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To

my cherished friend,

Ellen Anderson Niznik,

whose mama and papa, in the long ago,

held hands and walked over to the church steps

to sit in the sunset . . .


HISTORICAL NOTE
During the years immediately preceding Minnesota's declaration of statehood, while it was still considered the frontier, few women ventured into her depths, particularly not north of St. Anthony Falls. Frontier life made the woman pay too dearly for her place in the North Country. Although newspapers in the East carried tempting descriptions of all the Minnesota Territory had to offer men, along with open invitations to settle there, no such invitation was extended to women. Instead, those newspapers ran articles discouraging women from that rough, untamed land. Thus, most men who came as pioneers to pluck a living out of the wilderness of the Minnesota Territory came, at first, womanless.
And so was necessitated the practice of sending for women, sight unseen.
And these were called “mail-order brides.”
L.S.


Chapter One
Anna Reardon had done the unforgivable. She had lied through her teeth to get Karl Lindstrom to marry her! She had intentionally deceived the man in order to get him to send her passage money to Minnesota as his mail-order bride. He was expecting her to be twenty-five years old, an able cook, an experienced housekeeper, a willing farm worker and . . . a virgin.
Furthermore, he was expecting her to arrive alone.
The only thing Anna hadn't lied about was her looks. She had accurately described herself as whiskey-haired, Irish, about as tall as a mule's withers, on the thin side, with brown eyes, flat ears, a few freckles, passable features, all her teeth and no pox marks.
But the rest of Anna's letters were a passel of lies good enough to finagle the unsuspecting Lindstrom into sending her fare, enabling her to escape Boston.
Still, lie though she had, those fabrications had not come easy for Anna. They were dictated by a desperate, homeless girl, written by her youngling brother and had lain like a hair shirt upon Anna's conscience ever since. Indeed, every time she recounted her lies, she was punished by a dull pain in the pit of her stomach until now, only minutes away from meeting Karl Lindstrom, Anna had a stomachache the likes of which she'd never suffered before.
The pain had gotten worse and worse all through their long and tedious trip west, a trip that began a month ago after the ice floes had broken up on the Great Lakes. Anna and her brother, James, had traveled throughout June by train from Boston to Albany, then by canal boat to Buffalo. There they'd boarded a lake steamer bound for a mudhole called Chicago, a town that in 1854 consisted of not more than a plank road leading from the boat landing to a hotel. Beyond lay the wilderness country that Anna and James had crossed.
A teamster drove them to Galena in the Illinois Territory, this leg of the trip taking an entire week while mosquitoes, weather and the bumpy ox-cart trail joined forces in making everyone miserable. At Galena, they boarded a steamboat for St. Paul, where they transferred to an ox team that took them the few miles to St. Anthony Falls.
Alas, compared to Boston, the town was utterly disillusioning—not much more than a smattering of rough-hewn, unpainted buildings. It made Anna wonder what to expect at the outpost settlement of Long Prairie where she was to meet her future husband.
For more than a month now, she'd had nothing more to do than watch miles of earth and water slip by and worry about what Karl Lindstrom would do when he learned of her countless deceits. Her nerves shattered, Anna wondered why she'd ever thought she could get by with such a scheme in the first place.
One lie would be apparent immediately—James. Never had Anna told her future husband that she had a brother for whom she felt responsible. She had no idea what the man's reaction would be when presented with an adolescent brother-in-law along with his bride-to-be.
The second of Anna's lies was her age. Karl Lindstrom had stated in his advertisement that he wanted an experienced, mature woman, so Anna knew beyond a doubt that had she admitted she was only seventeen, Lindstrom would've known she was greener than spring corn! And so, instead, Anna had told him she was twenty-five, the same age as Lindstrom himself. Anna figured any woman of twenty-five would have the practical experience a man out here needed in a frontier wife. But Lord help her when he found out different!
For the first time in her life Anna Reardon wished she had some wrinkles in her skin, some crow's feet about the eyes, maybe some fat around her waist—anything to make her look a little older than seventeen! He'd take one look and know the truth. And what would he say then? Take your brother and pack yourselves straight back to Boston? With what? thought Anna.
What would they do if Lindstrom left them high and dry out here in the middle of nowhere? Anna had been forced once to earn passage money—she'd had to get James to Minnesota without Lindstrom knowing—and she shuddered now at the memory, the knot in her stomach growing sickeningly fierce. Not again, she thought. Never again!
She and her brother were completely at Lindstrom's mercy. It helped calm Anna's roiling stomach to wonder if Lindstrom might've told a few lies of his own. She had no guarantee he'd been truthful with her. He'd told her all this stuff about his place and his plans for the future, but what bothered her was that he'd said so little about himself. Maybe because there wasn't much to tell!
He'd written endlessly about Minnesota, Minnesota, Minnesota! Apologizing for his lack of originality and his inadequate English, Karl had instead quoted newspapers, which were trying to entice immigrants and settlers to this untamed place.


Minnesota is better than the plains. Here is a spot where one can live in rude but generous plenty. Here there are trees for fuel and building materials. Here, too, wild fruits grow in profusion, while game of all kinds range the forests and prairies; lakes and streams swarm with fishes. Noble forests, fertile prairies, hills and sky-tinted lakes and streams provide well their yields of necessity and beauty.






These descriptions, Karl wrote, had reached even as far as his native Sweden where a sudden explosion in the population had caused a land shortage. Minnesota, sounding so much like his beloved Skäne, had lured Karl with its invitation.
Thus, he crossed the ocean, and hoped his brothers and sisters might soon follow. But neither brother nor sister nor neighbor had come to alleviate his loneliness.
How idyllic it had sounded when James read to Anna all Karl said about Minnesota. But when it came to describing himself, Lindstrom was far less adept.
All he'd said was that he was Swedish, with blond hair, blue eyes, and that he was “pretty big.” Of his face, he'd said, “I do not think it would make milk curdle.”
Anna and James had both laughed when he read that, and agreed that Karl Lindstrom sounded like a man with a sense of humor. Riding now toward her first meeting with him, Anna fervently hoped he did, for he'd need it sooner than he knew!
In an effort to dispel her misgivings, Anna again began to wonder what Karl Lindstrom would be like. Would he be handsome? What would be the timbre of his voice? The bent of his disposition? What kind of husband would he be—considerate or unkind? Gentle or rough? Forgiving or intolerant?
This, above all, worried Anna, for what man would not be angry to learn that his wife was not a virgin? At the thought, Anna's cheeks burned and her stomach grew worse. Of all her lies, this was the greatest and least forgivable. It was the one she could most easily conceal from Karl Lindstrom until it was too late for him to do anything about it, but the one that made her break out in a cold, clammy sweat.


James Reardon had been made a willing accomplice in his sister's scheme. As a matter of fact, he was the first one who found Lindstrom's ad and showed it to Anna. But because Anna couldn't read or write, it had fallen to James to pen the letters to Lindstrom. At first it had been easy to write a glib description of the kind of woman they thought Lindstrom wanted. Yet as time went on, James realized they were becoming caught in a web of their own making. Repeatedly he had argued that they should at least let Lindstrom know he, James, was coming along. But Anna had won. She had insisted that if Lindstrom learned the truth, their hopes of escaping Boston would be lost.
Riding now atop the packing crates, barrels and sacks, James wore a deep furrow between his brows. Bouncing along the ill-kept government road, he worried about his fate should Lindstrom hold Anna to her promise to marry but be unwilling to accept James in the bargain. He frowned into the lowering sun, a worn hat pulled low over his eyes, a fringe of auburn hair showing above his ears, the lines of worry too deep for such a boyish face.
“Hey,” Anna said, reaching out to lightly rap one of his knuckles, knuckles that seemed to outproportion the length of fingers, “it's gonna be all right.”
But James only stared toward the west as before, his head resting against the side of the wagon, bumping there as the wheels thudded into each pothole. “Oh yeah? And what if he sends us packin'? What'll we do then?”
“I don't think he will. And anyway, we agreed, didn't we?”
“Did we?” he asked, giving her a brief glance. “We should've told him I was coming, Anna. We should've told him that much of the truth.”
“And end up rotting in Boston!” Anna replied for the hundredth time.
“So, we end up rotting in Minnesota. What's the difference?”
But Anna hated it when they argued like this. She tweaked a bit of hair on his arm. “Aw, come on, you're just getting cold feet.”
“And I suppose you aren't,” James returned, refusing to be humored. He'd seen the way Anna'd been clutching her stomach over there. Her face crumpled a little, making him sorry he'd started arguing again.
“I'm just as scared as you,” she finally admitted, all pretense of brightness now gone. “My stomach hurts so bad I feel like I could throw up.”


There was absolutely no doubt whatsoever in the mind of Karl Lindstrom that Anna Reardon would be every bit as good as she sounded in her letters. He took her words at face value. He paced back and forth in front of Morisette's store, looking east for sign of the approaching supply wagon. He polished his boot tops on the backs of his calves yet another time. He removed his small-billed, black, woolen cap and thwacked it against his thigh, eyed the road, and settled the hat back on his fair hair. He tried whistling a little between his teeth, but became critical of the notes, and stopped. He cleared his throat and jammed his hands into his pockets and thought of her again.
He had taken to thinking of her as his “little whiskey-haired Anna.” It did not matter that she'd said she was tall, nor that she said she had trouble controlling her hair. Karl pictured her as he remembered all the women from back home—pink-cheeked, vigorous, with a becoming face framed in blonde, Swedish braids. Freckles, she'd said. Passable, she'd said. What did that mean—passable? He wanted her to be more than passable, he wanted her to be pretty!
Then, feeling guilty at placing too much value upon such a superficial thing, he took up pacing again, telling himself, “So, what is in a face, Karl Lindstrom? It is what is inside that matters.” In spite of himself, Karl still hoped that his Anna might be comely. But he realized beauty was much to expect when she would be able to help so much on the farm.
The only thing that worried him was the fact that she was Irish. He had heard that the Irish had short tempers. Living where they would, so far from others, with only each other, would turn out to be a fine fix if she proved to be quick to anger. He himself, being Swedish, was an amiable fellow—at least he thought himself so. He did not think his temper was anything to put a woman off, although sometimes, looking in the mirror, he worried about his face doing so. He had told Anna it would not make milk curdle, but the closer he came to meeting her the more he fretted. Yet he knew beyond a doubt she'd love the place.
He thought of his land, much land, so much more than in Sweden. He thought of his team of horses, a rare thing here where most had oxen, which cost a full two hundred dollars less than his beautiful Percheron team. He had named them the most American of names—Belle and Bill—in honor of his newly adopted land. He thought of his sod house, which he had cleaned so meticulously today before leaving it, and of the log house already begun. He thought of his grainfields ripening in full sun, which only two short years ago had been solid forest. He thought of his spring, his creek, his pond, his maples, his tamaracks. And even though he set small store by himself or his appearance, Karl Lindstrom thought, yes, I have much to offer a woman. I am a man with plenty.
Yet he dreamed of having more.
He pulled Anna's letters out of his deep pants pocket and studied the script again with great pride, thinking how lucky he was to be getting a woman who was lettered. How many men could claim a thing like that? Here, a man was lucky to have any woman, let alone a lettered one. But his Anna had learned her letters in Boston, and so could teach their children some day. Touching the coarse paper upon which she had written, thinking of her hands touching it—those hands he had never seen—and of the children they would one day make together, a lump clotted his throat. Thinking that no more would he have only his animals to talk to, only his own solitary company at mealtime, only his own warmth in the bed at night, he felt his heart beat crazily.
Anna, he thought, my little whiskey-haired Anna. How long I have waited for you!


Anna peered around the backs of the half-breed drivers as long as she dared, before hiding behind them, wiping her palms on her hand-me-down dress and telling James to alert her when he saw what he thought was the store.
“I see it!” James croaked, stretching his neck while Anna tried to shrink lower in the wagon.
“Oh nooo,” she moaned under her breath.
“There's someone standing out front!” James said excitedly.
“Is it him? Do you think it's him?” Anna whispered nervously.
“I don't know yet, but he's looking this way.”
“James, do I look all right?”
He glanced at her garish, royal blue dress with its ruffled skirt. James didn't much care for it. It revealed too much of her breasts, though she'd done her best to make tucks to draw its bodice protectively closer to decency. But he answered, “You look fine, Anna.”
“I wish I had a hat,” she said wistfully, touching her flyaway locks, absently smoothing them while her inadequacies loomed ever more obvious.
“Maybe he'll buy you one. He has one. It's a funny little cap like a pie plate with a bill.”
“Wh . . . what else? What does he . . . what does he look like?”
“He's big, but I can't make out much. The sun's in my eyes.”
Anna's eyes slid closed. She clasped her hands tightly between her knees and wished she knew how to pray. She rocked forward and backward, then resolutely opened her eyes again and took a deep breath that did nothing whatever to stop the quivering in her stomach.
“Tell me what he looks like as soon as you can make him out better,” she whispered. One of the Indian drivers heard the whispering and turned around questioningly. “Just drive!” she said testily, flapping an impatient hand at him, and he faced front again, chuckling.
“I can see now!” James said excitedly. “He's awful big, and he's wearing a white shirt and dark britches tucked into his boots and—”
“No, his face! What does his face look like!”
“Well, I can't tell from here. Why don't you look for yourself?” Then James, too, sat down so he wouldn't be caught gaping when they pulled in.
At the last minute Anna warned, “Remember, don't say anything about who you are until I have a chance to talk to him. I'll . . . I'll try to get him used to me a little bit before he has to get used to you.” She dusted at her skirt and gave it a useless fluff, then looked down at her chest and placed a trembling hand there, hoping he would not notice the patch of skin she couldn't quite cover when she'd altered the dress.
James swallowed hard, his youthful Adam's apple looking pronounced in his gangly neck. “Good luck, Anna,” he said, but his voice cracked in the way it did so often lately. Those unexpected falsettos usually made the two of them laugh, but neither Anna nor James laughed now.
As the wagon approached, Karl Lindstrom suddenly wondered what to do with his hands. What will she think of these hands, such big, clumsy things? He jammed them into his pockets and felt her letters there, and grabbed onto one of them for dear life. His ears seemed suddenly filled with the sound of his own swallowing. He could see the two drivers clearly now. Behind them bobbed two other heads, and Karl fixed his sights on one of them, trying to make out the color of its hair.
A man, Karl thought, should not appear to be shaking in his big Swedish boots when he comes to meet his woman. What will she think if she sees my fright? She will expect a moose like me to act like I know what I am doing, to be sure of myself. Calm down, Karl! But the trembling in his gut could not be talked away so simply.
The wagon slowed, then stopped. The Indians secured the reins, and Anna heard a deep voice say to them, “You are here in good time. You have had a good trip?” The voice had the faint musicality of a Swedish accent.
“Good enough,” one driver answered.
Footsteps came slowly around the rear of the wagon bringing a broad, blond giant of a man. In that first moment she felt like her whole body wanted to smile. There was a boyish hesitation before his mouth dropped open just a little. A big, callused hand moved up in slow motion to doff the little pie-plate hat from his wheat-colored hair. His Adam's apple bobbed once, but still he said nothing, just stood smashing that poor cap into a tight little twist in his two outsized fists, his eyes all the while locked on her face.
Anna's tongue felt swollen, and her throat wouldn't work right. Her heart was clubbing the bejesus out of the wall of her chest.
“Anna?” he spoke at last, charming her by his old-world pronunciation that made of the word a warmer thing than it had ever been before. “Onnuh?” he questioned again.
“Yes,” she finally managed, “I am Anna.”
“I am Karl,” he said simply, and up went his eyes to her hair. And up went hers, also, to his.
Yellow, she thought, such very yellow hair. All this time she had wondered, imagined. Now here it was, the one thing that had had color in her thoughts of him. But she found her imagination had not done it justice. This was the most magnificent blond hair she had ever beheld on a man. Thick and healthy it was, with a hint of curl at the nape of his neck and around his face where tiny beads of perspiration formed.
Her hair, Karl found, was indeed the color of rich, Irish whiskey, as when the sun glances through it and lights its depths with shafts of sienna. It flew free in scarcely manageable wavelets; there were no Swedish braids in sight.
When his glance went wandering, so did her hand, to touch an unruly lock at her temple. The way Karl was staring, Anna wished once again that she had a hat. Then suddenly her hand dropped down and self-consciously clutched her other as she realized what she'd done, touching her hair as if frightened to have his gaze rove over her.
Once again their eyes met, his the color of the Minnesota sky, hers like the darkest brown stripes in the agates he so often plowed up from his soil. His glance dropped to her mouth. He wondered what it would look like when she stopped biting her upper lip. And just then it slipped free of her teeth, and he beheld a lovely mouth with the curve of a leaf, sweet but unsmiling.
And so he smiled a little himself, and she tried a shaky one in return. She was afraid to smile as wide as his appearance merited, for he was as handsome a man as she'd ever seen. His nose was perfectly straight, and symmetrical, with fine nostrils like halves of a heart. His cheeks were long, and just concave enough to make him look young and eager. His chin bore a shallow cleft, and his lips—still fallen open as if he too was having difficulty breathing—were beautifully sculptured and bowed up at crest and corners. His skin held the richness of color put there by the sun.
Guiltily, Anna dropped her gaze, realizing how freely she'd allowed her eyes to travel his face.
And Anna thought, no, he would not make milk curdle.
And Karl thought, yes, she is much more than passable.
At last Karl cleared his throat and settled his little cap back on his head. “Come, let me help you down, Anna, but pass me your things first.” When he reached, his arm filled his white sleeve as fully as fifty pounds of wheat fills a grainsack.
She turned and reached beyond James who had sat through all that feeling like an eavesdropper—for all they'd hardly spoken to one another. When Anna got to her feet, she found her muscles stiff and unreasonable after the long ride, and feared Karl would find her clumsy and graceless. But he didn't seem to notice the hitch in her hip, only reached up his large hands to help her over the heckboard. His shirt-sleeves were rolled up to the elbow, exposing thick, sturdy forearms. His shoulders, too, filled his shirt until it was taut against his skin. When she braced upon them, she found them like rocks. Effortlessly, he took the distance from her leap, then his two wide hands lingered at her waist.
His hands are so big, she thought, her stomach going light at his touch.
Karl felt how little there was to her, and at closer range his suspicion was confirmed. She was no twenty-five years old!
“It is a very long ride. You must be very tired,” he said, noticing that—young or not—she was very tall, indeed. The top of her head came nearly to the tip of his nose.
“Yes,” she mumbled, feeling stupid at being unable to think of more to add, but his hands were still on her waist, the warmth of them seeping through and touching her, while he acted like he'd forgotten they were there. Suddenly, he yanked them away.
“Well, tonight you will not have to sleep beneath a wagon. You will be in a warm, safe bed at the mission.” Then he thought, fool! She will think that this is all you can think of—bed! First you must show concern for her. “This is the store of Joe Morisette I told you about. If there are things that you need, we can get them here. It is best if we do the trading now because in the morning we will start early for my place.”
He turned and walked beside her, watching the tips of her shoes flare her flouncy skirt out. She wore a dress that was not to his liking. It was sheeny, and too bright, with gussets at the breast as if made for an older woman of far fuller figure. It was an odd thing, with too much ruffle and too little chest, ill-suited for a place like Minnesota.
He was suddenly sure she wore it to make herself appear older. She could not be more than eighteen, he guessed, watching her askance as she walked a step ahead of him toward the store. There was a hint of breast camouflaged within the tawdry bodice, but what did he know of such?
She moved through the door ahead of him and he saw her from behind for the first time. There was nothing to her. Oh, she was tall all right, but far too thin for Karl's taste. He thought of the poles upon which his mother's green beans climbed, and decided the only thing this Anna of his needed was a little fattening up.
Morisette looked up as soon as they entered, calling out in a robust French accent, “So, she is here and the bridegroom can stop his nervous pacing and whiskey drinking!”
You have a big mouth, Morisette, Karl thought. But when Anna turned sharply and glanced back at Karl, she found him red to the ears. She'd seen enough whiskey drinkers in Boston to last her a lifetime. The last thing she wanted was to be married to one.
Must I deny such a thing to her right here before Morisette? Karl wondered. No, the girl will just have to learn that I am honorable once she has lived with me for a while.
Anna gazed around the store, wondering what he would say if she told him she would like to own a hat. Never had she owned a new hat of her own, and he had asked her if there was anything she needed. But she dared not ask for anything, knowing James still waited outside, thoroughly unnoticed by Karl Lindstrom. A hand at her elbow urged her toward the storekeeper. The swarthy French-Canadian wore a ready smile and a somewhat teasing grin.
“This is Anna, Joe. She is here at last.”
“But of course it is Anna. Who else could it be?” Morisette laughed infectiously, flinging his palms wide. “You have had quite a ride up the government road, eh? It is not the best road, but it is not the worst. Wait until you have seen the road to Karl's house, then you will appreciate the one you have just come down. Do you know, young lady, that the newspapers warn women not to come here because the life is so hard?”
It was not at all what Karl would have had Morisette tell Anna. He did not want to scare her away before she even had a chance to see his wonderful Minnesota and let it speak for itself.
“Yes, of course, I've . . . read them for myself,” Anna lied. “But Karl thinks there is no place better to settle because there is so much land and it is so rich and . . . and there's everything a man could want here.”
Morisette laughed. Karl had filled her head already, he could tell.
Pleased with her reply, Karl answered, “See there, Morisette, you cannot scare Anna away with your foolish talk. She has come this far, and she is here to stay.” Anna's heart grew a little lighter. So far she seemed to be passing muster, seventeen or not, wrinkles or none.
“And so the good père is marrying you at the mission?” Morisette asked.
“Yes, in the morning,” Karl said, looking at the back of Anna's shoulders where those tumblecurls were rioting over her collar.
Just then the half-breed drivers came into the store, each with a barrel hoisted on his shoulder. One of them set his load down with a thud, then said, “That boy stands in the road as if he is lost. Did you not tell him this is the end of the run?” There was no doubt that he was directing his question to Anna. But she stood dumbstruck.
“What boy?” Lindstrom asked.
Seeing no way out, Anna looked him square in the eye and answered, “My brother, James.”
Baffled for a moment, Karl stared back at her, the truth dawning on him even as Morisette and the drivers looked on. “Ya, of course . . . James.” Lindstrom stalked to the door, and for the first time looked fully at the lad who had been the other passenger on the supply wagon. Karl had been so intent upon Anna that he'd scarcely realized the boy was there.
“James?” Lindstrom spoke, trying to make it sound as if he'd known all along.
“Yes?” James replied, then amended it to, “Yes, sir,” wanting to create a good impression on the tall man.
“Why do you stand in the road? Come in and meet my friend, Morisette.”
Surprised, the boy's feet seemed rooted momentarily, then he jammed his hands in his pockets and entered the store. When he passed before Karl, the man noted some similarity between the boy's looks and Anna's. The lad was gangly and thin, too, with similar coloring, but the freckles were missing, and the eyes, although large like his sister's, were green instead of brown.
Karl expertly concealed his surprise, moving about the store methodically, loading supplies on his wagon out front. James and Anna explored the shop, catching each other's eye now and then, quickly looking away, wondering at Karl's reaction or lack of it. They were both amazed at how unconcerned the man seemed to be with James being here. He just went about calmly loading supplies onto his wagon, bantering with Morisette.
When things were firmly lashed on behind the pair of blinking Percherons, Karl came back inside, announcing that it was time to leave. But Anna noticed he did not repeat his offer to buy her anything she needed. He bid goodbye to Morisette and took Anna stiffly by the elbow to guide her outside, but there was a pressure there that warned her this new husband-to-be was not as complacent as she'd thought earlier.

Chapter Two
Anna thought Karl would dislocate her arm before he let go of it. Without a word he herded her along, Anna taking two steps to every one of his, but he ignored all but her elbow with which he finally pushed her up to the wagon seat. She ventured a peek at his face, and his expression made her stomach take to quaking something awful. She rubbed her misused shoulder socket, wishing more than ever that she had written the truth in all those letters.
Karl's voice was as controlled as ever as he spoke to his horses, gave them a cluck and started them up the road. But when they were around a bend, beyond earshot of the store, the wagon lurched to a sudden halt. Lindstrom's voice bit the air in a far different tone than he had used thus far. His words were as slow as always, but louder.
“I do not air my arguments before Joe Morisette down at his store. I do not let that tease Morisette see that Karl Lindstrom has had a fast one pulled on him. But I think this is what has happened! I think you, Anna Reardon, have tried to take in a stupid Swede, eh? You have not been honest and would make a fool of Karl Lindstrom before his friend Morisette!”
Her back stiffened. “Wh . . . what do you mean?” she stammered, growing sorrier by the minute.
“What do I mean?” he repeated, the accent more pronounced. “Woman, I am no fool!” he exploded. “Do not take me for one! We have made a bargain, you and me. All these months we make the plan for you to come to me, and not once do you mention your brother in your letters! Instead, you bring a little surprise for Karl, huh, that will make people laugh when they know that it is the first time I have heard of my bride bringing an extra passenger I have not been expecting!”
“I . . . I guess I should have told you, but—”
“You guess!” he shouted, totally frustrated. “You do more than guess! You know long ago you are planning this trick on me, and you probably think Karl Lindstrom is such a big dumb Swede that it will work!”
“No, I didn't think that at all. I wanted to tell you but I thought once you saw James, you'd see what a help he'll be to you. James is a good, strong boy. Why, he's almost a man!” she pleaded.
“James is a stripling! He is another mouth to feed and another set of winter clothes to buy.”
“He's thirteen years old, and in another year or two he'll be full-grown. Then he'll be twice the help that I'll be.”
“I did not put the advertisement in the Boston paper for a hired boy, I advertised for a wife.”
“And I'm here, aren't I?”
“Ya, you sure are. But you, plus this brother, is more than I bargained for.”
“He's a good worker, Lindstrom.”
“This is not Boston, Anna Reardon. Here an extra person means extra provisions. Where will he sleep? What will he wear? Will there be enough food to feed three during the coming winter? These are things a man must consider in order to survive here.”
She pleaded in earnest now, words rushing out. “He can sleep on the floor. He has enough clothing for one winter. He'll help you raise extra crops during the summer ahead.”
“The crops are already in the ground, and you were supposed to help me tend them. I only needed one—you.”
“I will help you. Just think of how much more three of us could raise! Why, we'd have so much—”
“I told you, the crops are already in! Right now I do not even think it is the crops I am concerned with. It is the fact that you have lied to me and what I must do about that. Never would I willingly choose a liar for a wife.”
Anna sat smitten into silence. There seemed no argument against that.
James, who had gotten onto the wagon without a word, spoke up at last. “Mr. Lindstrom, we didn't have any choice. Anna thought that if you knew I was part of the deal you'd turn her down flat.” James' voice cracked from tenor to soprano, then back again.
“And you think right!” Karl exploded. “That is exactly what I would do, and I am thinking I might still do just that!”
Anna found her voice again, but fear made it tremble. Her eyes were wide in her too thin face, and they sparkled with threatening tears.
“You . . . you wouldn't send us back? Oh, please don't send us back.”
“When you lie to me, you break our agreement. I do not think I am responsible for you any longer. I did not bargain for a wife who was a liar.”
He sounded so self-righteous, sitting there all sated and healthy-looking, so obviously well-fed, that Anna's temper suddenly flared.
“No, you don't have to bargain at all, do you!” she lashed, then gestured with hands thrown wide toward the earth in general. “Not when you have your precious Minnesota to yield all its nectar and wood and fruit!” Her voice fairly oozed with sarcasm. “Not when you're warm and fat and cozy! You wouldn't know the first thing about going cold and hungry, would you? I'd like to see you that way, Karl Lindstrom. Maybe then you'd find out how easy it is to lie a little to improve your station in life. Boston would teach you quick how to be a blinkin' artist at lying!”
“So you make a habit of lying? Is that what you are saying?” He glared at her then, finding her cheeks pinked beneath their sprinkling of freckles.
“You're damn right,” she cursed with fierce intensity, looking him square in the eye. “I lied so I could eat. I lied so James could eat. First, we tried it without lying, but we got no place fast. Nobody wanted to hire James 'cause he was too skinny and undernourished. And nobody wanted to hire me because I was a girl. Finally, when trying for an honest living didn't work, we decided it was time to try a little dishonesty and see if it'd work out better for us.”
“Anna!” he exclaimed, disappointed as much by her cussing as by her lying. “How could you do such a thing? There have been times I have been hungry, too. But never have I been hungry enough to make lies. Nothing makes Karl Lindstrom into a liar!”
“Well, if you're so almighty honest, you'll keep your half of the bargain and marry me!” she spouted.
“Bargain! I said the bargain is broken by your deceit. I paid good money for your passage. What of that? Can you return it to me? Can you do that, or have I been fool enough to get you here and end up with no wife and no money?”
“I can't pay you back in money, but if you'll take us, both of us, we'll work hard. That's the only way we can pay you back.” She looked away from the genuine shock in Karl Lindstrom's eyes, the kind that comes from gentle rearing where black and white are clearly defined.
“Mr. Lindstrom,” James interjected, “I'll pay my way, too, you'll see. I'm stronger than I look. I can help you build that cabin you're planning on, and I can help you clear land, and . . . and plant it and harvest it.”
Karl's eyes bored straight ahead between Belle's ears. His jaw was so taut it looked swollen.
“Can you manage a team, boy?” he snapped.
“N . . . no.”
“Can you handle a plow?”
“I've never tried.”
“Can you lift a logging chain or handle a flail or fell with an axe?”
“I . . . I can learn,” James stammered.
“Learning takes time. Out here time is precious. Our growing season is short and the winters are long. You come to me unskilled and expect me to make you teamster, logger and farmer all in one summer?”
Anna began to see the shortsightedness of her plan, but she couldn't give up now. “He learns fast, Lindstrom,” she promised. “You wouldn't be sorry.”
Karl looked at her sideways, shook his head despondently and studied his boots. “I am already sorry. I am sorry I ever had such an idea, to send for a wife through the mail. But I waited two years thinking there would be other settlers coming, other women. In Sweden there is much talk about this Minnesota, and I believed other Swedes would follow me. But nobody comes and I can wait no longer. This you know, too. This I think you have planned to use against me to get your way.” He sounded sad.
“Maybe I did, but I thought you'd see that an extra person would be useful.” Anna picked at a piece of loose cuticle while she said this.
There was another point Karl wanted to make, but he did not know how to say it without seeming to be a man of great sexual demands. He could not imagine taking a wife to bed in the same room with a brother. If he said as much, Anna would undoubtedly be horrified. All he could do was tiptoe around the issue by saying, with his eyes now on Belle's neck, “I live in a house of only one room, Anna.”
Anna quit picking at her cuticle. She felt her face warming, understanding fully what Karl implied. His courteous way of implying they would need more privacy touched her. He was different from any man she had ever met. She'd never before met a human being who was totally good, but it looked as if perhaps Karl Lindstrom was. That goodness filled her with self-recriminations that she could not have come to him a better person herself.
Had Karl dared to look at Anna that moment, he would have seen a faint blush beneath her freckles. But he did not. He stared absently, preoccupied with another disillusioning thought. Suppose Anna had been wily enough to reckon on using their lack of privacy to keep her from performing the duty that some wives—he'd been told—found distasteful. This, of course, he could not accuse her of, especially not in front of the lad.
Karl only wanted to take his new wife to his little home, which was waiting in readiness for their return. There he would have had time and privacy to woo her as in any normal courtship. Ah, thought Karl, what a strange way we have come together, Anna and me.
Within the heart of Karl Lindstrom fell a heavy sadness. How he had looked forward to this day, thinking always how proud he would be when he took his little whiskey-haired Anna into his sod house for the first time. He would proudly show her the fireplace he had built of fieldstone from his own soil, the table and chairs he had fashioned of sturdy black walnut from his own trees. He remembered the long hours spent braiding buffalo grass into ropes to restring the log frame of the bed for her. How carefully he had dried last season's corn husks to make the softest tickings a woman could want. He'd spent precious hours collecting cattails, plucking their down to fill pillow ticks for her. The buffalo robes had been aired and shaken and rubbed with wild herbs to make them smell sweet. Lastly, he had picked a sheaf of sweet clover, its fragrance headier than any other, and had lain it on the spot where their two pillows met, in the center of the bed.
In all these ways Karl Lindstrom had sought to tell his Anna that he prized her, welcomed her and strove to please her. Only now that she was here, he found her a liar, perhaps not worthy of his lofty concern, a liar who brought a brother who would be sleeping on the floor on the night Karl Lindstrom took a bride to his bed for the first time.
Karl pondered long and silently, while Anna and James held their tongues. At last, unable to bear the strained silence any longer, Anna bit the inside of her cheek and said, “You keep me and I won't lie no more.”
Karl looked at her finally. There was the stain of guilt upon her skin, which in itself was pleasing to him. It told him she did not lie without feeling small at getting caught. Her cheek had turned the color of the wild roses that graced Karl's land in June. And, just like coming upon one of them unexpectedly at a turn of the trail, coming upon that rosy color in Anna's cheeks now made him want to pick it and take it home with him.
He was a man to whom loneliness was a dread thing. Again he thought of awakening to find the bloom of her cheek on the pillow of cattail down beside him, and his own face felt warm. He found he had been studying her golden freckles, too; they seemed to lessen the severity of her guilt. They made her look utterly innocent. In that moment he thought of her lies as childish tales, told by a youngster to turn things her way.
“You promise me that?” he asked, looking straight into her eyes. “That you will not lie to me anymore?” His voice was soft again, disarming.
“I promise, yes,” she vowed, matching his steady gaze with a steadiness of her own, matching his quiet tone, too.
“Then I want you to tell me how old you really are.”
Her eyes dropped, she bit her lip, and Karl knew he had her cold again!
“Twenty,” she said. But the color in her cheeks had deepened to the heliotrope hue of the prairie thistle blossom, which Karl had never desired to pick and take home.
“And if I say I do not believe you?”
She only shrugged her shoulders, but avoided his eyes.
“I would ask your brother to tell me the truth, but I see that the two of you are in cahoots together with this pack of lies you have cooked up for me.” The gentle tone of his voice did not deceive her this time. Beneath it was an iron stubbornness to get at the truth.
Anna threw up both hands at once. “Oh, for heaven's sake! All right. I'm seventeen! So what!” She glared bravely into Karl's face, her sudden spunk making him want to smile, which he carefully did not do.
“So what?” he repeated, raising his eyebrows, leaning back relaxedly—a cat playing with a mouse before sinking his teeth in. “So I wonder if you are the cook and housemaid that you said you are.”
She puckered up her pretty mouth tight and sat staring stonily ahead.
“Do not forget, you said you are done with lying,” he reminded her.
“I said I'm seventeen. What more do you want?”
“I want a wife who knows how to cook. Can you cook?”
“A little.”
“A little?”
“Well, not much,” she spit, “but I can learn, can't I?”
“I do not know. How will you learn? Will I have to teach this, too?”
She elected not to answer.
“How much housework do you know?”
Silence.
He nudged her. “How much?”
She jerked her arm away. “About as much as I know about cooking!”
“Can you make soap?”
No answer.
“Can you make tallow dips?”
No answer.
“Bake bread?”
No answer.
“I guess that you have never done much farming either, or gardening or caring for a house.”
“I can stitch!” was all she'd say.
“Stitch . . .” he repeated, quite sarcastically for Karl Lindstrom. “She can stitch,” he said to the wagon wheel. Then Karl began talking to himself in Swedish, and that really riled Anna, for she couldn't understand a word he said.
At last he fell silent, studying the wagon wheel, his head turned away from her. She sat ramrod stiff, her arms crossed over her chest.
“I reckon you should've waited for those Swedish girls to come to Minnesota, huh?” she asked sourly, taking her turn at staring down the horses' necks.
“Ya, I think I should have,” Karl said in English. Then he muttered, once more for good measure, “Seventeen and she knows nothing but how to stitch.”
He mulled silently for some time, then finally turned to face her, wondering how a man of his age could take to bed a child of seventeen without feeling like a defiler of innocence. His eyes flickered down to her breasts, over to James, then back to Anna's face. “There seems to be a lot you do not know how to do.”
“I can damn well do anything you set me to, seventeen or not!” But she prayed her face was not flushed.
“You can sure cuss real good, but I don't need no woman to cuss.” He wondered how he'd survive the rest of his life with her Irish temper. He wondered how he'd survive another year or two womanless. All he said was, “I must think.”
“Sir . . .” James began, “Anna and me—”
“Do not disturb me when I think,” Karl ordered. James and Anna looked at each other out of the corners of their eyes. They thought he'd set the horses to walking, but he continued to brood in silence. It was his way, the way his father had taught him, the way his grandfather had taught his father. He spent time meditating a situation first, pondering before making a decision, so that when he tackled a problem, he almost always solved it. He sat quiet as a stone while the birds twittered, soft evening talk as if putting their young ones to nest for the night.
The summer evening imposed itself on Anna, and she thought how bird-talk wasn't often heard in Boston. There, at this time of day, came the music from the taverns opening for the evening. Already Anna found she preferred the birds. In his letters Karl had said there were more birds here than anyone could name. She wondered now if she'd ever get the chance to try.
“Anna!” he said, making her jump, “you must tell me now what other lies you have told. I think I am entitled to know if there are any more.”
Anna felt James jab her in the side with his elbow.
“I didn't tell any other lies. Heaven's sake! What more could there possibly be?” Oh, she sounded so convincing she thought she should be on the stage.
“There better not be more!” he warned. But still he did not give a clue what else he was thinking. He picked up the reins, started the horses on their way again and drove to the mission.
He pulled the horses up before the pair of log buildings with well-worn earth between them. The larger building had a crude cross atop the door, while the other had none. It was the school, Anna knew.
“I have much thinking to do yet,” Karl said. “We will sleep here tonight as planned, and I will seek the wisdom of Father Pierrot to guide me. In the morning I will decide about everything—whether to keep you or send you back to Boston on the next Red River cart train that comes through.”
Suddenly Anna realized the significance of the term, “Father.”
“Father Pierrot?” she inquired. “Is this a Catholic mission?” Already her mind was racing ahead, wondering how she'd get out of this one.
“Yes, of course. In my letters I told you we would be married here.”
“But . . . but you never said it was Catholic.”
“Of course it is Catholic. Are you worried that Father Pierrot will not be willing to witness our marriage because I am Lutheran and you are Catholic? It is all fixed and Father has received a special dispensation from Bishop Cretin to witness the vows we will speak ourselves. But think no more about it because perhaps we will say no vows after all.”
Anna was not sure which prospect scared her more, being sent away, or having Karl unearth her other deceptions.
Karl jumped down, tied the reins, then helped Anna alight. But this time, when he put his hands on her thin waist, he could not help recalling what she'd said about his always having plenty to eat. She was reed-thin.
They were greeted at the door of the smaller building by Father Pierrot himself. “Ah, Karl, what a pleasant thing it is to greet you, my friend. And this must be Anna.”
“Hello, Father.”
Anna bobbed her head while the dark-haired priest broke into an even deeper smile. “Do you know how this young man has been waiting for you? Each time I see him, all he can talk of is his Anna. His little whiskey-haired Anna. I thought if you did not get here soon, he would abandon that place he's always bragging about and run looking for you.”
Irreverently, Karl thought, you, too, Father, have a big mouth, even if you are a man of the cloth! Karl had been raised to have great respect for the clergy. It was natural for him to radiate toward the friendship of the only cleric within a hundred miles, no matter what denomination he was.
“Do I brag, Father?” Karl inquired.
“Oh, do not look so worried, Karl. I enjoy teasing you.” Eyeing James, the priest next asked, “And who might this young man be?”
“James, sir,” the boy replied, “James Reardon.”
“He's my brother,” Anna declared forthrightly.
“Your brother . . . mmm . . . Karl neglected to tell me you had a brother. This is good news. Minnesota can use strong young settlers like you, James. It is not a bad place for a boy to grow into a man either. Do you think you will like it here, James?”
“Yes, sir,” James quickly answered, “but I have lots to learn.”
Father raised his head and laughed. “Well, you pick a good man to come to, son. If you have any doubts about Minnesota, this big Swede will soon put them out of your head.”
Karl suddenly cleared his throat and said, “I must tend my horses, Father. You will perhaps like to talk to Anna and James about Boston and the East.”
“Can I help you?” James asked immediately.
Karl looked at the lad, so stringy, so lean, so young, so eager. Karl found himself not wanting to have the tug of the boy's willingness influencing his decision regarding Anna. “You go with Father and your sister. You have had a long trip, and it is not over yet. You rest.” The look in the boy's eyes seemed to ask, but will the rest of my trip take me back to Boston or forward to your place? Karl looked away, for he did not yet know the answer.
Watching his broad shoulders going through the door, Anna felt a sudden longing to please him for James' sake. James had never known a father, and this man would be the best influence a boy of his age could possibly have. When Karl was gone, the image of his sturdy back lingered in Anna's mind.
An Indian woman served a delicious mixture of corn and meat. Anna and James fairly wolfed supper down. From across the table Karl now studied Anna more thoroughly. Her face was appealing enough, but he truly disliked her dress, and her hair seemed wild and disorderly, nothing like the neat coronets of braids he was used to on Swedish women.
Anna looked up unexpectedly and caught him watching her. Immediately, she slowed her eating.
But the word “hungry” stayed in his mind, just as she'd said it earlier. Her shoulders were peaked beneath her dress, and her knuckles were large on otherwise thin hands, making him wonder just how hungry she had been in Boston. The boy, too, was painfully thin, with eyes that looked too large for their sockets. Karl tried to dismiss these thoughts as he ate his meal, but again and again they forced their way upon him.
After dinner, Father Pierrot asked the Indian woman to prepare pallets for his three guests on the floor of the schoolroom.
This done, the woman returned and led Anna and James to their beds, while Karl stayed behind to talk to Father Pierrot.
Brother and sister found comfortable makeshift beds of straw and buffalo robes, and they settled down drearily to worry about what was to become of them. It was quiet and dark, the night rampant with unspoken thoughts.
Finally, James asked, “Do you think he'll send us back?”
“I don't know,” Anna admitted. He could tell by her voice that she was really worried.
“I'm scared, Anna,” he confessed.
“So am I,” she confessed.
“But he seems like a fair man,” James put in, needing some hope.
“We'll know in the morning.”
Again silence fell, but neither of them was remotely sleepy.
“Anna?” came James' small, worried voice.
“What now?”
“You shouldn't have lied to him about the other things. You should've admitted them when he asked.”
“About what other things?” she asked, holding her breath for fear he knew her worst, most unforgivable secret.
But he only listed the others. “About knowing how to write, and that I was the one who wrote those letters, and where we lived.”
“I was afraid to tell the truth.”
“But he'll find out. He's bound to find out.”
“But he'll find out too late, if we're lucky.”
“That ain't right, Anna.”
Anna stared up into the darkness above her, feeling tears gathering in her throat. “I know. But since when's right ever worked on our side?”
No, James admitted to himself, right had never been on their side at all. Still, he didn't think two wrongs made a right either. He knew what a shock it must've been to Karl Lindstrom to see him arrive today with Anna—a kid Karl hadn't even known existed! And then poor Karl learned that Anna was only seventeen instead of twenty-five, and that she couldn't do a blame thing around the place. James acknowledged that Karl had taken it all better than most men would have.
“What'd you think of him, Anna?” he asked quietly.
“Oh, shut up and go to sleep!” she exclaimed in a choked voice. Then she buried her head in her arms to stifle a sob as she thought of the bald look of innocent expectation that had greeted her on Karl's face. And of how he had helped her down from the wagon at first, and offered to buy her anything she needed in the store. Oh, she liked him all right. But at the same time she was scared to death of him. He was, after all, a man.
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