


A Woman Named Damaris


Books by Janette Oke


Return to Harmony  •  Another Homecoming
Tomorrow’s Dream


ACTS OF FAITH*


The Centurion’s Wife  •  The Hidden Flame
The Damascus Way


CANADIAN WEST


When Calls the Heart  •  When Comes the Spring
When Breaks the Dawn  •  When Hope Springs New
Beyond the Gathering Storm
When Tomorrow Comes


LOVE COMES SOFTLY


Love Comes Softly  •  Love’s Enduring Promise
Love’s Long Journey  •  Love’s Abiding Joy
Love’s Unending Legacy  •  Love’s Unfolding Dream
Love Takes Wing  •  Love Finds a Home


A PRAIRIE LEGACY


The Tender Years  •  A Searching Heart


A Quiet Strength  •  Like Gold Refined

SEASONS OF THE HEART

Once Upon a Summer  •  The Winds of Autumn
Winter Is Not Forever  •  Spring’s Gentle Promise

SONG OF ACADIA*

The Meeting Place  •  The Sacred Shore  •  The Birthright
The Distant Beacon  •  The Beloved Land

WOMEN OF THE WEST

The Calling of Emily Evans  •  Julia’s Last Hope
Roses for Mama  •  A Woman Named Damaris
They Called Her Mrs. Doc  •  The Measure of a Heart
A Bride for Donnigan  •  Heart of the Wilderness
Too Long a Stranger  •  The Bluebird and the Sparrow
A Gown of Spanish Lace  •  Drums of Change

www.janetteoke.com





* with Davis Bunn


[image: image]


© 1991 by Janette Oke

Published by Bethany House Publishers
11400 Hampshire Avenue South
Bloomington, Minnesota 55438
www.bethanyhouse.com

Bethany House Publishers is a division of
Baker Publishing Group, Grand Rapids, Michigan

Ebook edition created 2011

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

ISBN 978-1-5855-8728-5

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file at the Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.

Cover design by Lookout Design, Inc.


To Josue and Judith,
my Compassion kids.
May God bless your lives and help you
to be all He wants you to be.

———

I began supporting Josue when he was quite young. He is now sixteen and a fine-looking young man. He lives in Mexico with his family and enjoys sports—especially soccer. He writes me short notes and draws me pictures. It has been interesting to share his growing up.

I met Judith when I traveled with Compassion to Haiti in January 1989. We visited some of the schools where Compassion children were scattered among the students.

The Haitian children were so open and loving, running to us to say hello, shake our hand, or to get a hug. I wondered how they could smile when they showed how hungry they were, lifting their simple shirts and showing us gaunt tummies. It was so sad. In that extremely needy country it was wonderful to see Compassion-sponsored children receiving schooling, health care, a daily meal, and most of all, the opportunity to hear about our Lord Jesus.

But there are not enough funds to meet all the needs. Many children are still without sponsorship.

Judith was one of the needy children. She lived with her widowed grandmother, her mother having gone to Port au Prince in hope of finding some kind of work. Compassion decided to take on the care of Judith, and I was given the opportunity to provide her support.

Judith was shy—but sweet. We could not communicate with words, but I will never forget the little arm that wrapped around me. I fell in love with her then and hope that one day I will have the privilege of visiting her again.

Helping children through Compassion is a wonderful opportunity to share love. It amazes me that the organization is able to do so much with so little. Having seen the many other children in Haiti who have no such support, no proper meal to fill hungry tummies, no medical care when they are ill, no education to help them through life, no chance to hear the Gospel that will free them from the terrible fear of voodoo worship, I thank God that there are Compassion people who really care and give their lives to reaching out.

I am also thankful to be a small part of such a rewarding program. A few dollars makes it possible to turn a life around. I also have the privilege of remembering my children in prayer and communicating through letters. Compassion sends pictures and keeps me well informed of their welfare and growth.

God bless your work, Compassion!

Should you have an interest in being a part of the wonderful family of Compassion, you may write to them for information at one of the following addresses:

Compassion International
3955 Cragwood Dr., Dept. A
PO Box 7000
Colorado Springs, CO
80933-0001

Compassion of Canada
Box 5591
London, Ontario
N6A 9Z9

I’m sure you won’t be disappointed.


JANETTE OKE was born in Champion, Alberta, to a Canadian prairie farmer and his wife, and she grew up in a large family full of laughter and love. She is a graduate of Mountain View Bible College in Alberta, where she met her husband, Edward, and they were married in May of 1957. After pastoring churches in Indiana and Canada, the Okes spent some years in Calgary, where Edward served in several positions on college faculties while Janette continued her writing. She has written forty-eight novels for adults and another sixteen for children, and her book sales total nearly thirty million copies.

The Okes have three sons and one daughter, all married, and are enjoying their fifteen grandchildren. Edward and Janette are active in their local church and make their home near Didsbury, Alberta.
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Chapter One

Damaris

“Damaris! Damaris!”

Damaris Withers shrank back against the hard boards of the attic wall that supported her back. Pa was home, and she knew by his voice that he had been drinking. She wondered where he had found the money. She wished there was no such thing as money. It brought nothing but woe to the household.

“Damaris!” the man hollered again. “Where is thet girl?” he demanded, a nasty string of profanity following his second outburst.

Damaris shivered. She knew her pa would never find her in her attic retreat, but she never considered staying there. If she didn’t go when called, things would not go well for her mother. Her pa would become angry and abusive. If she hurried, he might do no more than lash out with words, but if he became angry…The thought made Damaris shiver again.

She laid aside her book, worn from reading, and crawled from her hiding place. Silently she lowered herself to the beat-up chest that stood against the wall in her room and quietly replaced the trapdoor leading up to her hiding place. Then she stepped carefully onto the sagging cot that was her bed and down to the rag rug that covered the broken floorboard beside it. She slipped her feet into worn shoes, brushed at her mended dress to get rid of any cobwebs, and hastened toward the creaking stairs.

“Here I am,” she said, trying hard to keep her voice from trembling.

Her father had settled himself in a chair by the table. One glance told Damaris that he had spent a good deal of his afternoon at the saloon. Fear gripped at her, but then a thought flashed through her mind. If he’s had plenty to drink, then maybe—maybe he will soon take to bed and leave Mama and me alone.

“Get in here, girl!” roared her father. “Give yer poor ma a hand. Don’t ya care a’tall thet she’s got all the work to do?”

The man shook his head and began to curse again. “No respect a’tall,” he ended his tirade.

“Yes, Pa,” Damaris whispered.

No point telling him that already she had drawn water from the deep well for the two cows. That she had hoed the garden in the hot morning sun. That she had walked into town with the eggs and traded them for salt and flour. That she had chopped the wood for the fire and hauled the water to replenish the kitchen buckets. Or that Mama herself had given her permission to rest a few moments. All Damaris said was “Yes, Pa,” as she moved forward to appease her irate father. To answer back or fail to show proper respect would get her the back of his hand at best or a thrashing if he felt so inclined.

He sat at the table mumbling his complaints and curses as Damaris and her mother scurried about the kitchen preparing him a hot meal. They did not dare speak. They did not even raise their eyes to each other. Nor did they look at the man slumped at the table. Damaris did not need to look. She had played this scene before—many times—whenever there was money from somewhere. She hated money. Hated what it did to her pa. Hated what it did to her mama. And she hated the fear coursing through her now, shriveling her body into a quaking, trembling mass.

“What’s takin’ ya so long?” her pa demanded, his words slurred and angry. “When a man gets home his supper oughta be waitin’ fer ’im.”

More angry words followed but Damaris tuned them out. She held the chipped plate for her mother to fill with pancakes and fried salted pork and hastened to the table to place it before her father.

“Where’s the coffee?” he bellowed. Damaris returned quickly to the stove, hoping there had been time for the coffee to boil. There hadn’t.

Her pa hated coffee that wasn’t steaming. He also hated to wait. Which offense would be the most annoying on this night? Damaris glanced at her pa, hoping to be able to guess. One hand held the fork that shoveled the food to his mouth, the other shifted restlessly on the table. Damaris decided to risk the coffee—now. Perhaps he wouldn’t notice that it was less than boiling. She poured a cup and hastened back to the table, then went for the sugar bowl. She held her breath as she entered the small cubicle that served as a pantry. Would he be angry? She glanced over her shoulder to see which objects from the table she might have to dodge if her father’s anger turned violent.

He hadn’t waited for the sugar. Lifting the cup to his lips, he took a drink. Immediately he turned, leaned from his chair, and spat the coffee onto the floor beside him.

“Tastes like slop,” he said, accusing eyes glaring at Damaris. He turned his cup upside down and emptied the remainder of its contents onto the floor. But he did not throw the cup. For that Damaris was thankful.

“Bring me another one—hot—an’ put some sugar in it!” he roared.

Damaris moved quickly to comply. The coffee was now boiling. Perhaps she had been lucky. The bit of stall had resulted in hot coffee, and her pa had remained reasonably controlled.

But her pa never drank the coffee. The hand that held the fork was slowly losing its grip, and a glaze started to cover the man’s eyes. Damaris dared to glance at her mama. The man at the table would soon pass out, and it would be up to the two of them to get his dead weight from the kitchen floor to his bed. They had struggled with the weight of the big man many times. Damaris hated this part of the ordeal.

Slowly, the man slumped over the table. Damaris didn’t know whether to step forward and risk holding him in his chair before he was totally unconscious, or to stand by and let him slide completely to the floor. It was always so much harder to lift him up after he had fallen. She raised her eyes to her mama and the woman nodded feebly. Damaris stepped forward and placed a hand on each of the man’s shoulders, holding him against the back of his seat.

“I’ll take his arms,” she said softly to her mama in a remarkably controlled voice.

The slight woman moved forward, tugged off the man’s heavy boots, tossed them aside, and lifted his legs.

Together they heaved and hoisted until they got him into the bedroom and finally managed to slide him onto his bed. Then they tossed the covers over the bulky frame.

Without a word they left the room and returned to the kitchen. Damaris pulled a rag from the scrub bucket and fell to her knees to wipe up the floor while her mama cleared the table.

Damaris glanced at the woman. Beads of perspiration still stood on her forehead, a reminder of the hard task of bedding her pa. She looked old for her thirty-four years. Old and tired. Yet Damaris knew from a picture tucked inside the little box in her mama’s drawer that she had been young and attractive not many years before. Damaris thought she heard a deep sigh as the older woman placed the dirty plate in the dishpan on the stove.

“It’s a shame to waste good coffee,” her mama said quietly. “Want a cup?”

The coffee—when they had it—was kept for her pa or for the family’s occasional guest. Damaris had tasted coffee only once before in her life. To be offered a cup now surprised her, but she nodded in assent, feeling a strange sensation of excitement. There slept her father, while she and her mama drank his coffee. Damaris stifled her impulse to giggle and went to wash her hands.

“Too bad we don’t have some cake—or something,” her mama said.

Damaris nodded again, the light leaping to her eyes.

She sipped her coffee, wondering why people made such a fuss about the bitter-tasting beverage. But Damaris would never have voiced such a negative opinion at that moment. She was set to savor every drop of the forbidden liquid.

“I like it much better with cream,” her mama admitted. “Been so long since I had a cup—I’d most forgotten how it tastes.”

Damaris took another sip. It was beginning to taste better. Perhaps because it was such a pleasure for the two of them to be sitting serenely at the table, completely composed and relaxed, knowing that it would be hours before her pa could be of any threat to them again.

“Were you reading?” her mama asked.

Damaris nodded, seeing in her mama’s eyes complete understanding. She wondered how her mama knew, how they could communicate so completely with so few words.

“Wish we had some new books for you. You must have those few ‘most worn out.”

Damaris nodded again, but then hurried to add, “I don’t mind. I always enjoy reading them again.”

But deep in her heart, Damaris knew she would give almost anything to have some new books.

They sipped in silence for a few more minutes, then Mrs. Withers spoke again.

“You have pretty eyes,” she said.

Damaris was not used to compliments—not even from her mama. She didn’t know how to respond.

Her mama went on, “They are just like my papa’s. He had dark brown eyes, too, you know. I took after Mama. My eyes are gray. I was always disappointed about that. Wanted dark eyes like my pa.”

Damaris let her mama’s words slide slowly past her. She had never given much thought to eyes. She supposed that gray ones could look out upon the world just as good as brown ones.

“One hasn’t much choice about eyes, I guess,” the woman mused aloud. “Shouldn’t even waste time thinkin’ ’bout it.” She stirred her coffee, her thoughts seeming to go on; then she took a deep breath and said, “One should be more concerned with things thet can be changed. Who we are—what we become—and how our lives affect others.”

Damaris looked directly at her mama. The thin, pale woman sitting opposite her had slightly graying hair that was pushed haphazardly in a bun at the base of her neck. It had become dislodged in the struggle with her pa and several strands of shorter hair curled in wisps against her shallow cheeks. The longer strands had been tucked recklessly behind her ears. For the first time in her young life, Damaris wondered who her mama really was, and who she had been before she met and married her pa. Would life have been different if she had married someone else? Never married at all?

Damaris had never thought to ask such questions. She had accepted their life together as the way things were. Now she found herself wondering if there were alternatives. Could life have been different? For Mama? Even for her?

Her mama stirred in her chair. Damaris again lifted her eyes to look at her. For one brief moment the brown eyes met the gray and Damaris fancied that she saw something she had never seen before. She wasn’t sure what it was or what it meant so she let her glance slip away.

“I have something I want you to have,” the woman said. She rose quickly from the chair and left the room. She was gone for some time, and Damaris began wondering where she’d had to go to retrieve whatever it was she was after.

When she returned, her hair was even more dishevelled and bore bits of barn straw.

“I had it hid in the barn,” she whispered. Damaris felt her eyes go toward the room where the man breathed heavily in his sleep.

Mrs. Withers produced a small piece of faded cloth tied tightly into a bundle. Damaris watched, her curiosity growing as her mama fumbled with the knots.

“Bring me my sewin’ shears,” the woman instructed, and Damaris crossed to the corner where the small basket of mending supplies was kept and returned almost on tiptoe.

The small packet held two articles. One was a pocket watch. Mrs. Withers lifted it tenderly, caressing it with her eyes before she extended it to Damaris.

“Your grandfather’s,” she said softly. “He gave it to me the night before he died.”

There were tears in her eyes. Damaris couldn’t fully understand the reason.

“Here,” her mama prompted. “Take it.”

Damaris hesitated, realizing in her limited way just how much the keepsake meant to her mama. Damaris hadn’t known that her mama had anything totally her own. Even her few books had been unselfishly passed on to her daughter.

“Take it,” her mama repeated, thrusting the watch toward Damaris again.

“But—”

“I want you to have it—and this too,” said Mrs. Withers. She lifted a brooch of lacy gold adorned with shiny stones.

“This was my mama’s pin. Papa gave it to me, too. But I could never wear it. Had to hide it away in the barn. With you—you can wear it—like it should be. And the watch—though you wouldn’t wear it—can be displayed. I saw one once—in a little glass case—draped over blue velvet. It looked so beautiful.”

The words puzzled Damaris, but she reached out her trembling hands to accept the two priceless gifts. If her mama had to hide them from her pa, how would they be safe with her? He never showed any reservation about entering her room to look for something he could exchange for money to purchase another bottle.

“But how—how can I—?” Damaris stammered, not knowing quite how to express her thoughts.

Her mama seemed to read her—as always. She pressed the gifts into the palms of her daughter’s quivering hands and clasped them tightly in her own. Then she looked deep into the dark brown eyes.

“You are getting older, Damaris. Almost fifteen. And you are tall for your age. Why—you could ’most pass for seventeen. At that age a lot of girls are—are on their own. Do you understand?”

Damaris wasn’t sure she did, but she nodded her head.

“As to the gifts—keepin’ them safe …” Mrs. Withers hesitated, still looking at Damaris. “You—you’ll think of something,” she finished in a whisper.

Damaris saw pain in her mother’s pleading eyes. A tear spilled from one and ran down the pale cheek. Damaris had seldom seen her mama weep—even when her father yelled at her and hit her in a drunken rage.

Damaris reached down and tucked the little bundle in the pocket of her apron. She still wasn’t sure what her mama expected of her, but she would do her best. Perhaps she could hide the treasures in one of the farthest corners of the attic. Her pa never seemed to notice the small trapdoor in the ceiling above her dresser. Perhaps the cherished items would be safe there.

She looked at her mama and nodded again. The woman was standing, brushing back strands of wayward hair, blinking tears from her eyes.

“We must get to bed,” her mama said suddenly. “Must get some rest before he wakes. He might well be sick come mornin’.”

Damaris knew her mother was right. Her pa was often sick when he woke up from his drinking. It could mean bedding to wash, floors to scrub, nursing to be done. Her mama would do the comforting and easing of the misery. Damaris would be assigned the scrubbing—of clothes, blankets and wooden boards.

She sighed as she moved to wash the cups. She and her mama would enjoy only a brief respite. They should make the most of it.

With one hand in her apron pocket holding fast the two treasures, Damaris climbed the creaking steps and made her way to her simple bed. Perhaps she could get a few hours of sound sleep before her pa wakened.


Chapter Two

A Daring Idea

Climbing up through the attic hole in the darkness would be too risky. Damaris would have to wait for the light of day before hiding the treasures Mama had given her. She was sure she would be up and about long before her pa cried out for a cold cloth for his forehead and a slop pail for his upset stomach.

Long into the night Damaris lay thinking, fingering beneath her pillow the tiny cloth bundle with the treasures that had once belonged to her grandparents. Damaris sighed and turned over. If only there was no money. If only her pa didn’t make the trips into town to spend his time at the saloon tables. If only her mama didn’t look so old and tired all of the time. If only—

Damaris checked herself. There was no use going on. Things were as they were. Nothing would change. Nothing. Damaris reached a hand up to feel the scar above her temple. At least her pa had thrown nothing at her—this time. He had not slapped her nor twisted her arm. They had gotten off easy this time—both her and her mama. Damaris was thankful for that. But what about next time? And the time after that? She lived in fear and dread of each new day, and she was sure her mama did likewise.

What if her pa awoke and found out that the two womenfolk had been drinking his precious coffee? What if he discovered that an expensive-looking brooch had been hidden away from him for many years? What if he learned of the watch?

Damaris again slipped a hand under the pillow to feel the items. For a moment she felt a flash of anger toward her mama. Why had she given her these dangerous possessions? Was she too old and weary to continue hiding them herself?

Her mama had seemed so—so different tonight. Oh, she was still pale, still weary, but for just a moment she had let down her guard and shown the woman who used to be.

Damaris puzzled again over her mother’s words. Many girls of seventeen are on their own. You could pass for seventeen. The strange message played and replayed through the young girl’s mind. But she could make no sense of it.

There are choices we can make, the voice went on.

Choices? What choices. Not the color of one’s eyes. Mama had made that clear enough. Then what choices?

Damaris had never had choices. If she could have chosen, she would be attending school like all of the other children in the neighborhood. But she couldn’t choose. Her pa had done that for her when she reached the age of twelve.

“Yer ma needs ya,” he had growled. “Ain’t right fer you to be fritterin’ away yer day when yer ma is home doin’ all the chores. Girl big as you should be able to earn her keep.”

So Damaris had been taken from school and put to work with the household and farm chores. It wasn’t that she minded the work. She was big for her age and surprisingly strong, but she did hate to miss the classes. Now she had no access to books. Books and the adventure of learning. She missed school.

Damaris had never gone to the little church in town, but she longed to go. She envied the laughing, happy children dressed in their pretty frills and hair bows.

“Why don’t we ever go to church?” she asked once.

Her mother shook her head sadly and looked down at the faded apron covering her worn dress with its many patches.

“Can’t go to church like this,” she responded.

Damaris knew that was so. She closed her mouth on further coaxing and pushed the thoughts from her mind for a time, but later in the day she couldn’t resist pressing just a bit. She was hungry for information.

“Did you ever go to church?” she asked.

“Oh my, yes,” her mother answered quickly, then cast a glance around to see if they were being heard. When sure they were alone, she continued. “I always went to church when I was a girl. Papa and Mama always took us. Every Sunday.”

“Then you know about it. What is the black book they carry?”

“The black book? Why, that’s the Bible, child.”

“A Bible. Does it—does it have stories?”

For a moment her mother’s eyes shadowed; then she said, “Child, it’s a shame, it is, that you even have to ask. The—the Bible tells us about God. The stories are all about Him—and others. Many others. Some brave. Some kind. Some daring. Some—sinful. My pa used to read from the Bible every morning before I was allowed to leave the table.”

Damaris felt envious. To be read a story every morning seemed almost too good to be true.

“Your name came from the Bible,” her mama shocked her by saying.

“My name? It did?” Damaris felt her breath catch in her throat. Her name came from the black book.

“What does it—what does it say about me?” she asked in a whisper.

Her mama shook out another worn dishtowel and pegged it to the line. “I don’t rightly remember,” she said. “It was a long time ago thet I read the words. Just the name stayed with me.”

Damaris found it hard to contain her excitement. “I wish we had a Bible,” she sighed before she could check the words.

“I did—at one time,” said her mother through tight lips.

“When?” Damaris asked. “What happened to it?”

“When I was a girl. I even had it when I got married, but a few years later yer pa needed—” She checked her words and shook out one of the worn dresses that belonged to her daughter.

“Did you have pretty dresses?” Damaris asked, looking at her own faded dress hanging limply on the line.

Her mama looked at the shabby garment and sighed. “Yes,” she admitted softly, “I had pretty dresses.”

Damaris was about to ask another question, but her mama gave her hand a little wave to dismiss the conversation and spoke almost sharply, “Now off with you. The hens are waiting for fresh water.” Damaris ran to care for the hens, but her thoughts were still on the little white church, the black book with her name in it and pretty dresses.

She never again asked her mother about church, but she still wished she could join the carefree girls with their pretty frocks and discover for herself just what church was all about. But Damaris had no choice.

Are there really choices? Damaris wondered as she lay in the darkness. She had never known her mama to lie to her. What had she meant? Damaris shifted in her bed again. In the distance she heard her pa’s snoring turn to groans. Was he waking already? Wouldn’t they get the sleep they so badly needed? Damaris shut her eyes tightly against the blackness and willed herself to quit her troubled thinking and go to sleep while she had the opportunity.

But her thoughts would not be stilled.

Choices. Choices. Her brain kept hammering the word at her. What choices did she have? What choices did her mama have? They were trapped. Both of them. There was nothing they could do to free themselves.

If I had a choice, thought Damaris, I wouldn’t stay here. I’d go some place far away and—and work like mama said and—and buy a new dress and—and go to church and—and find my name in the Bible and read the story for myself.

The sudden train of thought surprised Damaris. Never before had she even dared to think of going away. Now she couldn’t dismiss the idea.

“I could,” she admitted to herself in a shaky whisper. “I could. I really don’t have to stay here. I—I am big enough to—to—”

The thought made Damaris shiver.

“I could. I could run away—to town. No, farther than that. Pa would find me there—for sure. I’d go—I’d go off down the road somewhere—somewhere far away—and I’d work for somebody. Hoeing gardens and milking cows or—doing the washing or something. I’d work hard. Then—” Damaris checked her thoughts. She must be careful. Extremely careful. If her pa had any idea that she was fostering such a wild and foolish notion, he would thrash her within an inch of her life. Damaris glanced at the stairs that led down from her little loft room, separating her from the living quarters and the bedroom below. She feared that her pa might even now be reading her thoughts—and spoiling her plan.

She must move carefully. She possessed very little, but she would need to bundle her few clothes. She would have to take her blanket. She might need to sleep in the open until she reached the far-off town. She would need to take a few slices of her mama’s bread and perhaps a boiled egg or two—or a few pieces of cooked salted pork. She would need a bottle of some kind with some well water. She wouldn’t be able to stop at farm homes on the way to ask for water because her pa would be able to track her if she dared to show herself. She needed to fix her worn shoes—somehow. They would never do for a long walk with the soles as worn as they were. And she must—must take the watch and brooch. She would sew them inside her garments or pin them in a pocket so that no thief would ever find them. Then, when she got where she was going, she would put the watch under glass on blue velvet, just as her mama had dreamed, and she would pin the brooch to the front of her dress and wear it to church every Sunday.

———

The next few days passed without incident. There was no money for a trip to town, so Mr. Withers spent his days working on the harness and puttering around the farmyard. He was almost pleasant when he had not been drinking, and Damaris even heard him whistle once or twice.

But toward the end of the week his need for liquor began to tell on him again. Damaris could see it in his eyes and hear it in the agitation of his voice. Would he find money? Damaris was sure they had nothing more to trade for cold cash—except the horse or one of the cows. Damaris noticed her mother cast nervous glances toward the barn. She hoped her pa was not desperate enough to totally forfeit their future. As the days ticked slowly by, his eyes became more shifty and he often licked his lips as though they were parched and dry.

Damaris speeded up her own plans. She managed to find some heavy cardboard and borrowed her mama’s sewing shears to cut insoles for her shoes.

She patched the three dresses she owned one more time and mended the tear in her apron.

She slipped her slice of dinner bread into her pocket. Later she wrapped it in brown paper and stashed it in her attic hiding place with the others she had been saving from each meal.

The next time her father rode off to town, she knew she must bundle her few belongings and slip through the woods that stood tall behind the farmyard. She dared not take the road for the first several miles lest she be seen by some of the neighbors.

It pained her that she would not dare tell her mama goodbye, but Damaris knew instinctively that the best parting gift she could give her mama was innocence. When her father questioned her whereabouts, her mama must be able to truthfully say she had no idea where their daughter was.

So Damaris watched and waited, biding her time, but carefully plotting her escape. She had been given a choice—a choice she had never expected to receive—and she knew she must seize the opportunity. Never again would she quiver with fright, wondering just what her pa might do in his drunken state.

Damaris stole quick glances at her mother as they worked side by side, scrubbing at the washboard, hoeing in the garden, caring for the farm hens, gathering eggs for bartering, wondering if she knew of her daughter’s plan. But they worked in silence for the most part, each glad for a respite from Mr. Withers’s drunkenness.

Then one day Damaris saw her pa slip into the chicken coop and stuff a pair of unwary fowl into a gunnysack. The urge for drink had gotten the better of him again.

Damaris watched her pa tie the gunnysack behind the saddle and hoist himself onto the back of old Rob. Without a glance toward the house he urged the horse down the lane and out onto the dusty road.

“He’s going,” Damaris said to her mama with anger, fear, and sadness all contained in her voice. “I saw him take two hens.”

Her mama only nodded, but as she turned away Damaris thought she caught the glimmer of tears in her eyes. It puzzled her. Her mama was not one for crying—even when she was in pain.

Mrs. Withers cast a glance at the afternoon sky. The sun hung overhead, its warm rays beating down with strength.

“Two hens won’t keep ’im long,” she commented. Damaris nodded. Her pa was even more difficult when he went drinking and didn’t get his fill.

“He might be back by suppertime,” mused her mama, shading her eyes from the sun for a moment and then brushing the hair back from her face.

Damaris nodded again. For a moment she wavered. This didn’t seem like the right time to be going. If her pa came home without his thirst fully quenched, he would be even more abusive than usual, and if she wasn’t there, her mama might receive double share.

Next time, Damaris told herself, but her mama surprised her by cutting into her thoughts.

“I know how much you like wading in the crick, an’ you haven’t had a chance fer weeks now. Why don’t you run on down an’ have you a wade ’fore yer pa gits back from town.”

Damaris felt a tremble go through her body. The creek was in the woods—behind the farmyard. It lay directly on the route that Damaris had planned to take.

“I think thet I’ll jest lay down an’ have myself a bit of a nap. Didn’t sleep too good last night,” her mama went on. And so saying she moved toward the house. Damaris followed at her heels, still undecided as to what she should do.

“Just sorta tiptoe out when ya leave,” the woman said. “My head is botherin’ me some.”

Damaris nodded and watched her mama enter her bedroom and shut the door.

The question seemed to have been decided for her then. There would never be a greater opportunity. Damaris urged herself up the stairs to the loft and quietly gathered her few belongings into her shawl. Then she stepped onto her bed, up onto the dresser, and carefully lifted aside the trapdoor. It was getting more and more difficult for her to hoist her body through the small opening. If she stayed, she wasn’t sure how much longer she would have been able to use her secret place.

From the safety of the rafters she withdrew her pieces of bread and her cloth-wrapped treasures. With one final look around the dusty cavern that had been her sanctuary, Damaris eased herself back through the trapdoor, pulled the cover into place, and stepped to the bed, then to the floor.

With as little noise as possible she finished the task of binding everything together. Then she crept from the room without looking back.

As she passed the bedroom where her mother lay, she hesitated for one moment, listened to the silence, then sighed deeply and continued on tiptoe.

The kitchen door closed softly behind her. She walked across the porch, watching for the board that always creaked, took the steps in rapid order, and turned toward the woods.

She was on her way. She had made a choice and taken the first step on her own. She only wished with all of her heart that her mama was going with her.

Her heart pounded with the enormity of her daring. She had no idea what lay before her, nor how she would ever make her way in the new, strange world she was facing. She braced her shoulders and lifted her chin. At least now she was free to make her own choices.


Chapter Three

Travel

Damaris had only one thought—to put as many miles between herself and her farm home as quickly as she could. For that reason she walked briskly, not even stopping to test the waters of her beloved creek. She crossed on the fallen log thrown across for a walking bridge and hastened off on the other side, following the path that the milk cows had made on their way to the meadow beyond.

Damaris did not head for the meadow. Instead, she deserted the traveled path and struck a line directly through the trees. She would hit the back road if she calculated right. It was lightly traveled and would lead her directly away from the small town where her pa was headed.

The trees overhead formed some protection from the hot afternoon sun, and Damaris was thankful for the shade. But the day was stuffy-warm and it made her thirsty. She hated to drink so soon from her little bottle of precious well water. She had many miles to walk and didn’t know when she might be able to replenish her supply.

In a short time she reached the rickety fence that marked off her pa’s land and climbed through it with no difficulty. She wondered why the cows kept to the confines of the property. They could have made their escape just as easily if they ever had a mind to.

Damaris cast a cautious glance up and down the road before daring to show herself. Seeing no one, she carefully picked her way through the scrub brush and onto the dusty track.

For a moment she stood looking up and down the road, making sure that her trip through the trees had not disorientated her. What a calamity it would be if she found herself at Mr. Maynard’s mercantile instead of in a town up the line.

But Damaris was sure of herself and stepped out confidently in the opposite direction of the town.

She would eventually need to get onto a more well-traveled road to find any kind of civilization. To find work she would need to be where there were people. But first she must put some distance between herself and the folks who knew her.

All through the heat of the afternoon she walked as briskly as her tired legs allowed. The holes in her shoes, even though covered with the cardboard, were bothering her feet. Damaris didn’t know how much longer she would be able to carry on. Finally she stopped and slipped off the shoes, tied the laces together, and hung them over her shoulder. She was used to the feel of the hard-packed earth beneath her feet, and she reasoned that it would be more comfortable going barefoot than having the worn shoes slopping on her feet.

But the broken track was not kind to Damaris’s feet, and it wasn’t long until she was limping.

Still she must go on. She must. Her pa could easily ride that far and take her off home again. So she pressed forward, allowing herself a small sip now and then from her bottle of water.

It was getting dark before Damaris realized she had gone about as far as she could for the first day. She was still on the simple track, but she had no idea how far she had traveled. She had seen very few farms, and the road itself seemed to be petering out. She wondered if she would soon come to an impassable swamp or some other obstacle.

When she could hardly see, Damaris slowed her steps, and made her way toward the side of the road, looking about her to find some kind of shelter. She was thirsty, tired, and her feet felt as if they were on fire.

She eased herself onto a stump by the roadside and drew out her bottle. Two wee sips were all she allowed her parched throat. Then she unwrapped the little store of bread and lifted out one piece. It wasn’t nearly enough to ease her hunger, but Damaris had left the table unsatisfied on more than one occasion so she was set to suffer a grumbling stomach now.

Finding a large tree with a canopy of spreading branches, she pushed her way under it until she pressed close to the trunk. Then she put down her shawl-wrapped bundle for a pillow, tucked her worn blanket closely about her, and eased herself to the ground. Damaris kicked her burning feet free of the blanket and extended them into the cool of the evening air.

She did not waste time lamenting. Did not even allow herself to wonder “What if…?” She would need all her energy for the ordeal ahead. She was weary and it was late and she had to be up in the morning with the rising of the sun. She pulled the blanket more closely about her shoulders and shut her eyes. It would be good to sleep. Perhaps her stomach would even cease its complaining once sleep claimed her.

———

Damaris was up even before the sun made an appearance. She wanted a drink, but she decided to wait until she had traveled a good distance. The morning was cool, and she shivered as she bundled her things together and hoisted them to her shoulders. The warmth of the pack helped to ease the trembling of her body, and she struck off again.

For the first few miles she wore her shoes. The sun now was up and the day was already growing hot. She sipped from her bottle and allowed herself another half slice of the dried bread. Then the track she had been traveling disappeared into the hardness of the unplowed ground. She crossed several dusty roadways, but Damaris still didn’t feel safe traveling on a proper road, so she angled across them, making her way farther and farther west.

By noon she was weary, hungry, and thirsty, but the water in her small bottle was gone. Although she could see on the distant hills the smoke from farm chimneys, she had no intention of going near a place where she might be identified.

Then a wondrous thing happened. Damaris saw a long stretch of raised ground she recognized as a railroad track—and it was heading in a westerly direction.

Her heart beat faster. The tracks would eventually lead to a town. Damaris mounted the rise and allowed herself a few minutes of rest before heading toward the point where the rails touched the skyline.

She hadn’t gone far when the tracks crossed a small creek. Damaris ran forward toward the cool water and the chance to quench her thirst. She drank from the stream, refilled her water bottle, and then bathed her burning feet.

“I wonder if you are the same little crick that flows by our farm,” she spoke to the stream. It was the first time she had used her voice since yesterday and it sounded strange to her in the stillness.

I s’pose not, she thought, but she did not speak again. She didn’t like the feeling of emptiness around her when she spoke into the shimmering heat of the day.

As she soaked her feet she withdrew another half of a bread slice and ate it ever so slowly, drinking long and often between each bite. The water helped to ease the pain in her stomach as well as quench her thirst.

At last she was ready to travel on. Her feet felt somewhat better and she slipped her shoes on once more. She would wear them for as long as she could endure. They offered her feet at least a little protection from the rough stones.

Night was closing in around her before she stopped again. As darkness fell she could see lights in the distance. There were too many huddled together for it to be a farm, so she knew she was near a town. She wondered about its name and how many miles she had traveled from her home. Surely not enough. She would bypass the town, catch the tracks on the other side, and continue west. Perhaps in a few days she would feel safe enough to stop and look for work so she could eat properly again.

Damaris pulled the blanket tightly about her shoulders and rested her head on her shawl-pillow. She pulled her bottle of water under the blanket with her, knowing how important it was to her well-being. Then she closed her eyes and let her weary body be overtaken by sleep.

———

Damaris bypassed the town as planned, though it was difficult to keep her resolve. She wanted so much to see people, find a job, and eat a decent meal. Her stomach knotted with hunger, and the little pieces of dried bread did little to ease the pangs.

But Damaris knew she was not yet safe. She walked around the town, avoiding contact with anyone. Once she saw a boy out gathering the cows for milking. She wanted to ask if she could fill her small bottle with the fresh milk, but she had nothing to offer in return and she couldn’t ask the boy to give up the milk with no payment.

She trudged on. It was late morning before she circled her way back to the train tracks. With despair she noted that now they were aiming more south than west. She squinted her eyes against the bright sun. In the distance she could see that they turned and headed west again. With thankfulness, she set out once more on her journey.

In the late afternoon she stopped suddenly, heart thumping, and shaded her eyes with her hand. Down the tracks, moving slowly toward her, was a single walker. Damaris didn’t know whether to dash for the safety of trees or to continue on her way. But only cleared fields lined the railway. The trees were far in the distance. To try to take cover would cost her too much time. Besides, surely the walker had already seen her. If he wanted to rob her he could follow her into the woods. She had often met neighborhood men on her errands to town and none had ever bothered her, but what would keep a stranger from harming her, especially in this desolate place?

But then another alarming thought occurred to her. What if he wasn’t a stranger? If he recognized her, he would surely tell her father where he had seen her. She frantically hoped this man was a total stranger.

Unable to come up with a plan other than a direct meeting with the walker, Damaris plodded on.

She kept her eyes lowered, watching each place that she set her foot. Now and then she stole a brief glance upward. The man was near enough for her to see his features now. He was a stranger.

Damaris continued. She squared her shoulders and tried to look less tired. She didn’t want the man to guess how far she really had come, how weary she really was. She wanted him to think she could outrun him if she had to. He was heading east. There was a chance—just a chance—that when he passed through the next town he might mention he had met a strange young girl along the railroad tracks. Damaris was thankful that her own small town had no access to train travel. These tracks would not lead him there.

Strengthening her resolve, Damaris kept walking toward the stranger. As they neared each other their eyes met for a moment. Damaris was surprised to see that the stranger was dressed even more shabbily than she. He looked tired and gaunt. For a moment she considered giving him the few chunks of stale bread still in her possession.

But he dropped his gaze again and walked by her without so much as a nod of acknowledgment. Damaris felt both relief and disappointment. She trudged on, turning to look back at him only once.

She did not reach another town that day. At night she bundled up again and slept close to the tracks. There were storm clouds in the distance, and she feared she might be wakened by rain in her face. She decided to get as much sleep as she could before the storm broke upon her.
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