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To Aunt Laurine— 
with love and thanks 
for who you are 
and what you mean to me.
God bless!
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Characters in the 
LOVE COMES SOFTLY series 

Clark and Marty Davis—partners in a marriage in which each had lost a previous spouse.

Nandry and Clae—foster daughters raised by Clark and Marty. Nandry married Josh Coffins, and their children are Tina, Andrew, Mary, and Jane. Clae married Joe Berwick. Their children are Esther Sue, Joey, and Paul.

Missie—Clark’s daughter from his first marriage, married Willie LaHaye and moved west to ranch. Their children—Nathan, Josiah, Melissa (who came east to live with Clark and Marty while she finished high school, then went on to train as a schoolteacher), and Julia.

Clare—Marty’s son born after her first husband’s death, married Kate. They live in the same farmyard as Clark and Marty. Their children— Amy Jo, Dan, David, and Dack.

Arnie—Clark and Marty’s first child. He married Anne, and they have three sons—Silas, John, and Abe.

Daughter Ellie—married Lane Howard and moved west to join Missie and Willie. Their children are Brenda, William, and Willis.

Son Luke—trained to be a doctor and returned to the small town to practice medicine. He married Abbie. Their children are Thomas and Aaron—and now new baby daughter, Ruth.

Daughter Belinda—Clark and Marty’s youngest child. She was trained as a nurse.

Jackson Brown—the school friend who greatly impressed Melissa, Amy Jo, and Belinda when he first arrived at the country school. Melissa was the one who really carried a torch for him, though Jackson preferred Belinda.





ONE 
The End of a Long Day 

Belinda pushed wisps of gold-brown hair back from her flushed face and took a deep breath. It was “one of those days”— again! The whole week seemed to have been filled with emergencies. One right after the other.

Why are people so careless? Belinda asked herself a mite crossly. 

She tossed her soiled white apron aside and began to clean up the bloodstained operating table.

The last case of the day was a boy who had caught his hand in a piece of farm machinery. Luke had worked hard and long to try to save all his fingers, but neither he nor Belinda were too hopeful about the outcome. She felt tired, overworked, and anxious about the state of young Jamie’s fingers.

I should be getting used to such things by now, she admonished herself. After all, hadn’t she been assisting Luke in surgery for over a year? But there didn’t seem to be any way she could get used to the pain she felt when she looked at the suffering reflected in a patient’s eyes—especially when it was in the eyes of a child.

She sighed again deeply and breathed another prayer for young Jamie.

“I’ll do that,” said a voice from behind her.

She hadn’t even heard Luke enter the room. She turned, intending to argue that cleaning up was part of her job, but he continued, “I know you’re in a hurry. It’s only an hour until the train will be in.”

Belinda’s thoughts now focused on the event that had been filling her with excitement this whole week. She had been counting the days—the hours. How could it have slipped her mind? It must have been the injured boy who had taken her complete attention while they worked to save his hand. But now with Luke’s reminder, Belinda’s excitement flooded through her again.

Melissa is coming home! She now was finished with her teacher’s training in the East and would be spending a few weeks at the farm before continuing on to her home and family in the West.

Belinda glanced down at her soiled dress. She sure didn’t want to leave Luke with the cleaning, but she did need a bath to freshen up, and she just had to do something with her wayward hair. Missing out on welcoming Melissa on the afternoon train was almost unthinkable. It had been a long time—a long, long time since she had seen . . . well, had seen her niece, who was only a bit older than she and had become a dear friend during the two years she had lived with the Davis’. Belinda was glad she didn’t have to explain their complicated family very often.

She gave Luke a warm, appreciative smile and turned reluctantly from the untidy surgery.

“Sorry,” she apologized.

But he assured her, “No reason for you to be sorry. It isn’t your carelessness that has been filling our office with accident cases.”

Belinda reached up and pulled the pins from her hair, letting it tumble down about her shoulders. She eased slender fingers through the curls to gently shake out the tangles.

“Have ya ever seen a week like this one?” she asked her brother soberly.

“It’s been a bad one, all right,” Luke admitted. Then he sighed deeply and said, “I sure hope it’s about to come to an end.”

Belinda agreed.

“Now you’d best hurry,” urged Luke. “You don’t want to be late for that train.”

Belinda scurried from the room. She did want to be there when the train pulled into the local station. Her whole family would be waiting for Melissa. Would she have changed much? Would the two of them still be able to share secrets and understand— sometimes even without words—how the other was feeling? Was Melissa still pining over Jackson Brown, or had she found another young man? What was teacher’s training like? Did she like the city? Belinda had so many questions.

Yes, they had written frequently, but it just wasn’t the same. There were some things that were not easy to put down on paper. Belinda did hope there wouldn’t be any awkwardness between them. She was filled with anticipation and just a bit of apprehension. 

She set the portable tub on the mat in her small upstairs room at Luke and Abbie’s house and carried pails of warm water to fill it. As she settled into her bath, her thoughts went back to the first time the family had gathered to wait for the arrival of Melissa. That time she had been coming from her home in the West. None of them had known what to expect as they waited for the stagecoach to arrive. Belinda could still remember the butterflies and the questions. What would she be like? Would they like each other? Would they be able to get along? Maybe it would be like having a sister her own age.

And so it had turned out—Melissa had been like a sister, even though she was in fact a niece. Belinda had grown to love her dearly and had missed her greatly when she went away to normal school. And now the days had ticked by and Melissa was coming home again—this time by train from the East. And the train was coming to their very own town.

This was a new and welcome luxury to the people of their community. They were getting used to hearing the whistle and the clickity-clack of the metal wheels on the iron tracks, but Belinda still had not quite gotten over the thrill of it all. Often she dreamed of boarding the passenger car and being taken to some faraway place that she had only seen in picture books. But so far it only remained a dream.

She did not allow herself the pleasure of a long soak in the tub. There just was not time. The train, though sometimes late, was far more dependable in its travel than the stagecoach had been, and Belinda knew if she did not hurry she would miss the excitement of Melissa’s arrival.

She rushed around as she dressed and hurriedly pinned up her hair. With each glance toward the dresser clock, her heart beat faster. She was going to be late in spite of her scurrying about.

She still had the tub to empty and— She called an answer to a gentle knock, and Abbie opened the door only wide enough to poke her head into the room.

“My, don’t you look nice,” she said with a smile, then quickly added, “Luke said to tell you to leave the tub. We’ll take care of it when we get back.”

Belinda glanced sideways at the tub. She did hate to leave things undone, but Luke was right—there just wasn’t time before going to the station. She nodded to Abbie in resignation.

“Everyone ready?” she asked, and Abbie indicated they were as she pulled on a glove.

Belinda grabbed her own gloves and a small handbag. She took one last look in the mirror to be sure that her hat was on straight, smoothed the hipline of her skirt, and hurried downstairs after Abbie.

Thomas and Aaron had already left the house and were waiting at the end of the walk. Aaron, the younger of the two, was giving Thomas a ride on the front gate, even though both boys had been told not to swing on it. As soon as their mother appeared, Thomas dropped quickly to the walk and turned his attention to the ants that were scurrying back and forth across the boards, as though he had been studying them the whole time.

“Thomas,” Abbie said sternly, not to be fooled, “what have we told you about swinging on the gate?”

Thomas just lowered his head and did not answer.

“There’s a nice swing in the backyard,” Abbie continued. “I’ve told you before that the gate will sag if you swing on it.”

Still Thomas did not respond.

Abbie hurried down the walk, and when she reached the small boy, she laid a hand on his shoulder. “No dessert for dinner,” she said quietly but firmly.

Belinda saw his eyes quickly lift to his mother’s face. Thomas loved desserts.

“Now, let’s hurry along,” Abbie prompted both boys, dismissing the matter. “We don’t want to make Aunt Belinda late for the train.”

“But Papa—” began Aaron.

“Papa says for us to go ahead. He’ll join us at the station.”

Belinda felt another pang—she should have been the one cleaning up the surgery room instead of leaving it for Luke.

Abbie must have sensed her hesitation, for she quickly added, “Papa says it’s more important for Aunt Belinda to be there on time. She has missed Melissa more than any of us.”

So saying, Abbie herded her charges toward the train station at a brisk pace. Belinda didn’t protest further and fell into step.

The Davis family had never gathered to meet the train before, only the stagecoach. Clark and Marty, already waiting on the wooden platform near the tracks, had come into town from the farm by wagon. Beside them stood Amy Jo, her brownish red hair swept rather carelessly into a loose knot on the top of her head. Her green velvet hat looked none too secure to Belinda’s eyes, but Amy Jo wore her apparel in the same lighthearted fashion that she did everything else. She smiled and waved exuberantly at Belinda in greeting.

“Isn’t this jest too exciting?” she enthused. “Imagine traveling by train—all by yerself. Wouldn’t you jest . . . jest die?”

Belinda doubted that she would die—but there was something inside that did yearn to have such an experience. She greeted Amy Jo warmly and then turned to her mother and father.

“I was afraid ya’d been held up,” said Marty, “an’ I knew how special this is fer ya.”

“We were held up,” responded Belinda. “In fact, I should be back scrubbing the surgery—but Luke let me go.”

“Isn’t he gonna make it?” This time Marty’s question was directed to Abbie.

“He hopes to,” Abbie answered, “but he did need to do the surgery first. He never knows when he might need it again, and one can’t stop and do the cleaning up then.”

Marty nodded in understanding, and Clark asked, “Would it help iffen I were to—?”

He didn’t have a chance to finish his question. Abbie knew what he was about to ask and answered quickly, “No. No, he wouldn’t want that. No use you missing the train, too.”

“I should have stayed—” began Belinda, but Abbie reached out to give her shoulders a quick squeeze.

“He wouldn’t have let you, and you know it,” she said firmly, closing the matter.

Amy Jo moved over and crowded in against Belinda. “Isn’t this . . . isn’t it jest . . . jest . . . ?”

For a moment Belinda’s mind flew back several years, and she could imagine Amy Jo finishing her sentence with vibrant, a word Amy Jo had chosen to describe almost everything during her early teen years. But this time Amy Jo picked another word, one she had recently discovered. In Belinda’s view it, too, was a little overdone. 

“. . . jest wondrous!” she finished excitedly.

Belinda smiled. Amy Jo had not changed. She still gushed and glowed over most of life. Things would never be dull as long as Amy Jo was around. Belinda reached out to clasp the long slender fingers and gave them an affectionate squeeze. Amy Jo pressed closer, her excitement spilling over and making them both almost tremble.

“What d’ya think she’s like?” she prodded.

Belinda looked a bit blank. Amy Jo knew Melissa as well as she did, she wanted to say.

“She’ll have changed, ya know,” Amy Jo pressed on. “Be more grown-up, more sophisticated. More . . . more . . . worldly.” 

Marty turned to the two girls, a slight frown on her face. Belinda knew her mother would not care for the word worldly in regard to her dear Melissa, and Amy Jo must have sensed it immediately, also.

“I . . . I mean . . . more . . . more knowledgeable of the world. More . . . more . . .” She faltered to a stop, grasping Belinda’s hand until her fingers hurt.

A distant train whistle drew all eyes to the track. Somewhere out there, around the curve hidden from view by poplar trees, the train was making its way, far too slowly, toward their town, their station, the platform where they all stood. And sitting no doubt sedately and newly educated all alone on one of the upholstered seats was their Melissa. A stir of excitement ran through the little cluster on the wooden planks of the platform.

“It’s comin’!” shrieked Aaron, and Thomas answered with a long hooted whistle of his own.

Just as the train rounded the bend, Belinda saw Luke take his place beside Abbie and sighed with relief. And then she forgot everything and everyone except for Melissa.

Would she have changed? How much? Belinda fervently hoped her niece hadn’t become too sophisticated . . . too worldly-wise, as Amy Jo was hinting.

And then the huge engine was rattling along beside the platform, and smoke and soot were shooting out through the afternoon air, making people step back sharply and cast anxious glances at their Sunday-best clothing.

The metal wheels squeaked and squealed as the train ground to a halt, and the loud hiss of steam spilled out into the quietness of the springtime air. The train gave one last shudder and settled into quietness.

A conductor soon appeared, methodically setting into place a wooden step and opening doors. There was movement at the windows as passengers started to shift about inside, putting on coats, gathering belongings, and preparing to exit. Others stayed seated. This was not their destination, so they had no reason to stir. They looked with little, if any, interest at the crowd on the little platform and the wine-red station behind them. There was nothing much noteworthy in this small town, much like most every other stop on the tedious western journey.

Belinda noticed one matronly lady glance carelessly out the window and then raise a gloved hand to her mouth to cover a yawn. Belinda found herself looking quickly around her. Were they all really that boring? Was the little town truly that unexciting? Perhaps so. Belinda had never known anything else with which to compare her surroundings. Briefly she visualized herself stepping up onto the iron steps and entering the passenger car, bags in hand, traveling to wherever the train might take her.

The thought was fleeting, for coming toward them, arms filled with small packages, was a more mature and even prettier Melissa.

At her glad little cry, the group surged toward her. Belinda, too, moved forward, then realized that Amy Jo still held tightly to her hand.

Melissa passed from one to another, tears wetting her cheeks as she greeted each family member with hugs and kisses.

“Oh, Belinda!” she exclaimed when it was Belinda’s turn. “Look at you! You’re so . . . so grown-up. And so pretty! Oh, I just . . .” But Melissa didn’t finish her statement. Instead, she threw her arms about Belinda, and the two girls held each other tightly.

When the whole group had expressed their welcome, the family cluster moved from the platform with Melissa’s luggage to the wagon, all talking at once.

Belinda thought back once more to the first time Melissa had been met by the family. In so many ways this was the same. And yet so very different. There was no reserve here now—not from anyone. Amy Jo, who had felt left out of the conversation the first time, made sure she was not left out now.

Questions and answers filled the air until it was difficult to sort out who was answering what. Even the two young boys fired rapid questions at their older cousin, most of them in regard to the train. How fast did it go? Had she seen the coal being shoveled into the engine? Had the train—? Melissa laughed and hugged them both with a promise to tell them all about the train trip.

“Are ya all ready to come out to the farm tonight?” Clark was asking Belinda.

“My things are all packed and waiting. We jest need to stop off at Luke’s and pick ’em up,” Belinda answered, savoring the pleasure of a whole week off to enjoy Melissa’s company.

“Ya sure you won’t need me?” Belinda asked Luke one more time. He was tucking her things in beside Melissa’s luggage when the wagon stopped at Luke’s house.

“ ’Course I’ll need you,” Luke responded, but at the flicker of concern in her eyes, he quickly added, “But for a few days I’ll manage—somehow. And if I really get into difficulty, I’ll send for you.”

“Promise?” asked Belinda.

“Promise,” Luke assured her.

Belinda turned to give each of the boys a quick hug and climbed up into the wagon beside Melissa and Amy Jo.

The trip to the farm was filled with more chatter—and this time it wasn’t just Melissa who talked nonstop. Belinda soon began to feel that the conversation was almost as exhausting as the surgery. She hoped she soon would have Melissa to herself for a more quiet conversation. Belinda was sure she wouldn’t really know if Melissa had changed until then, when the deeper thoughts and feelings of the two girls could be expressed.

Until that time, Belinda knew she must be patient. The rest of the family wanted to have time with Melissa, too. She belonged to all of them. When they got to the farm, there would be a family dinner to welcome back Missie’s “little girl.” After dinner there would be a large stack of dirty dishes to be dealt with. There would be no time for a girlish chat on this night.

Belinda allowed a small sigh to escape her. It was hardly audible with the grinding of the wagon wheels and the chattering of Melissa and Amy Jo, but it brought Marty’s head around as she studied the face of her youngest.

Marty didn’t ask the question, but Belinda could sense it. She smiled at her mother to reassure her.

“I’m a bit tired,” she admitted. “It’s been a very long day.

Started even before sunup with the Norrises rushing their baby in with croup.”

Marty nodded in understanding. Clark overheard and turned his head.

“A week’s rest will do ya good,” he said, then turned back to guide the team. “You’ve been workin’ awful hard. Yer lookin’ a mite pale,” he threw over his shoulder.

“I’m fine—really,” insisted Belinda and suddenly felt uncomfortable as the chattering stopped and all eyes rested on her. 

“One good night’s sleep and I’ll be right as rain,” she said firmly, hoping that folks would forget her and get on with the catching-up again.





TWO
Girl Talk 

When the last family wagon had left the yard and the last dish had been returned to the cupboard, Belinda was far too weary to suggest a chat. Melissa looked weary, too, in spite of the fact that she still was chatting away about her year out east and her excitement with being back.

Amy Jo reluctantly wrapped her shawl about her shoulders and headed for the log house across the farmyard, promising that she would be back again first thing in the morning.

Belinda tried to stifle a yawn, but it was getting hard for her to keep her eyes open.

“Ya be needin’ yer bed,” Clark commented, and Belinda could only nod in agreement.

“You must be weary, too, dear,” Marty said to Melissa, giving her granddaughter an affectionate pat.

Melissa smiled. “I am,” she admitted. “Terribly! But I’m still not sure I’ll be able to sleep. It’s just so good to be back with you all.”

Belinda watched her mother’s smile. She knew Marty had been afraid Melissa would be so taken with eastern civilization that she would almost forget her country relatives. But the girl had come back with her teacher’s certificate and her genuine love and appreciation of family still intact. Belinda was as relieved as her mother.

“Ya best git on up to bed—both of ya,” Marty said, looking from one girl to the other. “Plenty of time to catch up on all the news.”

They slowly climbed the steps together and did not even pause to visit at the doors to their rooms, but with a promise of a “good talk” on the morrow, they hugged good-night and went to bed.

Belinda was so weary she could hardly lift her warm flannel gown over her head. Kneeling to say her evening prayers, her brain refused to function and her petition was shorter than normal. With a slight apology to God, she slipped between the soft sheets and was soon sound asleep. She did love being home in her own bed, much as she loved working with Luke and living with his family.

Belinda slept much later than usual the next morning, oblivious to the sounds of the stirring household. She was unaware that Amy Jo had already made her appearance to a “sh-h-h” from her grandmother and that the sun was well on its way into the late spring sky.

Melissa, too, had slept late, though she did awaken before Belinda. After eating one of Marty’s hearty breakfasts, she left with Amy Jo to go look at some of her recent sketches and drawings. 

It was almost ten o’clock before Belinda even stirred. As she looked at the little clock on her dresser, she could scarcely believe her eyes—she couldn’t remember ever sleeping so late. A bit embarrassed, she hurriedly dressed, made her bed, and tidied her room. She couldn’t resist a peek through Melissa’s open door and could see for herself that Melissa had already left a neat room and gone out to enjoy the new day.

Belinda descended the stairs, and she felt her face flush as she heard Marty busily stirring in the kitchen. What would they think of her idling abed so long?

As Belinda came into the kitchen, Marty’s head turned from her task. “My churnin’ didn’t waken ya, did it?” she asked worriedly. 

“Oh my, no,” responded Belinda. “Fact is, I guess nothin’ wakened me. I jest slept on and on.”

“Ya had a lot of catchin’ up to do,” insisted Marty. “Ya likely shoulda slept longer.”

“Mama,” said Belinda in disbelief, “look at the time. It’s ’most ten. I’ll be willin’ to bet ya never slept this late in yer whole life.”

“Nor do I have my sleep interrupted night after night,” Marty said. “At least not since ya got old ’nough to sleep through the night,” she commented with a chuckle. “Ya jest sit yerself down at the table now. I’ll git ya some breakfast.” When Belinda started to protest, Marty shushed her with a raised hand. “I don’t get many chances ta feed ya anymore, Belinda. Let me do this.”

Belinda nodded her agreement and pulled out a chair. “It has been bad recently,” she said as she sat down, “but it’s not always like this.”

“Well, ya need a few nights of good sleepin’,” Marty went on.

“I’m glad ya got one to start out with.”

Belinda smiled. It was nice to have her mother fussing over her again.

“Not much breakfast,” Belinda quickly said as she noticed Marty getting out the frying pan for eggs and bacon.

“Ya need to eat,” Marty insisted, turning to look at her. “Yer gittin’ thin.”

Belinda looked down at herself. Perhaps she had lost a few pounds—but nothing much.

“It’s ’most dinnertime. If I eat a big breakfast now, I won’t want any dinner.”

Marty’s eyes rested on the clock. She finally nodded in agreement. “Well, let me fix ya some bread and butter,” she said, moving to slice some bread from the homemade loaf. Belinda noted that she sliced off two thick pieces and spread them both with butter and jam, but she did not complain when Marty put them in front of her on a plate.

“Thanks, Mama,” she said as she took a bite. “I think I’d be havin’ to let my dresses out if ya was feedin’ me all the time.” They laughed comfortably together as Marty sat back down at her butter churn and starting the handle humming.

“Where’s Melissa?” asked Belinda around another bite.

“Oh my! I promised the girls I’d let ’em know the minute ya stirred!” Marty jumped up from her chair to head for the door.

“Let them be,” Belinda waved her hand to stop her mother. She laughed softly. “As late as I’ve slept, a few more minutes won’t hurt anything. Amy Jo was most anxious to get a chance to talk to Melissa anyway. We’ll jest give them a few more minutes while I have my breakfast, and then I’ll go on over.”

Marty settled down again, this time at the table for a few quiet moments alone with Belinda.

“Ya do look a mite better this mornin’,” she observed.

“I feel better, too,” admitted Belinda.

“Ya looked awful worn out last night. Thet nursin’ be too hard on ya, I’m a thinkin’.”

“Oh no.” Belinda was quick to defend her work. “Usually we get lots of sleep. Well—anyway, enough sleep. But recently we’ve had so many emergencies—accidents and illnesses. It’s been a bad time for Luke, too. He really is far too busy. This town could use another doctor.”

“I never thought on thet,” remarked Marty, looking surprised. 

“Luke says it himself,” went on Belinda. “And Abbie—well, she says it often.”

“Maybe Jackson will come back here to practice,” commented Marty. “His mama would sure like thet.”

It wasn’t the first time Belinda had thought about that possibility. Jackson had changed his mind about banking and had now completed two years of training toward becoming a doctor.

Luke had mentioned Jackson’s name several times when he talked about the town needing another medical doctor. Belinda hardly knew her own mind on the issue. She did hope fervently that Jackson had not decided on a career in medicine simply because of her own interest in nursing. But she couldn’t help but wonder.

When Jackson first left their area, he had written Belinda often. Belinda enjoyed the newsy letters telling of his new experiences, the long recitals of what he was learning in his classes and from the library textbooks. But soon the letters started to become more personal than Belinda was comfortable with. She thought Jackson seemed to be taking too much for granted. As difficult as it had been for her, she wrote Jackson, telling him she felt they were unwise to keep up the distant relationship. Jackson had written back a very kind and understanding letter. Still, Belinda had some misgivings. Jackson’s words had implied quite clearly that this was “for now.”

“How much longer does Jackson have?” Marty was asking.

Belinda’s attention moved back to her mother.

“Ah . . . ah,” she stammered and then got her thoughts back in order. “Luke says he will be ready in two years, I think,” she responded.

“Can Luke wait thet long?”

“He might have no choice. It’s hard to find doctors willin’ to work in small towns.”

“Has he talked to Jackson?”

Belinda thought about that one. She wasn’t sure, though one night she had heard Abbie urging Luke to get in touch with the young man before someone else spoke to him.

“I don’t know,” she said, “but I think he may have.”

“I hope so. Fer Luke’s sake. An’ fer the sake of Abbie and the boys. Luke doesn’t see nearly enough of ’em.”

“Thet’s what worries Luke,” Belinda said thoughtfully. “He doesn’t seem to tire like I do, but he does dislike bein’ so busy. He enjoys the boys so much and says they are growing up far too fast. He’d like more time to do father-son things. Take them fishin’ and play ball and such.”

Belinda rose slowly from the table, reluctant to break off the visit with her mother but anxious to see Melissa—and Amy Jo, too. Though not too far from each other, they seemed to have few chances to really talk anymore.

“I’d better go,” she told her mother. “The girls will think I’ve gone and died in my bed.”

Marty smiled and rose to return to her churn.

“I’ll be back to help ya with dinner,” Belinda promised.

“No need,” said Marty. “I’ve got it all ready to jest put on the stove. You go ahead and enjoy your visit. The days will go fast enough.”

Belinda knew that was true. She stacked her dishes on a corner of the cupboard and left the house.

The morning sunshine felt warm and welcome on her hair. She turned her face to it and breathed in deeply of the spring air. Above her, birds twittered and frolicked, looking like they, too, were thankful to be alive. It was nest-building time.

Belinda found Melissa and Amy Jo on the lawn swing sipping lemonade and chatting intently. Both girls called to her and motioned her over to join them.

“Yer lookin’ better,” said the frank Amy Jo. “Ya looked awful last night.”

Belinda smiled.

“Not awful,” corrected the more tactful Melissa, “but awfully tired.”

“Thet’s what I said,” Amy Jo hastened to assure her. “Awful!” 

The three laughed.

“So are ya caught up on all the news?” Belinda asked Melissa. 

“Oh my, no,” Melissa countered. “That will take much longer than we’ve had. I doubt we’ll get it all said in the next two weeks.”

At the mention of “two weeks,” Amy Jo’s face fell and she quickly said, “Don’t talk about it. I don’t want to even think about Melissa leaving again.”

“I do,” said Melissa evenly. “I haven’t seen Mother or Father for almost three years.”

Amy Jo immediately turned sympathetic. “Have ya missed them terribly?”

“I’ve missed them. Sometimes a lot. Other times not so much. But I’ve missed them. And Nathan and Joe and Julia.”

Melissa’s face became very thoughtful. “I’ve even missed the ranch hands and my horses,” she admitted.

“If I left home, I don’t think I could stand it,” said Amy Jo, shaking her head. “I’d miss everyone so much.”

Melissa nodded. “I’m glad I came,” she informed the two girls. “Really glad I came. But I will be glad to get home again, too.”

“I’m glad ya came, too,” said Belinda softly. “It would have been a shame not to get to know ya.”

“It would have been jest awful,” wailed Amy Jo. “Jest awful!”

“Even more awful than I looked last night?” teased Belinda, and they chuckled again.

“I think it’s good to see more of the world than your own little nook,” Melissa said. “I love the West, but I’m glad I dared to leave home for a time and get to know a bit more about our country. One can get so . . . so . . . ingrown.”

Ingrown, thought Belinda. Guess that’s what’s happening to me. I know nothing about the world except these few miles around where I was born and live. Nothing!

“An’ ya never would have met Jackson!” squealed Amy Jo, and the girls laughed merrily.

“Jackson,” Melissa chuckled. “You know, there was a time when I thought that life just wouldn’t be worth living without Jackson.”

“Is it?” wailed Amy Jo in mock surprise.

Melissa laughed again. “Well,” she said, her large brown eyes rolling heavenward, “if I learned nothing else at normal school, I did learn this. There are lots of young men out there. And some of them—a few of them—are even as exciting as Jackson.”

“No-o-o!” groaned Amy Jo.

“On my honor,” said Melissa in mock seriousness, raising her right hand.

From there the talk went on to Melissa’s year at the school and the school parties and church functions that she’d attended and the escorts she’d had for such occasions.

Amy Jo clasped her hands together, moaning openly at the very idea of being a popular young lady in such a circumstance. Belinda listened quietly, though she did have a few questions of her own she wished to ask Melissa. She wasn’t sure if she would enjoy so many beaus or not, but it was interesting to think about it. One thing for sure was that she was no longer concerned about Melissa being heartbroken if Jackson should choose someone else. 





THREE
A Neighborhood Party 

A party in Melissa’s honor was being planned. It was really Amy Jo’s idea, but Marty saw it as an opportunity for the youth of the community to get together for a fun fellowship time and heartily endorsed it. Belinda, who usually wasn’t too keen on parties, found herself looking forward to the Saturday evening event.

The guest list included past school friends and young people of the local church. The invitations went out, and Amy Jo was very worried about how many would be able to come on such short notice. “What if nobody comes,” she was constantly wailing till she nearly drove everyone to distraction.

But on the evening of the party, the teams and saddle horses began to arrive shortly after seven, and the Davis farmyard soon was filled with tethered animals and various kinds of horse-drawn vehicles. It had been some time since so many of the girls’ schoolmates had been together, and there were lots of excited greetings and laughter as the group gathered in the large backyard.

The festivities began in the nearby pasture with a game of softball, the fellows playing and the girls wildly cheering them on.

Then a few girls joined the game, Amy Jo one of them. She was used to playing most of the games that her younger brothers played and saw no reason to be left out. She coaxed Melissa and Belinda to play, but Belinda declined. She had never cared much for sports of any kind and did not want to embarrass herself by showing her lack of ability.

Melissa hesitantly joined the game. Her sports skills were no greater than Belinda’s, but she was going to make the most of her lack of expertise. Joe Parker coached her running. Tom Rankin helped her to cover third base, though his spot was really shortstop, and Sly Foster showed her how to hold and swing the bat. Melissa looked as if she was actually enjoying the game of softball. 

The game continued until almost sundown. When it became too dark to see the ball, the group switched to other running games. Belinda excused herself, saying that she would prepare the fire for the corn roast to follow.

She was laying the kindling wood in the open brick pit Clark had built in the backyard for just such occasions when a voice spoke to her from the soft twilight. “May I help?”

It was Rand O’Connel, a young man Belinda hadn’t seen since school days. Belinda thanked him and moved aside so that Rand could take over the task.

“Hear you’ve been nursin’,” he commented as he carefully placed the wood.

Belinda nodded her head and then realized that in the near-darkness a question should be answered aloud. “Yes,” she said. “Helpin’ my brother Luke.”

“Do ya like it?” he questioned further.

“Oh yes. Least most of the time. Sometimes it can get a bit hectic.”

“Pa says yer good at it,” went on Rand, and Belinda puzzled for a moment and then remembered that Mr. O’Connel had been in to have stitches because of an axe cut on his foot.

“How is yer pa’s foot doin’?” she asked.

“Fine now. Doesn’t even limp.”

“That’s due to Luke—not me,” said Belinda.

“Pa knows thet. But he also said ya took his mind off the pain, knew what to do until Luke got there and how to help Luke when he did the sewin’ up.”

Belinda felt herself flushing at the praise and dropped her eyes.

“Do ya farm with yer pa?” she asked to cover her embarrassment. “I haven’t seen ya around since . . . since grade school.”

“Jest got back. Been helpin’ my uncle down state.”

“Oh.”

“He has him a dairy farm and needed a hired hand.”

“Are ya goin’ back?” asked Belinda to keep the conversation from dying.

“Nope. Not to milkin’,” he said simply.

“So, what do ya plan to do now?” asked Belinda.

Rand lit a match to the kindling and watched as the small flame began to lick at the fine wood splinters. Around them the darkness was closing in. The shrieks and calls of the players filled the air all about them, making the evening feel friendly and warm.

“Fer now, I plan to jest look around here fer a job,” responded Rand, his eyes still on the growing fire.

“What kind of job?” Belinda asked.

“Can’t be choosy,” he acknowledged. “Take whatever I can git. Heard of anything?”

“No-o. Not that I recall. But it shouldn’t be hard to find something. Yer big—an’ strong. Should be lots of work—” 

And then Belinda realized what she had just said about him and stopped in embarrassment. Rand said nothing. She wondered if he had even heard her foolishness. Much to her relief, he seemed totally taken with tending the fire.

The firelight was casting dancing shadows over his features.

She had forgotten what he looked like. She had forgotten most everything about Rand O’Connel. Not that she had ever really noticed him much in the past. He had been just a boy—a fellow student at their small school, neither stupid nor brainy, loud nor shy. He had just been there. By the light of the fire, she took a good look at him now.

His dark hair fell boyishly over his forehead, and he unconsciously brushed it back with a work-toughened hand. The hair at the nape of his neck curled over his shirt collar, and Belinda realized that if the rest of it hadn’t been cut short, it would probably curl over his whole head. His eyes were deep set and fringed with dark lashes. His nose had the slightest hump, suggesting that it might have been injured at some time. There was a small indentation in his cheek that looked almost like a dimple—though, looking at the young man, Belinda dared to think he’d not take kindly to anyone calling it such.

He must have felt her eyes upon him, for he turned to look at her. Belinda shifted her gaze quickly away and pretended to be busy brushing the wood chips from her long skirt.

“I hear Melissa’s been away at school an’ is a full-fledged teacher now,” he said after a brief silence that hung awkwardly between them.

Belinda, glad for something to break the spell, answered in a rush, “Yes, thet’s right. She loved normal school—but she’s glad to be home, too.”

“Is she stayin’? Here, I mean? I thought her home—” 

“Oh, it is. I mean, she’s jest here for a brief spell. Two weeks in fact—and part of thet’s already gone. Then she’s going home. To her real home. I’ve jest gotten used to thinkin’ of this as her home. I mean . . . this seems like home for her . . . to me. She was with us for more’n two years and then back for visits an’ . . . I really will miss her,” she finally finished lamely.

Rand just nodded his head. He seemed to have been able to follow her rambling.

“She excited about teachin’?” he asked.

“Oh yes. She’s always wanted to be a teacher. And they need lots of teachers in the West, too.”

“I’m glad she likes it.”

He seemed so sincere, so genuinely pleased for Melissa that Belinda looked at him intently, wondering, Is this another of Melissa’s secret admirers? Is he wishing her well, even though his real desire is for her to stay in the area? Belinda concluded that he well could be.

She felt a strange sympathy for Rand. He seemed like such a nice young man. Belinda was sorry he might suffer over Melissa’s coming departure.

But Rand went on in a matter-of-fact voice. “Glad she’s found what she wants to do. Must be nice to decide an’ then jest go on out an’ do it.” He laid a bigger stick of wood on the fire.

Now Belinda was puzzled. Perhaps he was smitten with Melissa— but he also sounded almost wistful about her goal of teaching. Was there something Rand wished to do—to become—that seemed beyond him? Belinda hardly knew what to say next. This turn in the conversation was a surprise, a puzzle to her.

Before she could think of what response to make, Rand looked at her and smiled. In the firelight she saw his eyes lighten, his cheek crease into a deep dimple.

Now that is definitely a dimple, she caught herself thinking and shifted her weight from one foot to the other in an effort to hide her embarrassment over the unbidden thought.

“Have me the feelin’ thet nursin’ or teachin’ jest isn’t in the same class as milkin’ cows,” he said, laughing good-naturedly.

Belinda smiled back and took a minute to answer. “Maybe it is,” she said slowly. “If one enjoys milkin’ cows.”

He sobered, then nodded his head. “Might be at thet,” he agreed, then repeated, “if one enjoys milkin’ cows.”

The fire crackled, and the calls and laughter reached out to them from the nearby game. But a silence fell between them as each studied closely the orange-red fingers of the flickering flames.

Belinda gathered from his statement that he had never been fond of farming. She also sensed that there was something else he felt he would enjoy. Whatever it was, he seemed to consider it unobtainable. Was it? Or was that just Rand’s assessment of the situation? Belinda knew it really was no business of hers—and yet she was interested and concerned for him. She really did care. Would he feel she was interfering if she pressed further? She finally decided to risk asking, hoping that Rand would not see it as prying into his personal life.

“What might ya like to do?” she asked softly.

Rand laughed quietly as though his dream were too farfetched to even mention. Then he turned and studied Belinda carefully to see if she really was interested in hearing. From the look on her face, he must have concluded that she was.

When he answered, he spoke softly, as though his words were for her alone.

“Had me this crazy dream, ever since I was a kid, of makin’ things—buildin’ with my hands,” he said, stretching out his hands before him.

Belinda’s gaze fell on the outstretched hands and she saw strength and creativity in the long fingers and broad palms.

“Thet’s not one bit crazy,” she responded before she could check herself. “No reason in the world why ya can’t do thet.”

Rand swung to face her. “I ain’t got no money to train,” he said rather stiffly, “an’ I wouldn’t know where to go to git trainin’ even iffen I did have the money.”

“Then learn by doin’,” Belinda put in quickly. “Try! Be willin’ to try! You might fail—but you’d learn from yer mistakes. Next time you’d know how to go about it better. Watch others and learn from them. There’s lots of ways to learn if you really want to. I couldn’t go off to school, either, so I’m learnin’ from Luke. Maybe a builder would let you work with him. . . .”

Belinda might have gone on and on had not Rand stopped her.

“I never thought on thet,” he said, shaking his head in wonderment. “Never once thought on it. Do ya really think someone might—?”

“ ’Course! Why not?”

The voices of the others were drawing closer. Belinda could hear the chatter of Amy Jo and the ladylike laugh of Melissa as they all came to take part in the roasting. But before they reached the yard and the crackling fire, Rand reached out and gave Belinda’s hand a quick squeeze.

“Thanks.” He spoke simply, and Belinda gave him a brief smile.

She was surprised at the amount of empathy she felt for him.

It must be tough to be a young man with dreams and little hope of seeing them realized. If he did become a builder, then there was Melissa who would be hundreds of miles away— Before Belinda could stop herself she said, “And I’m . . . I’m sorry,” her voice almost a whisper, “thet Melissa is goin’ back west. She is very sweet . . . an’ terribly pretty, an’ I know. . .”

Rand looked puzzled. “Melissa? Why? I think she should go where she feels home is—where she is needed.”

“But—” began Belinda.

Rand seemed to catch on then. “Ya think I . . . I like Melissa?” 

Belinda just nodded.

“Why?” he asked simply.

“Ya asked about her—talked about her. I . . . I thought—” 

He shook his head. “She seems nice—sure—an’ pretty, too, I guess, though I really hadn’t noticed.” For a moment he hesitated.

The group was entering the yard. Taking a deep breath, he hurried on. “Guess I’ve only been seein’ one girl tonight. For a long time, in fact.” And Rand gave Belinda such a meaningful look that she flushed with embarrassment. Mumbling something about seeing to the food, she fled to the security of the farm kitchen.
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