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To all mothers and daughters—

May God bless your relationships,
Heal any wounds,
Enhance understanding,
And multiply love in your hearts.
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Chapter One

Sarah

“I’ve got to think. I’ve got to—to plan.”

Sarah lifted a trembling hand to press the palm against her brow. Her delicate face looked pinched and pale. Her lip quivered in spite of persistent efforts to keep it under control by holding it firmly between evenly spaced teeth. She brought the hand at her forehead down and clasped it with her other in hopes of stilling the tremors.

Her world—her whole secure world—had come tumbling in upon her. She needed to think, to make some sense of it all, but her mind failed to work. What will I do? Where will Igo? whirled around in her thoughts. She had to make plans—but her brain refused to cooperate.

A soft cry came from the room next to her own. Rebecca. Rebecca needs me. That much she could still understand.

She left her bedroom and went quickly to the little room that was Rebecca’s nursery. They had been so proud of the room. So excited about fixing it up to welcome their newborn. They had teased each other about choosing the color. Michael had insisted that the new baby would be a boy, and Sarah had been just as strong in her resolve that it was a girl. Both of them knew it did not matter. Any child would be more than welcome in this little room, in their lives and hearts.

But as Sarah entered the room and crossed swiftly to the cradle, she did not think of the decor. She thought only of the small child, little more than a year old, and now without a father.

It had been so unexpected, Michael’s death. He had been so strong. So independent. Sarah still couldn’t believe it was really so—that she and her baby were now alone in the world.

“Mama’s here,” she whispered to her little one, a catch in her voice as she lifted the infant from the cradle and held her tightly against her shoulder.

But your papa will never be here again, her heart cried. To Sarah’s memory came the image of the tall, strong young man who had been Rebecca’s father, bending over this same small bed to lift his tiny daughter up against his own shoulder. Even with her eyes squeezed shut, she could see him. The imprint of his face was as detailed and real as if he were standing before her. His firm, square chin. His slightly crooked nose. He had broken it as a twelve-year-old determined to ride one of the bulls on his father’s ranch. Over the years the incident, and the nose, had become the butt of many little jokes on the part of his friends. Michael had not seemed to mind, laughing along with them.

But Sarah had scarcely noticed the nose when she first met the tall young man. She had been much too fascinated by his eyes. Brown eyes, framed with long, dark sweeping lashes.

“His eyes look like melted chocolate,” she had gushed to her closest girl friend, and Jane had giggled at her remark and later embarrassed her by telling some others. Even now Sarah blushed at the remembrance.

She lifted her chin slightly in stubborn defiance. “He did have beautiful eyes,” she murmured softly as though defending herself. Then her own eyes filled with tears and she pressed little Rebecca closer to her. Those brown eyes so filled with love would never look on her or on their baby girl again.

“I must get hold of myself,” Sarah chided quietly. “I must. I have to plan. For the sake of Rebecca.”

The baby squirmed in her arms, and Sarah realized she had been holding her too tightly. She blinked away her tears as best she could, swallowed the difficult lump in her throat, and forced a smile to her lips before she turned the child to where she could look into her face.

“Are you hungry?” she managed, her voice sounding remarkably controlled. “Mama has your dinner waiting for you in the kitchen. You’ve had a nice long nap.”

In answer, Rebecca squirmed again and grinned at her mama. Then she reached for a handful of her mother’s shiny dark hair and gave a tug. To Sarah’s dismay the pins pulled loose and soft curls were soon spilling over her left ear.

“Now see what you’ve done,” she scolded gently, but Rebecca squealed and reached for the mass, tangling her tiny fingers in the softness.

“It was my fault,” Sarah conceded as she carried the child toward the small kitchen at the rear of the house. “I pinned it carelessly.” She sighed and her slim shoulders seemed to sag with a sudden weight.

“Don’t eat it,” she told her young daughter, who was trying to stuff a fistful of the tresses into her mouth.

“You think everything is to eat—don’t you?” she continued, smiling wanly as she tried to ease the hair from the tightened fist. It was a difficult task, for Rebecca had the strands all entangled in tiny fingers.

Sarah finally deposited her daughter in her high chair and, bending over her, tried to finish the task of freeing her hair from the little one’s grasp.

“There,” she said at last, able to straighten up again and reach to pin the hair haphazardly in place. Then she went to the cupboard for Rebecca’s meal and moved to the wood-burning stove to reheat the mashed vegetables and gravy.

Rebecca squealed. She was never patient, which was especially true where her dinner was concerned.

“Mama’s coming,” Sarah assured her. “You don’t want your dinner cold, do you?”

But Rebecca was in no mood to wait. She thumped on the tray of the chair and squealed loudly again. Sarah knew if she didn’t hurry, the child would soon be crying—and then screaming. What was it Michael had said? That she was an angel—until it came to food. Then she suddenly turned into a little terror. In spite of her aching heart, Sarah smiled. The child’s papa had known her well.

Rebecca began the second stage of her protest, and Sarah hurried toward the high chair. The food would have to be served as it was. She felt she could not endure a childish tantrum now. In her present state her nerves were raw, her heart near breaking, and she feared she might find herself screaming and crying right along with her offspring.

“You shall have it,” she informed her small daughter. “If it isn’t quite warm enough—then you’ve yourself to thank.”

But Rebecca did not complain as Sarah spooned the food into her small mouth.

At first Sarah was absorbed in her task, but gradually troubling thoughts came back to fill her mind and heart again.

What will I do? I must make some plans.

Her whole person staggered under the weight of decisions to be made, but she seemed no nearer to any answers.
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“What do you plan to do?”

It was Mrs. Galvan who asked the question. Sarah had regarded Mrs. Galvan as a pleasant neighbor—nothing more, since she was at least thirty-five years Sarah’s senior. According to the neighborhood report, the woman had borne six children. She had lost twins, one after the other, soon after their birth, and her only daughter to whooping cough at the age of two. One of her sons had been killed in a lightning storm and her two remaining sons were now young men. The younger of the two had recently married and was on his own; the other still lived at home and helped his father run the local hardware store. Sarah had thought of the Galvans as fellow worshipers at the little church they attended. She met them on the streets of the little town and was always greeted warmly, but they had never been included in Sarah’s small circle of close friends.

Now the older woman sat across from her at her kitchen table, a cup of tea growing cold in front of her as she cuddled small Rebecca in her arms.

“I—I don’t really—know.” Sarah tried hard to control her voice. She had to think. But it was so—so soon. Her head still refused to work. It was as though she was in a daze.

“If there’s any way I can help—” There was such kindness in the voice that Sarah found it hard to fight the tears that surged behind her eyes. She nodded mutely.

“There may be someone who would like to buy the dray business,” Mrs. Galvan went on. “That would—”

Sarah shook her head slowly. She already knew that wasn’t the answer. “I—I talked to the banker,” she said slowly. “He said—” She gulped and tried to go on, her voice little more than a whisper. “He said—it isn’t likely. That—that anyone who wants to haul freight wouldn’t need to buy but—but could just go ahead and start their own. He said—” But Sarah could not continue. It seemed that Michael’s carefully built and maintained business of hauling freight from the train station in West Morin into their own small town of Kenville was really of no monetary value to her.

“Then what—?”

“I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

Sarah shook her head, her hair threatening to spill about her ears again. She chided herself. She really had to start taking better care of her appearance. She would come to be known as the town frump. Quite a change from her reputation as a most proper young wife. She reached up to push the pins in more securely.

“I would be most happy to help in any way I can,” declared Mrs. Galvan, and Sarah knew from the tone of her voice and the look in the sympathetic eyes that the woman meant every word.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her head lowering. “I—I appreciate that more than …” But Sarah could not go on. Her chin trembled and she pressed her lips together and willed self-control.

“Why don’t you try to get some rest,” the older woman said, rising to her feet. “I know it’s hard with a baby to care for but—” Then she checked herself. “Why don’t I just take little Rebecca on home with me for the night?” she went on. “That way you can get some undisturbed sleep.”

“Oh, but—”

“Now, I’ve cared for babies before,” the woman quickly cut in.

“But she—she doesn’t seem to manage sleeping through the night. She did before, but—I think she must sense …”

Again Sarah could not finish her thought.

“Well, perhaps you could sleep the night through—given a chance,” assured the woman. “And if you are ever to get things sorted out, you need to be able to think. And to think, one must have rest.”

Sarah knew this was so, but she did hate to give Rebecca up—even for a night. How could she bear to lose her one connection with reality? She was still shaking her head. She was sure she would sleep even less with her baby gone from the house.

But Mrs. Galvan, with Rebecca in her arms, was moving toward the nursery bedroom. “I’ll just pick up a few little things and—”

“Where will she sleep?” Sarah asked hastily.

“I still have the crib from my own babies,” Mrs. Galvan answered over her shoulder.

“But—” began Sarah again.

“Now don’t you worry none. She’ll be pampered aplenty. My husband and boy both love babies. Truth is, she’d likely be spoiled beyond bearin’ if she stayed with us for long.”

The woman laughed softly as she spoke the words. Sarah’s thoughts still spun around. She was beyond rational thinking. Almost beyond caring. Maybe it would be okay—for just one night. Maybe she could sleep. She wasn’t sure. She didn’t know. She didn’t seem to know much of anything at the moment. Numbly she followed the woman into Rebecca’s bedroom and absentmindedly packed a small bag with the things necessary for the child’s overnight stay. Almost before she could take in what was happening, the woman left the house with Rebecca in her arms. “I’ll bring her back tomorrow afternoon,” she called over her shoulder. “You get some sleep.”

Sarah nodded, her eyes filling with long-resisted tears. Rebecca was grinning back at her, one chubby hand waving a cheerful goodbye just as she had waved to her papa as he left their home on his last morning run with the freight wagon.

Sarah felt the sobs working their way into her throat, nearly choking her. She pressed her fingers over her mouth and turned from the door, closing it firmly behind her. She leaned against it, trying hard to get control of her overwhelming emotions.

“Why? Why?” she cried into the emptiness of the little house. “Why, Michael? Why?”

She leaned more heavily against the door and let the sobs shake her body. She had not let herself grieve so freely before. She’d had to be strong for Rebecca. Now Rebecca was in the care of another, and Sarah found that she could no longer be strong. She allowed herself to slowly slide down the door’s surface until she crumbled on the floor. Her sobs shook her whole being. “Why?” she cried again and this time there was anger in her voice. “Why? Why take Michael? You know we need him. You know. How can I go on? Why should I go on? What is there to live for? Answer me. Answer me!”

The last words were flung toward the ceiling. Sarah lifted a face filled with agony and streaked with tears.

“Answer me,” she cried again. “What is there to live for with Michael gone?”

Through tear-blurred eyes Sarah saw the open doorway that led to the nursery. Rebecca’s cradle, the one Michael had brought home on his freight wagon, stood near the window, the blanket she had stitched tossed carelessly over the side. The little toy top Michael had purchased on one of his many trips to the neighboring town lay lop-sidedly on the floor beside the rag doll Granny Whitcomb had sent. Sarah could not see the simple chest that held the tiny garments—but she was conscious of its presence. She knew every drawer and exactly what each one held. She knew the picture on the wall. The pair of tiny shoes that sat on the window ledge. The rocker in the corner with the multi-color cushion on the hard-polished oak. Sarah’s breath caught in her throat. She pushed back her tumbled hair and turned her face toward the ceiling. He had answered. She knew He had. It was Rebecca. Rebecca was her reason for living. Rebecca was the reason she must somehow put her life back together and go on. Rebecca—a very real and very living part of Michael.

Sarah lowered her face into her hands and sobbed, but her crying was now controlled. She had a right to grieve. She had lost much. She had to grieve. Her loss had to be expressed. She would suffer. There would be many days when the hurt would be there—real and painful and so big she would wonder if she would be able to bear it. But she had to go on. For Rebecca.


Chapter Two

Sorting It Through

Somehow Sarah managed to get herself to her bed, fall upon it, and allowed herself to cry until she was completely drained of all tears—all emotion. Exhausted, she at last fell asleep, her last thought being a little prayer, “Oh, God. Help me. I—I need you like I never have before.”

She was shocked when she awakened to find the sun already high in the sky. Her bedside clock indicated that it was twenty minutes past ten. She could not believe it. She scrambled up with a pounding heart. Why hadn’t Rebecca cried? Had she cried and not been heard? Sarah was about to dash for the door when she remembered that Rebecca was safely cared for at the Galvan home. With a sigh she laid her head back on the pillow and rubbed a hand over her eyes. She wondered if they were red and swollen from her night before.

“I must make some plans,” she said aloud as she lifted herself from her bed.

To her surprise she felt prepared to think. Was it the long sleep—or was it the fact that she had finally accepted Michael’s death? She did not know. She only knew that she had Rebecca to care for and she did not intend to let her down.

She left the comfort of her bed, washed her puffy face in cold, clear water, forced herself to eat some breakfast, then carefully pinned her hair as she had done each morning in what now seemed the distant past. Then drawing her only black dress from the closet, she slipped it over her head, blinking back the tears that wished to come.

She pinned her hat securely in place, took up her gloves and handbag, and proceeded out to face her difficult day of decisions.
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“Have you made any plans?”

There was genuine kindness in the eyes and voice of the man as he leaned slightly toward Sarah over the counter between them. He spoke softly, seeming to will her some of his own strength for her ordeal.

Sarah managed a wobbly smile and shook her head slowly. “I am going to see the banker again this morning. Mrs. Galvan has little Rebecca. I—I need to use this time to—to work things through.”

The man nodded solemnly. “If there is anything I can—” He seemed to choke up. His gaze dropped and he did not go on. Sarah noticed that the hands that clasped on to the counter top were trembling. She was deeply touched by his obvious concern.

Mr. Murray, whom the whole town, except for Sarah, called Alex, was also a member of the local church congregation. He was a cheerful young fellow, always polite and eager to serve. Michael had wondered why the man was still a bachelor. “Surely some woman should realize his worth,” Sarah recalled Michael saying. “It may be true that he’s not striking in appearance,” her husband had admitted, “but he is not unpleasant to look at.”

Sarah had never troubled herself with the affairs of others, so she had given little thought to the matter. “Perhaps he does not wish to marry,” she had responded casually and pushed the matter aside.

Michael had laughed at that and pulled Sarah into his arms. “Then he doesn’t know what he’s missing,” he teased and plucked the pins from her hair, sending it tumbling down over her shoulders.

At the memory of the conversation, Sarah felt her face grow warm. Would every little thing that happened in life trigger some memory of her deceased husband? she wondered. She dropped her gaze and stirred restlessly as she toyed with the white hanky in her hands and shifted her slight weight to her other foot. Mr. Murray cleared his throat. Sarah lifted her eyes again.

“I wish I could help,” he said hesitantly, and Sarah recognized the sincerity in his voice.

She tried another smile and managed quite admirably. “Thank you. People have—everyone has been—most kind. I really don’t know how I would manage without—friends.”

She turned her eyes to the floor again and swallowed. The tears were threatening to come. I must not give in to them. I must not! She had thought she had used up all her tears the night before.

Feeling slightly giddy with the burden of many decisions still before her, Sarah calmly ordered sugar and flour, eggs and baking powder so she might replenish the supplies in her cupboards. Rebecca must eat, and life must go on.

“I know that—it must be hard—to sort things out, but if there is anything—anything at all that I can—” the man repeated.

“Thank you,” said Sarah again. “I do appreciate your kindness.”

She dropped the coins for the purchases on the counter and was about to leave when he spoke again.

“Are you sure—I mean—if you—”

Sarah turned back to him and saw the sympathy in the hazel eyes.

He flushed slightly, and Sarah knew he was embarrassed, though she could not imagine why. At last he took a deep breath and blurted out hurriedly, “I’m not good with words, Mrs. Perry. But I would—would like to offer you—credit here at the store until—until you get things under control.”

Sarah was deeply touched and managed a sincere smile. “Thank you,” she replied, her voice only a whisper. “Thank you very much. I—I do have funds on hand—at present.”

“Well, if you ever—please, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

He sounded so sympathetic, so sincere. Sarah smiled again and nodded. It was a relief for her to know that she and Rebecca would not go hungry.
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“As—ah—I said before, Mrs. Perry, I really—ah—don’t know just how much—ah—could be realized from the sale of—ah—your husband’s business.”

The banker cleared his throat and shuffled some papers on his desk. It seemed to Sarah that he kept rearranging them from one stack to another. She distractedly wondered if he would need to sort through the whole pile after she left.

“Well—at least there should be something from—from the sale of the wagon and the horses,” she dared to venture.

“Well—ah—I’m afraid that—that the—ah—wagon and horses—ah—still belong in good part to the—ah—bank.”

“The bank?”

He refused to look at her as he shuffled the pages again.

“What do you mean?” asked Sarah, leaning forward, demanding by her very stance that the man stop his fumbling around and get to the heart of the matter.

“Well—ah—” He pushed his spectacles higher on the bridge of his nose.

“Yes?” prompted Sarah. She finally seemed to have captured his attention.

“The bank—ah—holds a note—a loan,” he managed to get out before he dropped his gaze again.

“How—how large a note?” asked Sarah directly.

“Well—ah—Mr. Perry was doing well in paying it off.” The man stopped and went back to shifting piles of paper nervously again. Sarah was sorely tempted to reach out a hand to still the restless documents.

“How much?” she asked again.

“Well—ah—”

“How much did Michael still owe?” she said, and marveled at the steadiness of her own voice.

“Well—ah—if we could sell them—everything—at a reasonable price—then—ah—you would realize a sum of—ah—say—twenty-five or thirty dollars.”

Sarah gasped. Twenty-five—even thirty dollars—would not care for her and Rebecca for any time at all.

“But—” she began but didn’t know where to go with her exclamation. Her denial. Her protest.

“I—I admit—ah—that it doesn’t sound like much but—Michael was making the payments with—ah—no difficulty. He would have soon—”

Sarah did not let him finish. “You are saying that it is a solid business?”

He looked at her then. But he still did not speak.

“Are you?” she demanded.

“Well—ah—yes. Solid but not—not—ah—high paying.”

“But sound?” She insisted that he give her a straightforward answer.

“Solid and sound,” he admitted with a nod of his head.

“So I have a good business—that is worth—nothing?” she pushed further.

He shifted his feet and the papers.

“Is that it?” asked Sarah, trying hard to keep her voice under control.

“Well—ah—”

“Is it?” She had to guard herself. She did not want to become hysterical. She lowered her voice and spoke again. “Is it?”

“Well—ah—a man could—”

“A man?” demanded Sarah. She could feel her head spinning again. The whole world seemed to be going off into the distance. Nothing seemed real. Nothing seemed tangible. She clasped her handbag for something to make contact with, trying to bring things back into proper relationship. Then she reached out from somewhere within her and clutched onto a single thought that made sense.

“Then I’ll hire a man,” she said evenly. Her head seemed to clear. The world stopped spinning for just a minute.

The banker was shaking his head. “You’d have to pay wages,” he told her plainly, without his customary pauses of speech.

Sarah’s head went spinning again. “Wages?” she said dumbly.

“Wages—ah—to the driver,” he went on, grabbing some pages. Sarah thought she would go mad with the rustling of the paper, the nervous gestures of the man.

“The—ah—bank payments—ah—plus the man’s wages—ah—would leave you—ah—little—for your livelihood,” the man said frankly. His words seemed brutal—wrenching apart the only shred of hope she had held.

She swallowed and tried to get her head working—understanding. “You’re saying,” she said slowly, “that the business is profitable—but not so profitable that it could—could handle a—a salaried man—as well as pay off the debt?” she repeated.

He nodded.

She lowered her gaze and twisted her gloved hands together.

“I—ah—see the freight wagon is—ah—still making the run,” remarked the banker.

“Yes,” breathed Sarah, her head coming up. “Through the kindness of the parson who has arranged for volunteers to take turns with the driving. But I have presumed on their kindness long enough. I must—must make other plans—soon.”

“I—ah—see,” said the banker and cleared his throat again.

“There is—is a matter of a—ah—payment due next—ah—week,” he offered.

For one brief instance she was tempted to pick up the piles of shuffled papers and fling them in the face of the man who stolidly sat opposite her. Did he realize how vulnerable she was? Did he know the pain she was in? Was he really giving her straight answers? She had no way of knowing. She only knew that she was boxed in a tight corner and there seemed to be no way out.

“I—I may be able to find a buyer—ah—with luck,” the man said calmly.

Sarah looked at him evenly. He squirmed slightly and reached out for the nearest sheet of paper. “Of course—ah—as I said—it wouldn’t be much—but—ah—it should care for the—ah—bank loan.”

He’s anxious to sell, thought Sarah. I can see it in his eyes. He already has a buyer, eager to get his hands on Michaels hard-won business—his team and wagon. I can sense it.

She stood shakily. What recourse did she, a young, slight, unskilled woman have? It seemed that the banker had won. She would need to put Michael’s business assets up for sale at a despicably low price, take the few dollars and try to find some other way to provide a living for herself and her baby girl. She could not take advantage of her friends forever. Nor could she accept the offer of credit at the local grocer’s—kind as it had been. No, she had to figure some way to provide for Michael’s daughter. Her daughter. Little Rebecca needed her mother’s strength. Her provision.

She stood, straightened her shoulders, and lifted her chin slightly, hoping that it was not trembling.

“I—I will be back tomorrow with—with my decision,” she said evenly.

Did she see a slight glint in the eyes of the man before he lowered them and reached to shift and straighten the pile of papers for one last time?
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Mrs. Galvan brought Rebecca home around four o’clock.

“My, she is a bright little thing,” she said as Sarah reached out for the comfort of her baby girl. “Kept us entertained the whole time. We haven’t had so much fun since I don’t know when.”

Sarah managed a smile.

“Even Boyd was taken with her. But then, Boyd likes young’uns. He can hardly wait for his brother to get him a niece or nephew. Hammers on about it all the time. Ralph says, ‘Why don’t ya marry and get your own?’ but Boyd, he says he still hasn’t found him the right girl.”

Sarah could not help but smile in spite of the heaviness of her heart.

“Did you get some sleep?” asked the older woman with concern as she moved to place the little bag of Rebecca’s belongings on a nearby chair.

“I did,” admitted Sarah. “I could not believe how late I slept. It was nearing noon. I’ve never—”

“You needed it,” spoke the woman softly. “You were beginning to look like a ghost.”

“Let me put on the teakettle,” said Sarah in answer. She did not wish to discuss what she had begun to look like—nor how she felt about it.

The woman eased herself into a kitchen chair, and Sarah placed Rebecca in the high chair and offered her a cookie from the tin on the cupboard counter.

“I went to see the banker again today,” Sarah began slowly.

The woman lifted her eyes and they mirrored the young, pale face before her. “I’m guessing he didn’t have good news for you, did he?” she commented.

“He says that there isn’t much money. …” Sarah hesitated. She did hope she wouldn’t have to explain the whole story.

“You’ll need something—” began Mrs. Galvan.

Sarah nodded as she sliced from the loaf of cinnamon bread sent in by one of her thoughtful neighbors.

“Have you any ideas?” spoke the woman as she reached to retrieve the cookie that Rebecca had dropped and was scrambling around for among the folds of her full pinafore.

Sarah shook her head. “I’m not much at sewing,” she admitted. “And I don’t think this town would be interested in baking. All the women do their own. I’ve never—never been anything but—but a—Michael’s wife. I—” She couldn’t go on. All afternoon she had been sorting through her life—her accomplishments, her abilities. It seemed that she had no skills with which to care for herself and her baby girl.

“Is there any way to—any place to go back to?” Mrs. Galvan asked.

Sarah shook her head. After her mother had passed away, her father had moved back to live with her aunt and uncle. It was enough to crowd him into the small home. She couldn’t ask for refuge for herself and Rebecca as well.

Sarah lifted the teapot from the shelf. She dreaded the woman’s next question. She hated to admit out loud that she really had no way out of her predicament.

But rather than a harsh question, a soft chuckle reached her ears. She looked up quickly to see Mrs. Galvan bent over Rebecca. “That’s right. You show Mama what Boyd taught you.”

Sarah looked at her daughter. She was sitting in her chair, her hand tightly clutching the crumbling cookie. Sarah found herself wondering what was so smart about that and then her eyes lifted to Rebecca’s face. The child was sticking out her little tongue. Sarah was about to rebuke her, then watched as the tiny tongue reached upward toward the little pug nose. Then Rebecca reached up one pudgy hand and pressed the little nose downward to meet the tongue.

“There—you did it!” cried Mrs. Galvan and clapped her hands together at the accomplishment. “You touched your nose with your tongue.” Mrs. Galvan laughed joyously. “Or your tongue with your nose—I’m not quite sure which.”

Rebecca beamed, turning her gaze from one woman to the other. She giggled and chortled and did the trick again.

Sarah had no desire to have her daughter learning that sticking out her tongue was acceptable—even admired—no matter for what reason. But Mrs. Galvan was thoroughly enjoying the baby’s new game, and Rebecca seemed so very pleased with herself. Sarah could resist no longer. She put the teapot down and smiled at her daughter.

“Did Boyd teach you that?” she asked half teasingly. She wished to add, “Naughty Boyd,” but the words couldn’t pass her lips. It was likely that her own beloved Michael would have taught Rebecca the trick—had he thought of it.

Sarah watched as Rebecca performed the little stunt again.

“I do hope she won’t do that in church!” she exclaimed in alarm, and Mrs. Galvan laughed heartily.

Sarah poured the tea. For some reason she couldn’t explain, a little of the heavy weight had lifted from her slumping shoulders.

“She is such a dear,” enthused Mrs. Galvan. “I had quite forgotten how wonderful it is to have a baby in the house.”

Sarah glanced in her neighbor’s direction.

“We were talking about it last night,” went on Mrs. Galvan as she accepted the cup of tea. “All of us—think that—well—we were wondering if it would—be of any help to you if we sorta helped with the care of Rebecca. I mean, when you find whatever way you need to care for the two of you. Like—well—I was wondering if someone might need a clerk in their store or something. It wouldn’t be much but it might get you by until—Anyway, Rebecca would be more than welcome at our house. We wouldn’t expect pay. We’d be glad to do it as a neighbor. As a part of the church family. And for the enjoyment of it. We’d—”

Sarah stopped pouring her cup of tea and looked at the kind woman at her table. She hated to lose even a moment with the growing Rebecca, but—but this might be the way. The “out.” Maybe with Mrs. Galvan caring for Rebecca for part of the day the two of them could make it. Maybe she would be able to get enough work to keep body and soul together. She felt her head spinning again. There was so much to think about. So many tough decisions. But maybe—just maybe there’d be a way.

She blinked back tears and reached out to wipe cookie crumbs from the face of her baby girl. “Thank you,” she managed to say to Mrs. Galvan. “Thank you. I’ll—I’ll give it careful thought.”


Chapter Three

The Solution

Sarah worked at her laundry the next day. In spite of what she was going through, she and Rebecca needed clean clothes. It took her all morning bending over the scrub board before she had the lines filled with fluttering garments. It was early afternoon when she delivered a sleepy Rebecca to Mrs. Galvan, then hurried home to prepare for another trip to the banker. She had spent much of the previous night working through her problem and finally, near dawn, she had come to a conclusion. She felt she knew what had to be done.

But she dreaded what lay ahead. She blinked back tears and determinedly straightened her shoulders as she cast one last glance in the mirror. Her blue eyes looked strangely dark, rimmed with fatigue and sorrow. Her cheeks looked gaunt and pale. In spite of her resolve, she still looked fragile and vulnerable, but her hair was put carefully in place and her chin was set decisively.

“I expect some opposition,” she announced to her reflection. “However, I have quite made up my mind.”

She drew on her gloves, picked up her parasol to protect herself from the shimmering sun, and stepped out into the hazy afternoon.

“It will surely bring a thunderstorm,” she murmured, lifting her eyes to the sky. “Such intense heat. I do hope it doesn’t hail.”

Sarah cast a quick glance toward her vegetable garden. She had fussed over it and pampered it all spring and now was about to reap the benefits on her dinner table. “We will soon have all the fresh vegetables we can eat and plenty for the root cellar,” she had confidently announced to Michael just two short weeks earlier. Now as she let her gaze travel over the rows of growing vegetables, a little stab of guilt passed through her. She had given no thought to her garden in the last ten days. Ever since—ever since the morning of Michael’s tragic and untimely death.

“I will need that garden—now more than ever,” she reminded herself. “At least Mr. Murray should not have to put vegetables on my account.”

And Sarah determined to check her garden as soon as she returned from her trip up the dusty street.

At the entrance to the bank she paused to shake the powdery dirt from the hem of her skirts, took a deep breath, and stepped calmly inside.

Two gentlemen who were just leaving the premises lifted their hats and nodded a good morning. Sarah could see the sympathy in their eyes. Even though she scarcely knew either of them, she knew that they had heard the news of her widowhood.

She nodded acknowledgment and moved quickly past them. She did not want to give opportunity for them to express their condolences.

“Is Mr. Shuster in?” she asked the man who stood in the teller’s cage.

“Yes, ma’am,” he answered. “I’ll tell him you’re here.”

“Never mind,” responded Sarah quickly. “I’ll announce myself.”

The man nodded mutely, and Sarah moved toward the small office at the back of the bank.

“Mr. Shuster?” said Sarah in the open door and found herself tempted to smile, recalling the name Michael had called the man in private. “Shuster,” Michael had said, “should be called Shyster.” And thereafter, in the privacy of their own home, Michael had referred to the man as “Mr. Shyster at the bank.”

The man behind the desk lifted his head and stumbled quickly to his feet. A false smile pulled stern, thin lips back in an expression that looked more like a leer than a welcome. He waved his hand and motioned her to a chair. Sarah looked at his desk to assess the number of loose papers that he would be toying with while they had their little chat. For her part, she planned to say quickly what she had come to say and then make her departure. She had no wish for confrontation or argument. She had made her plans, chosen her path, and now determined to proceed as quickly as possible. The answer had suddenly presented itself as she had struggled and prayed for guidance in the long, empty hours of the night.

“Mr. Shuster,” Sarah began even before she reached the chair that he had indicated, “I have come to inform you of my decision.”

He nodded, his eyes seemingly taking on that faint glow again.

“Please sit down,” he invited, and the smile looked almost genuine.

“I—I really am not in need of a seat,” said Sarah. “I must go pick up my daughter who is with the Galvans. It will not take me long to say what I have come to say.”

Mr. Shuster looked perplexed, no doubt thinking that if Sarah were not to sit, he could not sit. He could not reach his papers that provided his hands with something to do. His hands fluttered this way, then that, reached toward a pocket, then reappeared. He really looked most uncomfortable.

He pointed toward the chair again and licked his lips.

“You will be more comfortable—ah—sitting to sign the forms,” he advised her.

“Forms?”

“Authorizing me to make the sale.”

“Oh, but I’ll not be selling,” replied Sarah evenly.

“I don’t mean—ah—the house. Mr. Perry was quite determined to have the house paid for with clear title. You’ll not need to concern yourself with that. Unless, of course, you—ah—desire to leave our area. But the—ah—business assets, they—ah—we’ll need to have forms signed for them—even—ah—if the bank already has legal claim—ah—until the notes are repaid. I’ll have Sawyers bring the papers. I’ve taken the liberty to—ah—have them prepared so that I wouldn’t need to—ah—detain you unnecessarily.”

He pasted on his smile again. Sarah felt annoyance.

“But I will not be signing any papers,” she said evenly, still refusing the proffered chair.

“But you do not understand—ah—” he said in a voice that placed her in the same category as an uninformed child. “We do need forms to proceed with the sale.”

“But I am not selling,” she repeated firmly.

He looked at her with a puzzled expression on his face, and she held the gaze steadily. “Anything,” she added emphatically. “I am not selling anything. Not the house—which I own. Not the wagon or the horses. Not my husband’s business—nothing.”

“But, Mrs. Perry,” he said, and he seemed to strain for patience, his face at first pale, now slightly flushing with the effort. “I thought that you—ah—that we understood that the business would not make—ah—sufficient return to merit a paid driver—”

“I do not plan to hire a driver,” said Sarah quietly.

“Then—I thought you said you had accepted the help of your friends for quite long enough.”

Sarah nodded. “That is so,” she agreed.

He looked further puzzled.

“But the team and wagon—ah—will make no money sitting in the barn!” he exclaimed, irritation in his voice.

She nodded. “Quite so,” she agreed.

“They certainly can’t—ah—make the trips for freight on their own.” Now sarcasm edged his words and tone. Sarah bit her tongue and nodded again.

“So—if you are not going to hire—ah—not going to presume on the kindness of your friends, who will drive the freight wagon?” he demanded.

“I will,” said Sarah evenly.

His head jerked up quickly and his eyes traveled up and down her small frame. Sarah found herself straightening to her full five feet three inches. She hoped that her hat added to her stature.

“You?” He could not hide his amazement. Then he lowered his head and Sarah saw amusement threatening to spill over into laughter, twisting his lips first this way and that as he fought against it.

“I have driven horses before,” declared Sarah. “I can handle a team.”

He managed to get himself under control. He even tried to look sympathetic and thoughtful. “Mrs. Perry, please—ah—please have a seat,” he implored her.

“I don’t need to sit, thank you,” she replied, her voice rising. “I have informed you of my decision; my business is now complete. You may—may tear up those—those forms—whatever they are. I will see that your payments are made each month—and on time.”

“But, Mrs. Perry—I don’t think that you fully understand the nature of draying. The freight—it is—ah—not an easy business—for—ah—a man. And hardly the kind of work suitable for a genteel woman.”

“I thank you for your concern,” said Sarah coolly, “but it is unwarranted.”

“But, Mrs. Perry. Draymen not only haul—they load. They—ah—have all of the heavy freight to get on the—ah—wagon and off the wagon. And—ah—”

Sarah had not thought about the loading and unloading. For one moment her face blanched; then her chin came up again.

“I will care for the loading and unloading, Mr. Shuster,” she declared. “You just prepare the papers for me as Mr. Perry’s widow to take over the business with the same terms you had given to him. I’ll drop by to sign them tomorrow.”

Sarah spun on her heel and left the office. She stepped briskly, her head up, her chin set, but inside she suffered. She had not thought of the loading and unloading. She had seen some of the heavy crates and bundles that Michael unloaded when he drove his wagon to the local businesses. Even he had strained under the weight of them. How would she ever manage to get the freight on and off the wagon?

“I’ll manage,” she whispered to buoy up her courage. “I’ll manage—somehow.” But inwardly she had some nagging doubts. Doubts that brought tears to her eyes in spite of her strong resolve. Would she really be able to take on the awesome task? Would she really be able to provide for Rebecca?

[image: image]

“You’ve been to see Mr. Shuster?” asked Mrs. Galvan as Sarah came to pick up Rebecca.

“I have,” she answered, trying to put some bounce into her voice but failing. “I have everything arranged.”

“Come in and sit,” said Mrs. Galvan. “Rebecca is still having a nap. Sit and rest for a bit and have a glass of lemonade. You look about done in.”

Sarah did not protest. She felt done in as well. A sigh escaped her lips as she lowered herself to a chair. “I didn’t sleep well last night,” she admitted. “I had too much on my mind. Now that it’s settled, I’ll sleep better tonight.”

Mrs. Galvan looked as if she wanted to ask what was “settled” but changed her mind. When silence continued between them, Sarah spoke again. She felt the need to share her decision with someone. She had become so used to talking over every thought with Michael.

“I’m not selling,” she said, hoping that her friend would understand her meaning.

Mrs. Galvan looked surprised but nodded.

“I don’t blame you for wanting to keep the horses,” she said. “A fine team. Boyd says they’re the best team around. He would have been tempted to offer for them hisself—had he a real use for them.”

“It isn’t that I’m attached to the team,” admitted Sarah. “Though I would hate to lose them. Michael—” She stopped that train of thought and continued. “It’s just that it seemed the only way to keep things going. Mrs. Galvan—if you still think you could keep Rebecca, I’d—I’d sure be beholden to you.”

“I’m right glad to keep her,” she said as she stirred about her kitchen preparing the lemonade. “She’s such a little sweetheart,” she added with a smile.

“Unless she’s hungry,” put in Sarah. “When she’s hungry—she’s the most impatient little thing you’ve ever seen. Just opens right up and whoops at times. Michael always said …” Sarah’s voice trailed off.

Mrs. Galvan filled the awkward silence.

“You’ve found work?” she asked.

“I’ve had work all along—so to speak,” Sarah replied, her eyes on her hands.

“You’re going to try baking?”

“No-o. No, I still don’t think there would be a sale for baked goods. I—I am going to—to continue the freight run.”

“The freight run? But I thought the banker said it wouldn’t pay to hire—”

“I’m not going to hire,” said Sarah. “I’m going to drive the team myself.”

The older woman stopped mid-stride and stared at Sarah. Not with a look of frustration. Not with a look of amusement—but with a look of honest concern. She finally moved forward and placed the glasses of lemonade on the table. “Oh, Sarah,” she said softly, “do you really think—that it’s wise?”

“I don’t see any other choice,” Sarah replied quietly. “There is nothing much that I can do. Michael’s business is there. The horses and wagon are there. If we continue, we can pay off the loan. It’s enough for Rebecca and me to live on. We have the house—the garden. We’ll make out fine.”

“But the work. Do you think you can—I mean—it’s hard work, Sarah. Hard work for a burly man. You saw the muscles it built for Michael. I mean—you’re a woman. And you are of slight frame even for a woman.”

Sarah nodded and fought against the tears that threatened to spill. She had thought of all those things. Since the banker had thrown them in her face, she had mentally tossed them this way and that. There didn’t seem to be any other answer than just to go at it. Hard as it seemed, she had to try.

“Maybe Boyd—” began the woman.

“No,” said Sarah firmly. “No, I will not be laying my responsibility on another. Either I make a go of it on my own—or I sell.”

Mrs. Galvan nodded. She understood Sarah’s need for independence.

“When do you plan to start?” she asked simply as she pushed the lemonade toward Sarah.

“I thought I’d ride along with the other drivers for a morning or two until I learn about the pick-ups. Then I’d take over on my own.”

Mrs. Galvan nodded and patted Sarah’s arm encouragingly.

“They leave rather early,” she said very matter-of-factly. “Rebecca won’t be awake yet. Best I come to your house and stay with her there until she wakes up. Then I’ll bring her on over here, and you can pick her up when you get back in the afternoon.”

Sarah nodded. She hadn’t thought about the unearthly hour that she would need to be on her way.

“I’d appreciate that,” she said simply. “Michael always left early so he could be home and unloaded in plenty of time to have time for Rebecca and me. I’d—I’d like to have that time with Rebecca, too.”

“ ’Course,” said the woman. “ ’Course.” Then she added emphatically as though to lift Sarah’s troubled spirit, “It’ll work just fine. Just fine.”

Sarah felt a tremble go through her body. She did so hope that the older woman was right. She wanted with all her being for the plan to work. Because if it didn’t—what was she ever going to do to provide for Rebecca?
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“I’ve heard you are taking over the freight run,” Mr. Murray said to Sarah the next time she entered his store. She had already made one trip with Mr. Curtis. It hadn’t seemed so bad. Sarah had even tried to help with the loading, though most of the crates and bags had been too heavy for her.

“I’ll soon build up my muscles,” she had stoutly declared, and Mr. Curtis had smiled sympathetically.

Now she looked at Mr. Murray and nodded her reply. She even tried a brave smile. “It was Michael’s business,” she declared. “He left it to me—so it seems only right that I make use of it.”

He nodded, but his face looked pained. Sarah knew that he was studying the size of her frame but in a much different way than had the banker.

“I’ve been thinking,” the man went on. “This here store doesn’t really make enough to merit another clerk—but it sure would be nice to get out for some fresh air now and then. Do you suppose that—that you and I could—could do a swap. I mean—I’ll teach you to run the store—and I’ll—haul the freight. You know—a swap.”

For one brief instance Sarah was awfully tempted to jump at the opportunity. It would be so much easier to mind the store. And she would be so much nearer to Rebecca. Why, she could even see her in the daytime now and then. But then Sarah looked back at the kind gentleman before her and realized he had made the offer, not to get fresh air, but because he felt sorry about her circumstance. He doesn’t think I can do it, she said to herself. Indeed, she wasn’t sure yet that she could. Though she appreciated the concern of the storekeeper, she was not ready to accept charity—even if it was well meant.

“I—I do appreciate that, Mr. Murray,” she managed to say. “I really do—but—well—I have a need for a little fresh air myself. If—if I find that—that this—doesn’t work well—well, then I just might remind you of your offer.” Her smile was a little wobbly.

“You won’t forget?” he prompted. “You’ll feel free to speak?” “I’ll feel free to speak,” she promised and nodded her good-day Why should he care—that much? she puzzled as she went to pick up her young daughter from the Galvans’.

“Well, he has always been a caring person,” she concluded under her breath. “I have just never thought of it before. I should have realized. At church—he’s always helping this person or that person. That’s why everyone says he makes such a good usher. He’s—what do they say? He’s—in tune—that’s what the pastor says. In tune—always with an eye for a need. I just never paid much attention before. My own eyes were always so—so filled with Michael and Rebecca, I never paid much mind to anyone else.”

And Sarah pushed the thoughts of the kind offer from her mind and hurried to pick up her little girl.
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