Strange. I thought I did.” She grasped Julia’s hands. “I’m so excited to tell you, Julia. It’s the perfect thing. Just perfect.”

Julia wanted to yell Just tell me! but clenched her teeth, fighting the outburst.

“Well, Julia, the girls are taking a great adventure. Mr. Gaffin, you know how rich he is. He doesn’t want me to work anymore, the dear man. So we’re selling the orphanage, and all the girls are going—oh, I’m too excited to even tell you!”

“Please, Mrs. Hamlin.” Julia pressed a hand to her stomach, sure she was going to be sick.

“They’re going out West on the orphan train!”

Julia gasped in surprise. “The orphan train?” Varied feelings barraged her, and she slumped under their weight. She reviewed everything she’d ever heard about the trains. The Children’s Aid Society—a Christian organization her own father had worked for—persuaded the big rail companies to transport destitute children away from the evils of the city. They believed the best place for an orphan was at the table of a farmer. Why hadn’t she thought of that? It’s just the sort of thing the headmistress would do.

Mrs. Hamlin tilted her head. “It’s for the best, I think. They’ll get out of this deplorable town for good. It’s no place for the poor, you know.”

Grateful her biggest fear—that the girls would be sent to another orphanage—was averted, other emotions rushed in, filling that fear’s place. She stared out the window.

Julia appreciated the rationale behind this choice. Sending the girls west to live in the vast countryside—where they could breathe fresh air, learn good, honest work, and be embraced by a family—was the best decision for everyone. She knew it was.

It was good the girls would have homes, families, yet a deep ache took root as she considered mornings without waking up to the sound of their laughter or heading to bed at night without the many whispered prayers.

More than that, she’d no longer be their caretaker. Julia placed a hand over her chest as if attempting to protect her heart. Yet she knew it would do little good.

The girls’ voices floated in and with each one—so familiar, so much a part of her life—Julia’s mind struggled to believe she would have to give the responsibility of their care to others. Her glance moved over the room as she took in the comfortable, happy home she’d resigned herself to living in for…well, forever. This place, the girls, Mrs. Hamlin—they were home to her. The only home she’d known since her parents’ deaths. How would she ever find a new one?

She kissed the headmistress’s hand. “You’ve done the right thing.”

Relief softened Mrs. Hamlin’s face. “I didn’t want you to be disappointed in me, Julia. I hope you don’t think me too selfish.”

Julia regarded the dear woman’s eyes, bordered with lines of laughter and love. “Of course not. I’m happy for you. For the girls.”

Plans and details for the coming days flooded Julia’s mind. She’d have to pack their things. What would they need? And who would see them safely to their new homes? Suddenly, nothing in her world seemed more important than traveling with the girls on the train, being their guardian one last time. She’d never have peace until she scrutinized the families for herself, made sure each girl was put into the care of upright, stable, and kind parents.

“Now.” Mrs. Hamlin lifted the heavy package, handing it to her. “Your gift.” The woman’s double chin bulged as an excited grin filled her round face. “You didn’t think I forgot you, did you?”

Julia received and opened the box. A beautiful blue wool flannel skirt, a new white silk blouse, and a light wool tan jacket—perfectly suited for travel—were arranged inside a sturdy leather valise. Also in the box was a fancy tan and blue parasol. Julia’s heart skipped. “Does this mean…?”

“You’re going with them!” Mrs. Hamlin handed her a ticket.

Julia embraced her again. “Thank you. Thank you so much. I couldn’t imagine letting them board the train without me.”

“You’re welcome, dear.” She clapped her hands. “I know how much you’ve wanted to go out West.”

Julia smiled. “I only wish my father could take the trip with me. He always wanted to, you know.”

“He’d be so proud of you, Julia.” Mrs. Hamlin touched Julia’s cheek. “You go, my dear, and experience all the things he never had the chance to.”

“I will…and then I’ll come back to New York City, and you.” An idea emerged in Julia’s mind. “Mrs. Hamlin, when I come back, may I work in your new house? I could do whatever you wanted. Cook, clean, wait on you.”

Mrs. Hamlin’s eyes sparkled. “Of course. Of course you may stay with us. You know how I love you.”

“Thank you. I don’t know what I’d do if I couldn’t return to you.” As long as Julia could cling to that assurance, she’d be able to face what was to come.

“But,” Mrs. Hamlin clutched Julia’s arm and tugged her closer, “I think you may not want to come back. You may find something even better on the prairie. Something involving romance, adventure—even love may surprise you.” Mrs. Hamlin let out a loud laugh, and Julia giggled along, unsure why.

Julia shook her head. “No, all I want is to see the girls safely to their new homes and then come back here…to my home.”

A clang sounded from the kitchen, and their cook emerged. “Soup! Soup!”

“Oh my,” Mrs. Hamlin said. “You’d better get those girls fed. We’ll talk some more later.”

“But…I have more questions.” Julia touched Mrs. Hamlin’s arm. “When is your wedding?”

Mrs. Hamlin folded up the brown papers. “Uh, let’s see, what’s today? Monday? Oh! It’s tomorrow! Yes, I love Tuesday weddings, don’t you? So much to do! Actually everything’s done, thanks to my dear Mr. Gaffin.”

A knock pounded on the door, interrupting them.

Julia eyed Mrs. Hamlin then stood and opened the door. A middle-aged couple appeared before her, their chins tilted upward and their eyes fixed beyond her as if she didn’t exist. The man wore a fine black suit with tails, and the woman’s dress rivaled anything Julia had ever seen, even in the Montgomery Ward catalog.

“We’re here for a Mrs. Hamlin,” the man announced. “Looking at the house.”

Julia showed them in and then motioned to the headmistress. “She’s right here.”

“Oh! You’re the folks thinking of buying the place.” Mrs. Hamlin shook their hands, then turned to Julia. “They want to make it into a dog and cat hospital. Isn’t that lovely?”
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A week had passed since her conversation with Mrs. Hamlin, now Gaffin. The moon’s dreamlike beams cast faint shadows on the street as Julia sat on the cool stone steps outside the orphanage.

The church bells chimed midnight. Though her own cobblestone street was quiet, the rumble of hooves and wagons and the shouts of impatient hansom cab drivers blended in a comforting dissonance from a few blocks away. Sounds she’d fallen asleep to for the last eleven years.

A crisp breeze swept through, and Julia rubbed her arms to fight off the chill. An old newspaper fluttered and caught on the breeze. It landed against the boardinghouse across the street, leaving The New York Times plastered on the stone wall.

Julia remembered an article she’d once read in the Times about a woman who had traveled from Albania to the United States with her five young children, all under the age of eight. She’d longed to escape her abusive husband, a leader in her home city’s government. When she arrived on Ellis Island, the authorities arrested her for kidnapping and wrenched her children from her. The article said they had to pry the woman’s fingers from her baby, who was screaming from the pain of his mother’s grasp. The picture in the paper showed the woman crouched on the ground, her hand reaching out as if to reclaim her children by sheer will.

Heaving sobs shook her shoulders. Each night since Julia had learned that the orphanage would be closing, she’d sat on these steps in the humid May air and wept. Tonight she wiped tears from her cheeks and shuddered, struggling to calm herself. In a few hours she’d march her thirty-two girls to Grand Central Depot. At nine o’clock they’d board the train, and in the weeks to come at each stop along the way, it would be her duty to hand her girls—whom she loved as sisters, daughters—into the care of unknown families.

I don’t know how I can do this. She longed for her father’s strength—his sturdy build, his warm smile, the safety she so clearly remembered feeling in his arms—and her mother’s wisdom and sound advice.

“Trust the Lord.” Julia twisted a strand of her long dark hair around her finger as she repeated her mother’s words. “You may not always understand His ways, but He will never leave you.”

Julia pulled in a shaky breath. God, please don’t leave me.

This was the last night she’d spend in New York for a long time. She stood and gazed at the brick buildings lining the cobblestone streets. So familiar. In her mind’s eye she traveled one last time through her weekly routine. She imagined the vendors who knew her by name when she shopped down by the waterfront. Her Saturday afternoons with the girls at Central Park. And church on Sundays. She glanced at the tall steeple of their church looming above the city buildings like a shepherd watching its sheep. She’d miss it.

This was also the last night she’d be able to weep over losing the girls. Once on the train, she’d smile, laugh, sing, and play. She’d be strong and brave and never let her dear children see a hint of her concern. She’d be their mother.

One last time.


Chapter Four
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“Oh, Lord, no!” Isaac flew to his friend’s side.

Milo’s wife, Aponi, dashed to her husband. No tears flowed. Only quick determination showed on the woman’s face. Her hands, skilled from years of caring for wounded and ill neighbors and travelers, tore through Milo’s several layers of shirts. A bullet wound, ripped and ragged, trickled blood onto his chest. Aponi gasped despite her obvious attempts to remain controlled. From Milo’s strained breaths, it was clear the bullet had punctured his lungs. Isaac just hoped it had missed his heart. Blood pooled on the floor.

“Move chairs, girls.” Aponi pressed the skirt of her fashionable Sunday dress into the wound in the left side of his chest as she directed her daughters. “Ruth, watch little ones. Alice, boil water. Dusty!” she hollered at the bartender. “Whiskey!”

Isaac knelt next to her, silently awaiting her instruction.

“Need bandages,” she said in a deep, focused voice, without shifting her eyes from her husband. “And your shirt.”

Isaac took off his only preaching shirt and handed it to her, smoothing his undershirt. Yet he knew Aponi’s attempts to stop the bleeding wouldn’t be much help if Milo’s internal organs were damaged. It was the bleeding in Milo’s insides—if there was any—that would take his life.

Pressing his shirt on top of her dress, Aponi tilted her face toward Isaac. Her gaze pierced his. “Pray, Parson Ike. Pray.”

“I am praying.” He glanced up to see Horace, Giant Jim, and Mabelina sitting at one of the poker tables holding hands. Their eyes were closed and Giant Jim’s mouth moved. “And so are they.” He pointed to the table. “We’re all praying.”

He gazed into his friend’s pale face and panic gripped him. He couldn’t lose Milo. Please, Lord.

Years before, Milo had attended the same seminary as Isaac, but the Lord had called the successful sheep rancher to support the church rather than to lead it. How would Isaac survive without his mentor’s advice, love, and support? Please, Lord. I need him. Need his wisdom, sound judgment, friendship.

And Milo was also the only person who respected Isaac’s decision to stay single. What a relief to have one person in Montana Territory who didn’t badger him about finding a wife.

Mary, one of the near-grown daughters, rushed to her father’s side with a water bucket and washrag in her bronze hands. She mopped his forehead. “You will be fine, Papa. You will be fine.” A strand of long black hair slipped from her braid to her moist cheek. She pushed it behind her ear, wiping the tears as she struggled to speak words of comfort.

Isaac longed with every impulse to comfort Mary and the other girls. O Lord, please don’t let these children lose their father. He knew the years of loneliness that losing a parent would bring—knew the missing never went away.

Isaac laid a hand on Mary’s arm. “You’re doing well, Mary. You are a good nurse.”

After a moment, Milo’s eyes pried open and he uttered a name. “Warren.”

Milo’s stepson rose from his place at the corner table. All color had drained from Warren’s face. “Dear God.” It was an exclamation rather than a prayer. Milo motioned with his hand and the stocky, young upstart approached and knelt next to the wounded man.

“I’m here.” Warren awkwardly patted his arm. “What do you need, Father?”

“We never finished my will.” Milo’s voice was hoarse. “Promise me you’ll take care of Aponi and my girls. Make sure they have enough.” A rasping cough seized him, before he finally added, “And the school. I promised to pay for the supplies. Take care of that.”

“I promise.” Sweat dripped from Warren’s forehead onto Milo’s neck. “Don’t worry.”

“Isaac,” Milo called next, dismissing Warren.

Isaac leaned in. “Don’t give up, my friend.” His throat felt thick. “We have too many plans. I can’t do it without you.” He grasped the sheep rancher’s hand—a hand rugged from years of laboring with sheep in the fields, a hand gentle from shepherding God’s people with kindness and love.

His and Milo’s plans emanated from their passion to redeem this land. Both men knew the only way to “civilize” the West was for God’s sanctifying work to change men’s and women’s hearts. They’d spent many prayerful hours laying out a plan. First, Isaac would preach the Word at every opportunity—something he craved to do.

Second, the orphan train. Isaac had persuaded the Children’s Aid Society to send a crop of destitute city children right here to Big Sandy via the train depot, and the first group would arrive in less than a month. He’d hoped many families would take in the children, and many here and in the surrounding townships had promised they would. Caring for orphans had been Milo’s dream. Let him live to see the children arrive…please, Lord.

Their final dream was the school. How many hours had they spent planning it? The school that would be a refuge for prairie children and Indians alike. The school that would keep children with their families rather than away in boarding institutions. The school that provided another step toward spreading the gospel to the western territories.

“Isaac…finish all we started….” Milo struggled for breath.

“I won’t give up, my friend,” he said, but doubt gripped him. Without Milo Godfrey, could there be a school? Would everything else crumble as well?

Now wasn’t the time to worry about that. Isaac needed to exemplify strength for his parishioners—to help and comfort his sheep.

Milo turned to his daughters. As Isaac stepped back to give them a moment together, a woman’s jovial voice called from the swinging door of the saloon, an awkward interruption to the somber setting. “Where’s my brother?”

Isaac looked up and saw his two sisters and their families standing in the doorway. Milo’s daughters crouched around their father as Isaac slowly rose and walked toward the door.

Isaac herded his family onto the porch, and their countenances fell when they noticed the pain on his face. The blood on his hands.

Miriam, his oldest sister, peered past him. Her belly bulged with child, and Isaac’s nephew Josh hung on her leg. Seeing Milo on the floor, her hand flew to her mouth as if blocking a shriek. “Is that Elder Godfrey? Oh, Isaac, what happened?”

Isaac explained.

“We came to hear your sermon,” his sister Elizabeth added, “but one of the wagon wheels got stuck in a rut. All the mud…”

“In a week it’ll be dry,” Isaac commented absently.

“Go to him,” Elizabeth whispered, patting his hand. “We’ll pray.”

His family joined those at the table in prayer, and Isaac returned to Milo.

His friend’s face had faded to a pale, greenish hue. His breathing faltered.

Aponi’s eyes fixed on Isaac, her face stoic, but her brown eyes brimmed with fear and disbelief. “He will not live.”

“I know.” Isaac wrapped an arm around her.

“Isaac,” Milo mumbled, his blue eyes opening. “You need a wife. A good one like Aponi.”

He’s delirious. Isaac nodded. “She is a wonderful woman,” he said, avoiding Milo’s point. “God has blessed you.”

“That vow you made is stupid. ‘It is not good that the man should be alone.’ Remember.” The dying man grumbled and lifted his head slightly.

“Stupid? I thought you understood why I—”

“I was trying to let you figure it out yourself.” Milo coughed, and a trickle of blood seeped from his lips. “But you need a good woman. Find one. Promise you’ll try.”

“I’m sorry, my friend, but I can’t.” Isaac patted Milo’s hand. “Don’t worry about that now.”

“Promise.”

Isaac shook his head.

“Stubborn!” Milo’s head sank back, his eyes closing again.

After what seemed like a long time, Milo’s eyes opened and searched for his wife. “Aponi, I love you.”

“Your eternity. It has come.” Her voice faltered. “God is with you.”

Isaac opened his Bible to Psalm 23. “‘The Lord is my shepherd….’”

And by the end of the psalm, as Aponi rested her head against her husband’s chest, it had stilled.


Chapter Five
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“I’m bored,” Liza, one of the five remaining girls, whined in her Italian accent. She twisted around in the bench in front of Julia and rested her chin on the tall seat back. “Three weeks is too long to sit on this rumble-tumble train. My sedere hurts.”

Julia rubbed her forehead and threw the girl a cynical glance. “I know. We’ve heard you at least a dozen times…today.” Julia patted Liza’s dark hair. “And it’s so much harder on you than the rest of us.” Julia winked.

Liza stuck out her lower lip. “It is, Miss Cavanaugh. It really is. I’m more miserabile than anyone.”

“Oh brother.” Shelby, sitting next to Julia, rolled her eyes.

Julia tucked a bookmark into the last Wild West novel she’d brought with her, The Prairie Knight, and returned it to her valise. She was eager to find out what happened but knew she’d have to wait.

Soon I’ll have lots of time to read. She needed to focus on the five girls who remained. The twenty-seven others had already gone to new homes at stops along the way.

At first Julia had been uncertain of the system. Who were these men and women who would be taking her girls into their homes? Thankfully, the nun from the Children’s Aid Society had explained everything to her. Local clergy recommended the families, who promised to provide the girls with the same food, clothing, education, and spiritual training as they would any biological children. Yet Julia had wondered if her girls would receive the same love.

Julia’s worries had eased when she’d met the mothers and fathers along the way. Their tender gazes, open arms, and kind words assured her the girls would be cared for.

At the next town, the five sitting in the seats around her would also be handed over to new parents. And though she was grateful the girls would have new families and hopeful futures, she realized that for the first time in her life, she’d be alone. The wrench tightened in her stomach, but Julia chose to focus on the present—not her fearful future. I should enjoy my girls while I still have the chance.

“Did you finish your stitching, Liza? Do you need help?”

“I’m sick of stitching!” Liza pinched her lips together. Standing, she announced, “I’m going to ask the conductor how much longer. He’s sitting in the dining car. I saw him.”

“That’s fine. A walk’ll do you good.” Julia blew out another breath and focused on the never-ending Montana prairie that passed by the window like a blurred Monet painting.

“Maybe you should go, too, Miss Cavanaugh,” Shelby said. “That conductor’s so handsome.”

Julia’s cheeks warmed, thinking of the tall young man who’d “conducted” them on their journey. “He does have really nice eyes, doesn’t he? So dark and mysterious.”

“I think he likes you.”

Julia shook her head. “Oh, he’s just a friendly sort. Besides, who’d want a husband always gone on another train trip? Not me.” She adjusted in her seat. The trip had been long, and if Julia was honest, her sedere hurt, too.

Over the miles, the landscape had transformed from bustling cities of the East to small townships to miles of uninhabited wilderness. Small depots and water towers located at regular intervals provided brief respites from the smoky, chugging train ride. For the first few days, the girls had awoken every time the train stopped to have its water tanks refilled for the steam engines. After the first week they learned to sleep through it all.

At many depots farther west—out past Nebraska and into the Dakotas—the sound of new construction filled the air. Town plans were a common topic among land scouts, who frequently joined Julia and the girls on the train while surveying the prospective new communities. They talked about the six-mile-square townships and showed one another their sketches of roads and buildings.

Peering out the window in the evenings, Julia caught glimpses of the first residents’ flickering campfires in these sprouting gardens of America. She wondered what dreams and hopes these late-century pioneers had carried with them—and what they had discarded along the way.

Julia fumbled through her bag for the letter she’d started writing to Mrs. Gaffin in Bismarck, North Dakota. She remembered that remarkable territory and how, at one of the depots, she’d seen a mighty elk, antlers stretching against the sky, chest puffed proudly. She ran a finger over her penciled descriptions.

Dear Mrs. Gaffin,


First, as we passed the Mississippi River (I can hardly believe I was finally able to see the “Mighty Mississippi”), I saw loons and eagles swirling for prey over the waters. As we traveled farther west, you wouldn’t believe the prairie critters! Meadowlarks, coyotes, prairie dogs—their diminutive forms propped up like little street beggars. I even saw a herd of bison. How huge they were! Pictures in books do not portray their strength and power. I am eager to see more.

The girls have been good. I’ll write again soon.

Yours,

Julia



Intending to post the letter at the next depot, Julia placed it on the top of her new valise.

The wind outside picked up, and the prairie grass swayed gently. So far the West had been all she’d dreamed. Looming buttes, acres of lush sage, wild prairie roses and foxgloves, vast skies, and rambling streams. And how she loved the people she’d met at the depots. Such peculiar characters, just like out of her books.

Just this morning they’d met a woman, Mabelina, in Fort Benton. The stocky, cherry-haired woman lavished warm greetings on them. When she learned their last stop would be Big Sandy, Mabelina grasped Julia in a full hug.

“We need good womenfolk in my town.” A twinkle lit her brown eyes. “Our parson needs a wife!”

Julia had chuckled and explained she was only dropping off the remaining girls and would immediately return to New York. The woman’s whole face frowned, and then, as quick as a city rat could scamper off with a dropped morsel, her face depicted sweet joy once again.

“Oh well, the Good Lord’s sure to bring someone, someday.”

“Miss Cavanaugh.” A voice jolted Julia from her thoughts, and Liza rushed in. “The conductor said Big Sandy is five miles away. Fifteen minutes. We’re almost there! I can’t wait to meet my new parents. I just know they’re good people.”

“I good people!” Bea, who’d been snoozing in the seat behind Julia, wobbled to her and clambered onto her lap. Julia lifted a ledger from her bag. The nun at Grand Central Depot had given it to her before they’d left New York. It listed where each girl would be living.

Bea sat up on Julia’s lap. “I go Wonesome Pwaiwee.”

Julia viewed her list. “That’s right. I suppose it must be a town close to Big Sandy. Sounds wonderful, doesn’t it?”

Shelby scooted next to Julia and leaned her head against Julia’s shoulder. “It doesn’t sound good to me. Sounds lonely.”

“Maybe not. Let’s hope not.” Julia smoothed Shelby’s straight, yellow-blond hair.

Even though the girls had been with Julia since Bea was a newborn, Shelby hadn’t been easy to win over. Too many years of disappointment and neglect had built a fortress of feisty, stubborn anger around the girl. It was only recently that Julia had broken through. She’d gained Shelby’s trust. And now?

Shelby glanced up, and Julia took the moment to memorize the girl’s blue eyes. Her cheeks. Her smile. Such a beautiful face. Such a beautiful heart.

“I don’t want to leave you, Miss Cavanaugh.” Shelby’s voice quivered like a leaf on a windy day. “I’ve been thinking.” She sat straighter in the seat next to Julia. “Why can’t you adopt us? You can be our mother. Wherever you go, we’ll go. I can work in the factories to help pay, and Bea will be a good girl.”

Please, no. Didn’t Shelby think Julia had already considered this?

More than once Julia had imagined returning to New York with Shelby and Bea. Surely Mrs. Gaffin wouldn’t put them out on the street. Maybe they all could live in her big, new house…at least until Julia could find work. Then she and the girls could rent a small room somewhere. It wouldn’t be much, but they’d at least have each other.

An ache pounded at her temples, but its source was the throbbing in her heart. When she considered these things, reality always took over. Mrs. Gaffin was starting a new life. She’d done her duty by providing for the girls to go on the orphan train. Julia couldn’t ask her to do more. And Julia simply couldn’t provide for them herself, not as a new family could.

“Sweetie.” Julia touched Shelby’s cheek. “I want to be your mother…with all my heart, but—”

Shelby cut her off, her eyes pleading. “We need each other. What will Bea do without you?”

Julia struggled to keep her voice calm. “We have to trust that this is the right thing to do. That God has chosen these folks as your parents.” She reached for the girl’s hand.

Shelby jerked it away, pulling back as if stung by a wasp. “I knew you’d say no. I thought you loved us, but you’re just like everyone else—happy to be rid of us.”

Shelby stood and stomped to the next car.

“Please, Shelby,” Julia called after her, but she was already gone.

The train’s whistle blared as it approached the depot.

Julia focused on the four girls anxiously staring out the window. “Girls,” she said, organizing her things and watching for Shelby, “make sure you have everything ready.”

“We’re here?” Liza frowned. “But I don’t see any town. Not even a building.”

Only a stark and waterless prairie stretched in all directions. “I see what you mean,” Julia said. “But don’t worry. Big Sandy must be nearby. Now come on, girls; are you ready to meet your new parents?”

Before any of the girls could answer, the train jerked to a stop. Shelby entered and, without looking at Julia, grabbed her carpetbag. 

“All right, girls.” Julia somehow found the strength to sound cheerful. “Quickly, gather around.”

Julia reached into her valise and pulled out the pillowslips she’d embroidered for each one during their journey. Creating these personal mementos had eased Julia’s ache and distracted her thoughts. She would not send them off empty-handed; she’d send them with a memory of her love. And when lonely or scary moments came, maybe these simple pillowslips would remind them of that.

She handed a pillowslip to each girl with a simple hug. “Fold them up and tuck them inside your carpetbags.”

They did as she asked. All except Shelby.

Shelby glared at Julia, her eyes red from crying. “I don’t want it!” She grabbed the intricately sewn fabric, tossed it to the floor, and stomped on it.

Julia winced as if it were her heart on the floor feeling the strike of Shelby’s black patent leather shoe.

“That naughty!” Bea pointed accusingly at the smudged pillowslip.

Julia swallowed hard and then focused on Shelby, reaching a trembling hand to her shoulder. “I’ll put it in my bag. Maybe you’ll change your mind later.”

“I don’t want anything reminding me of you!”

Julia felt a wave of relief when the conductor chose that moment to enter. “This way,” he called, his cheerful voice helping to dissipate the gloom that had settled over the train car.

“Is the train leaving from here right away?” Julia asked him. “I need to see my girls to their new homes.” She straightened her shoulders, regaining control—of herself, the girls, her emotions.

The conductor offered a reassuring smile. “We just have to scoot up to the water tower over yonder. Once we get filled up, we’ll come back. You have one hour, but don’t be late. We need to get to Cascade on time, and we won’t be waitin’.”

“I’ll be here.” Quickly wiping her eyes, Julia led the girls out the door and down the steps to a dusty road. Yet there was no town, and no parents waited as in the other stops—just an old rail car used as the depot and one lone wagon with a sign.

RIDE TO TOWN. 2 BITS

“Howdy, miss.” A short, scruffy man, the driver of the wagon, approached. “I’m Horace.” A big toothless smile filled his face. “These the orphans from a Mrs. Hamlin’s school?”

“Yes,” Julia answered.

“You Julia Cavanaw-guh?”

“Yes…” Odd, none of the other folks who met them at the depots knew her name.

The man did a happy little jig, and Julia laughed. Must just be one of the quirky characters in these parts—like that Mabelina.

“Thank you, sir,” she said and then turned to the girls. “Go ahead and climb in that wagon.” Julia reached in her pocket for the two bits the sign indicated, but Horace shook his hands, stopping her.

“This one’s on me.”




End of sample
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