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Ana had taken only a few steps into the room when Owen’s voice stopped her in her tracks.

[image: ]

“Wait! Don’t move! There’s a broken fruit jar here.”

Before she knew what was happening, he swung her up in his arms as if she were a child. Her arms went around his neck and she held on to him tightly. She had never been lifted and held like this. It was frightening, yet exciting.

“Oh! Put me down! I’m too heavy—”

“Too heavy? Good Lord! You don’t weigh as much as a sack of grain.”

As he eased her down, she held on to his shoulders to keep her balance. She thought he would move away, but he grasped her bare ankle in his big hand and lifted her foot.

“Did you cut your feet?”

Ana tried not to look at him. Every nerve in her body jumped to attention. The warm fingers curled around her bare ankle sent blood surging to her cheeks . . .
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“FIVE STARS! A special joy . . . a unique plot. . . . Set in early times with earthy people, the overall texture of this book was gentle and heartwarming, with a wealth of layering in the characters. This story tugs at the heartstrings. I was impressed! Thanks so much, Dorothy . . . THIS ONE IS A KEEPER.”

—Julie Meisinger, Heartland Critiques
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Spring had come to the river town of Dubuque, and with it the long awaited letter. The happiness that brightened Ana’s face when she received it faded quickly as she read:

 

April 10, 1885

 

Dearest Mama,

I am so sick. I fear I will die giving birth to the child of my beloved. My feet and legs are so swollen I can hardly stand on them. I think of you often and weep for the worry I have caused you. My heart aches to see you one last time. I want you to take my baby and give it the love you gave to me. O Mama, my heart is sore. This is a dreary place. The Jamison’s do nothing but work. Please come. Owen has promised that you will be met in Lansing. Make haste, dearest Mama.

 

Your loving daughter, Harriet

 

The sounds and the fragrant smells of an Iowa spring were in the air. The spicewood was in bud, the cottonwood in tassel and the shrill piping of the season’s first frogs could be heard. Unending swarms of ducks, brant and cranes glided down to settle on the river while others soared aloft to continue their long journey northward. Hardy violets and yellow dandelions edged the path on which Ana trod to reach her small house backed against the river bluff. She neither saw nor heard these wonders of spring.

In the privacy of her home, she read the letter again and again and wept. After the weeping passed, Ana damned the man responsible for enticing so young a girl to do what she clearly knew to be wrong and then abandoning her, leaving her no choice but to follow him so that her child would not be born a bastard. Ana remembered the loneliness after Harriet left: the days long and empty, the nights a nightmare in which she wandered a vast open plain searching for a small girl who called for her mama.

The winter had been agonizingly long for Ana. She had spent a cold, lonely Christmas day sitting beside the cookstove in the rocking chair remembering other Christmas days when the house, filled with the smell of roasted goose, fruitcake and pumpkin pie, rang with laughter as a young child opened gifts left by Santa Claus.

During the weeks that followed the holidays, she had kept busy. In January she had been snowbound for a week, unable to climb the icy hill to go to work in one of the big houses on the bluff overlooking the city. Every spare minute of her time had been spent knitting or sewing. She kept one of the merchants down on Locust Street supplied with caps, scarfs, mittens and stockings. She put away the money he paid her. It was enough to pay her fare to Lansing and back with some left over to buy more yarn.

Holding the tear-stained letter, Ana recalled the unhappy late summer months that had climaxed in a terrible scene. Ana could still see the stubborn, defiant look on Harriet’s face—Harriet who had always been so obedient and reasonable—screaming at her.

“For heaven’s sake! I’m old enough to go out if I want to. A lot of girls are married at my age.”

“Where are you going? You’ve been out three nights this week.”

“To the ice cream parlor to meet Maud.”

“Don’t lie to me, Harriet. Maud’s mother wouldn’t allow her to go out with—”

“—with a servant? Is that what you were going to say?” Tears flooded Harriet’s eyes as she crossed the room to the door and flung it open. Her plump cheeks were flushed with hurt and anger, and brown eyes that usually sparkled with laughter now sparkled with indignation. “Not everyone thinks of me as a servant.”

“It’s honest work, honey. Nothing to be ashamed of. I didn’t want you working in the button factory.”

“You don’t think being a servant is a bad job because that’s all you’ve ever been.” Harriet must have known how hurt Ana was, yet she rushed on, “I’m just as good as Maud and a lot prettier.”

“Of course, you are. That’s not the point. I don’t want you with that fast, reckless crowd Maud’s brother runs with. I’ve seen the way they race their horses up and down the hills. One of these days there’ll be an accident and someone may be killed or maimed for life.”

“Oh, Mama—”

“That crowd has a bad reputation, Harriet.”

“They’re nice to me!”

“Someday you’ll meet a nice man and be glad you’ve kept yourself above reproach.”

“Like you did?” Harriet shot back. “You kept yourself above reproach and look what happened to you. Don’t you ever wish you’d married someone else? Papa was old and grouchy and stingy—”

“That’s enough! Don’t say another word. Your father took me and my grandmother in when we had no place to go. He married me after Granny died so I could stay here and take care of you. It would have broken my heart to leave you. You were only four years old—”

“—and you were my age—fifteen. Did you sleep with him, Mama?”

Ana, taken back by the question, could only stare at her stepdaughter. Harriet had changed so drastically in the past few months that she hardly knew her anymore.

“You know I didn’t sleep with your papa. He never asked it of me,” Ana finally said in a low, trembling voice.

“I remember how it was. He treated you like his servant. He paid you to take care of me. He married you so people wouldn’t talk about you living here in the house after your granny died.” Bitterness edged Harriet’s tone and distorted her young face. “I’m not going to marry an old man and live in a place like this. I’m going to marry a young man who will love me and want to sleep with me and do all those nasty things I’ve heard a man does to a woman in bed.”

“Harriet!” If her stepdaughter had suddenly sprouted horns, Ana couldn’t have been more shocked. For a moment she couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. “Hush that kind of talk! My word! If Judge Henderson heard you talk like that he’d think you were . . . fast!”

“Judge Henderson! He’s heard a lot worse things than that.”

“But not from a fifteen-year-old girl.”

“Can’t you understand that I just want to have some fun?” Harriet set her lips to keep them from trembling.

“And I want you to enjoy being young and having the young men pay attention to you. But I think you’re going about it the wrong way. The boy who delivers coal has been trying to talk to you. He’s a handsome lad. Give him a chance.”

“Oscar Swensen! That stick! All he does is stutter and stammer and twist his cap in his hands.” Harriet raised her eyes to the ceiling while buttoning her coat. She threaded her fingers into her gloves and looked defiantly into Ana’s eyes. “You work your fingers to the bone during the day and wear your eyes out at night sewing or knitting. I’m not going to work all my life. I’m going to find someone who will love and pamper me like Judge Henderson does his wife.”

“Your papa left us this house but little else. We have a place to live, but we have to earn money for everything else. I’d like you to remember that my sewing and knitting paid for the material in that dress and coat you’re wearing.” Ana turned her head, hiding a face suddenly contorted with the pain of remembering her own lost youth and the time and love she had given this girl.

“I know that, Mama, and I’m grateful.” Harriet hung her head, then raised it to glare defiantly. “You should try and find a man, Ana. This time get a young one with some life left in him.”

“Is that what you’ve done?”

“That’s exactly what I’ve done and I’m having the most wonderful time of my life. Please don’t spoil it for me.”

“If you’ve met someone you like, I’m happy for you. Invite the boy to come to Sunday dinner, honey. I’ll cook a good meal—”

“Boy? He’s a man with a smile like an angel. He laughs, he sings, he dances. It makes me happy just to look at him. I can’t ask him to come here!”

“Oh, Harriet!” It hurt unbearably to know Harriet was ashamed of her home.

“Fiddle, Mama! I know what I’m doing.”

“I hope you do,” Ana said quietly.

With mixed exasperation and desperation, Ana followed Harriet out onto the porch and watched her go through the front gate and down the street. For the first time her stepdaughter had called her by her given name, and to Ana it signified a new stage in their relationship. She loved Harriet as if she were her own daughter, although there were scarcely eleven years between their ages. She had tried to teach Harriet the same values that her grandmother had instilled in her. Where had she gone wrong? What could she have done differently?

A buggy pulled by a slick sorrel came careening around the corner. It sped past the house, but slowed when it reached Harriet and kept pace with her. Then it stopped and a man jumped down. He lifted his bowler hat and bowed from the waist with a flourish. Ana could see that Harriet was laughing at him as he lifted her into the buggy. Seconds later they were down the hill and out of sight.

Remembering, Ana lifted her palms to her cheeks. She should have done something. But what?

Harriet had finished school two months before and had gone to work in Judge Henderson’s home on the bluff. Maud Johnson’s father owned a boat and the boiler works, and her mother had social ambitions that didn’t include her daughter associating with a girl who worked as a maid in a home where on occasion the Johnsons were guests. Harriet and Maud had not been friends outside the classroom, and Ana doubted that it was Maud whom Harriet was meeting; perhaps it was her brother or one of his friends.

October arrived and with it another change in Harriet. She became increasingly quiet and moody. Her evening visits to town stopped abruptly. Since she worked only part of the day, she was often in bed by the time Ana got home from work. Ana was sure the young man who had laughed and sang, the one who had made Harriet so happy, had left town. She waited patiently for time to heal the young girl’s heart.

One evening in the middle of October Ana came home to an empty house. A letter lay on the kitchen table.

 

Dear Mama,

Forgive me for taking the money in your sewing basket. I will write when I am settled. I do love you and don’t want to cause you worry, but I must go.

 

Harriet

 

Part of Ana’s life had gone with Harriet. Now she had no one. Almost frantic with worry, Ana visited the boiler works to speak to young Franklin. He said he hadn’t seen Harriet and that he did not know whom she had been meeting. With a cocky grin he assured Ana that Harriet was a big girl who could take care of herself. Ana had wanted to slap the smirk from his face. She called on Judge Henderson. Neither he nor his housekeeper could think of a reason why Harriet would leave so suddenly.

Work kept Ana sane. She worked harder than she ever had in her life, worked and worried and waited. Thanksgiving came and with it heavy snow, but no word from Harriet.

Just before Christmas a short letter arrived. Harriet said she had married Owen Jamison and was living on a farm west of Lansing, a small port on the Mississippi River in the northern part of the state. She said that she was happy and well and expecting a baby. She had signed it simply, Harriet. It had seemed to Ana that Harriet had cut her out of her life.

Not another word had come until now. Now Harriet needed her and she would go. Harriet had always been alarmed by the slightest illness. Ana could well imagine how frightening having a baby would be to the young girl.

Ana stood on the porch and looked toward the river where the black smoke from a river steamer shot upward and trailed behind it as it made its way upriver. In the years since the end of the Civil War, Dubuque had become lusty and ambitious with the large influx of immigrants to the fertile prairies of northeastern Iowa. Lumbering had replaced mining as the important industry. Huge log rafts were floated down from the north and converted into lumber and ties for the railroads that were opening new paths into the West.

Dubuque was home. Ana had never been more than twenty-five miles from it. Her father had worked in the lead mines. He had died in a fire trying to rescue her mother after he had carried Ana and led his mother-in-law to safety. After that there had been just she and her grandmother until they came to work for Ezra Fairfax and she’d had Harriet to love.

Ezra had been good to her in his own way. He had paid for her to attend school while her grandmother took care of his house. He was also a frugal man, and one who cherished his standing in the community. It would never do for a young woman to live in his home, without benefit of marriage, to care for his daughter. The customers who came to his tailor shop were church-going people. During the days following her grandmother’s death, when Ana was overcome with grief and feeling lonely, Ezra offered to marry her. He gave her a home and security in exchange for taking care of the house and four-year-old Harriet.

Ana went back inside, lit the lamp, and picked up her knitting. Before she could leave she had to finish the order for two dozen pairs of mittens. They were almost ready for delivery as were the black caps and the heavy stockings the rivermen would buy.

While she knitted, Ana’s thoughts went ahead to all the things she would have to do before she could leave. First she would go to the steamship office and purchase a ticket. Then she would write to Harriet and tell her the time of her arrival. The trunk in the attic was old, but in good shape and big enough to hold her best clothes as well as work dresses to wear while she helped Harriet. Her neighbor, Mr. Leonard promised to watch the house. Her garden had been planted and she hated to leave it. Fiddle! What did that matter when she was going to Harriet?

 

*   *   *

 

“Thank you.” Ana smiled at the boatman who set her small trunk on the boardwalk in front of the steamship office.

The boat trip from Dubuque to Lansing had been exciting. The boat had tied up for the night at a place near Harper’s Ferry and she had slept in a dormitory room with five other women. The morning had been spent standing at the railing with the other passengers watching the shoreline and waving at the people in the small villages they passed.

The fact that she was a lone woman disembarking caused raised brows among a few of the men who also left the boat at Lansing, but they tipped their hats as they passed her and headed for one of the weathered plank buildings that made up the little port town on the Mississippi River.

Ana’s self-contained demeanor was discouraging enough that only the most brazen men would attempt to approach her with an intimate suggestion. Today none of them were brave enough, and she stood alone. She was not as self-assured as she appeared to be, here in this new place more than a hundred miles from home, waiting for a stranger to take her to Harriet. What would she do if no one came for her? Her heart sank. It was down-right scary.

Faint lines of strain that had appeared lately between Ana’s brows deepened as minutes passed. Her head was high, however, and her shoulders straight, despite the pensive look on her face and the shadows of worry beneath her eyes. She turned to watch goods being unloaded from the boat onto a large dray. The friendly young riverman who had carried her trunk to the street, waved and ran back up the plank to the deck as the steamer prepared to lift anchor.

Standing alone on the street, Ana was unaware of the picture she made—handsome, willow thin, with a thick rope of blond hair twisted and pinned to the back of her head. The brim of her hat shaded her smooth skin and large, luminous golden-brown eyes which she considered her only singular claim to beauty in a face that was usually intensely serious.

She went into the stuffy, smoke-filled steamboat office and approached the clerk behind a glassed enclosure. He wore a visor cap and was busy scribbling on a paper with a stub of a pencil.

“Sir?” Ana tapped on the glass to get the man’s attention.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“I’m Mrs. Ana Fairfax. Someone was to meet me here. Has anyone inquired?”

“No, ma’am. But likely they’ll show up. You can wait in here if you like.”

“Thank you. I’ll wait outside for now.”

Across the street, a man in a dark red flannel shirt watched Ana come out of the steamship office. He leaned against a building whose painted sign proclaimed in bold black letters that it was the billiard parlor. One knee was bent, and the sole of a heavy boot rested against the weathered boards of the building. His thumbs were hooked in the wide straps that held up his duck britches.

He studied the slender woman with hair the color of honey from bees that had fed on a clover field. It was rich and golden, and from what he could see, there was plenty of it. The hat atop her head was serviceable rather than one of the frivolous things he’d seen women wearing on his infrequent trips to Dubuque. At least it had a small brim for shade. It also kept him from seeing her eyes. Not that it mattered; she wasn’t the one he was waiting for. He was waiting for a woman old enough to have a grown daughter. This one was mature and pleasant to look at, but she wasn’t old enough to be the mother of a girl expecting a baby.

The man ran his thumbs up and down his suspenders and watched her, enjoying the way she moved, the way her skirt swished around her ankles. She was sure-footed as a cat even in her new, shiny black shoes with their high heels and bowstraps. She was trying to appear perfectly confident, but she was nervous. Otherwise why had she checked her hatpin three times during the past five minutes?

The blast of the whistle made the man aware that the boat was leaving and that this was the only woman who had gotten off the boat.

“What the hell?” he swore as he pushed himself away from the building. He had given up two days planting time to come get the woman and she hadn’t shown up. Unless—

Ana scanned the street with anxious, worried eyes. The only vehicle on the street was a loaded farm wagon. The horses with blinders attached to the bridles waited patiently, swishing their tails and occasionally stamping their feet to discourage the pesky river flies that appeared as if by magic each spring. Ana heard the chug of the powerful engines as the steamer pulled away from the dock and headed upriver once again. The crowd that had gathered to watch the lumbering craft arrive and depart was dispersing, leaving the street almost empty.

Ana’s hands shook with something between anger and despair as she poked loose strands of hair into the knot on the back of her head with her forefinger. Surely Harriet had received her letter. It was sent almost two weeks ago as soon as she purchased her ticket and was sure of the day she would arrive in Lansing.

She began to walk restlessly up and down. The group of men who had gathered in front of the livery down the street were now examining a horse. One was holding a snub on its nose to control the frightened animal while another carefully lifted a hind foot. A few fishermen worked on boats at the water’s edge.

A man, who looked to be either drunk or asleep, leaned against the building housing the billiard parlor. He was the only person within sight who wasn’t doing something. Ana’s glance honed in on him. He was tall and broad of shoulder with a straw hat pulled down low on his forehead. He lounged against the building as if he had all the time in the world.

With a sudden quickening of her heart, she realized that this stranger was looking at her and had been for some time. His gaze was so intense that it pulled her eyes back to him, and she looked at him for several seconds longer than propriety allowed even though it was impossible to see his eyes. The distance between them was too great for her to see anything of his face except that it was clean-shaven. She tilted her chin up as she turned her head away and continued her pacing. When she looked at him again, she found him staring at her as brazenly as before. He was no longer leaning against the building but standing away from it, his booted feet spread, his hands resting on his hips.

Ana looked toward the river trying to pull her scattered thoughts together. She smoothed her skirt down over her hips for the tenth time and adjusted the hatpin that held her felt hat in place. Her stomach had not enjoyed the rolling motion of the boat and now it was tight with nervous tension. If the man by the billiard parlor was the one who had come to meet her, why had he stood there all this time watching her? She slanted a quick look at him and took a shallow, jerky breath.

He was coming toward her.

 
 
 
Two
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My goodness, he was big.

If this was the one who had come to fetch her, he certainly had made no effort to impress her by dressing up. He was tall and broad, looked to be strong as an ox, and watched her the way a hawk watches a rattlesnake.

“Mrs. Fairfax?” The voice was deep, strong and without hesitation even if it was a question.

Ana lifted her brows. He was only an arm’s length away, and she did her best not to be intimidated by his size or the scowl on his face. She felt positively dwarfed and fought to resist the urge to lift a hand to ward him away.

“Yes. I’m Ana Fairfax.”

“You’re . . . Harriet’s mother?”

“Yes. I’m—”

“Good Lord!”—he snorted with disapproval—“it’s no wonder—”

No wonder what? Ana felt the blood rush to her face and was mindful of the thudding of her heart in her chest. But with chin up, shoulders straight, she gathered her splintered composure, locked her gaze with his, and refused to look away.

His frown deepened.

Cobalt blue eyes, fenced with thick brown lashes and topped with brows that were drawn together with displeasure, looked into hers. As they stared at each other, his eyelids drooped to half-mast and a muscle in one lean cheek jumped in response to clenched teeth. She was aware of the exasperation lurking in the depths of the bluest eyes she had ever seen. He pushed his hat back, and she saw the small white strip near his hair line that had been protected from the sun and the glint of gray strands among the dark clipped hair at his temples. His open-necked shirt revealed a strong sun-browned throat and nicks along his jaw line were evidence that he had shaved with a dull razor within the last few hours. By the grim set of his firm, wide mouth and cold eyes, he was obviously not happy.

Ana lifted her chin another inch and forced herself to look more confident than she felt, hoping the man would not notice that insecurity made the hands clutching her reticule tremble.

“Are you from the Jamison farm?” she asked crisply.

“I am.”

“How is Harriet?”

“She hadn’t had the youngun as of yesterday morning.” The curt sentence was slapped at her. His gaze fell from her eyes to the soft and vulnerable curve of her lips, lingered long enough to send an unwelcome tremor through her, and then passed down the length of her. He made no attempt to conceal a look of savage impatience that twisted his face.

“Is she all right?”

He answered her question with one of his own. “How would I know?” He jerked up her trunk and set it on his shoulder. “Come on,” he said and started off down the street as if the heavy trunk were no burden at all.

Ana felt nothing but shock as she followed him.

They reached the farm wagon parked in the street in front of the general store before she noticed that he favored his right leg. He placed her trunk atop a stack of sawed lumber, went around to the other side, and climbed up the wheel to the seat without offering to assist her. His stabbing eyes searched her face while Ana’s amber ones stared up at him from beneath dark lashes and straight dark brows.

“Well? Are you coming or not?” His brows lowered and drew together until they almost met over his high-bridged nose. “It’ll be dark by the time we get there as it is.”

She shrugged her shoulders in exasperation, lifted her skirts, and put her foot on the hub of the wheel. She soon realized that she would have to accept his hand when he held it out to her, but was not prepared for the strength that hauled her up and onto the spring seat, or for the hard eyes that stared at her. There was no friendliness in their depths, only cold, quiet resignation.

An icy hand clutched Ana’s heart and a knot of apprehension twisted her stomach.

As soon as she was settled, he stung the horses’ rumps with a whip and the wagon moved over the ruts with a jarring jolt. Ana held onto the side of the narrow, low-backed seat and pulled away when her shoulder bumped into the rock-hard arm of the man beside her.

Ana had dressed in her best for the trip, wanting to make a good impression on Harriet’s new family. Her dark serge suit was still unwrinkled. She nervously fingered one of the large pearl buttons on the tight-fitting jacket and adjusted the broach on the black ribbon around her throat. There would be dust on the hem of her skirt and on the shiny black shoes she had bought two days ago, but there was nothing she could do about that now.

The big-footed horses picked up speed as they left town and turned west. The trail climbed steadily to the bluff overlooking the town and veered off through spruce and pine that stood amid the early greening of the grasses lining the trail. They came down out of the hills amid huge oak trees whose leaves were the size of squirrel’s ears this last week of April.

Flocks of robins rose as the wagon approached. Birds were a source of delight for Ana. She loved to watch them migrating, following the great river south in the fall, and she looked forward to their return in the spring. She would have been delighted with the journey through the lush meadows if not for the worry about Harriet and having to endure this cold, uncommunicative man beside her.

An hour went by without a word passing between Ana and the driver of the wagon. Ana wondered who he was. It was certain that he was not Harriet’s dancing, laughing man. The grump sitting beside her was probably one of the farm hands or a neighbor. He had said he was from the Jamison farm. Did that mean he was a member of the family? If so, which one? He wasn’t old enough to be Harriet’s father-in-law. A brother-in-law maybe? Or an uncle? Whoever he was, he needed to be taught some manners.

Ana turned her head to look at him and found him looking at her as if she were something wet and slimy he had dragged out of the river. She had a strange desire to stick out her tongue and bare her teeth. He stared at her from beneath furrowed brows; silent and disapproving. She stared back. He was not as old as she had first believed him to be. He was not much older than her own twenty-six years. His face was free of lines except for a few that fanned out from the corners of his eyes from squinting against the sun. Creases bracketed his wide mouth and his big square chin had an indention big enough to hold her little finger.

Unexpectedly, she wondered if his face would crack if he smiled. The thought made her want to giggle and amusement lit her amber eyes. As if he knew she was laughing at him, his expression changed from extreme disapproval to anger, and he stubbornly refused to break eye contact with her.

Ana turned her face away, opened her mouth to speak, then closed it and swallowed before the words would come.

“How far to the Jamison farm?”

Turning his face toward the horses, he grunted, “It’ll be dark when we get there.”

“Thank you very much,” Ana said stiffly.

Farther down the road a huge hip-roofed barn came into view. As they neared, Ana could see that the big, solidly built barn dwarfed the house sitting just south of it in a sheltering grove of tall oak, walnut and evergreen trees. A farmer was plowing with a team of oxen. The rich black furrows lay like a ribbon across the land.

Coming across a field was a young girl driving two milch cows. Two children played hopscotch in the yard, and another child swung on a sack swing tied to the limb of a walnut tree. A woman in a dark dress and an old straw hat was taking clothes from a line stretched between two trees. With her arms full, she waited beside the line and watched the wagon pass. Ana lifted her arm and waved. The woman hesitantly raised her hand.

The grump on the seat beside Ana didn’t so much as turn his head.

Evening came and a few stars twinkled in the still-light sky. Ana’s back ached from sitting so straight on the low-backed wagon seat and jarring over the rutted road. When the air cooled after the sun went down, she wished for the warm shawl she had packed in her trunk, but she decided not to give the silent man beside her an opportunity to grumble by asking him to stop so that she could get it.

He seemed immune to the cold or the discomfort.

Just when Ana was sure she would be frozen in place, a long arm arced over her head. His hand dipped down behind the seat and came up with a heavy wool coat. He dumped it into her lap without so much as looking at her.

“Thank you,” Ana said to his profile and swung the coat around her shivering shoulders. It took minutes for the warmth to penetrate. She burrowed her face in the collar, doing her best to control her shivering limbs. The masculine odor of tobacco came from the garment. It was a pleasant smell.

Ana wanted desperately to ask the man about Harriet, but she reasoned that if the girl’s condition were serious, he would have told her. Still, uneasiness plagued her mind.

A faint light still glowed in the sky when they reached a small village. The white church on a rise above the village was enclosed within a white picket fence, and the tall spire seemed to reach to the sky. They passed houses that sat back from the road. A dog ran out from one of them and barked, setting off a chorus of barking dogs. A man came out onto the porch and shouted at the dog who slunk away with his tail between his legs. He waved a hand in greeting. The grump lifted a hand from the reins in acknowledgment.

“Is this a town?” It had been so long since Ana had spoken that her lips were stiff.

“Sort of.”

She peeked at him. He sat hunched over, his forearms resting on his thighs, his booted foot on the front board of the wagonbox. The silence thickened and grated on her nerves. What made the man so rude? So crotchety? What had fueled his dislike of her? Was he angry because he had to make the trip to Lansing to get her? From the looks of the lumber in the back of the wagon he had probably had to make the trip anyway. She was here by Harriet’s invitation. Perhaps the grouch didn’t understand good manners. Assuming that was the case, she decided to try another approach to get his attention.

“You ration your words as if they were little gold nuggets to be doled out on special occasions,” she remarked in a curt, haughty tone. “What exactly do you mean by . . . sort of? It is either a town, or it is not.”

At her sharp words, his head swiveled slowly toward her. Ana was appalled at herself for speaking so sharply, but it was too late to back down now.

“Does it look like a town?”

They had passed four widely spaced buildings that appeared to be the business section. One was definitely a blacksmith shop and one a general store. She had no idea what purpose the other two served. Not one person was in sight. If not for the very few lights that shone from the windows of the houses lining the road as they approached, she would think it was a deserted place.

“It does not look like a town. It does not look like anything but a wide spot in the road. But even such a dreary place as this must have a name. Or is that some deep dark secret you’re keeping to yourself?”

“White Oak.”

“White Oak,” Ana repeated. “Well, thank you very much for that very valuable piece of information. Harriet had not mentioned White Oak in her letter.” When Ana received only a grunt for a reply, her jaw grew stubborn. “I sincerely hope that all the Jamison’s are not as cantankerous as you are. If that’s the case, I certainly pity poor Harriet having to live among them.”

He studied her from beneath the brim of his hat. Even in the near dark she could see the disapproval in every line of his face. There was something hard and frightening about his size, his silence, and his gaze. The hard planes of his face were taut as if he were under some sort of strain. When he spoke, his words were tinged with bitterness.

“She wouldn’t be here if you’d done what you should, instead of letting her loose to prowl like a common street woman.”

The quiet words stunned Ana for a moment. Shards of pain pierced her heart; then anger flared.

“What in the world are you talking about?” When he didn’t answer, she demanded in a louder, strident voice, “I resent you calling Harriet a common st—” She couldn’t say the word. “I demand to know what you meant by that remark.”

“Just what I said.” He glowered at her for a moment before he turned away.

“I heard what you said. But I want to know the reasoning behind your insulting comment. You know nothing about me or Harriet. If you can’t be decent, I’ll thank you to keep a civil tongue in your head.”

After a tense, heavy, waiting period, Ana knew from the set of his face that he was not going to say another word. So much for a civil conversation! Once they reached the farm, she hoped never to see the uncouth bore again. But realistically she knew that was an impossible wish.

A half-hour of silence passed while Ana pondered his words. She had done her best with Harriet, or had she? During the long, lonely winter months she had relived the trying days of last September and wondered if she should have done something differently. But what? Lock the girl up? Harriet had been determined to meet her laughing, dancing man. For a few short weeks she had been so supremely happy. The scoundrel had used the young, innocent girl! He had made her pregnant, left her to face the consequences alone, and had returned home.

Poor Harriet. She must have been desperate to follow him. Ana knew why the girl had been unable to confide in her: she had known how disappointed Ana would be. How lonely and frightened the child must have been. Harriet had been scared each time she had a cold, thinking it would turn into the lung sickness. If she cut her hand she would be sure her arm would have to be taken off. Now she was afraid that she would die in childbirth. It was a natural fear, but she was young and strong.

When the wagon turned into a lane, the tired horses picked up speed knowing they were close to home. Ahead, Ana could see a house. It was two-storied with lights shining from the long, narrow windows on both floors. The shadow of a huge barn with a dome-shaped roof was behind the house, but she could see nothing more.

“Is this the Jamison place?”

“It is,” he replied curtly.

“Well, thank goodness!” Ana said in the same curt tone. She glanced at his dim profile with a look of utter disgust on her face and shook her head in dismay. At last the journey was over. The rest of the Jamison’s couldn’t possibly be as unfriendly as this one.

As they passed close to the front of the house, Ana could see a porch with fancy wooden grillwork spreading across the front of it. On the side, light from an open door made a bright path across another porch. They turned into an area between the barn and the house. Ana heard the squeak of a windmill and the lowing of cows as they gathered around a watering tank. She sniffed the air; there must be a hogpen nearby. A dog came bounding out of the darkness and raced around the team, yipping a happy welcome.

The big, silent man ignored the barking dog, wrapped the reins around the brake handle and got down from the wagon without a word to Ana—not that she expected one.

She threw off the coat and eased herself off the high seat. With her feet on solid ground, Ana stood for a moment holding on to the wheel. Her legs were trembly. It had been at least five hours since she had stood on them. She’d had nothing to eat since morning, and her bladder was not the size of a bucket, she thought irritably. It was painfully full. Anxious to see Harriet, Ana held onto the side of the wagon and made her way to the back of it even though her feet and legs still tingled. The tailgate had been let down and her trunk pulled to the end of the wagon.

The man said nothing to her. No words of welcome. He didn’t so much as acknowledge her presence. A door slammed and a man came ambling out toward the wagon. A gruff male voice called out. The words caused Ana’s hands to freeze momentarily on the rough boards and her mind to doubt her hearing.

“Ya made good time, Owen.”

Owen? Harriet’s husband’s name was Owen Jamison! Ana’s disbelieving eyes went to the dark shape of the man lifting her trunk.

“But I wore the horses out doing it.” The reply was gruff, surly.

“You’re . . . Harriet’s h-husband?” The words just barely came from Ana’s dry mouth. This gruff, hostile, infuriating man was Harriet’s beloved?

“Who did you expect?”

“Certainly not someone like—”

A scream pierced the air cutting off Ana’s words. It was high and shrill and filled with torment.

“Oh! Oh! What’s that?” Ana gasped.

“It’s the lass, Owen. She’s been a yellin’ like that off ’n’ on for a spell. Esther’s plumb put out with her.” The man who had come from the house leaned against the side of the wagon with his hands in the bib of his overalls.

“Is he talking about Harriet?” Ana asked, fear making her voice loud. “Is she having the baby?”

“Sounds like it,” Owen said and lifted the trunk.

Ana didn’t wait for an escort. She hurried toward the light shining from the back door of the house. As she stepped up on the back porch, another scream rent the silent night. This one was cut off abruptly. Terrified, Ana threw open the door and vaulted into the kitchen. A woman with dark, curly hair floating around a plump, pleasant face sat in a rocking chair, resting her head against the back. She was rocking and humming. When she saw Ana, she stopped rocking, sat up straight, and stared at her with large dark eyes.

“Who in thunder are you?”

“Where is Harriet?”

“Upstairs.” The woman leaned back and started rocking again.

Ana’s glance swept the kitchen while she hurriedly removed her gloves and hat and placed them on the table. The room contained the necessities, but nothing to make it cozy or homelike, not even a curtain on the window. Stark was the only way she could describe it.

“Take me to her, please.”

The woman in the chair looked at her and slowly shook her head. Ana gave her a second startled look and realized that although she was not a young girl, she seemed childlike.

“Esther said stay down here.”

“Take her upstairs, Hettie.” The words came from Owen as he angled himself and Ana’s trunk in through the doorway.

“I don’t want to.” The woman began to rock furiously.

“Do as I tell you,” Owen said impatiently.

“No! That city girl’s makin’ a awful racket ’bout havin’ a youngun. Esther said it ain’t decent.”

“This is Harriet’s mother. Take her upstairs.”

“’T’aint so. She ain’t old enough to be Harriet’s ma. She ain’t got no gray hair.”

“I’m Harriet’s stepmother.”

Ana was tired, hungry and her patience was wearing thin. She turned to face Harriet’s husband. He seemed even bigger and taller than he did when she met him on the street in Lansing. He was looking her up and down in such a way that she fought the urge to cross her arms protectively over her chest. Her hair had come loose from the pins again. She lifted her arms to poke the errant strands in place, not realizing how the movement outlined her firm, high breasts, and not seeing the man’s eyes flick down to them.

Owen Jamison also noticed Ana’s trim waist, the soft skin of her face and neck, and the resentment in the eyes that stared back at him.

“Did you bring me a pretty, Owen?” The whining voice of the woman in the chair broke the silence. “What’s she got in the trunk?”

“Mind me, Hettie. Take her upstairs.”

The man in the overalls came in and the door slammed behind him. He stood leaning against the doorjamb, his hands still in the bib. His hair was iron gray, his face lined. His faded eyes, once as blue as Owen’s, watched the scene with interest.

“Esther won’t like it,” Hettie said stubbornly.

“Gowdamighty! Don’t you ever do anything you’re told to do without arguing about it?”

The trunk hit the floor with a loud thump.

Hettie burst into tears.
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Owen took the lamp from the kitchen table and motioned for Ana to follow. She hurried after him, noting that he limped even more than he had in Lansing. They passed down a narrow hallway to a door at the end. Owen flung it open and handed Ana the lamp.

“She’s up there.” He turned on his heel, and left her.

Ana went up the steep stairway holding her skirt up with one hand and the lamp in the other. The upper hall was as narrow as the lower one. A light shone from beneath a door at the far end. Ana’s heels on the wooden floor echoed as she hurried down the hall and pushed open the door.

The room was dimly lit, but what Ana saw caused her eyes to go wide with surprise and horror. Harriet lay writhing on the bed. Her hands were tied to the iron bedstead above her head. A rag was tied over her mouth. The girl’s eyes rolled with crazed terror. A woman in a black, high-necked, long-sleeved dress stood beside the bed, her arms folded across her flat bosom. She jerked around to face Ana.

“Who are you? What are you doing here?” The woman’s hair was parted in the middle and slicked back into a knot at the back of her head. Her face was sharp and bony, and her ears large.

“I’m Harriet’s mother,” Ana said in a no-nonsense voice, setting the lamp on the washstand and hurrying to Harriet’s bedside. “Oh, honey—” Her nervous fingers began to work at the knot tied in the rag holding the gag in place.

“Stop that!” The woman’s heavy hand came down on Ana’s shoulder. “If she can’t keep quiet, the gag stays.”

Ana reared up in surprise. Her arm went flying out across the woman’s chest, shoving her back.

“Get your hands off me! I’ve never heard of such inhumane treatment in all my life. If you don’t want to hear her screams, get out!”

“It’s disgraceful the way she’s been carrying on.”

“You’d carry on, too, if your body was being torn apart. Now stay out of my way.” Ana had never been so close to hitting anyone in her life.

The instant Ana pulled the rag from Harriet’s mouth a powerful contraction shook her. She let out an agonizing scream as pain took over her body and mind.

“See what I mean? It ain’t decent.”

“M-ma . . . ma! M-ma . . . ma!” Harriet rolled her head on the pillow while Ana worked to loosen the bonds that held her arms above her head.

“I’m here, honey. I’m here,” Ana crooned.

“M-ma . . . ma! M-ma . . . ma!” Harriet’s eyes, glazed with pain, looked right through Ana without seeing her. Her face was white and slick with perspiration.

“My word!” Ana gasped when she threw back the covers to lift Harriet’s legs and bend them at the knees. The girl lay on an oilcloth in a puddle of blood, water and excrement. A stench arose that almost choked Ana. She looked into the dark, glittering eyes of the woman who stood like a black vulture at the foot of the bed, her arms still folded across her flat chest.

“How dare you let her lie in this . . . filth!”

“What do you mean . . . filth? The oilcloth protects the bed from the mess of birthing.”

“I don’t give a holy damn about the bed!” Ana shouted in a voice she had never used in her life.

The woman drew in a quick, gasping breath. “Swearing! I’ll not have swearing in my house.”

“You’ll get more than swearing, you mean old witch, if you don’t get clean bedding for my daughter.”

“Well, I never! You’re wicked! Just like her.” She jerked her head toward the suffering girl.

“You’re a stupid, ignorant woman!”

“It’s God’s will that all women suffer during childbirth. It’s his punishment for Eve tempting Adam in the Garden of Eden,” she said with her mouth puckered like a prune.

“Leave God out of this! You’re the one who’s wicked,” Ana shouted, almost beside herself with anger. “You’d let a child be born in this filth?”

“Women have been having babies since the beginning of time. My mother had a child out in the potato patch all by herself and carried it to the house.”

“You ignorant clod! You crazy, cruel-hearted woman! I’ll not argue with you now.” Ana ripped off the sheet covering Harriet and threw it on the floor. “Get me some clean bedding for my daughter, or . . . I swear I’ll . . . pull every hair out of your ugly head!”

“My brother will throw you out of this house! You’re nothing but an intruder.”

“Damn you, and damn your stupid clod of a brother to hell! Harriet needs clean bedclothes, and I’ll tear this place apart if she doesn’t get them.”

The woman stood with her head up and her arms crossed, a defiant gleam in her dark eyes. Ana marched to the door and threw it open.

“Owen!” she yelled at the top of her lungs. “Owen Jamison, get up here.”

“No!” the woman screeched and exploded into action. “He’ll not come in here!” She tried to close the door, but Ana shoved her aside.

“Owen!” The yell was accompanied by Harriet’s sudden scream. Ana ran to the bed and grabbed her daughter’s hands. Minutes passed while the tortuous pain rolled over Harriet.

The woman closed the door and stood against it.

There was a pounding on the door, then Owen pushed it open and came into the room. Ana almost didn’t recognize him without his hat. His hair was soft and wavy. He had an aura of hard vitality about him she hadn’t noticed before. His size overpowered everything else in the room. For a minute she could only stare at him helplessly. He turned to his sister who had grabbed his arm possessively.

“Esther?”

“Get out, Owen. It’s not fitting for you to be here.” She tried to push him back out the door.

“Stay!” Ana commanded. “Why shouldn’t he be here? He’s the one responsible for her condition!” Ana was holding tightly to Harriet’s hands as pain rolled over her again. “My daughter needs a doctor.”

“The nearest one is in Lansing. He couldn’t get here until tomorrow night. Esther and some of the women attend the birthings here in White Oak.”

“Then I’m surprised if any of the women live! Look at this bed,” Ana demanded. “This stupid woman had her hands tied above her head and a gag in her mouth. If you’re any man at all, Owen Jamison, you’ll get clean bedding for your wife. Do you want your child to be born in this filth?”

“What’s going on here, Esther?”

Ana heard the puzzled tone in Owen’s voice. She looked up to see the look of dismay on his face as his eyes fastened on Harriet and the condition of the bed.

“Don’t let her interfere. It’s God’s will that women suffer during childbirth.”

“What is the matter with that crazy woman?” Ana demanded of Owen. “Your wife and your baby will die of fever if she delivers in this mess. I need clean pads to put under her. There isn’t even warm water here to wash her, or the baby either, for that matter. What did she plan to wrap the baby in?” Ana demanded, her voice quivering with rage. “Or did she plan to let it lie here and die?”

“Get what she needs, Esther.”

“Owen! No! The stain will be forever on our mother’s bedsheets!” Esther’s voice was a horrified screech, her thin mouth worked even after she had finished speaking.

“Who in hell cares about the stains on the sheets?” Ana’s voice was even louder than Esther’s. “This woman is crazy. Can’t you see that?”

Ana stood, drew off her suit jacket, rolled the sleeves of her blouse up above her elbows, and unfastened two buttons at the neck of her blouse. She looked pleadingly at the big man with the puzzled look on his face.

“Well, I never!” Esther gasped. “Flaunting yourself in front of my brother in the very room where his wife is giving birth! That shows what kind of a loose, ungodly woman you are. A woman who swears is a disciple of Satan. It says so right in the Bible.”

The last of her words were drowned out by Harriet’s bellow. When the pain rolled away, the girl opened her eyes and stared at Ana.

“M-mama? Is it you? Am I . . . dreamin’?”

“No, darling. You’re not dreaming.”

“Don’t go!”

“I’m staying right here with you. You’ll have your baby soon now.”

“Mama, I’m so . . . sorry—”

“Shhh . . . It’s all right—” Ana placed her hand on the girl’s swollen abdomen. “How long has she been in labor?” she demanded of Esther.

“How do I know? Ask her.”

“M-mama . . . don’t go. Don’t let Esther run you off,” Harriet said frantically, holding tightly to Ana’s hands. Tears rolled from the corners of her fearful eyes. She rocked on the bed and moaned like a wounded animal.

“Don’t worry, honey. That old black crow doesn’t scare me at all.”

Ana’s words seemed to comfort Harriet as she closed her eyes against the pain. Ana lifted her head and glared at Owen, surprised to see the look of concern on his face. Their eyes met. Ana made no attempt to hide her contempt for a man who would abandon his wife and allow her to be treated in such a manner by a woman who was obviously demented.

“Mr. Jamison,” she said bitingly, “do you put clean straw in the stalls when your animals give birth? How many of those born in the manure live?”

His eyes searched Ana’s face. He was having difficulty thinking of her as Harriet’s stepmother, and he was shocked by Esther’s treatment of the girl. He knew his sister didn’t like Harriet, thinking she had enticed him to marry her on the day he met her in Lansing. She had told him again and again the girl was lazy, shiftless and ungodly. He knew that Esther would resent any woman coming into this house, but to treat her like this—

“Get the sheets, Esther. Plenty of them,” he said briskly. “I’ll fire up the stove and put on the water.”

“I’ll not stay and see our mother’s things desecrated,” Esther said heatedly, her dark eyes flashing hatred at Ana. The two spots of red on her cheekbones were the only color in her face.

“The child is a Jamison, Esther,” Owen said on his way to the door.

“If you insist that I do this, I’ll leave, never to return,” she threatened.

“Do what you have to do,” he answered with a bite in his voice, “but get the sheets or whatever else she needs. The damn sheets will wash!”

“See what you’ve done,” Esther said as Owen’s footsteps faded down the hallway. “See what you and that slut have done!”

Ana didn’t know what she meant and didn’t care. She ignored her, and the woman went out, slamming the door behind her. Ana eased the filthy nightdress up and over Harriet’s head. Her arms were painfully thin, but her feet and legs were so swollen it looked as if the skin would break. What was the most frightening for Ana was that Harriet’s stomach was oddly shaped. The bulge was low, but high and lumpy on one side. Ana had been present at more than a dozen births and had never seen anything like it. She wished with all her heart for the doctor in Dubuque who had taught her all she knew about childbirth.

She covered Harriet and jerked open the drawers of a bureau looking for a clean nightdress. What she found were the few things Harriet had brought with her and two crudely made baby dresses and two neatly hemmed blankets. Ana wanted to cry, but there was not time.

Owen came into the room, his arms filled with sheets and pieces of pieced quilts.

“I’m looking for a clean nightdress.” Ana opened and closed the drawers in the chest. “Do you know where I can find one?”

“As far as I know, her things are there.”

“There’s nothing here.” Ana closed the drawer and took a deep trembling breath. “Well, never mind that now. Will the woman downstairs help me?”

“Hettie went home with Esther.”

“Esther doesn’t live here?”

He shook his head.

“Thank heavens for that!” she said, boldly looking him right in the eyes. “You’ll have to help me. I can’t do it alone.” Ana made no attempt to disguise the contempt in her voice or in her eyes before she turned her gaze on her stepdaughter.

The pain seemed to have left Harriet for the moment. She was breathing deeply through her mouth and appeared to be asleep. Quickly Ana whipped off the sheet covering her and sopped up the water and blood on the oilcloth. She tried not to think of the man standing at the end of the bed or her daughter’s naked body lying on it. She gently eased the girl’s heavy body over onto her side and rolled up the soiled bedding. After spreading a clean sheet on half of the bed, she rolled the girl over the soiled bedclothes and onto the clean one. Then, she hurried to the opposite side of the bed, pulled away the soggy mess and smoothed out the clean sheet. Ana quickly folded two pieces of tattered but clean quilts into pads, slipped them under the girl’s hips and covered her. She glanced at Owen. He stood with his face averted, the muscle working in his tight jaw.

When Ana finished, she straightened and looked at the big, silent man when he turned to her. Her amber eyes were rock-hard and as cold as a stormy sea.

“Have you ever seen a woman give birth, Mr. Jamison?” Ana asked, tight-lipped.

“No. But I’ve tended my animals.”

“Evidently you take better care of them than you do your wife.”

The cobalt eyes watching her revealed nothing. She might as well have been talking about the weather. When he spoke, it was to ask, “What else do you need?”

“Right now I need soap and warm water to wash Harriet. Later I’ll need linen string to tie the cord and a sharp, clean knife to cut it.”

“I’ll get it.”

“Wait. Stay with her while I get her a clean nightdress out of my trunk.”

“It’s in the room across the hall.”

Ana picked up the lamp and went out. The room she entered was as sparse as the rest of the house, furnished with a bed, a four-drawer chest, and a washstand, but they were beautifully made and looked as though they had never been used. Her trunk sat at the end of the bed. She opened it and took out a nightdress. Then she delved deeper for two baby gowns, two flannel blankets and the diapers she had brought as gifts for her step-grandchild.

“I need the water now,” she said briskly to Owen when she returned to the room. She walked past him without looking at him, placed the baby clothes on the bureau and moved both lamps closer to the bed. After he left the room, she slipped the gown over Harriet’s head, pulled her arms through the sleeves and tugged it down to her waist.

Ana’s brows puckered in a frown. The pains had stopped and Harriet, worn out, was sleeping fitfully. Ana pulled the chamber pot from beneath the bed. It had been used and stank. Repelled as she was, she was forced to use it. When she finished, she replaced the lid and carefully pushed the chamber pot back out of sight.

“M-ma . . . ma!” Harriet screeched suddenly.

“I’m here, honey. Hold onto my hands.” Fear constricted Ana’s stomach. She would never forget the wild, terrified look on her stepdaughter’s face as long as she lived. Sweat drenched the girl’s brow, and she panted with the force of her contractions. “Take deep breaths, honey. It’ll be over soon.”

“The baby . . . won’t come—”

“It will, in time. Hold on to me.”

“I . . . want Owen.”

“He went to get water. He’ll be back.” How could she want that beast of a man after what he’d done to her? Ana thought angrily.

Owen came as the pain rolled away. Harriet’s dull eyes turned to him.

“Owen! Come here. I want Mama to raise my baby.”

“You’ll raise your own baby,” Ana said quickly.

“No, I won’t,” Harriet panted. “But it’s all right.”

Ana looked up at the man holding the steaming kettle and saw the wholly tender look cross his face before he turned away to set the kettle down on the washstand. Pain took Harriet again. Ana threw off the covering and lifted Harriet’s legs, placing her feet on the bed.

Harriet’s eyes opened wide. “Owen!” she screamed and reached for him. “Help me!”

“I’ll try, girl. Let it come. It will only make it worse if you hold back—” He knelt beside the bed and took her hands.

Harriet stared into Owen’s face, not seeing him, but using him as a point on which to focus her mind while her muscles knotted and pulled. Ana placed the palm of her hand on the hardened mound and waited for another contraction.

“Promise . . . Owen. Mama will love . . . him.”

“You’re going to be all right, girl.”

“No. I don’t want Esther to have—” Pain took her and she was lost to the world. After several minutes, her cries became weaker. “M-mama, I can’t . . . stand it.”

“It’ll be over soon, honey. Push as hard as you can.”

“You don’t blame him, do you, Mama?” Harriet gasped when the pain ebbed.

Ana glanced at the man’s set profile. “Of course not, honey,” she crooned the comforting words that were not true.

“He made me happy and he . . . loved me—”

“No doubt he made himself happy too,” Ana hissed, then gasped at the amount of blood that suddenly poured from the girl.

Harriet reared and grabbed her abdomen as pain took her again. She let out a piercing scream, quivered in her agony, then lay limp as the world retreated.

“It’s coming, but it’s turned around,” Ana cried in anguish. She looked helplessly into Owen’s eyes. “I don’t know what to do.”
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Owen moved quickly to the end of the bed.

“We’ll have to take it or it will strangle.”

“It’ll kill her!” Ana looked at the pale face of the unconscious girl and back at the man.

“She’ll bleed to death if it hangs there, and the baby will choke. The cord will be around its neck.” He picked up a cloth and grasped the protruding feet.

“She’s fainted! She can’t help.”

“Can you feel the head?”

“Yes.”

“Push on the top of it,” he ordered.

Gently, Owen pulled the tiny being from its mother’s body. With bloody fingers he unwrapped the cord from around its neck and sliced through it with his knife. It was all done in a matter of seconds. The baby was dark and still.

“Is it alive?”

Owen didn’t answer. He lifted the child by its heels. Ana held her breath thinking he was going to bash its head against the wall. He swung it back and forth, then laid it on its back and wiped its mouth and nose with a cloth. Still it did not move.

“Breathe,” he commanded roughly. “Breathe.”

Owen dug a finger into the baby’s mouth to clear it of mucus. He then turned it over and whacked its tiny buttocks with the palm of his hand. The tiny chest heaved, the little mouth opened and drew air into its lungs. It made a mewing sound like that of a newborn kitten, then opened its mouth and let out a screech of indignation and rage.

Ana massaged Harriet’s stomach with strong, knowing hands. This was something she knew how to do. After a short time, the afterbirth came and with it a fresh flow of blood. Scarcely aware of the crying baby, she quickly rolled up the soiled bedding and packed fresh cloth between the thighs of the pale girl who lay limp and drained.

With this done, Ana turned to Owen and the baby he was holding in his two big hands. Together they looked at it in awed silence; Ana fighting tears. It was a beautiful baby with a plump little belly with its cord cut and tied, its dark hair plastered against its head, its little face blood-stained.

“God Almighty! A boy—” Owen said in a shaky whisper.

When Owen raised his eyes to Ana’s, he was smiling. The change in his face stunned her. He looked years younger. He was actually handsome, handsome enough to turn the head of any young girl.

“He needs to be washed.”

“You’ll have to do it. I’m afraid I’ll hurt him.” He held the newborn out to Ana. She shook her head and turned away.

“He’s your son. Wash him,” Ana said crossly, remembering his seduction of a young and naive girl.

Ana poured water from the teakettle into the washdish and cooled it with water from the pitcher. She dipped her elbow into it to test the temperature, then wet a cloth with the cold water and laid it on Harriet’s head.

Owen placed the naked infant in the washdish and carefully washed the blood and mucus from its tiny body.

Fear made Ana weak and sick to her stomach when she checked the pads between Harriet’s legs. She had lost so much blood and it was still flowing much too fast. Suddenly Harriet’s eyes opened and she looked directly into Ana’s.

“Mama?” Her lashes fluttered and fell.

“Yes, honey.”

“Is it . . . over?”

“It’s over and you have a boy.”

“Is he all right?”

“He’s perfect. Mr. Jamison is washing him.”

“I want to see him—” Her voice, a low painful whisper, trailed.

Owen lifted the baby from the washdish, wrapped him in a blanket and brought him to the bed. His big hands held the baby carefully. The boy’s head, nestled in the big rough palm, was covered with dark wet hair, his face was red and wrinkled. A tiny fist was seeking his mouth. Harriet smiled as she looked down at her son. She stroked the fuzz of dark hair with her fingertips, then moved them down to the velvet softness of the baby’s cheek.

“He’s beautiful, isn’t he, Owen?” With tear-filled eyes, she looked at the man who knelt beside the bed. “What shall we name him?”

“Do you have something in mind?”

“You name him.”

“Then I’ll call him Harry after his mother. Harry Jamison. How’s that?”

“Harry O. Jamison. You’ve been good to me, Owen.”

Ana had to choke back the snort of disgust. The lump that thickened her throat prevented her from making the caustic remark that came to her mind.

“I did what I could, girl. I’m sorry you were so miserable most of your time here.”

“Promise you’ll let Mama have him.”

“Ah, girl—I can’t just give the boy away. He’s a Jamison,” Owen said in strangled voice.

“I wish he’d died!” Harriet cried. “With all my heart, I wish he’d died!” She hugged the baby as sobs shook her.

“Oh, no! Honey, you don’t know what you’re saying,” Ana gasped and reached over to make sure the baby was not pressed so close that he couldn’t breathe.

“Yes, I do, Mama. Esther has no love in her. She’ll take over my baby like she has Owen, and Hettie, and Lily, and like she—” A sob clogged her throat. Her strength gave out and her arms dropped from around the child.

“We’ll not talk about it now. It just gets you upset.” Ana picked up the baby and cradled it in her arms. “You’ll feel better after you rest and eat something.”

“Promise, Owen,” Harriet insisted. Her anguished brown eyes were fastened on his face. She had not heard a word Ana had said. “Please promise me that if I . . . if I die you’ll let Mama have my baby.”

Ana wanted to smash her fist into the face of the big, silent man. Why didn’t he say the words that would bring comfort to the girl whose life he had ruined? Why was he sitting there like a big stump? Damn him! Holding the child in her arms, Ana bent over her stepdaughter.

“Don’t worry, honey. You’re going to be all right, but if not, I’ll move heaven and earth before I leave your baby here. You know how stubborn your mama can be when she sets her mind. I promise that your baby will have all the love my heart has to give. Now you’ve got to rest. Sleep is what you need. Your son will be hungry soon.”

Ana forced her voice to stay firm until she finished, but she never felt more like crying in her life. A desperate feeling of loneliness possessed her—a loneliness that would be her future without Harriet.

Harriet’s eyes, glazed with tears and exhaustion, went from Ana’s face to Owen’s. It was all she could do to keep her eyelids from drooping over them.

“Owen? You know how it is here. I’d rather my child be dead than to have the spirit crushed out of him. Promise you’ll let Mama have him or I’ll pray with my last breath that God takes him.” Her voice had lowered to a painful whisper and her eyes were dull and staring.

“Rest easy, little girl.” Owen was holding one of Harriet’s hands in both of his. “Mrs. Fairfax and I will work out something so she can look after the boy.”

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Mama, I love . . . you—”

“I love you too, honey. Can you rest now?”

Ana turned away lest Harriet see the tears in her own eyes and the worry on her face.

“I don’t want to go to sleep. Soon I’ll be sleeping for a long, long . . . time.” Her voice faded, then came back stronger. “Owen! Tell him . . . I love him—” Her lids drooped over her eyes as if they were too heavy to hold up.

Owen lifted her hand to his lips. “I’ll tell him,” he whispered huskily.

 

*   *   *

 

Harriet was dying.

Owen knew it. Ana knew it. She had never felt so helpless in all her life. She sat in a chair beside the bed as the lifeblood slowly drained from the girl. Ana thought of the first time she had seen her—a toddler taking her first steps. A child herself, Ana had knelt on the floor and held out her arms. The trusting, chubby little cherub had staggered into them, confident that Ana wouldn’t let her fall. In the joy of her accomplishment she had placed wet kisses on Ana’s cheek. From that moment on she had been Ana’s child. Ana slept with her, fed her, tended to her while her grandmother did the work.

Her anguish too deep for tears, Ana held Harriet’s hand throughout the long night hours. She was losing the dearest thing she had in the world. She wanted to rage at the injustice of it and at the man responsible. If he had needed a woman, why hadn’t he gone to one of the establishments up and down the river and paid his money for his pleasure. Instead he had seduced a young, innocent girl and brought her to this.

The baby lay in a bureau drawer that had been lined with blankets. Ana had dressed it in one of the gowns she brought with her and wrapped it in a soft blanket. She picked it up, brought it to the bed and laid it in the crook of Harriet’s arm. He was a big baby. Ana guessed that he weighed well over eight pounds. It’s no wonder the baby was so big, Ana thought bitterly. The father was a big, powerfully-built man. It took all of Ana’s self-control to keep her anger at bay and to be civil to Owen Jamison.

He came in, set a cup of coffee on the table within Ana’s reach, and took his place on the other side of the bed. He hadn’t said anything for hours. Occasionally Ana caught him massaging his thigh when he thought she wasn’t watching him. She would have rather kept the vigil alone, but the man was Harriet’s husband and he had just as much right to be here as she did. Owen rested his forearms on his thighs, his hands hanging between his knees, his head down, as if he wished he were anywhere but where he was. The lamplight shone on the top of his head where a few silver threads were mixed with the brown.

“She’s going to die,” Ana said tersely. “I’ve done everything I know to do to stop the bleeding, but it isn’t enough.”

Owen’s eyes moved over Harriet’s quiet face. “Poor little thing,” he whispered sadly.

The words so shocked and angered Ana that she was up and out of the chair before she realized it.

“It’s too late for that now. You should have thought of it when you came to Dubuque. Harriet said she had met a man. A real man would have never taken his pleasure of an innocent fifteen-year-old girl and left her to face the consequences. I bet you were surprised when she showed up here.” Ana drew a quick hurtful breath. “If she’d only have told me, I would have taken her away somewhere and taken care of her. She was wrong to give in to you, but she shouldn’t have to die for it.” Angry tears streamed down Ana’s cheeks. “Were you so angry that she found you that you worked her to death?”

Owen looked up as if startled, his heavy brows drawn together in a deep frown. He held her angry gaze with his for a long while. The silence between them seemed to crackle.

“You’re not entirely without blame, madam. You should have kept her off the street.”

He got to his feet and left the room without giving Ana a chance to reply. She sank back down in the chair, tears blurring her eyes. She picked up Harriet’s hand and held it between her own. A rooster crowed in the barnyard below, announcing the coming of dawn. Time passed and a faint light came in through the east window.

Owen came silently into the room. “I’ve sent Uncle Gus for the minister. They should be here anytime now.”

“Did you and Harriet go to the church in White Oak?”

“She did once or twice.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No.” He stood looking down at the baby. “He’ll have to be fed. The minister’s wife will bring a bottle and nipple if she has one to spare.”

“Aren’t you asking a lot of them if you don’t even go to their church?” Ana asked.

“Maybe.” He sat down and ran an agitated hand through his hair, disturbing the lock that had fallen over his forehead. “How old are you?” he asked suddenly.

“Twenty-six,” she answered before she thought. “Twenty-six, not fifteen. How old are you?”

“Twenty-nine.”

The cold hostility on her face discouraged Owen from asking anything more. He knew she was worn out. There were deep shadows beneath her eyes and lines of fatigue around her mouth. Her eyes were on her daughter’s face, her expression bleak. Owen thought he had never seen a sadder face, or a lovelier one.

Time passed slowly. The house was so quiet that Owen could hear the timbers creak and the mice scamper around in the attic.

Ana held Harriet’s hand and gazed at her face. She continued to look at her while seconds turned into minutes, minutes into timeless silence. Her brain knew that Harriet was no longer with her, but her mind refused to accept it. When it did, a keening groan escaped her, and she fell to her knees beside the bed.

Silent tears rolled from her amber eyes and fell on the hand she held clasped in hers. She wept for the young girl taken before she could really taste life; she wept for a baby who would never look on its mother’s face, and she wept for herself, now alone except for the small mite who lay beside his lifeless mother.

Ana felt a hand on her shoulder. She had not been aware that Owen had left his chair and had come to stand beside her. Feeling empty and a little mad with grief, she leaned over and kissed Harriet on the cheek.

“Good-bye, honey,” she whispered. “I’ll take care of your baby. I swear it.” She picked up the child and moved away from the bed.

 

*   *   *

 

The minister and his wife arrived shortly after Harriet had breathed her last. He said a prayer over Harriet and then went to the kitchen with Owen. Mrs. Larson, short, plump and motherly, had brought a glass bottle and nipple. She sized up the situation immediately and took charge of the baby. She rubbed the little body with oil, put a soft pad over the child’s navel and wrapped a flannel cloth around his middle to hold it in place. After diapering him, she put him back in the bureau drawer to sleep.

With Mrs. Larson’s help, Ana bathed and dressed Harriet and arranged her hair in the style she liked best. It was comforting to have the little woman with her. She knew when to talk and when not to. She asked no questions, nor did she mention any of the Jamisons by name. When they finished, they laid Harriet out on the clean bed, and Ana went to the room across the hall.

A kettle of hot water, a pitcher of cold water, and a washdish sat on the washstand. In a daze of fatigue and grief, Ana stripped off the clothes she had worn since she left Dubuque, washed herself, and dressed again in her good black dress from which she had removed the white collar.

From the window she could see several buggies and wagons parked in the yard below. News of Harriet’s death had reached the neighbors quickly, and they came with somber faces and gifts of food. A group of men stood at the end of one of the wagons. Owen was not among them. Had it been less than twenty-four hours since he met her in Lansing? So much had happened. So very much.

Ana stood at the bureau and brushed her hair. Her arms felt like dead weights. She was coiling and pinning it when Mrs. Larson came in, a worried look on her plump face.

“Why don’t you lie down and rest for a while? I’ll sit with Mrs. Jamison and keep my eye on the baby.”

“I’d rather not.”

“You’ll want to sit with her tonight, dear. The burial will be tomorrow.”

“Is that what Mr. Jamison said?”

“Yes. He and some of the men are building the coffin.”

“If you’re sure you don’t mind sitting with Harriet, I’ll lie down.”

“Would you like something to eat first?”

“No, thank you. If I fall asleep, wake me in a couple of hours. Did you plan to stay that long?”

“Yes, dear. I’ll stay as long as you need me.”

“Thank you.”

Ana removed her dress and hung it over the end of the bedstead. She eased her tired body down on a bed bare of sheets or pillows. The upper part of her body was covered with her shawl, and using her bent arm to pillow her head, she fell into an exhausted sleep that seemed to last only minutes.

A hand on her shoulder awakened her, and she looked into the face of a young girl with dark auburn hair. Her swollen eyes tried to focus on the person bending over her.

“Uncle Owen wants to know if you want to come down and eat dinner.”

Ana sat up on the edge of the bed. At first she had thought the girl was Harriet. Slumping forward, she braced her elbows on her knees and held her face in her hands until the heavy pounding in her head ceased.

“What time is it?”

“Past noontime. Everybody else has done eat.”

“Who do you mean? The family?” Ana got up, went to the washdish and splashed water on her face. The cold water cleared her head.

“Everybody.”

“Who?” Ana asked tiredly while she patted her face with the towel.

“Mama, Grandpa, Grandma, Uncle Gus, the Hansons, the Ericsons, the Kephardts and” —the girl frowned— “I don’t know if the Neishems are here or not.”

“Is Mrs. Larson still here?”

“Yes, but the preacher went home.”

Ana hung the towel on the bar at the side of the washstand. “What’s your name?”

“Lily.”

The girl was tall, thin and very pretty. She wore a loosely fitted dress with a round collar and two pockets on the shirt. Her hair was in braids, the ends looped up to just above her ears and tied there with a ribbon. She kept her eyes on the floor but darted quick glances at Ana when she spoke.

“Were you and Harriet friends?”

“I didn’t see her much.”

“Why not? You’re about her age.”

“I got to go now. I got to do dishes.” The girl hurried out and closed the door.

Ana dressed. Her eyes felt dry and scratchy as if filled with sand. While brushing her hair, she looked once again around the room at the dark polished furniture. The beautifully crafted pieces seemed out of place in a room without floor covering or curtains. The carved headboard of the bed was decorated with insets of a lighter color wood. The same matching design decorated the drawers of the chest and the washstand. Ana opened one of the drawers. It was empty and obviously had never been used.

After she coiled and pinned her hair, Ana braced herself to leave the room and cross the hall. She felt emotion begin to infiltrate the barrier she had erected to protect herself from the crushing grief of losing Harriet. At the door she waited for the sickening, spinning feeling to leave her. It had been more than twenty-four hours since she’d had anything in her stomach but two cups of coffee, and she realized she had put off eating for as long as she could.

The door opposite hers was open. She stood in the doorway for a moment, her eyes on Harriet. She looked so young, so peaceful, as if she were sleeping. I’ll be sleeping for a long, long time. The words would haunt Ana forever. Harriet couldn’t be gone! She couldn’t be!

Mrs. Larson sat beside the bed. The baby lay in a cradle of polished dark wood. It had a high headboard, slanting, spindled sides and was beautifully made.

“Where did that come from?”

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Mrs. Larson asked in hushed tones. She gave the rocker a little nudge with her foot and it rocked gently. “I’ve never seen one so well balanced.”

“Yes, it’s beautifully made.”

“Mr. Jamison brought it up while you were sleeping. I took the liberty of using the new little blanket to cover the pillow he brought to go in it.”

“How is the baby?”

“Sleeping like an angel. I heated some bricks and packed them around him to keep him warm. He took almost an ounce of milk. It’s three parts water and one part milk. He’ll need to be fed about every two hours for a while.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Larson. I don’t know what I’d have done without you.”

“You’d better go eat, dear. I’ll have to head for home soon and take care of my brood. Reverend Larson is not the most patient man when it comes to taking care of little ones. And they’ve closed the school so the older children can help with the planting.”

“I’ll hurry then. I appreciate your staying.”

“It’s all right, my dear. I’m glad to do what I can. I’m only sorry I didn’t know young Mrs. Jamison better.”

“You’ll have to tell me what you’ve been feeding the baby. He seems content.”

“I’ll do that before I go. He’s hardly cried at all. Poor little mite. Unless you’re able to find a wet nurse, dear, you may want to speak to Mr. Jamison about getting a goat. Goat milk is often more agreeable to a newborn than cow’s milk.”

“I’ll do that.”

The door at the bottom of the stairs was open. Ana didn’t remember that there was a landing where she turned and went down several more steps to reach the hallway that ran through to the front door. It was open and sunlight streamed in across the bare floor. Ana had been in houses built similarly. They were built for large families. The parlor was in the front with a bedroom opposite that was usually used by the head of the house. Adjoining it would be another bedroom and four more upstairs. Only the front of the house was two-storied. A long single-story kitchen-dining room fanned out from the back with a side porch attached.

Ana could hear voices coming from the kitchen. Feeling like an intruder, she went toward the sound. As she neared she could hear the rattle of pans and dishes and a voice that could only be Esther’s giving orders.

 
 
 
Five
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Ana paused in the doorway leading to the kitchen. The aroma of food assailed her nostrils, making her acutely aware of her hunger. The table, with an extension added, was laden with food; pies, cakes, loaves of bread, ham and other meat dishes. On a side board were glass jars of fruits, vegetables, jams and jellies—all of which Ana was sure had been brought in by the neighbors.

Hettie was up to her elbows in dishwater at the dry sink. Lily, drying dishes, glanced at Ana and then quickly away as if not wanting to be caught looking at her. Two women wearing dark dresses and bib aprons worked at the end of the table. One peeled potatoes, the other peeled boiled eggs. At the back door Esther was accepting a cloth-covered dish from a man in overalls and a wide brimmed, sweat-stained straw hat.

“Helga she be down in the back, Mrs. Knutson.” He spoke with a heavy Norwegian accent. “She can no be come this day but tomorrow we come. Ja, we be but sad ’bout young Mrs. Jamison, but glad Owen has son.”

“Thank you, Sophus. If there’s anything I can do for Helga, let me know. Tell her we’re holding up. Of course, we’re heartbroken about losing Harriet, but we know the good Lord had his reasons for taking her and leaving the babe. We trust in him. Who are we to question his wisdom?”

Who indeed! The words came so strongly to Ana’s mind that she was not sure whether or not she’d said them aloud. Esther turned. On seeing Ana, the pious look on her thin, bony face dropped away. Her dark eyes narrowed angrily, then passed right over Ana as if she were not there.

“Helga sent gooseberry cobbler. This makes three cobblers and six pies.” She spoke to the women at the table as she unwrapped the cloth-covered granite pan. The woman peeling eggs looked up and saw Ana.

“Esther, someone’s here.” She smiled and started to get to her feet, but sank back down when Esther’s hand landed on her shoulder.

“As soon as you finish peeling the eggs, Elsie, slice them lengthwise and take out the yolk. Oh, my! I don’t know what I’d do without my neighbors. Owen said just this morning that the neighbors might not come knowing so little about Harriet, her being unfriendly and all, but they’ve gathered around the Jamisons as they’ve always done during troubled times.” Esther positioned herself with her back to Ana and began to rearrange the dishes on the table.

A puzzled look came over the face of the woman peeling eggs. She glanced at Ana, then back at Esther. Ana felt a blush of embarrassment creeping up no matter how hard she tried to stop it. Never in her life had she known such crude, rude people. Even working as a servant she had been treated with more consideration.

What to do now? Owen had invited her to eat. Would it cause a scene if she took a plate, filled it and carried it back upstairs? Or should she retreat like a puppy with its tail between its legs? Tired and steeped in grief, she had neither the strength or the patience to confront Esther now. She would ask Mrs. Larson to bring her something, because if she didn’t eat soon she would be sick.

As Ana turned away, wondering how she was going to handle the huge lump that lodged in her throat, Owen came in the back door. She looked over her shoulder and their eyes met across the room. His alert eyes read the situation immediately.

“Mrs. Fairfax—”

Godamighty! he fumed silently. Esther had promised she would be polite to Harriet’s mother. He didn’t care if she liked the woman or not. Mrs. Fairfax was a guest in their home and should be treated accordingly. His eyes stayed on Ana’s white face. Her cheeks were hollow, her skin so pale it seemed to be transparent. And her amber eyes, almost the color of her hair, were swollen and rimmed with dark circles.

“Come in, Mrs. Fairfax, and meet Mrs. Fields and Mrs. Schmulker. This is Harriet’s mother from Dubuque.”

“How do you do?” Ana said, full-voiced, determined now not to let Esther’s actions intimidate her.

Both women smiled and nodded, then looked at Esther who had gone to the cookstove and was busily stirring something in a black-iron kettle.

“She swears.” Hettie announced in the quiet that followed. “Esther said so.”

Ana colored rapidly. She took a quick intake of breath, her eyes going to Owen of their own accord. He didn’t appear to have heard what Hettie said.

“Esther, get a plate for Mrs. Fairfax.” Owen’s voice was low and firm.

“I can’t leave this now or it will stick to the bottom.”

“I’ll get it,” Ana said. “I don’t expect to be waited on.”

“She ain’t Harriet’s mother, either.” Hettie dropped a cup in the rinse water making a splash. “She’s just a stepmother. It means she married Harriet’s pa.”

Ana was aware that Hettie was a child in a grownup woman’s body. She waited for someone to say something to her. No one did.

“Like Esther married my pa,” Hettie continued. “Esther don’t like her none atall.”

Small fires of anger began to build in Ana. What kind of man was Owen Jamison to allow his wife’s mother to be treated so rudely? She faced him squarely, her eyes a mirror of her feelings. An odd look of strain tightened his features.

“She was going to pull all Esther’s hair out—”

“Hush, Mama!” Lily’s strangled whisper was heard by everyone.

“I ain’t goin’ to hush up and don’t you be a tellin’ me to hush up ’cause you ain’t nothing but a snot-nosed kid and I’m a grownup woman,” Hettie said all in one breath.

Shame-faced, Lily handed Ana a plate still warm from the rinse water.

“Fill your plate,” Owen said. “I’ll get you a cup of coffee and you can eat out on the porch.”

Ana took a helping of ham, a slice of bread and a spoonful of cabbage slaw. The woman named Elsie smiled and silently offered an egg. Ana held out her plate and nodded her thanks. With two cups of coffee in his hands, Owen led the way to the door, held it open with his back and waited for Ana to pass through.

The sun was warm on her face and the air smelled of freshly turned earth. Owen led her to the end of the porch where a table was pushed against the wall. It was much too nice a table to be used on a porch and Ana guessed it had been put there this morning. He set the coffee on the table, went back into the kitchen and returned with a chair. Ana sat down and he sat opposite her on a keg.

“You can see how it is with Hettie. She tells everything she hears and sees.”

“She’s Lily’s mother?”

He nodded. “Don’t mind Esther. She’s upset.”

Taking a sip of her coffee, Ana almost choked. She looked directly into his eyes. “Over Harriet?”

“And other things.”

“You mean me being here. She’ll not have to put up with me for long.” Ana looked into his calm face and something coiled painfully in her chest. “Harriet may have lived if she’d had decent care,” she said tightly. “Your sister is a cruel, hateful woman.”

He was silent for a while, then he said with a sigh, “She doesn’t mean to be. She’s had a hard life.”

Their eyes held. In his she saw intelligence and patience. She wondered what it would take to cause him to lose that patience and put his sister in her place.

In the golden depths of her eyes he saw contempt and anger. He forced himself to observe her with objectivity. Her hair was the stunning color of pale honey. It was coiled and pinned loosely to the back of her head. Wisps like silken threads floated about her face. Her eyes, golden, but just a shade darker than her hair, reflected her every mood. Now they were bright with anger. Her skin was unmarked. It was a delicate pink because she was outraged. She possessed an uncanny beauty of which she seemed to be totally unaware.

“Are you making excuses for your sister’s bad manners, or for her cruelty to Harriet?”

It took Owen a moment to bring his mind back to their conversation. “Both, I guess. Life has made Esther what she is.”

“Life has made me what I am too, Mr. Jamison; but I’d never be rude to a guest in my home or neglect a girl because I didn’t approve of her. I’ve been so hungry that when I did eat, it made me sick. I’ve slept in an open shed when it was below freezing, put paper in my shoes to keep my feet off the hot, paving bricks. When I was eight years old, I was washing rivermen’s clothes to earn enough money so my grandmother and I could eat. Don’t tell me about a hard life. I’ve lived it.”

“Is that why you married Harriet’s father?”

“That is none of your business. I’ve done what I’ve had to do, but it hasn’t made me bitter. Harriet has been in my care since she took her first steps. She was the dearest—” Ana choked and couldn’t go on.

“I’m sorry I asked. Eat your dinner.”

Owen picked up his cup and went to stand at the edge of the porch. Ana placed her fork on her plate and massaged her temples with her fingers. A few days. She would have to stay a few more days. Then she would take little Harry and go back to Dubuque. Somehow she would manage. Her throbbing head reminded her that she had to eat. She would need her strength to get through today and tomorrow. She took a bite of food, chewed slowly, and forced herself to swallow.

When she finished, Owen came back to the table. “Would you like more coffee?”

“I can get it.”

“Sit still.”

She watched him until he reached the door and went in. He was not wearing work clothes today. His dark britches were held up with wide, white suspenders and his white, gray-striped shirt appeared to be freshly ironed. His limp was even more noticeable than it was the day before, causing Ana to wonder if he’d had any rest at all.

She found it harder and harder to believe that Owen was Harriet’s laughing, dancing man. But yet it was true. He had readily accepted his responsibility and married her. Counting back nine months, Ana figured Harriet had conceived in September. The baby was full term, there was no doubt about that.

Ana watched the smoke drift from the fire beneath a huge washpot in the yard. Esther was washing her mother’s precious sheets. Steam rose from the boiling water; the strong smell of lye soap was in the air. Lily came from the house and poked at the cloth with a large paddle.

Owen returned with the coffee and sat down on the keg.

“Don’t you have chores to do?”

“A couple of the neighbors sent their boys over to help.”

“It’s too bad this is keeping you from your planting,” she said with a touch of sarcasm.

“It’ll get done.”

Ana looked up at the clear blue sky that Harriet would never see again, then toward a pasture at the side of the house where two milch cows were grazing contentedly. The cowbell fastened around the neck of one of them tinkled softly. The windmill creaked, the hogs rooted in the pen beside the barn, a chicken wandered up to the edge of the porch, flapped its wings and pecked at something on the ground. Lily carried a bucket of water from the tank beside the windmill and filled a wooden tub.

Life went on.

“The . . . burial box is ready. I’ll set it up in the parlor.”

Ana raised stricken eyes to his. Burial box. The words brought reality crushing down on her. She stood as if to run away from the words. The floor porch began to roll and pitch crazily beneath her feet. She sat down quickly and gripped the edge of the table.

“Are you all right?”

“Of course I am,” she said sharply.

“The box is made of good, seasoned walnut. It needs to be lined with something.”

“I have nothing here of my own to . . . line it.”

“You’ll have whatever you want. I’ll ask one of the women to help you.”

“Mrs. Larson has to go home. She’s the only one I know.”

“There are others.” After a few minutes, he asked, “Do you want a church service or a graveside service?”

“Why are you asking me? You’re her husband.” Ana held her back erect and looked him in the eye.

“I want what . . . Harriet would want, and I don’t know what that is.” The agonized look in her eyes tore at him. It was a mixture of loneliness, grief and desperation.

“What is customary here?”

“The Jamison’s have always had a service here at the house and a short one at the cemetery.”

“Your marriage to Harriet was legal, wasn’t it?”

“It was.”

“Then Harriet was a Jamison whether your sister considers her one or not.”

“All right. That’s what we’ll do. I’ll tell Esther.”

“Do you need her approval?”

“No. But arrangements will have to be made to accommodate the number of people.”

A huge sigh shook Ana’s entire body. Her hand shook as she picked up her coffee cup. The last twenty-four hours had been the most unbearable of her life. The pain and the pressure seemed endless. She desperately wanted to despise this man that Harriet had loved, but he was trying to be kind. Ana studied his face while he looked toward the open fields. He was sorrowful, but he was not grieving as she was. His was not the gut-wrenching grief of a man who had just lost the woman he loved—his bride of less than a year.

For that she could hate him!

“I’ll have to stay here until it is reasonably safe for the baby to travel. Mrs. Larson seems to have found the right formula to feed him.”

He tensed and stood. “We’ll not speak of that until this is over and things have settled down.”

“I’ve no intention of breaking my promise to Harriet,” Ana said firmly, getting to her feet. She still had to tilt her head back to see his face.

“Nor do I. I promised her that we’d work something out, and we will if you’re reasonable.”

“There is nothing to work out except transportation for me and the baby back to Lansing.”

For a long moment, Ana held his gaze with amber eyes as hard as agates. His mouth tightened and an unreadable look came over his face. When it appeared he would say nothing more, Ana stepped off the porch and went down the path toward the outhouse.

 

*   *   *

 

The eulogy was brief. Not much had happened in Harriet’s short life. Reverend Larson had come to the farm the night before and spoken at length with Ana. She stood beside Owen at the gravesite and wept silently while the gathering of the Jamison’s neighbors and relatives sang, “Shall We Gather At The River.” The coffin was lowered while they sang “Nearer My God to Thee.” The faces of the people gathered around the grave were sorrowful, and a few of the women squeezed a tear or two from their eyes; but Ana knew that she was the only true mourner. She felt as if her heart had gone down with the coffin and remained there when the grave was filled in.

After the service, the mourners filed by to shake Owen’s hand and then Ana’s. He had introduced Ana to some of them when, quietly and solemnly, they had arrived at the house in the forenoon. Because there were so many guests, dinner had taken a long time. They ate in the kitchen and on the porch—the men first, then the women and children. After eating, the diners stood and clasped hands while the minister said a prayer. The table was then cleared quickly and set for the next group. Before and after her turn at the table, Ana had sat in the parlor alongside Harriet’s coffin so numb with grief that she neither saw nor heard much that went on around her.

It was early evening by the time they got back to the farm. Ana had ridden in a buggy with Owen to the cemetery behind the wagon carrying Harriet’s coffin. He offered his hand to help her down and she accepted. He looked and acted like a different man from the one who had met her in Lansing. His dark serge suit was old-fashioned, but well cut and fit his large frame perfectly. His black, square-crowned hat was much newer than his suit. Ana had to admit that he was far more mannerly than any of the other family members she had met.

Esther and her family pulled into the yard behind them. Owen went to the buggy to speak to them and Ana went to the house. Mrs. Hanson from a neighboring farm had stayed with the baby; she was in the kitchen putting food on the table. Ana looked at the laden table with dismay. Heavens! Didn’t these people do anything but eat?

“The baby is sleeping like a lamb.”

Ana nodded. The woman was kind, but Ana felt a desperate need to be alone. The cradle had been brought down to the room across from the parlor so that the mourners could see the baby. Ana went there, picked the sleeping child up in her arms, and went up the stairs to her room. After changing from her funeral clothes to a washdress of striped calico, she sat in the rocking chair beside the window and rocked the infant.

Harriet was gone. She had to accept that. Mama, Papa, Granny, Mr. Fairfax, and now Harriet. She was alone except for this precious mite she held in her arms—so tiny, so dependent. Harriet’s son. Somehow Ana couldn’t think of him as being Owen’s son.

She wished with all her heart that she and the baby could leave this place tomorrow. It was an impossible wish. She would have to stay here for at least two weeks, she thought now, trying to think sensibly. The long ride to Lansing would be risky for the baby even two weeks from now. The infant needed clothes. He had practically nothing at all to wear. It occurred to Ana that she could spend this time crocheting booties, a cap and a long warm cloak.

The yarn she had brought with her was the dark yarn she used to knit heavy stockings and caps for the merchant in Dubuque. Besides being dark, it was too coarse and heavy for baby things. If the merchant in White Oak didn’t have yarn, she would unravel and use the white yarn in her shoulder cape. On second thought, she’d not wait. She needed something to keep her hands busy.

Ana placed the infant on the bed and took the cape from her trunk. After carefully untying the end, she pulled on the yarn, wrapping it first around two fingers, then rolling it into a ball.

The house was full of people again. They were laughing and talking. Ana understood that weddings and funerals were a time for families to get together. It had been the same in Dubuque. This group wouldn’t lack for something to eat, Ana thought drily, her own stomach rebelling against the thought of food. There was enough down there to feed an army.

Owen had introduced her to aunts and uncles and cousins on his mother’s side. Most of which, Ana was sure, hadn’t even met Harriet. Ana had paid little attention to any of them. Why were they here now? Why hadn’t they come when Harriet needed them?

Undoubtedly Esther was in her glory. Everyone conferred with her before they did anything. She was a tyrant who ruled the family with an iron hand. Her husband was old and spoke very little English. Of course Hettie needed supervision. But Lily, poor girl, was totally dominated by Esther.

Ana thought back to the night she arrived. Had it been only two days ago? Esther had threatened to leave and never come back if Owen used her mother’s sheets on Harriet’s bed. That hadn’t lasted long. She had been back the next morning acting as if she lived here, enjoying the attention as the neighbors came to call.

Of all the family Ana had met, Gus Halvorson was the most likeable. She had been surprised to learn that he was the brother of Owen’s mother and that he lived here with him. Had Esther, Hettie and Lily taken care of the women’s work here as well as in their own home before Harriet came? Harriet would have been capable of taking care of the house if Esther had allowed it. Had Owen allowed his sister to run roughshod over his wife?

No sound prepared her for Owen’s appearance in the doorway. She looked up and he was there. Their eyes caught and held before hers traveled down the length of him and saw that he wore no shoes. He was still dressed in his dark trousers, but his shirt was open at the neck. The high stiff collar was gone and his hair looked as if he had run his fingers through it. He looked tired.

“We’ve getting ready to sit down to supper.”

“I couldn’t eat a thing.”

“You ate hardly anything at noon.”

Ana shrugged and pulled on the yarn she was wrapping into a ball.

“What are you doing?” Owen took a few steps into the room, his eyes on the fluffy white bundle in Ana’s lap.

“I’m unraveling this cape so I can make booties, a cap and a cloak for Harry.”

“We can buy yarn. You needn’t destroy something you’ve put hours of work into.”

“It’s mine, Mr. Jamison. I don’t need your permission to unravel it.” Ana clenched her jaws to keep from crying.

“Suit yourself.” He looked about the stark room. Her towel was on the rack above the washstand, her shoes sat on the bare wooden floor beside her trunk. The windows were bare of curtains.

“Would you rather use the downstairs bedroom?”

“Whatever for? For the time I’m here, this room will do. I’ve never seen lovelier furniture than this.”

“I suppose you’ve seen plenty.”

“I have. I’ve worked in some of the finest homes in Dubuque.”

The baby awakened and began to cry. Ana put the shawl down on the end of the bed and picked him up. Making a cradle of her arms she clucked to him softly. He continued to cry.

“I’ll bring up the cradle,” Owen said.

“He’s hungry. It’s time for his bottle. I’ll have to fix it.”

“I can do it if you tell me how.”

Ana looked at Owen gratefully for she had dreaded going down to the kitchen.

“All right. The bottle is there on the bureau. Fill it with one third milk and two thirds water from the jar in the warming oven.”

“Is that all there is to it?”

“Be sure the bottle and nipple are clean. Is Mrs. Hanson still here?”

“Yes, she and Lars are staying for supper.”

“I’m sure she won’t mind fixing the bottle.”

“I can do it.”

When he added nothing to that stark reply, Ana turned her back. He picked up the bottle and went out.

 
 
 
Six
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“There’s no reason for you to spend the night here, Esther.”

Owen sat at the kitchen table, one hand clutching his coffee cup, the other rubbing his thigh.

“It’s not proper for you to be here alone with that woman.”

“I don’t give a damn about what’s proper. Take Hettie and Lily and go on home while it’s still light.”

“She don’t want to go off and leave you with that fast, city woman.” Hettie wiped the dishpan with a rag and hung it on the side of the cupboard.

“Hush up!” Esther said sharply. “Go on out and get in the buggy. Lily, leave the eggs here until morning. Tomorrow we’ll put them in the cellar and bring out the older ones.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Esther’s ’fraid you’ll get in bed with that blond hussy and get a baby on her like you did Harriet.” Hettie came to the table and leaned against Owen’s shoulder.

“Christ Almighty,” Owen muttered and looked down into his cup.

“We didn’t have to use a single egg,” Esther said, ignoring Hettie. “That shows you how we stand with our neighbors. Everything was brought in, including eggs, coffee, sugar—What are you waiting for, Hettie?”

“Owen ain’t married no more. He could marry me and Lily. We could live here with him.”

“Lily, take her out to the buggy,” Esther said impatiently.

“Come on, Mama.”

“I’ll swan to goodness,” Esther said when she was alone with her brother. “There are days when she drives me wild. Now, Owen, it isn’t fitting for you and Uncle Gus to be here alone with that woman.”

“That woman’s name is Mrs. Fairfax. She’s my mother-in-law for Christ’s sake!”

“What in the world has gotten into you? You never used to swear.”

“Yes, I did. I just didn’t do it in front of you.”

“Well! I declare.” Esther folded her arms across her flat chest and glared at him.

Owen raised the cup to his mouth and took a big gulp, almost scalding his tongue. “Don’t push me, Esther. I have a splitting headache. Go on home and take some of that food with you. It’ll spoil before we use it up.”

“Oh! The whole family has been in a hubbub since you married that—”

“Enough!” Owen slammed his hand down on the table. “Go on home. I’m tired and want to get to bed. I’m behind with my work. Tomorrow I’ve got to harrow that field behind the barn.”

“Why didn’t you have Uncle Gus do that? Land sakes, Jens has our field planted. Gus don’t do enough around here to earn his eats.”

“Don’t tell me how to farm.”

“You lost two days work going to Lansing to get that woman. I suppose you’ll lose two more days taking her back. As far as I’m concerned—the sooner she leaves the better.”

“Drop it. I have enough on my mind without butting heads with you.”

Esther was undaunted by her brother’s angry scowl.

“Don’t worry about the baby. With my help, Lily will make a good mother.”

“I’m not going to marry Lily. Good Lord! Can’t you get that through your head?”

“Why not? You married that . . . girl, and she was but sixteen. Lily’s almost eighteen.”

“Leave it be and go on home.”

“If Paul hadn’t run off—”

“He didn’t want to marry Lily, either. He has a right to decide for himself what he wants to do with his life.”

“Then who is going to marry a girl who was born out of wedlock to a mother like Hettie?”

“If you’d stop bringing it up that she was born out of wedlock, people would forget it. If you’d give her some freedom, she might meet someone.” Owen’s hand went to his thigh and massaged the sore muscles.

“The neighbors know anyway.”

“I am tired, I don’t want to talk about Lily, Hettie, or Mrs. Fairfax.”

“All right, I’ll go. When is she leaving?”

“I haven’t asked her.”

“I’ll be back in the morning.”

“You needn’t bother. I’ll be in the fields at first light.”

“All the more reason for me to be here.”

“Do you think she’s going to steal something?”

“You can never tell about women like her.”

“Thank you for what you’ve done.”

Esther sniffed. “What’s a sister for if not to pitch in in times of need.” She covered her shoulders with a shawl and picked up a basket. At the door she paused and looked back. “After Mama died, I was all that stood between you and Papa when he got in one of his mean moods. Do you remember that, Owen?”

“I remember.”

“I’ve always wanted what was best for you. You’re very dear to me, Owen.”

“I know that,” he said gently.

“We’ll take care of the boy—Lily and I.”

“Goodnight, Esther.”

The house was as quiet as a tomb after Esther left. For a man who liked peace and quiet, the last few days had been a nightmare for Owen. He leaned back in his chair, his arms raised, his hands laced together behind his head. He was twenty-nine years old and had lived half his life. Would he spend the last half alone? At times he longed for the companionship of a sweet, soft woman; one who would be waiting for him when he came in from the fields. He wanted to hold her at night and talk about the events of the day, plan with her, work for her, cherish her.

The lass he had married was but a child—the poor little thing. She had given him the boy, a tiny little human being to love and who, he hoped, would love him in return. Little Harry might have a yen to see the world and would turn away from the farm as Paul had done. Maybe someday he’d go to the university. Maybe he’d take to the river boats. Maybe—

Owen didn’t understand why his thoughts had taken that direction. The immediate problem was how to care for the boy now, not what he’d do twenty years from now. The child needed a mother. It wouldn’t be hard to find a woman to take care of him, but if he wanted a mother for the boy and a wife for himself he didn’t have much to choose from. Half the women between here and Lansing were related to him; the other half married or older widows.

Esther had pushed Lily at him for the past two or three years. It was one of the reasons he had married Harriet. Esther just couldn’t understand why he refused to court Lily, and he was determined not to tell her.

A heavy step on the porch broke into Owen’s thoughts.

“What ya sittin’ in the dark for?” Gus’s voice boomed in the quiet as he came into the kitchen. “Looky here who’s come.”

Owen squinted at the tall man following his uncle, then got up from the chair.

“Soren? Soren, you ornery cuss!” Owen held out his hand. “I’ll be damned. I didn’t expect you until time to cut the winter wheat.”

“Howdy, cousin.” The tall man clasped Owen’s hand. “I guess I got homesick.”

“Mighty glad to see you. Mighty glad.” Owen continued to pump Soren’s hand, his stern features softened by the broad smile on his face.

“Pa’s been telling me you got yourself a wife and lost her since I was here last. Sorry to hear it.”

“Thanks, Soren.” Owen lit the lamp. He turned to look at his cousin, then clapped him on the shoulder affectionately.

Soren had the blue eyes and the blond hair of his Swedish mother. Two years younger than Owen, he had grown up with him, and the two had left home together to see what was down the big river. One Christmas, Owen came home for a visit. While he was here, his father was gored by a bull. Owen’s thigh was pierced by a horn as he tried to rescue him. The elder Jamison died, and it took the rest of the winter for Owen to recover. He stayed to work the farm and Soren had continued to roam, coming home once a year at harvest time to help Owen and to see his father.

“Welcome home.” A broad smile washed the gloom from Owen’s face. “Are you hungry, Soren? There’s plenty here.”

“Pa told me the neighbors had dragged in something to eat. I’d sure like to have a go at it.”

Owen laughed and glanced at his uncle. Gus stood with his hands in the bib of his overalls watching his son and his nephew greet each other. They were both fine men and he was proud of them.

A broom-maker by trade, Gus had moved out to the farm when Owen took it over. He lived in the small log house Owen’s father and grandfather had built when they settled here in 1840. He had a patch where he grew his broom corn and a shed Owen had built for him to dry his crop. Twice a year he took a wagonload of brooms to Lansing. A merchant there resold them to the merchants down river.

“I saw one of your brooms in New Orleans, Pa,” Soren said. “The name Halverson burned in the handle just jumped right out and grabbed my attention.”

“’Twas more than likely the pretty lass sweepin’ with it that caught your eye,” Gus snorted.

Soren laughed. “It was standing in the corner of the toughest saloon on the river front.”

“Humph!” Gus turned his back to hide his smile, took a plate from the kitchen cabinet and began to fill it for his son.

“How’s all the folks, Owen?”

“Folks are fine. Most of them came today.”

“Heard anything from Paul?”

“Not for a while. Paul always hated the farm.”

“I saw Esther leaving. Has she mellowed any?”

Owen looked away from his cousin. Esther was a topic they usually avoided. Soren had no patience with Esther, but then he didn’t know the hell Esther had to live with.

“I think you’ve put on some muscle,” Owen said, changing the subject. “But that doesn’t make you a damn bit smarter.”

Soren smiled. “I’m working on the day I can take you down and sit on you—” He turned his head to listen. “What’s that?”

“That’s Harry,” Owen said, his eyes suddenly shining.

“Harry?”

“The boy. He’ll soon be three days old.”

“Pa told me. It’s hard for me to think of you as a papa.”

“It’s hard for me to think of it, too.”

“Who’ve you got taking care of him?”

“My mother-in-law is here.”

Soren raised his brows. “Mother-in-law! Lordy mercy!” He made a sour face. “Then it’s best we go out to Pa’s for what I got in mind.”

“What’s that?”

“Getting rid of a jug of good Irish whiskey.”

“Sounds like a good idea, but eat first.”

 

*    *    *

 

In her room upstairs, Ana listened to the sounds from below. She had seen Esther’s buggy leave the yard and was grateful that Esther was in it. Shortly afterward Uncle Gus came from the old house with a tall blond man dressed in the clothes of a riverman. When they entered the house, Ana heard Owen give the man a boisterous welcome. Had another relative come to pay his condolences? Would he be leaving soon?

Ana lit the lamp and listened to ascertain when the men left the kitchen. She needed to make a trip to the outhouse and she had to fix a jar of the baby’s milk to bring up to the bedroom so that she’d not have to go down in the night.

A half-hour passed and Harry began to fuss. He was wet and hungry. She changed his diaper, rinsed the wet one in the wash dish, and hung it on the towel bar. When Harry began to cry in earnest, Ana knew she could wait no longer.

The sound of the baby crying preceded her. When she reached the doorway leading to the kitchen, three pairs of male eyes greeted her. Owen and the handsome blond giant at the table got to their feet.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Ana said.

To Owen she looked even younger with her blond hair hanging loosely around her shoulders, framing her delicate features. It highlighted the golden brown eyes made more vivid by the dark smudges beneath them. She seemed different to him in a way. The soft material of her dress hugged her rounded breasts and small waist. Although she stood only an inch or two over five feet, the proud and erect manner with which she carried herself made her look taller, even statuesque.

Owen glanced at his cousin and saw the look of open-mouthed admiration on his face.

“Mrs. Fairfax, my cousin, Soren Halverson. You’ve met my Uncle Gus.”

Ana nodded to both men.

“I’m pleased to meet you, ma’am,” Soren said softly. His eyes lingered on her face and a soft smile curled his lips.

Ana met his glance with a pretense of calm.

“Please sit down. Don’t let me keep you from your meal.”

“Noisy little rascal, isn’t he?” Soren nodded toward the crying infant she was holding, and his smile spread over beautiful white teeth.

“Right now, he is. Mr. Jamison, if you’ll hold Harry, I’ll fix the milk and leave you to visit with your cousin.” Without waiting for a reply, Ana placed the squalling infant in Owen’s arms. Holding him as if he were butter that would melt and run all over the floor, Owen backed up to a chair and sat down.

“Let me have a look at your boy, Owen.” Soren moved his chair closer and leaned over to peer into the red, wrinkled little face. “Hell! He’s no bigger than a picked chicken!”

“What did you expect? He’s only three days old.” Owen supported the little head in his palm and held the infant close to Soren.

“He’s not much to look at.” Soren looked over Owen’s head and winked at Gus. “What do ya think, Pa? Do you reckon the poor little bugger will grow up to be as ugly as Owen?”

Ana saw the look exchanged between Soren and his father. Both of the men were very fond of Owen. She opened the door of the warming oven to get the jar of boiled water. It was not there. The crock that held the morning milk was no where in sight. Puzzled, Ana turned to Owen.

“Mr. Jamison, did you use all the boiled water when you fixed the bottle at suppertime?”

Owen’s eyes met Ana’s. “No. It was half empty. I asked Esther to finish filling it when the teakettle boiled.”

“The jar isn’t here, and neither is the stone jar the milk was in.”

Ana wasn’t sure, but when Owen’s lips moved she thought he swore under his breath.

“Watch his head,” he said gruffly and passed the infant to Soren.

“Hellfire, cousin. I’ve caught fish in the creek that weighed more than this little scrap.” Soren’s friendly blue eyes met Ana’s briefly, then he was smiling down at the infant and lifting him up and down. “Hush your bawling, little scrap. Your cousin Soren’s got you.” Unexpectedly, the baby stopped crying, found his mouth with his tiny fist, and began to suck. “Whatta you know!” Soren said with a delighted smile. “He likes me! His eyes are wide open. Look, Pa. They’re blue, like mine!”

Gus shook his head and chuckled. “He ain’t got no more sense than he had when he left, Owen.”

While Ana ladled water into the teakettle from the water pail, Owen shook down the ashes, opened the firebox and poked in kindling from the woodbox. Then he lifted a trap door in the floor at the far end of the room, went down into the cellar, and came up with a covered stone jar.

“Is this what you’re looking for?” Owen asked, setting the crock on the work table.

“Yes. We’ve used out of it all day. Mrs. Larson said to let the milk age for twenty-four hours and skim off the cream before feeding it to the baby.”

Ana removed a lid from the stove and set the kettle over the flame. She searched the cupboard and beneath the work counter for the glass jar. Finally she looked in the pie safe and found it back in a corner.

“It’ll be a while before the water cools after it boils. Hettie probably threw the other out.” While Owen was speaking he studied her face with his intense blue gaze; starting at the top of her head, he took in every feature.

Ana shifted, uncomfortable under his intense perusal. She breathed easier when he went to the stove to add another stick of firewood, determined to swallow her resentment of the man—for the time being. How convenient to blame Hettie, Ana thought. She hadn’t been here long, but she knew Hettie and Lily didn’t make a move without Esther’s permission. This was Esther’s doing. The woman was going to do her best to make her stay here as unpleasant as possible. Now Ana knew what Harriet had meant when she said, “Don’t let her run you off.”

Ana was embarrassed at leaving the men and going directly to the outhouse, but it had to be done. Owen had sat back down and was watching Soren bounce the baby. When they began to talk about putting in the crops, Ana opened the screen door, went out onto the porch, and started across the yard to the small building that sat among the honeysuckle bushes.

“Miss . . . ah . . . ma’am—” Gus called, holding the lantern that hung on the nail inside the kitchen door. “You should take the lantern—” He was lighting it by the time Ana got back to the porch. The light shone on his kindly face.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, lassie.”

Gus watched the bobbing light until it disappeared inside the outhouse before he went back inside. Esther was up to her mean tricks again. One of these days she would meet her match. With her bossy ways and possessiveness of Owen and the farm, she had made Owen’s wife miserable. Esther was sly. He and Soren had talked about the hold Esther had on Owen many times. Would the man ever see his sister for what she was—a miserable woman who was determined to dominate all of those around her? Mrs. Fairfax was a nice woman. Owen should get down on his knees and beg her to stay and take care of his son. She would certainly be a better influence on the lad than Esther.

“She’s not like any mother-in-law I ever saw,” Soren was saying when Gus went back inside the house. “Hell’s bells! She’s pretty as a speckled pup.”

Owen grinned. “A speckled wolf cub is nearer the truth. She can get her back up quicker than scat. Then watch out. She was Harriet’s stepmother,” he said as an afterthought.

“That’s more like it. How about Harriet’s father?”

“Mrs. Fairfax has been a widow for five years.”

“She’s a damn handsome woman.” Soren looked hungrily at the pie his father brought to the table. “I bet Esther went up like a puff of smoke as soon as she set her eyes on her.”

“I’ll take the boy so you can finish eating. Uncle Gus, cut this hungry gut a big hunk of that pie.”

The water had boiled and the teakettle had been moved to a cooler part of the stove when Ana came in. She washed her hands, then the baby’s bottle and nipple. Now there was nothing to do until the water cooled. Owen was holding the baby, his blond cousin was eating, and Gus was listening to the conversation between the two men.

“That’s the God’s truth, Owen. It’s called the Maxim machine gun. It’s got a single barrel and will shoot six hundred rounds a minute. It’s being built in England, but it was a man here in America that invented it.”

“People are getting too smart. A crazy man could wipe out a whole town with one of those.”

“That’s the price you pay for progress. Say, this is good pie. I’d marry a woman that made pie this good.”

“I think Widow Larkin is looking for a man,” Owen said seriously. “I know she’s got at least two head of hogs, one cow, about twenty chickens and a goose or two. She’d make you a good wife, Soren.”

“Old Widow Larkin? Christ! She’d be older than my grandma if I had one.”

“Many things get better with age,” Owen said with a straight face. “Wine, whiskey, cheese—”

“But not women!” Soren said with a snort of disgust.

Ana saw a twinkle in Owen’s eyes when they met hers. He had a sense of humor after all. She refused to allow her heart to soften toward him. If not for him, she and Harriet would be at home in Dubuque. Instead, she was an unwanted guest and Harriet was in a cold . . . grave. Desperate to keep her mind from dwelling on her loss, Ana took a plate from the cupboard.

“If the pie is so good, maybe I’d better have some.”

“I highly recommend it,” Soren said pleasantly. “It’s pumpkin with raisins. It’s good, but my favorite is rhubarb.”

Ana helped herself to the pie and sat down at the far end of the table. She caught Owen looking at her and thought once again that he had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. Was it his eyes that attracted Harriet to him? How different he was from his cousin. Soren seemed to have a permanent smile on his handsome face. Ana had seen Owen smile only one time and that was when he first looked at his newborn son. He held him now cradled in the crook of his arm. He didn’t appear to be in the least uncomfortable holding the child.

Uncle Gus, quietly listening, took his pipe from his pocket and filled the bowl with tobacco from a tin can. The aroma was very pleasant.

“The country’s changed from the day you and I went down the river, Owen. Telephone poles all over Chicago. Can you believe you can talk on the wire all the way from Chicago to New York City? By the way, I brought you a couple of books. A fellow by the name of Mark Twain wrote a book called Huckleberry Finn. It’s the damnedest thing you ever read. Have you read it, Mrs. Fairfax?”

“No, but I’ve heard about it.”

“You might not like the other book, Owen. A lady friend gave it to me. It’s about a white woman and her Indian lover. It’s full of love and tears—the type of stuff usually written by a female.”

“Are you talking about Ramona by Helen Hunt Jackson?” Ana asked smoothly. She loved reading above all else. Her leisure time was limited, but when her employer offered to lend her a book, she made the time to read it.

“That’s the one. It’s a mushy tale of love and sacrifice.”

“Ramona is a beautiful story. It’s not only about the love of a woman for her husband, but it tells of the unjust treatment of the American Indian. It should arouse public sentiment for improving the conditions described in that book. Mrs. Jackson also wrote A Century of Dishonor, critical of government Indian policy. She’s a great lady and a talented author.”

“Bless my soul, Owen,” he said with mock horror. “We’ve got one of those free-thinking women in our midst.”

Soren winked at Owen, then smiled directly into Ana’s eyes. It was impossible for her to be irritated with a man who had such a lilting voice and beautiful smile.

“Mr. Halverson—”

“Call me Soren.”

“All right . . . Soren. Why shouldn’t women have a say in matters that affect their lives as well as the lives of their husbands and children? Women in government would be far more practical than men. If women were running things there would be a smaller national debt and no more wars. You can be sure of that.”

“But, my dear Mrs. Fairfax, if women were running things, the country would be in even more of a mess than it is. There wouldn’t be a decent saloon in the country where a man could drown his sorrow.”

“Why should they drown their sorrow and disappointments? Why don’t they face up to them like women do? Furthermore, I didn’t know there was such a thing as a decent saloon.”

“By all that’s holy, Owen! She’s a member of the Temperance Union too!”

“Not yet, but I’m thinking about it!” Ana retorted. “But I’ll tell you this. You and I may not live to see it, but someday every woman in this country will be able to vote and hold public office. One might even be president. Heaven knows, a woman would be better than what we’ve got.”

Soren leaned on his elbows, his smiling blue eyes locked with her amber ones. Soren loved nothing more than a good debate, whatever the subject.

“You’re a female Republican!” he accused in a horrified tone. “You’ll have to admit that old Grover Cleveland isn’t doing too bad a job for the short time he’s been in office.”

“Everyone in the country has heard about his . . . his admission that he fathered a child out of wedlock. That’s not an example to be setting for the young people.”

“Come on, Mrs. Fairfax. The slogan, ‘Ma, Ma, where’s my Pa?’ got the old boy elected.”

“For shame!”

Soren laughed, delighted with her wit and quick comeback. She was not only beautiful, but charming and intelligent.

In spite of herself, Ana’s lips tilted in a smile. She was well aware that he had been leading her on, trying to get a rise out of her. She had enjoyed the discussion too. She glanced at Owen. His face was as somber as it was when they rode in the wagon from Lansing. His electrifying eyes went from his cousin’s face to hers, caught her eyes and held them.

Ana wondered if he disapproved of the banter between her and his cousin. She didn’t care if he did. The talk with Soren was stimulating. For one nice long moment she had not thought of the long, lonely years ahead without Harriet.
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