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CHAPTER ONE
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Blessing, North Dakota
Spring 1893

“I’m afraid to open it.”

Ingeborg Bjorklund stared at the letter her tall, sometimes awkward son laid on the table. “Looking at it won’t make it change, Thorliff.”

“I know, but . . .” At seventeen years of age Thorliff Bjorklund had yet to fill out the shoulders of his full-sleeved white shirt. The sweater vest in shades of natural wool, knit by his grandmother, hugged a chest that promised breadth. He sighed. Bjorklund blue eyes stared at the envelope as if afraid it might bite.

“Open it, son. It could be wonderful news.” Ingeborg, enveloped by a white apron, gripped the back of the handmade oak chair.

But what if they don’t like my story? It won’t be the first time, but . . . Taking his pocketknife from his pocket, Thorliff opened the blade before reaching for the envelope. The hiss of sharp knife through paper sounded loud in the kitchen that also seemed to be holding its breath. The crackle of papers extricated from a paper womb and then unfolde filled the silence. Thorliff closed his eyes, sighed again, and opened them to read the letter. His hands quivered, shaking the missive like a breeze rattling cottonwood leaves. He read, stopped to glance at his mother, then read swiftly to the end, his breathing keeping pace with his eyes.

He clutched the letter to his chest, his face shining like after the first summer sunburn. “They like it.”

Ingeborg pulled out the chair and sank onto it. “Read it aloud.”

“ ‘Dear Mr. Bjorklund . . . ’ ” Thorliff paused and grinned at his mother. “They called me mister, can you believe that?” At her nod he continued.

“We are pleased to inform you that we would like to publish your story, The Long Winter Night, in an upcoming issue of Harper’s Magazine. Your attention to detail and evocative wording made us wonder if perhaps this event had happened to you, since you hail from North Dakota. We will be pleased to pay you the sum of ten dollars upon publication of your story. Please keep us in mind for any further submissions.

Sincerely,
 Michael Smith, Editor
Harper’s Magazine . . .”

Thorliff ’s voice trailed off at the end.

“I knew that one day someone would like your stories. I always have.”

Thorliff could feel the embarrassing heat start in his neck. “But you’re my mor. You have to like my stories.”

“True. But some I like better than others, and this one was the very best you have ever written.”

“Mange takk.” Thorliff scanned through the letter again. “Ten dollars.” The awe came through in his voice.

“Tante Kaaren is done with classes now, and since she was the heroine of your story . . .” Ingeborg’s voice trailed off as she remembered  that frightful event. “Uff da. Such a freak blizzard that was, and it could have been so tragic if you all hadn’t stayed at the school.” She shuddered. “By the grace of God, it wasn’t.” She paused, caught in the memory before continuing. “I know how much Tante Kaaren would love to hear your good news right away.” Ingeborg clasped her hands on the red-and-white checkered tablecloth. “Perhaps this will help your far understand how important it is for you to go to college in the fall.”

Thorliff made a sound deep in his throat. His going to college might be important, but the past years of drought had them all tightening their belts. They hoped that was over, but everything depended on the harvest. Some of the Bonanza farmers had given up and sold their land. Nils Haugen, south of town, had sold out and gone back to Norway.

It would take more than one little story being published to change his stepfather’s mind. Thorliff had replayed their last discussion over and over in his head until he had every word and gesture burned on his brain. Haakan Bjorklund believed clear down to his bootstrings that his sons should stay home and help with the farming, especially the eldest son. With the added acres and the new addition to the cheese house, they needed every hand they could get. After all, farmland was the reason they’d emigrated from Norway. When his sons married, they would build another house on the land and, please God, if they could afford it, buy more land. Always it was buy more land. Think land, not college.

How do I make him understand that Andrew is the one who loves the farm? Just because he’s not the eldest should have nothing to do with it. Thorliff refolded the paper and inserted it back in the envelope, taking care to see no corner was bent. He placed it in his shirt pocket, covering the pocket with one hand.

“I’ll cut you some bread and cheese to eat on the way.” Ingeborg stood and, rounding the table, laid a hand on his shoulder. “If it is God’s will that you go to St. Olaf, you will go.”

But what if it isn’t? And I want to go so desperately. Thorliff sighed  and nodded. Sometimes understanding God’s will took more time than he believed he had or wanted to spend waiting.

Ingeborg lifted a towel off freshly baked loaves of bread and sliced off the heel and another slice of one. Lifting the glass dome from over the cheese, she cut thick slabs of their own cheddar and layered the pieces between the bread. She poured a cup of buttermilk from the crock and handed cup and sandwich to her son. “You go on now. Kaaren will be so excited.”

“Andrew and Astrid are bringing the wagon. I left school early to run an errand for Pastor Solberg and then ran all the way home. I couldn’t wait.” He glugged the buttermilk and set the cup on the drainboard by the dry sink. “Mange takk.” Ripping a bite off the sandwich, he strode out the door, the screen door banging behind him.

Looking off to the west, he could see his stepfather, Haakan, riding the sulky plow behind three across of their heavier horses. To the north his uncle Lars used the same. They would expect him to yoke up two span of oxen and take out the third plow as soon as he came home from school. With the early warmth of spring, fieldwork had started early also.

Father God, if you can find it in your will to let me go to college, I promise I’ll work so hard all summer that they won’t miss me so bad come fall. He set off at a fast jog to the house on the other side of the short pasture. The wing added on to his aunt Kaaren and uncle Lars’s house to make a school for the deaf made it look as big as many barns. That, along with the extra barn for the horses, the machine sheds, and the granaries—now nearly empty—took up better than an acre. Thorliff had heard people around say if you wanted to see a couple of prosperous farms, go by the Bjorklunds’.

The two brothers, Roald and Carl, had immigrated to the area in 1880 with their families. But both had died one terrible winter—Carl in a flu epidemic and Roald in a fierce blizzard. Thorliff remembered some of those days, since he’d been through it all.

He stuck his head in the back door of the house and called, “Tante  Kaaren?” When no answer floated back, he headed for the school entrance. This time when he called her name, she answered from the classroom on the first floor. Upstairs, the dormitories housed fifteen students ranging in age from ten to twenty. He paid no attention to the living room, taking the hall to where he could hear people talking.

Aunt Kaaren, her golden hair worn in a braid wrapped around her head like a crown, stood talking with Ilse Gustafson, another immigrant and orphan, who had become her assistant in teaching sign language to the deaf students. “Thorliff, is something wrong?” Aunt Kaaren asked.

“No. Why?”

“You’ve been running.”

“Oh no. I have good news.” He pulled the letter from his pocket and waved it as he crossed the floorboards painted a deep blue. “Here, you read it.”

“Can’t you just tell me?” Kaaren stared at the return address. “Harper’s Magazine. They bought your story?”

Thorliff could feel his face about to crack from the width of his grin. “Read it.”

Ilse stepped closer to peer over Kaaren’s shoulder. “You sold your story about the night we all spent at the schoolhouse in the blizzard?”

“Ja, that’s the one.” Thorliff drew closer to Kaaren’s other side. Kaaren smiled up at him and read the letter again.

“This is the most wonderful news. Thanks be to God, others see your talent besides us.” She reached up to pat his cheek. “I am so proud of you, I could just burst.” She waved the paper. “And to think, ten dollars. That can help you buy books at college. What else do you have out to publishers?”

“Not much. I got three others returned in the last couple of weeks.”

“So you must send them out again.” Kaaren folded the letter and handed it back to Thorliff. “Have you told Haakan yet? And Pastor Solberg?” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “And how come you are  home so early? Teacher get mad at you?” The three of them laughed. If anyone got sent home, it was Andrew for fighting, and always at the behest of someone less fortunate. Pastor Solberg, who doubled as teacher of the one-room schoolhouse, had been forced to discipline Thorliff ’s younger brother more than once for using his fists before using his mind.

“I must get out in the field. I will show this to Pastor in the morning.” Thorliff tucked the envelope back in his pocket and, once out the door, leaped the three stairs to the ground. While he’d earned money working for neighbors at times in the past, this was his first money from his writing. And to think it was for a story he almost didn’t write. Another thing to be thankful to Pastor Solberg for. And Anji Baard.

The thought of Anji slowed his feet. Ah, if only he could run back across the fields and tell her. She would dance around the room, laughing and calling out the good news to her entire family. Anji never could keep a secret. Somehow in the last year they’d taken to walking home together from church and school rather than riding in the buckboards with their families. The Baards, who had homesteaded soon after the Bjorklunds, lived only one section over. If Thorliff worked until dusk, maybe he could run over there before supper.

Once back home he bounded up the stairs to change into his work clothes, carefully hanging his school clothes on the pegs along the wall. He tucked the precious envelope into the collection of Dickens’ stories he’d received for his seventeenth birthday, clattered back down the steep stairs, and with a wave to Ingeborg, who was now folding clothes out at the clothesline, he whistled for Paws. Paws, their caramel-colored watchdog, had been a member of the family since their second year in the new country and was now getting up in years.

Plowing to a stop, Thorliff turned around. “Mor, where’s Paws?”

“He must be out with your far. Haakan said he waits for the mice to run out of the furrows and then tries to catch them.”

“Has he gotten any?”

“I don’t know.” She snapped a sheet to get the folds even. “But I’ve not known him to bring any home.”

A meadowlark sang from the fields and another answered. Thorliff cupped his hands around his mouth and whistled again. Paws had gotten hard of hearing lately too. It looked as if he’d have to round up the oxen by himself. He flipped the bail off the gate by the barn, swung the three-pole gate open just enough to slip through, and headed across the pasture. The sun felt warm on his face and shoulders, not like the sun of winter that glistened so bright on the snow it hurt your eyes but had no warmth for the body. Green shoots spread a haze across the land, poking up through the brown leftovers of last year’s grass and reaching for the sun. Dandelion and plantain leaves spread broad enough for harvesting, if only he had time. He’d tell Mor about them so Astrid could come picking. Fresh greens cooked with bacon would taste mighty good after all the canned food of winter.

By the time he’d reached the oxen lying down chewing their cud, Paws caught up with him, leaping and yipping as if apologizing for his tardiness. Thorliff reached down and ruffled the dog’s ears, then thumped him on the ribs and back. “Good dog, even if you are a bit slow.” He waved his arm in an arc. “Go get ’em, boy.”

Paws barked and darted at the animals. General, the red-andwhite lead ox, hoisted his rump in the air with no show of hurry, then unfolded his front legs and rose, arching his back and stretching, tail curled around his haunches. When he’d finished to his satisfaction, he turned and ambled toward the barn, the others repeating his actions and falling into line. The milk cows grazed in another pasture, where it would be Astrid’s job to bring them in for milking.

By the time Thorliff had the oxen yoked and harnessed to the plow, the wagon arrived with the schoolchildren. One of Kaaren’s deaf students drove the wagon and waved at Thorliff.

“How come you got home early?” Andrew, six years younger and a shade blonder, leaped from the tailgate and charged across to where his brother was just climbing on the plow.

“I’ll tell you later. Tell Astrid there are greens ready for picking in the pasture.”

“I wanted to go fishing, but I’ll be out in the field with the other team as soon as I can.”

Thorliff shrugged. “See you.” He slapped the reins on the oxen backs and headed for the field. With the days getting longer, he might get a couple hours of plowing in before dusk.

While the oxen were slower than the horses, he didn’t mind. The fragrance of rich dirt, the earth curling over alongside two straight furrows behind him, the sun on his shoulders, the grunt of the brown ox behind General, a crow cawing from a willow in the boggy section of the pasture—all announced the arrival of spring. Andrew wanted to go fishing, but he’d rather be hunting—or writing. Baptiste was most likely already down at the river with fishing pole and rifle both at his side.

Thorliff turned the oxen, slowing them enough to keep the furrows even on the turn. The fields needed to be tilled, then disked and harrowed so wheat could be sown. The better the harvest, the more chance there would be money for his schooling. Unless the railroad raised their shipping rates again. Over the winter, there’d been heated discussions of how to keep the rates within reason.

His hands burned by the time he followed his father’s team into the barnyard. Like a fool he’d forgotten to take his gloves. Winter hands, that’s what he had. Soft and white, or red in this case. Blisters squished in the palm. He’d have to take a needle to them tonight so they’d drain.

“You got out there mighty early.” Haakan helped him raise the yokes off the oxen’s necks.

“I know.” It was all he could do to keep from blurting out his surprise. “Pastor sent me on an errand and said I didn’t have to go back today.”

“You that far ahead?”

“Ja. I usually help some of the others.” He hefted the yoke and  heaved it up onto the peg rack built into the barn wall just for that purpose.

Haakan followed him and draped the horse harness over its pegs. By the time all the animals were unharnessed and let loose in the pasture, peeper frogs were singing their evening medley, and a lamp glowed in the kitchen window. Haakan and Thorliff, with Andrew right behind them, headed for the milking barn, where two of the deaf students, along with Astrid, were sitting on three-legged stools, their foreheads leaning into cow flanks and milk streaming into buckets.

Haakan nodded to the students as he passed them and stopped by Astrid. “How many yet to go?”

“Four. The milk cans are nearly full.” Astrid nodded over her shoulder. Three cans, one with a strainer atop it, sat among an eager assortment of cats, some cleaning, some crying, and some pacing. “I fed the cats, but I think they want more.”

“Looks like it. I’ll take the next one. Thorliff, you take the Holstein. When you’re finished, bring in another can.”

Thorliff grabbed the handle of a bucket, flinching at the cold metal against the blisters on his palm. Milking was going to take real strength of character tonight. “Easy, boss.” He settled his stool, brushed the grass off the cow’s udder, and set his bucket in place. Hands on the two front teats, he squeezed and pulled in the ancient rhythm that drew milk from a cow, setting his hands to screaming. Thorliff bit his lip but kept on milking.

The cow swished her tail, the coarse fibers catching him on the side of the face. “Hold it. You got no flies to swat now.” Fool critter. He blinked his eyes, fighting the watering, grateful he didn’t need to see to keep milking. When the last drops hit the foam, he lifted the bucket off to the side where the cow couldn’t kick it over and rose, one knee cracking as he did so.

“I’ll let ’em out. You boys go on up to the house.” Haakan poured his full bucket through the strainer and slopped the last of the milk into the flat pan for the cats.

Thorliff sighed in relief. “Mange takk, Pa.”

“And get Mor to take care of your hands.” Haakan took the bucket his son had filled and poured the milk into the strainer.

“H-how’d you know?”

Haakan clapped a hand on his son’s shoulder. “No gloves when you drove in. You won’t forget ’em next time, you know?”

“I know.”

The deaf students and Astrid had already left when Andrew stripped the last cow and poured his bucket into the strainer. Haakan slammed the lids on the cans, and Andrew took the wagon handle to pull the rig over to the cheese house. In spite of what Haakan had said, Thorliff started lifting the drop boards that held the stanchions closed at one end of the barn while Haakan did the other. One by one the cows backed up, turned, and followed one another out of the barn and into the star-studded night.

“I got a surprise up at the house.”

Haakan slung an arm around his son’s shoulder. “What?”

“I’ll show you.”

Thorliff ignored the burning hands and took the stairs to his bedroom two at a time, gasping for breath at the top of the steep stairs. He grabbed his letter and, hands bracing on the narrow walls, clattered back down. Back in the kitchen, he handed his father the letter.

Haakan cocked an eyebrow as he took the envelope.

“Hurry, Pa.” Andrew stopped at Haakan’s side.

Haakan tapped the edge of the letter on his finger. “Good news, right?”

Thorliff sketched a nod. Hurry. He glanced from the letter to catch the smile dancing in Haakan’s eyes.

“Haakan, don’t tease the boys so.” Ingeborg joined the trio. Her smile widened in the lamplight, her hand settling on Thorliff ’s shoulder.

Haakan slid the paper from the envelope and unfolded it. He nodded as he read. “Good. Very good.” He looked from the letter to his elder son, who had shifted from foot to foot the whole reading while. “It will be a pleasure to read your story in a magazine. And to think you will be paid for it.” He handed the letter to Andrew.

“Ten dollars!” Andrew’s jaw hit his chest.

“Ja.”

“I think that when the money comes, Thorliff should put it into his college fund.” Ingeborg raised her gaze to meet her husband’s.

“Thorliff doesn’t need college to farm. You know how I feel about that.” Haakan turned away, a mask dropping into place as he did so. “Let’s get washed for supper.”

Thorliff closed his eyes. Far certainly hadn’t changed his mind, no matter what anyone said. But Thorliff knew so much depended on the harvest. Already they were praying for a good harvest this year.



CHAPTER TWO
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Morning chores of milking cows, slopping hogs, and feeding cattle and horses took time.

Thorliff glanced at the clock. Instead of being early as he’d wanted, he was running late. And he knew he smelled like pig. But there was no time to wash again, so he’d changed clothes and scrubbed his boots.

“Thorliff and Anji sitting in a tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g.” Astrid chanted the words around the piece of toast she chewed. The s’s came out more like th since she was missing two front teeth.

“Astrid, don’t talk with your mouth full.” Thorliff clenched his hands in his lap so he wouldn’t reach over and pinch his little sister. He could feel the heat clear up to his ears.

“Astrid Bjorklund, where do you learn such things?” Ingeborg turned from the stove where she was scrambling eggs. “You apologize to your brother this instant.”

“Sorry.” But anyone looking at her knew she was not in the least  bit sorry. The laughter dancing in eyes that matched the blue of her two brothers gave her away.

Ingeborg set the plate, mounded with fluffy eggs mixed with cream and bacon pieces, in front of her eldest. At the look on his face she laid a hand on his shoulder. “You have to eat in order to think well.”

He sighed and scooped up a loaded fork, grateful this wasn’t a meal where he had to chew a lot. Foot tapping, he gulped down the food.

“Here comes Carl with the wagon.” Andrew, who’d already eaten, grabbed his lard pail and headed out the door.

“Just a minute.” Ingeborg snagged him by the arm. “You didn’t comb your hair.”

“Mo-orr.” But Andrew went to the sink, took the comb off the shelf, dipped it in water, and in front of the wavy glass mirror placed there for Haakan to use when he shaved, ran the comb through hair that waved back nicely when his mother combed it. For Andrew it flopped forward. With a quick glance to see if she was watching, he pitched the comb back in the general direction of the shelf and darted out the door.

“Ma, where’s my slate?” Astrid shoved her arms into her sweater sleeves.

“I do not know. Where did you use it last?”

“Don’t know.”

“Look in the parlor.” Thorliff pushed his chair back. “Wish I had saddled Jack.” The mule was seldom used any longer for heavy fieldwork because he was getting up in years.

“What is wrong with the wagon?”

“I wanted to be early to talk with Pastor Solberg.” Thorliff motioned to the letter in his pocket.

“That is all?” Ingeborg’s raised eyebrow said she was teasing.

“Mor!” He could feel his ears flaming.

Her gentle smile made him grin back.

“I can’t find it.” The wail from the parlor made them both shake their heads.

“She couldn’t find her way out of a gunnysack.” Thorliff rolled his  eyes and turned back to the arched doorway to the parlor. He reached under an afghan on the horsehair sofa and pulled out the missing slate. “You have to look, little sister.”

“Tusen takk.” Astrid smiled up at her big brother and, with slate in one hand, took his with her other.

“You are more than welcome.” He gave her a push. “Now hurry. They are waiting for you.”

“Aren’t you coming?”

“I’m going to run. Faster that way.” Besides, he could cut across the fields, the distance being much shorter as the crow flies.

“To see Anji?” Laughter floated back over her shoulder as Astrid kissed her mother good-bye, grabbed her lunch bucket, and ran out the door, her thick braids bouncing on her back.

Ingeborg handed Thorliff his lunch pail and reached up to kiss his cheek. “You are a good brother, my son. Go with God.”

Thorliff leaped down the steps, caught up with the wagon before it cleared the yard, handed Andrew the lunch bucket, and headed out across the field toward the Baard house. The laughter of the children in the wagon rippled like birdsong on the breeze. Spring in North Dakota burst on the plains, redeeming the land after the long hard winter. Dandelions glowed like miniature suns, sprouting up from deepgreen serrated leaves, mounds of richness begging to be harvested. Tiny purple violets managed to bloom right next to recalcitrant snowdrifts, like their cohorts the snowdrops. Spears of grass grew fast enough to be measurable each day.

Thorliff ’s long legs covered the ground like a racing Thoroughbred. He snatched the porkpie hat off his head before it could be blown away and, arms pumping, ran on. He leaped a drainage ditch, the act of flying releasing a shout he could not contain. The air he sucked in no longer cut like daggers as did the winter air but filled him with joy that bubbled like the root beer they’d capped last fall.

He slowed to a jog when he reached the Baards’ yard and waved to Knute, who had gladly given up school several years earlier so he could  help his father on the farm. Neither he nor his older brother Swen had much tolerance for sitting in a classroom.

“If ya come for Anji, she’s helping Ma hang clothes on the line.” Knute clucked his four span of mules forward to hitch them to the plow.

“Thanks.” Thorliff headed on around the house to the lines stretched between two posts, each with a crossbar at the top and set into the ground. Sheets flapped in the breeze, nearly hiding the girl fastening them in place with clothespins. Hair the rich brown of a beaver pelt and braided for a crown was all he could see of her until he ducked under the line. Her smile caught him in the chest. Never sure when the childhood friendship had deepened, his reactions to her still surprised him. Wild roses blossomed on her cheeks, and chunks of summer sky filled her wide-set eyes. But her smile—how could her smile make him warm all over?

“Why, Thorliff, I didn’t hear the wagon,” she said, stepping away from the clothesline.

“No, I ran.” He removed the letter from his pocket with trembling fingers and held it out to her, all the while his gaze swimming with hers.

“What . . . ?” She took the letter and read the return address. “Oh, Thorliff.” Her whisper of his name was all the approbation he coveted.

“Read it.” His feet, not yet tired of running, shifted so he had to order them to stand firm. He sucked in a breath, feeling beads of sweat trickle down behind his ear.

She read the short letter and, throwing her arms wide, threw herself at his chest. He caught her and swung her in a circle as if they were dancing the Pols. When he set her down, she stepped back, her face as red as he knew was his own.

She patted her chest. “Oh my.” The words hung between them, caught on the moment like feathers on a breath. They’d danced together  often. Why was today different? But this embrace was different, and they both knew it.

Anji broke the silence first. “Your story will be in Harper’s Magazine .” She shook her head slowly, as if she knew it to be true but still could scarcely believe it. “How wonderful.” She read the letter again. “And they will pay you.”

“Ja, I now can say I am a writer.”

“Nei, you’ve been a writer for years. Who else has written all our Christmas programs and the play we did last year? Who else writes the lines for the Fourth of July celebration? The first graders learn to read from some of your stories.” Her gaze dropped to the letter in her hand, then curtained by dark lashes, rose to meet his again. “Who else has sent me poetry?”

Thorliff clenched his hands together to keep from reaching for her. Her words strangled any response, no matter how he tried to force them out.

A dog barking shattered the moment. He could hear it fall like shards of glass at their feet. “I need to show this to Pastor Solberg before all the others get to school. Can you come with me?”

Anji glanced down at her apron and reached behind to untie it in the same motion. “Of course. I’ll tell Ma.” She flipped her apron over the clothesline and started toward the house. “You start out, and I’ll catch you.”

Instead, he followed after her and waited at the door, watching teams plowing the fields—the three Baard rigs and off in the distance Haakan and Uncle Lars. Much as he loved school, today was a day to be spent out of doors and riding a sulky plow behind the heavy rumps of a good team. Or hunting or fishing, of course.

The wagonload of schoolchildren was turning into the yard when they trotted down the lane to the schoolhouse, which stood right next to the steeple-topped white church the community of Blessing had built years before. The soddy that had started as a church and became  a school was now used for storage. The wood-framed building had replaced it two years earlier.

Just as Pastor Solberg drove his wagon carrying his adopted nieces, Manda and Deborah, into the shed built to shelter the horse and to hold coal and firewood, the two young people dropped, panting, to the three front steps of the one-room schoolhouse. Like other buildings in the area, the structure was several feet off the ground to allow for flooding in the spring when the Red River often overran its banks due to the still-frozen mouth up north at Lake Winnipeg.

Thorliff watched as Manda, who also was graduating, unhitched the horse, took off his bridle, and tied him to the manger. He and everyone else had learned through trial and error not to offer to help her. Not unless they wanted to be told off in no uncertain terms. Even Pastor Solberg let her have her way in this while he and Deborah carried things to the schoolhouse.

“Good morning. You two look like you’re about to bust with something. Care to let me in on the secret?”

Thorliff grinned over his shoulder at Anji, then pulled the letter from his pocket and held it out. “This came yesterday.” He crammed his hands into his pockets to keep them still.

Pastor Solberg tipped his dark fedora back with one finger. “Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle.” Smiling up at Thorliff, who now topped him by half a head, he pulled the letter from the envelope.

“What is it?” Deborah, now a sixth grader, danced in place at his side, trying to peer over his arm. She switched to Thorliff. “What is it? Who’s the letter from? Come on, tell me, please?” At a gentle look from her uncle she sighed and rolled her eyes.

Solberg nodded, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth and slightly lifting his well-trimmed mustache. “So you’ve done it, young man.” He reached out to shake Thorliff ’s hand. “Let me congratulate you. I know you’ve had many nays on the pieces you’ve sent out.” His gaze returned to the letter, nodding all the while.

“Who? What?” Deborah peered from one face to the other.

“Thorliff has sold one of his stories to Harper’s, a rather famous magazine back East.” Anji laid a hand on the dancing girl’s shoulder.

“Does that make Thorliff famous?” Deborah looked up with questioning eyes.

“Not yet, but maybe someday.” Anji smiled at Manda, who’d just joined them. “Thorliff has sold his story about all of us being trapped in the schoolhouse during that blizzard.”

Manda nodded. “Good. He should sell some of his other stories too. That one about Andrew being lost in the tall grass is really good.”

Thorliff gave Manda a raised eyebrow look. He’d not heard her string that many words together at one time ever since she came to town.

“Well, you are good.” Her chin came out in its usual fashion, and her lips thinned. She squared her shoulders as if waiting for him to take the first punch.

“Mange t-takk, tusen takk.” Thorliff stuttered in his surprise, reverting to Norwegian as he sometimes did when caught by surprise or shock.

“We better get ready for the day.” Pastor Solberg handed the letter back to Thorliff and clapped him on the shoulder. “You want to share that with the whole school, or . . .”

“Ja, I do.” Thorliff fingered the envelope. “But . . . but would you read it?”

“To be sure.” Solberg opened the door to the cloakroom. “How about raising the windows and letting that warm spring air come in? We don’t need a fire today. Manda, you want to fill the water bucket?”

Anji and Thorliff pushed up the three windows on each side of the long room. The floors had been swept and the blackboard washed the night before, so there was little to do since they didn’t need to light the stove or bring in wood. Laughter and shouts floated in as children of all ages arrived by foot or wagon or even on horseback, as did the two who lived way south of the small town of Blessing. Dinner buckets clattered on the shelf, and their owners pounded back outside to get in one game of Red Rover before the bell rang.

Pastor Solberg came to stand beside Thorliff as he stared out the open window. “I imagine your ma and pa are right proud of you.”

Thorliff nodded. “Tante Kaaren too.” He heard his teacher take in a deep breath and let it out.

“Was there any mention of college?”

“Ja, Mor said I should save the money to use for books at school in the fall.”

“And Haakan?”

“I don’t need college to farm. Then he left the room, but his face said it all. He believes I should stay home and work on the farm. As he’s said in the past, there’s no need for more schooling to be a good farmer.” Thorliff shook his head, his shoulders slumped. “He . . . he might be right, but I don’t care that I’m the oldest and the farm will be mine one day. Andrew wants the farm, not me.”

“I know. Andrew is a natural-born farmer, with his love of all things growing.”

“Do . . . do you think you could talk with Pa?” Thorliff studied his finger.

“Your pa is a fine man, and I believe he will come to agree with you in time. I can speak with him, but you know we’ve talked about this before. If God wills for you to go away to college, and I hope it will be St. Olaf, then He will change Haakan’s mind. Our job is to pray for that and for the money to be there for you to go.”

“If it is God’s will.” Thorliff clamped his teeth against the rush of frustration he could feel trying to swamp him. “How . . . how am I to know if this is God’s will? Why would He—I mean, if it isn’t His will, why do I love to write like this?” Does God play games with us? Hold out a prize on the end of a stick and then jerk it away if we get too close? But no matter how much he treasured his pastor as a friend, he didn’t dare voice the last questions.

“I have learned there are many paths to a goal, and when God bars one, He swings wide the gate on another. Remember, if God be for us, who can stand against us?”

“But my pa thinks God is on his side.”

Pastor Solberg nodded slowly. “That is true. Children are to obey their parents, but you are soon to be a man, and honor is given in many ways. You have plenty of time before fall. Now go ring the bell. We are late in starting class today.”

“But what about applying for school?” Thorliff crossed to the desk and picked up the brass handbell, holding the clanger silent with his other hand.

“One thing I have learned. After praying, you go down the path you see before you until a gate closes in front of you. God guides us when we are moving.”

“Yes, sir.” Thorliff strode outside and rang the bell as if the schoolchildren were a mile away instead of running to take their places in line in front of him.



CHAPTER THREE
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“You think Tante Penny’s going to have a baby?”

“Andrew, you know better than to ask questions like that.” Thorliff glared at his brother lying in the wide bed beside him, his arms clasped behind his head. “That’s not proper.”

“Well, she’s gotten fat only in her middle, and Ma is knitting baby things again. I heard her and Bestemor talking about a baby, so what do you think?”

“I think you better go to sleep. Morning comes awful soon.” Thorliff reached over and blew down the lamp chimney, putting out the flame. The smell of smoke and burning kerosene curled into the air.

“I hope she does. She’s been wanting a baby for a long time.”

“How do you know?” Thorliff felt his brother’s shrug.

“I listen.” The rafters creaked as the house settled for the night. Their breathing sounded loud in the stillness until Paws barked from the  back porch. Coyotes yipped and sang their wild free song somewhere down by the river. The peeper chorus rose and fell with the breeze.

“You going to marry up with Anji?”

Thorliff reared up on his elbows. “Andrew Bjorklund, would you hush up and go to sleep? Now!” Thorliff flopped back down. “Besides, like the other, that is none of your business.”

“Sure it is. You are my brother, so she would be my sister-in-law.” Andrew’s voice cracked on the last word, as it had a tendency to do lately. “I’m going to marry up with Ellie as soon as we get out of school. You want to help me build a house across the field?”

“I want you to go to sleep so that I can too. If you aren’t tired, go sit somewhere else.”

“I’m tired.” Andrew yawned wide enough that his cracking jaw could be heard. “See? But sometimes my mind won’t be quiet. Just keeps on asking questions.”

“Well, hold ’em until tomorrow.” Thorliff rolled to his side facing away from his brother in the hopes that would cut off the chatter. But now his mind took up the chase. What would happen? Would he go to St. Olaf? Would Far be mad at him? Would Anji wait for him? Did he want to marry her? Did she want to marry him? Round and round the questions teased, but with no answers. He heard Andrew slip into the even breathing of sleep.

Paws yipped again. Through the half-open window night sounds floated in, one of the gifts spring brought. He rolled over to his other side, left hand underneath his pillow. Father God, please believe that I truly want to do your will, but that is hard when I don’t know what it is. Forgive my doubts. But do you mind if I ask questions? He waited, wishing and hoping for an answer. Maybe you could answer in a burning bush as when you spoke to Moses. We’ve got bushes around here you could use. Lassitude stole up from the bottoms of his feet, bringing with it warmth and a fuzzy mind. Thorliff sighed and fell asleep like a candle being snuffed out.

Saturday morning they took out four rigs with Haakan on the disc. This was Andrew’s second season helping with spring fieldwork. The women and younger children took over the milking and home chores so the men could spend every minute getting the fields ready to seed.

Midmorning Astrid brought out to the field jars of coffee and sandwiches, her basket on her arm as she jumped from one furrow to another. Crows and blackbirds rose in a cloud behind the plows, rushing to feast on the upturned bugs and worms.

When Thorliff stopped for his turn to eat, he looked up to see two V’s of geese honking their way north. Astrid looked up too.

“You think Baptiste is off hunting?”

“Lucky dog. Of course he is.” Thorliff swallowed his mouthful of bread and cheese. “Mor isn’t threatening to take out the rifle, is she?”

Astrid shrugged. “She said to ask if you would turn the garden after dinner. She says her green thumb is aching to dig in the dirt.” Astrid held up a thumb. “Don’t look green to me.”

“It’s just a saying.” Thorliff took another swig of the tepid coffee. “Next time bring buttermilk, please.”

“Trygve or one of the twins will bring it out this afternoon. I’m going to help Bestemor at the boardinghouse.” Bridget Bjorklund had joined her family in America after her husband passed away in Norway. Seeing the need for accommodations for folks arriving on the train, she opened a boardinghouse in Blessing.

Thorliff handed the jug back to his sister. “Mange takk.” He slapped the reins on the horses’ rumps and set the plowshares back down with a pull on the lever. Turning to look over his shoulder at the curl of black dirt, he saw Astrid leaping from one flat surface to another, her braids flying with each leap. His mind went back to the story he’d been cogitating on. If only he could stay awake long enough tonight to write it down.
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“Pastor Solberg and Mary Martha are coming for dinner with Manda and Deborah,” Ingeborg announced in the wagon on the way home  from church the next morning. “I thought since it is so warm we could have a picnic.”

“Down at the river?” Andrew glanced up from watching the lines his dragging stick made behind the wagon. He, Thorliff, and Trygve had claimed the tailgate, leaving the girls to chatter, with both mouths and hands, in the wagon bed. Now that there were so many pupils at the deaf school, they had to take three wagons to church.

“No, I was thinking of the south side of the house, by the cottonwood trees. That one we planted when we built the house is big enough to make real shade this year.”

“Tante Penny and Onkel Hjelmer coming too?” Andrew asked over his shoulder.

Thorliff elbowed him.

“No, just Kaaren and Lars with the schoolchildren.” While the two families used to share most meals, now with all the students at the deaf school, Ilse and Kaaren did most of their own cooking there. Students helped with the cooking as well as the cleaning and farm chores. Part of the program was to help the deaf learn to live normally like everybody else. Too many people figured that if someone couldn’t hear, they couldn’t think or see or do much else. Grace and Sophie changed lots of people’s minds as they talked with their hands, a skill all the local students and many adults had learned in the regular school too, now taught by Pastor Solberg but started by Kaaren after Grace was born deaf.

And I thought I could spend the afternoon writing. Thorliff sighed. Perhaps he would be able to sneak off for a bit, but he’d be expected to help entertain the young ones. Of course with the diamond already laid out in the short pasture, everybody would be out to play baseball, even the men and women. He watched the furrow carved in the dust by Andrew’s stick. That’s the way he felt at times, like the stick or the furrow, not the one holding it.

“We’ll have enough for two teams.” Andrew poked his big brother. “Won’t we?”

“More than enough.”

“Not if we don’t let the girls play.” Trygve hunched his shoulders.

“You’re just jealous ’cause Astrid hits better than you.” Now Andrew poked his cousin.

“No, I ain’t.” Trygve pushed back.

“Are too.”

“Not.”

“Are.” The two nearly fell off the tailgate, pushing and shoving.

“All right you two back there, jump off and walk.” Haakan looked over his shoulder.

The two boys leaped to the ground and raced up the road.

“Oh, to have that kind of energy.” Ingeborg shook her head.

“I’ll put ’em to chopping wood. That oughta take care of the push and shoves.” Haakan tipped back his fedora. Already he’d been out in the sun enough that he wore the telltale sign of a farmer—a tanned face and a white forehead.

“If we weren’t having company, I’d take the shotgun out this afternoon.” Ingeborg looked up at the V of ducks flying over. “A couple of geese would taste mighty good.”

“I heard Baptiste’s gun this morning. He might have got a deer. They sure aren’t as plentiful as they used to be.”

“Pa!” Andrew came running back. “That sow’s farrowing.”

“You go watch her. Don’t let her lie on the babies.”

Andrew tore off again.

“Change your clothes first,” Ingeborg hollered after him. A raised hand said he heard her.

Haakan clucked the horses into a faster trot. “At least she isn’t having them in the snow like she did last year.” The sow had chosen to farrow outside, and a freak snowfall had them carrying baby pigs to the house to warm on the oven door to keep them alive. All in all she’d lost only three, but Haakan often remarked she wasn’t the smartest sow in the herd.

“I should have stayed home. I knew she was making her nest.” Haakan stopped the team by the back door of the house.

“Andrew asked, and I told him no.” Ingeborg laid a hand on her husband’s arm. “I’ll get a warming box ready.”

By the time the others arrived for dinner, they had thirteen baby pigs, two in the warming box behind the stove. Andrew refused to leave his post, sitting in the corner of the box stall where they had nailed boards across the corners for the baby pigs to be able to get away when their mother lay down.

Thorliff leaned on the stall door, watching his brother make sure that each piglet had a chance to nurse. “How many teats does she have?”

“Eleven good ones. Pa says to knock the runt on the head, but I won’t.” Andrew held the smallest baby to a nipple. “Come on. You can suck,” Andrew urged. “I’ll keep the others away.”

The sow grunted, lying flat on her side so her brood could nurse.

“She been up to drink yet?”

“Once. I put molasses in the warm water. She likes that just fine.”

“You want me to make up some warm mash?”

“If you want.” Andrew moved one of the more aggressive babies away from the runt.

“You can’t stay out here all night, you know.”

“I know, but he has to have a chance.” Andrew looked up. “You think Tante Kaaren might take him for a pet for one of the school kids?”

Thorliff shrugged. “Maybe, if you ask her nice.”

“If I can get him to nurse good a couple of times, he’ll have a better chance.”

“She’d still have twelve.”

“I know.”

Thorliff headed for the feed bin where they kept the hog mash they’d run through the grinder. He scooped out enough for half a bucket and took it to the house for hot water and whey from the last cheese pressing.

“How is she?” Ingeborg dipped water from the reservoir into his bucket.

“So far all the babies are alive. That sow doesn’t dare lie on them  with Andrew there.” He stirred the mash with a wooden spoon. “But you know he won’t leave her.”

“Not even for a baseball game?” Kaaren turned from where she was slicing bread on the sideboard.

“Not even.” Thorliff headed back out, waving at the others as he passed. Haakan had told the other children not to bother the sow right now, so they all stayed away. The women were carrying food outside to the tables, and the men stood in a circle by the coffeepot simmering over a low fire. I should have snuck upstairs and gotten my tablet. I could have stayed with Andrew in the barn. Thorliff shook his head as his stomach rumbled. Maybe he could take Andrew a plate of food and still do that. Anything for some writing time.

“Hurry up for grace,” his mother called.

Thorliff poured the warm mash into the trough, and the sow surged to her feet, baby pigs flying in all directions. Andrew scrambled to pull them back before she stepped on any, and he gently herded them under the cross board in one of the corners. A gunnysack hung over the board from the wall above to trap heat, and if it got too cold, they would put jars of hot water along the wall to keep the piglets warm.

“You want I should stay?”

Andrew shook his head. “They learn fast.”

Thorliff joined the group of men just in time to hear his uncle Lars mention his story.

“He really did sell it,” Haakan said, thumb and forefinger cradling the bowl of his pipe. “Going to get paid too.”

“I always told you he was a fine writer.” Pastor Solberg added, “Don’t know what we’ll do for Christmas programs with him gone.”

“Just because he’s graduating don’t mean he’ll be gone.” Tension sang in Haakan’s reply.

“No, but he’ll be a man, and who knows if he’ll want to write school programs. After all . . .”

Haakan cleared his throat. “You know how I feel about him going away to school, John. We need him here.”

“I understand. He’ll be a big help on the threshing crew this year, but . . .”

“No buts. He wants to keep writing—that’s fine—but he can do that in the evening like he always has. Me ’n Ingeborg, we built this farm so our sons would have this land. We have a good life here. Why would anyone want to leave it?”

“Farming isn’t for everyone, my friend.”

“Dinner’s ready. Would you lead us in grace, Pastor?” Ingeborg broke into the circle.

Thorliff watched his father’s face. The tight jawline spoke of Haakan’s displeasure as he knocked his pipe against the heel of his boot to dislodge the used tobacco. Changing his far’s mind would border on the miraculous.

Bowing his head, he joined in praying the age-old Norwegian words. “I Jesu navn, går vi til bords . . .” As he stood even with Haakan’s shoulder, the thought of leaving this place and these people struck Thorliff like an arrow. He glanced down, half expecting to see a shaft quivering in his chest. At the amen, he looked around, studying the faces of all those who meant so much to him. Tante Kaaren, who had instilled in him a love of reading and first told him that he wrote well. Far, who had come to them across the prairies the year after his real father died in the blizzard. Mor, who always said he could do anything he set his mind to. Uncle Lars, so quiet until he figured he had something important to say like “Do your best. That’s all the good Lord and I expect of you.” The twins—Grace who couldn’t hear and Sophie who loved to tease. Astrid, his baby sister, who made him feel as if he stood ten feet tall. Mrs. Solberg, who helped him rewrite, then pushed him to send his stories to magazines, as did Pastor. If it hadn’t been for Pastor Solberg, Thorliff wouldn’t have a solid knowledge of Greek and Latin, of the classics and the great philosophers, of his Bible and Bible history. Did he really want to leave them? Was going away to college necessary, or could he continue to learn and to write here at home as Haakan insisted?



CHAPTER FOUR
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Northfield, Minnesota
 May 1893

“I don’t think you want my father to know about this, do you?”

“Probably not.” Hans raised his head. “But it’s not my fault you’re so pretty and all. I just lost my head there for a minute.”

Elizabeth Rogers gave a decidedly unladylike snort. “Hans, you been at the still or something?” She took out a handkerchief and, turning to the side, wiped her mouth. If that’s what kisses from the male species felt like, she wanted none of it. Not that Hans’s lips had quite made it to her mouth, but . . . She rubbed her cheek too, her handkerchief coming away with the black stain of ink. “Oh, my word.”

“Now what?”

“Do I have ink on my face?”

When Hans stepped closer to peer at her cheek in the dim light, she forced herself to hold still and not flinch. Her heart still thudded some after his advance. She could hardly call it an attack, and yet that’s what it felt like.

“Yep.”

“Bother.” She stuffed her handkerchief back in the heavy duck apron she wore to protect her clothes and turned on her heel. “See that you get that ad set in type. I’ll be back in a minute.”

“But Eliza—er, Miss Rogers, you know you pick type faster’n I do.”

“Too bad,” she muttered as she stormed down the hall. “You should have thought of that before . . . before . . .” She swung open the door and turned up the gaslight by the mirror. Sure enough, there was a black smear on her right cheek. “Ugh.” She dampened a cloth from the pitcher, rubbed it over the soap bar, and scrubbed at her cheek. Printer’s ink was near to indelible if not washed off right away. Her father’s hands were mute testimony to that, with ink under his nails and cuticles no matter how hard or how often he scrubbed with lye soap and a stiff-bristled brush.

With a curl of hair dangling toward her eyes, she whipped off the kerchief she’d tied over her hair to keep it out of the way and, tucking the errant lock back in a comb, retied the kerchief. Her glance in the mirror spoke the lie she’d heard from her father’s employee’s lips. According to her, her gray eyes lacked color, her nose was too upturned for fashion, and calling her chin firm or decisive didn’t begin to describe it. Stubborn and mule-headed were terms she’d heard more than once. Her unruly hair—the closest description came to dishwater brown shot with red flames—was best kept tied or braided back out of the way. Not that her description made much sense. Her legs were long enough to do what they were destined to do, but her hands, now that was where a hint of vanity came in. While her mother called them hands for a piano to entertain thousands, she saw them handling doctors’ instruments to save lives.

But then she and her mother never had agreed on much. Or rather she and her stepmother. Her real mother was a distant memory of soft voice, gentle hands, and a face growing paler day by day as she succumbed to the ravages of the babe growing within her. Neither she nor  the baby survived, like so many other women who died in childbirth or shortly thereafter.

Elizabeth Rogers wanted to change what men took for granted. Women did not need to die giving birth to babies. No matter that the Bible said women would have travail in the birthing, it didn’t say so many of them needed to die.

She turned the lamp back to low, rinsed out the cloth, hung it on the bar near the sink, and returned to the pressroom where Hans had only half of the display ad set. Tarnation, how can he possibly be so slow? Surely there are other men or boys Father could hire.

“Look, Hans, you set to sweeping up, and I’ll finish the ad. Otherwise we will be here all night, and I have homework to do.” Thinking of the stack of books waiting made her fingers fly faster. Besides, she’d rather study than work at the newspaper any time. But the ads needed setting, and her father had a meeting that night. As a member of the Northfield town council, Phillip Rogers served the city in two ways. First, by keeping the council from spending money they did not have, and second, by taking notes for the next article he would write on what the town fathers were planning and doing. He also printed letters from citizens venting their opinions on the decisions made by the governing body. The people of Northfield held strong opinions. Having two colleges in town, St. Olaf on the hill and Carleton downtown, most likely had something to do with that.

With the ads set and the paper ready to be put to bed, Elizabeth locked the door behind her and walked with Hans to the corner, where she said good-night. Two blocks farther on she turned right and walked down a block to the two-story brick house she’d lived in since the day she was born. Letting herself in the front door, she hung her sweater on the hall tree.

“Mother, I’m home,” she called.

“That’s good, dear. Your supper is in the warming oven.” The voice floated down the curved walnut stairs. As usual when her husband was out, Annabelle Rogers, Elizabeth’s stepmother, had already retired. She  loved to read in bed as much as Elizabeth did, but when Phillip was home, he expected her to sit with him in the parlor while he read, so she would work on her needlepoint then.

Elizabeth detested needlepoint or any other kind of handwork unless it involved sewing up an injury. She’d practiced on her dolls, cats, dogs—anything that needed suturing. Somehow that word appealed to her more than sewing, though the principles were the same. She’d been in her element the day her cousin split his knee open when they were out on a picnic. Elizabeth just happened to have her surgery kit along and sutured the wound as if she’d been doing so all her born days. There had hardly been a scar.

Elizabeth traversed the long hall, not bothering to turn on the gas jets. Jehoshaphat, her golden tiger cat, met her halfway, winding his way around her legs so she’d trip if she didn’t stop to pick him up.

Cuddling the monstrous cat under her chin and rubbing his ears until he set to purring so loudly she could hear nothing else, she bumped the kitchen door open with her hip and dropped the cat onto his chair by the stove.

“Now you stay there while I eat, and then we’ll go upstairs.”

The cat set to cleaning himself, carefully licking each paw and wiping it over his ears and head.

Elizabeth picked up a potholder and, opening the warming oven on the top of the cast-iron wood stove, took out her plate and set it on the table. Her place had already been set, including her napkin in a silver ring, sliced bread under a glass dome, and butter under another one. She filled her glass with milk and moved the teakettle to the warmer part of the stove. “A cup of tea would be nice, don’t you think?”

Jehoshaphat mewled an answer and continued his bath, his tongue rasping over the fur on his chest.

Before she sat down, Elizabeth fetched a book from the study and, opening to the correct chapter, began studying biology. She read from the text she’d purchased at the Carleton College bookstore and ate at the same time, stopping her fork hand to take notes on the pad of paper  beside her plate, underlining and jotting notations on the book pages also. The teapot whistled, and she dropped a pat on the cat’s head as she retrieved the tea tin from a glass-fronted cupboard.

Muttering the phyla for vertebrates, she dumped tea leaves into the china pot, poured in the hot water, and set the teapot on the table, reaching for the knitted cozy as she passed the counter. With the tea steeping, she read on, fork mechanically lifting food without her paying attention.

She glanced up, mumbling the list again.

Jehoshaphat chirped again, but with no answer leaped to the floor and crossed to twine himself about her ankles. When that elicited no response, he put both front paws on her thigh and whined plaintively.

She left off eating and stroked his head with one hand, never giving him a glance. She even managed to pour her tea in between words. She’d just lifted her teacup to her mouth with her right hand when the cat leaped into her lap, banging her elbow and sending tea splattering everywhere.

“Bad cat!” With a yowl, he jumped back to the floor and scooted under the table. “What do you think you’re doing?” She brushed the drops off her hand with her napkin, then scrubbed the marks off her textbook before cleaning her skirt. “Stupid animal.”

“Meow.”

“Too bad. You could see I was busy.” She caught herself, reviewing what she’d said. “As if you know what I’m saying.” Shaking her head, she laid the book face down on the table and, lifting the cutwork linen tablecloth, stuck her face under the edge. “Jehoshaphat, come here, boy. I’m sorry.” She made comforting noises, but the cat was having none of it. Tail in the air, he padded out from his hideout, stalked over to his chair, and leaped up. Without looking at her, he proceeded to clean again.

“Serves you right.” Elizabeth poured herself another cup of tea and continued reading. Later, when she cleared the table, she saw the tea  stains. “Oh no. Mother will be after me now.” She glanced over to see the empty chair. Jehoshaphat had scrammed. “Always one more thing. What’s wrong with being allowed to study without interruptions?” All the while she lifted the cloth from the table and set it to soak in cold water. Perhaps the stain would just disappear. Perhaps the sun would rise in the west too.

When the page blurred and rubbing her eyes no longer helped, she climbed the stairs to her bedroom. Had her father come in without stopping to talk? Or had he stopped all right, but not at home?

She paused beside the closed dark oak door to her parents’ bedroom, listening for her father’s floor-shaking snore. Nothing. He’d not come home yet. Morning would be stiff again with her mother hardly talking, and if he did make it to church, he’d fall asleep during the sermon. She was grateful she sang in the choir so she didn’t have to sit with them.

Sometimes she hated council meetings. Or wherever else he’d been.
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The next morning church passed as she’d thought it would. She kept her gaze off the slumped figure in the third row on the right. You’d have thought at least her parents would have had the decency to sit in the back. But no matter, third pew on the right belonged to the Rogers family, as much as if they’d paid for it. Relief surged through her when the pastor pronounced the benediction and the choir stood for the closing hymn. If her salvation depended on what she’d learned in church this morning, she’d be heading the other way. As Pastor Mueller made his way to the narthex to greet people as they filed out, she and the other choir members exited to the choir room to divest themselves of their robes.

“Went right well,” Dr. Gaskin, lead baritone, pronounced. The  fact that he said the same whenever he made it to church made no difference. Everyone nodded and wished each other a good week.

“Miss Rogers?”

Elizabeth turned. “Yes?”

“I’m thinking Mrs. Sidney might be going into labor today. If you want to come along, you be ready.”

“Oh, thank you. I will.” Elizabeth followed the others out the side door of the brick church, complete with bell tower and white window trim. She shaded her eyes with her gloved hand. Her mother and father waited in the buggy. New leaves, still tight to the branches, furred the oak trees that lined the hitching posts where members of the congregation tied up their horses. When she reached the buggy, she looked up at her father.

“I think I’ll walk home. It’s such a beautiful day.”

“We’ll be eating right away. Your father says he has to go back down to the paper.”

“Oh.” Elizabeth climbed into the rear seat of the buggy. Since this was the cook’s day off, she knew she’d be expected to help put dinner on the table. And if her father had to wait, he’d turn into a grumbling bear. “I thought you weren’t going to work on Sundays anymore.”

“That’s what he always says.” Annabelle clasped her hands on her watered-silk dress, nodded to an acquaintance, and shot her husband a look compounded with equal parts sadness and disdain.

The ride home passed in silence, matching that on the drive over.

They’d just finished dinner when the doorbell clanged.

“I’ll get it.” Elizabeth wiped her mouth with her napkin and pushed her chair back. “That was delicious, as always, Mother. Thank you.”

“Won’t you be having dessert? Cook made a canned peach pie.”

Elizabeth left the dining room and, like a diver coming up for air, paused to take a deep breath and let it all out. Now her step regained its usual bounce, and a smile returned. “I’m coming,” she answered to another knock. She opened the door. “Oh, Dr. Gaskin, so soon?”

“Told you to be ready. You coming or not?”

“I’m coming. Let me tell Mother and get my apron. Should I bring anything else? Like peach pie?”

“We’ll get that later. This baby’s in a hurry.”

Elizabeth flew back down the hall, called to her mother as to what she was doing, grabbed her apron and a shawl in case they were late, and was out the door before the doctor had finished climbing into his buggy.

“Whew. Oh, I forgot my hat.” She paused before sitting down.

“Too late.” The buggy was already in motion, causing her an abrupt connection with the leather seat. He clucked the horse to a fast trot and headed south of town. “How’s school coming?”

“Near to the end of the term. I’ve been studying like mad for my biology exams. The lab class takes a lot of time, memorizing and dissecting. Going to Carleton for science classes is not really convenient.”

“You think that’s hard, wait till you get to med school. You have to memorize every bone, muscle, nerve—every part of the human body. But with a mind as good as yours, that won’t be hard.”

“If they let me in.”

“Don’t borrow trouble. The Lord says to let the day’s own trouble be sufficient for the day.”

“I know.”

“Now tell me the steps for a delivery.”

Elizabeth listed them, using her fingers to count on for memory.

“What if the baby doesn’t start to breathe?”

“Then rub the chest, raise the arms over the head, and if all else fails, smack the buttocks.”

“Sometimes breathing in the face helps or compressing the chest real gentlelike. Remember to check the throat and nose for any obstructions.”

“I read in a book that swishing the baby in warm water can help too.” Elizabeth turned sideways to look at her mentor and friend.

“Hmm, not surprised. After all, the baby’s been swimming in warm  water for nine months.” He turned the team into a long lane that led to a white two-story farmhouse. A dog ran out to bark at the wheels. A man stepped down off the porch as soon as they reached the gate to a picket fence.

“I’ll take care of your horse. You better hurry.”

“You got the water boiling?”

“Yup. And clean towels and sheets and things for the baby. Martha’s been prepared for days now. Go straight through the kitchen. She’s in our bedroom.”

“Think I don’t know the way? Third baby in less than three years— going to wear her plumb out.” The doctor muttered his way into the bedroom, where shades were drawn over the windows.

“Howdy, Miz Sidney. Looks like that baby’s in some kind of hurry.”

The woman on the bed arched with another contraction, this one lifting her clear off the bed. “In . . . a . . . hurry, but . . .” She sighed and sank back down, panting as though she’d been running. “Can’t seem to go no farther.”

“All right. Let me get scrubbed up here and see what we can see.” He turned to Elizabeth. “You scrub too. If it’s what I think, those small hands of yours are going to come in plenty handy.”

Elizabeth did as she was told, flinching at the groan that came from the bed. This was her third delivery. She should be used to the agony that preceded the ecstasy of a baby to hold. She watched as the doctor examined the woman, shaking his head, humming a little tune all the while.

“Now, Miz Sidney, I think what we have here is a breech. I’m going to have Elizabeth help turn the baby when I give her the signal. First, let’s help you up onto your hands and knees.”

“Doctor, you got—” She huffed a couple of times as another contraction hit, then groaned deeply.

“All right, dear, ride with it. That’s right.” When she relaxed again, Dr. Gaskin nodded for Elizabeth to wipe her face. “Now roll this way.” He  pulled the woman by the shoulder. “That’s right. Hands and knees. See, this takes the pressure off the baby and lets it relax for a minute.”

He nodded to Elizabeth. “Now you see if you can help that baby turn around, just like they do with lambs and calves.”

Elizabeth swallowed hard, her hands shaking so badly she was afraid they wouldn’t do what was needed.

“Now, this is going to hurt some, Miz Sidney, but bear with us.”

Oh, God, please help me. I don’t know what I’m doing. But at the doctor’s insistent nod, she did as told.

“What do you feel?”

“A foot, I think.”

“Okay, now with the next contraction, turn that baby.”

As Mrs. Sidney let out a scream that could be heard clear to town, Elizabeth pushed the foot back while the doctor manipulated the hanging belly. Elizabeth gritted her teeth, closed her eyes, and concentrated on what her hand was feeling. The baby was moving.

Mrs. Sidney screamed again—long, drawn out, tapering off as if she had nothing left to scream with.

“You’re doing fine. You got to stay with us,” Dr. Gaskin said.

“It turned. I have the head.” Elizabeth removed her hand, tears streaming down her cheeks. “It turned, Doctor.”

“I know, dear.” He beckoned to Elizabeth again. “Now, I’ll hold her while you help ease the baby out. Turn the shoulders gently as soon as the head presents.” He looked down at his sobbing patient. “We did it, Miz Sidney. Just a couple more contractions, and we’ll be done here.”

“Yess.” The voice hissed on another contraction.

“The head. I can see it.” Elizabeth touched the crown with a tender finger. On the next pain the baby slipped right into her hands, squalling as soon as she felt the air. “She was tired of being cooped up like that,” Elizabeth murmured. Oh, dear God, look what you’ve done here.A beautiful baby girl. Elizabeth held up the squirming baby for the doctor to see.

“Good. Lay her here on her mother’s belly so the two of them can finally get acquainted face-to-face.”

Elizabeth did as told, blinking back her tears so she could see better. With the baby in place she picked up a corner of her apron and wiped her eyes. “Have you ever seen anything so beautiful in your whole life?”

“And it never changes. Birthing a baby is about the most wonderful act of worship I know of.”

The woman in the bed cupped her daughter’s head with a hand full of love. “Thank you.”

“You are most welcome.” Dr. Gaskin cut and tied the cord, then turned to his helper. “Let’s get back to work. You clean up the baby, and I’ll take care of the rest here.”

Elizabeth washed the baby, gently wiping her eyes and nose with a soft cloth. When she’d dried the red little body, she pinned a folded diaper in place and wrapped the baby in a cotton blanket before laying her in the crook of her mother’s arm. Then she wiped the mother’s face and brushed the soaked hair back from her forehead. After sliding a fresh sheet under Mrs. Sidney, she stood and looked down at the two, both now sleeping soundly.

“That was close,” Dr. Gaskin said. “Might not have had this happy picture if it hadn’t been for you.”

Elizabeth stared down at her hands. Yes, this was what they were designed for. She looked up at the doctor. “I must get into medical school. But what if I’m not accepted?”
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