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CHAPTER ONE
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Sacramento, California 
September 1860

Laney McCain fought the urge to lick her fingers. The Fry’s chocolate bar had come all the way from England, and it seemed wrong to waste even a dab of something so wonderful. Behind the cover of her hankie, she buckled to the temptation. One … two … three quick licks. Both bitter and sweet at the same time, the last little taste left her craving more. She smiled down at her neighbor, Dale O’Sullivan. “We’re going to have to go back to that candy place!”

“Right now?” Greed lit the six-year-old’s eyes.

“Yeah!” his brother Sean agreed.

“No.” Laney used her hankie to clean Sean’s chocolate mustache.

Dale hastily licked his own mouth clean and grinned. “I got it all, Miss Laney!”

“Yes, you did.” She straightened up and scanned the crowded California State Fair pavilion as she tucked the hankie back up her sleeve. “You boys stay close. Here, Sean. I’ll carry the pail now.”

“Do you know where we’re ’posed to go?” Dale grabbed a fistful of her skirt.

“No, but I see a gentleman over there who’s wearing a name tag. We can ask him.” Laney approached the bewhiskered man. “Excuse me. I have grape jelly and canned veg—” “You’re in the wrong place.” Vexation creased the man’s brow and lent a surly edge to his voice. “Produce is over in the west side of the pavilion. Tallow, lard, and preserved meats are here. Milk, butter, and cheese are on the south side. Grains and starches are north.”

Sean O’Sullivan scratched his bony elbow and asked, “Are potatoes produce or are they starch?”

“Don’t get smart with me,” the man snapped.

Laney wrapped her left arm around Sean’s shoulders and drew him closer. Her fingers made contact with the black strip of mourning crepe on her ten-year-old neighbor’s upper arm, so she slid her hand higher and patted him while drawing his little brother closer to her on the other side. “I wondered the selfsame thing. I guess it doesn’t matter much since I don’t have potatoes.”

“Guess not.” Sean shrugged—a tense move that tattled on how upset he was.

“Your mother’s over there with Hilda. See? They’re entering their tubs of lard.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Since I need to go over to the far wall with my jelly, Sean, why don’t you go tell your mother that Dale and I will meet you all outside by that bench where we ate our chocolate?”

Sean looked up at her, his blue eyes filled with a mixture of sadness and anger. “Yes, Miss Laney.”

“That’s very helpful of you.”

A moment after he left, the grumpy man harrumphed. “Didn’t notice the lad’s armband. Didn’t mean to upset him.”

Laney cast a meaningful look down at Dale, then tried to sound chipper. “I convinced the O’Sullivans to come to the fair with me. Two of your brothers and your mother came along, didn’t they, Dale?”

“Uh-huh. But Galen stayed behind to work.”

“Right smart idea.” The old man bobbed his head knowingly. “Treat your servants well and they work harder.”

“The O’Sullivans work harder than anyone I know.” Laney smoothly set his false assumption straight by adding, “It’s a pleasure to have them as our neighbors.” And someday I’d like to be more than just their neighbor. It’s proper to have a year of mourning; that’s long enough to let Galen see that I’m not just his best friend’s baby sister. He’ll finally see how much I love him and his family.

Laney pulled the blue gingham cover off her pail and entered her jelly and vegetables in the competition when they reached the correct booth. A sense of accomplishment washed over her. Even six months ago she hadn’t known how to cook anything. She’d only tried to make jelly once before—with disastrous results. Thanks to Mrs. O’Sullivan’s gentle guidance, Laney now knew her way around a kitchen.

As she and Dale left the booth, he tugged on her sleeve. “Miss Laney?”

“Yes?”

He crooked his finger at her, so she leaned down. “Do you got any extra of that grape jelly?”

“Back home I do. Why?”

He looked crestfallen. “Never mind.”

“Are you hungry?” When he shook his head, Laney drew Dale off to the side and sat on a small bench. Taming her hoops took a fleeting second, and then she reached and pulled Dale onto her lap.

“My shoes’ll make a dreadful mess of your pretty new dress.”

“A little dirt never hurt anyone.” She curled her arms about him. “Now suppose you tell me why you wanted to know about the jelly.”

“I thought maybe if I put some on Hortense, nobody’d want her.” He blinked and hung his head.

“Ahhh,” she said softly, then cuddled him closer. “I see.”

Laney smiled, recalling her first jelly-making experience, which had ended with her discarding her work into the pig sty. Her brother, Josh, thought the hogs had contracted some ailment upon seeing the purple splotches on their skin.

Laney threaded her fingers through Dale’s unruly red curls. All around them, the fair went on. But Dale’s little world is falling apart.

Dale finally tilted his head back. “Galen says I’ve gotta be 12 brave.”

Her heart leapt at the mere mention of Galen’s name. “If anyone knows about being brave, it’s your big brother.” Laney slowly stroked her hand up and down Dale’s skinny back.

“‘Farmers raise crops and livestock to sell. It’s our job,”’ the little boy quoted, but his voice quavered.

“There’s no denying that you’ve taken fine care of Hortense. I remember when she was just a tiny piglet.”

Dale nodded. His hair caught on the pin-tucked bodice of her gown.

For a few more minutes, they stayed silent. Laney spent the time plotting what to do so Dale wouldn’t have to lose his pet. “I must say,” she told him as she gave him a squeeze, “I think you’ve been exceedingly brave. Your big brother and mine could probably take a lesson or two from you. I’ve never seen a pair of grown men act the way they did at the railway station!”

Dale perked up and giggled. “Hortense sure and enough gave them a hard time, didn’t she?”

“I can’t say who behaved the worst: my brother, yours, or Hortense.”

“You can’t blame Hortense. She’d never seen a train afore.”

“That’s a very good point in her defense. Josh and Galen had no excuse. Then you”—Laney tapped his freckled nose—“just crumbled that cookie and made a trail that had her walk right up the ramp and into the livestock car. That was very clever.”

“Not really. I didn’t have a cookie to eat, then.” Glum as could be, he added, “If I’d kept my cookie, maybe Hortense would still be back home.”

Arguing about that would be pointless, so Laney whispered, “There’s nothing keeping us from getting cookies now. I saw some enormous ones at a booth just outside the door—right next to the candy place. We could get a few chocolate bars to share and a couple of cookies.” When Dale’s eyes brightened, she shifted her gaze around the pavilion a few times, then leaned closer. “I think …” She paused for a moment to stretch out the suspense.

Dale squirmed. “Whaddya think, Miss Laney?”

“I think”—she gave him a squeeze—“Hortense would enjoy a cookie, too.”

His jaw dropped. “You’d buy a cookie for my shoat?”

“Hortense isn’t any ordinary pig.”

“No, she isn’t.” Dale couldn’t resist boasting, “Hortense is very smart.”

“There’s only one problem, though.”

“There is?”

“Yes.” Laney nodded her head solemnly. “I don’t know which Hortense likes best: sugar cookies or gingersnaps.”
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“What a darlin’ lass you are.” Galen O’Sullivan patted the spirited mustang’s neck. “Aye, you are. Itchin’ to run, too. Well, you’ll be on your way soon.” He led the mare out to the fence and scanned the horizon.

For months he’d been managing the Pony Express relay station. The riders were impressively punctual, the horses eventempered, and the news from back East fresh instead of weeks old.

If only the Pony were profitable.

Four-and-a-half months was a long time to board, feed, and groom horses without compensation—and that didn’t take into consideration that Galen needed to stop in the middle of his farming chores to saddle up the exchange mounts and cool down the traded ones.

Then, too, he’d needed to do a lot of doctoring recently. The riders obeyed the order to ride hard and push the horses to the limits of their endurance. That kind of use invariably took its toll. Of the three horses that belonged to the Express, Galen usually had to keep one out of the rotation for medical reasons.

“You stay here, lass. I’ll fetch a dipper for the rider. He’ll be by anytime now.”

Galen went into the cabin and grimaced. He’d been busy trying to handle everything on his own. The house showed it, too. Instead of being orderly and redolent with the aromas of Ma’s good cooking, the place would send any woman into a swoon. An unmade bed, dirty dishes, and a crusty-looking pot on the cold stove all declared Galen’s lack of domesticity.

Pumping water into a bucket, he tried to recall where he’d last seen the dipper. The day Ma and his brothers had left for the fair, he’d used cups. The next two days, he’d used the bucket and dipper. That morning he’d caught water in a mixing bowl and drunk from the rim. After all, Ma always allowed her sons to lick the bowl when she mixed up a treat. Surely she wouldn’t deny a thirsty son his fill of water!

But she’d have a conniption if he offered a rider water from her mixing bowl.

The distant drumming of hooves warned Galen he’d better hurry. A few minutes later, he shoved a quart-sized Mason jar at the rider. “Water.”

“Thanks.” He drained the whole thing.

“Ma’s at the fair in Sacramento. This’ll have to do.” Galen handed the rider a large pear from his mother’s orchard. Though it wasn’t part of the business arrangement with the Pony Express, Ma refused to allow any man to come across their land without offering hospitality. She usually had a sandwich or a baked treat ready for the riders.

“You here alone?”

“Aye.” Galen yanked the leather mochilla from the lathered mount and slung it over the saddle of the waiting mare. All four pockets of the carrier were full. That must be a good sign—that business was picking up.

“Talking to yourself yet?”

Galen laughed. “Aye.”

The rider nodded sagely. “You can even answer yourself. If you start arguing with yourself, that’s when you know you’re Bedlam-bound.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Bet Miss McCain’s been dropping by to bring decent grub.”

“She’s in Sacramento at the fair, but even if she hadn’t gone, it wouldn’t be fitting for her to come here.”

“She’s a proper young lady. No one would ever imagine her misbehaving. She’s here so much, she’s practically like family already. When are you finally going to pop the question?”

“I’m not. She’s like a kid sister—nothing more.”

The rider shook his head and swung up into the saddle. “She’s got her heart set on you.”

“What do you know? You come by a couple of times a week for a few minutes.”

“I know a woman in love when I see one. You’re going to break her heart.”

“She’ll grow up and forget her foolish notions. I’m sparing her feelings by ignoring a young lass’s passing fancy. Off with you now. God go with you.”

Galen watched as the horse and rider disappeared from sight. Turning back toward his fields, he heaved a sigh. Lord, I’ve already got far too much on my plate. You promise you won’t give us more than we can bear. Well, I’m at that point. I’m worried about Ma. She’s mourning Da somethin’ fierce. And try as I might, I can’t fill his shoes by playing father to my little brothers. Tending both the farm and the Express with Colin’s help this summer had taken all their effort. Now with Colin going back to school, Galen knew he’d be stretched to the limit. That’s everything, Lord—my family, my finances, my farm—everything’s in disarray. Can’t you please help me out?

He grabbed the lathered horse’s reins and walked him for a gentle cooldown, then rubbed him, soothed him, and finally allowed him a small drink from a pail. “That’s it for you, boy-o. Though you’re wantin’ more, ’twould make you founder. In a little while I’ll let you drink to your heart’s desire and feed you well.”

Galen weeded and watered the huge garden surrounded by Ma’s fruit trees. The McCain ladies—Laney and Josh’s bride, Ruth—had been helping Ma garden, pickle, preserve, and such for months now. Their companionship helped keep Ma going, especially after she lost Da. That being the case, Galen knew he couldn’t very well tell Josh to keep his kid sister at home. He’d learned to ignore Laney’s attention.

He worked well into the evening, then did more by lantern light in the barn. Finally Galen went into the house. It was far too hot to bother lighting the stove to cook anything. The end of the loaf of bread Ma had baked and left for him was stale. He ate it along with a hunk of jerked meat and a pear.

Before falling into bed for the night, Galen filled the big half barrel they used as a bathtub. After shaving in a few curls of lye soap, he gathered up all of the dishes and dumped them in to soak overnight.

Loud rumbles from his stomach woke him the next morning. Galen thought of all the eggs he’d gathered over the past four days, then looked at the soaking dishes and promised himself he’d rinse them and set them out to dry so he could have eggs tomorrow morning. For now he settled for a hefty wedge of cheese from the springhouse and more fruit.

Round about noon, whilst weeding the garden, he heard a sneeze and straightened up. “Rick Maltby! What brings you here?”

“A guilty conscience.” Rick lifted a pasteboard box. “And a mercy meal. I figured by now you’d be starving.”

“Close to it.” He motioned to a shaded spot. “Meet you over there.”

“If you don’t mind, I’m—” the town’s lawyer sneezed again—“a-a-allergic to something out here.”

“We can go into the house on one condition.”

Maltby sneezed again. “Anything.”

“Give your word that you’ll never mention what you see.”

“What are you talking about?” Maltby let out a typhoon of a sneeze. “Out with it, Galen. My hay fever is—” “Come on.” Galen strode toward the house. “The house is a wreck. Ma’d wring my neck if she ever caught wind of my letting things go.”

Maltby chortled.

“It’s not funny in the least.” Galen glowered at his so-called friend.

“Yes it is. I’m relieved I’m not the only grown man who hates the thought of disappointing my mother!” Once he stepped into the cabin, Maltby let out a long, low whistle. “That’s quite a collection.” Galen gathered the dishes from the towel he’d spread on the table that morning. Stacking them in the cupboard, he changed the subject. “So you’ve a guilty conscience?”

“I do.” Maltby sat down and shoved the box across the table.

Finished putting most of the dishes approximately where he thought they belonged, Galen sat down and pulled off the lid. The sight and scent of fried chicken made his mouth water. He forced himself to rise again.

“What’re you doing?”

He tore his gaze from the box. “Getting us plates.”

“I’ve already eaten. I figured you’d just save some for supper.”

Galen sat back down and rubbed his hands together. “I’m not sure what to pray first—thanksgiving for the food, for you being such a fine friend, or that Bill was cooking at the Copper Kettle today.”

Rick didn’t crack a smile. “I’m not feeling as if I’ve been such a good friend to you, Galen.”

Galen froze and looked at the food with nothing short of horror. “Ethel was cooking?”

“Bill cooked. If Ethel had, I wouldn’t have brought you anything.” Relief flowed through Galen. “You brought me good food; that proves you’re a grand friend.”

Maltby let out a long sigh. “I approached you and your father about running the Pony Express relay from your farm. I’ve recently heard the company is in arrears insofar as their payroll is concerned.”

“That’s not your fault. Da and I prayed together and made the decision to manage a station.”

“You could cite your father’s death and the company’s failing to meet their obligations as reasons to sever the contract. I’m willing to represent you at no cost.”

“That’s generous of you, Rick, but I’m giving them a fair chance. I won’t welsh on a deal. Da’s passing is no excuse for me to back out of a business agreement.”

“But the Pony is failing to pay up.”

“I can’t deny wishin’ they’d cough up the money. Still, I’m noticing the mochillas are full these days. Maybe they needed a little time.” Galen shrugged. “Perhaps ’tis the farmer in me. I understand there are times when we can’t see growth because the plant has to set down roots first.”

“The offer stands—at any time, if you want my help, it’s yours.”

Galen inclined his head in acknowledgment. “As for hard feelings about money—forget that. ’Twould be a sorry excuse of a man who ruined a friendship for the sake of greed.” Galen pulled out a perfect golden brown drumstick and waved it a few times.

“But don’t put that comment to the test if you’re thinkin’ of reaching for a piece of chicken.”

For the first time since he’d taken a seat, Maltby smiled.

Decent food and someone to talk to went a long way toward perking up the day. After Maltby took his leave, Galen went back out to work. Late in the afternoon, he squinted off into the distance. What he saw curdled his blood.



CHAPTER TWO
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Shoulders, back, and legs aching, Ivy Grubb stretched and squinted at the sun. “I’d best go put supper on.”

Her twin, Ishmael, nodded. “I slung the snake o’er yonder.”

Gritting her teeth to keep from whimpering, she walked toward the yard-long headless rattler. Others said snake meat tasted good, but Ivy hadn’t ever gotten past her revulsion enough to eat any. Her stomach lurched at the sight, but Ishmael’s hunger kept her resolve strong. She stared down at the hideous reptile. “I’d rather stay hungry, myself, Mr. Snake, but my brother’s belly is growlin’ like a winter-waked bear.”

“What’s holdin’ you up, gal?” Pa shaded his eyes and scowled at her. “Got us that fine meat, jest a-layin thar. ’Tain’t gonna slither its own way into a fryin’ pan.”

“Yes, Pa.” Ivy shuddered and lifted the snake.

“And mind how you skin ’im. I tole Ishmael to make it into a belt or hatband. No use wastin’ somethin’ that’ll put cash money in my hand.”

After dumping the snake by the ring of stones that served as her kitchen fire pit, Ivy grabbed two buckets and hiked over to the small creek. Sluicing water over her filthy hands, she tried to ignore her rippled reflection. On Ishmael, white-blond hair looked fine. On her, it looked as washed out as her one and only dress. Just as scraggly, too. “’Tain’t like nobody’s gonna ever pay me any heed, no how,” she muttered.

The creek wasn’t deep enough to submerge the buckets, so she tilted each, then poured the contents of one into the other.

Having a bucket and a half beat having just two piddlin’ halves.

The water here tasted cool and sweet. Pa had decided since corn grew well for lots of folks in the area, this would be as good a spot as any to stop. Ivy didn’t know whose land it was. She didn’t bother to ask, either.

For the past six years, Pa had been dragging her and Ishmael from one town to the next. The first two years she’d kept hoping they’d finally set down roots and Pa would stop fiddling with his still. Four years back, Ivy gave up that false hope. Pa was jug-bit. ’Twas a sickness, and no one knew the cure. Plenty of folks were more than willing to buy corn likker, but there was always someone who sent the law after them. As a result, she and Ishmael tramped along with Pa to wherever he took a notion to go.

Cagey as could be, Pa had things down to an art—they couldn’t draw attention to themselves, so instead of chopping a lot of logs to build a habitation, they lived in a tent and immediately cleared the land to put in a crop of corn. Folks who noticed figured the Grubbs were like many farmers—barely eking by.

Pa always promised they’d build a cabin and stay, but more often than not, the only thing he and Ishmael constructed was a lean-to. The lean-to wasn’t for shelter; it served as a shield so folks couldn’t see what he was up to.

Ishmael and she tended the corn and gathered wood. A little went for cooking but most fired Pa’s still. In the end, it never mattered that they hadn’t built a cabin. Seven places in six years taught Ivy the only things she could rely on were Pa’s lies, having to pull up stakes and move on, and that Ishmael was the only good thing in her life.

Their first day there, Pa had spent his time pitching the tent—though why it took him from sunup to sundown that first day to do that simple task didn’t bear any scrutiny. Pa didn’t much like having to work. Depending on the day, he’d rub his back or knees or elbows and carry on about how his rheumatiz was kicking up and nobody’d ever know just how much he endured. That suffering was his reason for brewing moonshine—nothing else helped with the pain. He reckoned he was doing a great service by providing his white lightning to plenty of other folks who also suffered.

Over the years Ivy had come to the conclusion that Pa could rightfully claim only one affliction: selfishness. Folks with rheumatiz ended up with knotty hands or scraggly, twisted limbs or a gnarled back. If they didn’t have those, their joints popped and cracked or got all swoll up. Pa—well, if work needed doing, it was one of his “bad” days. Once the work got done, he’d suddenly improve.

Ivy worried that poor Ishmael would probably end up worse than a knotted oak by the time he reached his middle years—what with Pa always making him do the hard work. The way her own back ached might be nasty, but Ishmael never let her do the hardest labor. He loved her. A gal couldn’t have a better brother.

A quick glance at her brother made Ivy wince. He stooped and wrapped his big hands around a stone the size of one of Pa’s kegs. Ivy fought the urge to go help him. Pa would wallop both of them if she didn’t get supper fixed soon.

“Haaa-ehhh!” Ishmael hefted the rock and headed toward the side of the lean-to. “Pa, I got another one!”

“Set it yonder and fetch least four more what’re bigger afore we eat.”

Four? Ivy started to skin the rattler. I’ve gotta time this right. Pa’s a-wantin’ chow now, but Ishmael’s gonna catch what-for if he don’t haul four more stones.

“My belly’s achin’, gal!” Pa exited from the side of the leanto and scowled at her. “You ain’t even started the cook fire yet.”

“I brung buckets of water, Pa. I’m bein’ mindful like you tell me to. If ’n the fire takes a mind to blaze hot, I cain stop it afore folks catch wind of it at a distance.”

“Wind’s fixin’ to shift.” He tilted his head back and sniffed like a hound dog. “Reset the fire ring to the far side of the tree.”

“Yes, Pa.” Glad to have a task that she could dawdle over to give her brother a little more time, Ivy cast a quick look at Ishmael. He’d started toward another big rock. “Ishmael, betcha I have my rocks moved afore you do!”

He flashed her a grin. “Don’t count on it.”

“Cut out your jawin’ and get busy.” Pa went back to tinker with his copper tubes.

Ivy relocated the stones and created a new cooking pit. The location Pa instructed her to use didn’t seem quite right. A mess of leaves and twigs covered the ground. She scuffed her feet as she walked in an attempt to clear the area.

Ishmael sauntered over and pretended to assess another big rock. “Gimme the snake. I’ll skin ’im for you.”

“I’ll do it. I’m lollygaggin’ so’s you’ll have time to haul the rocks.”

“I’ve been dawdlin’, thinkin’ you needed more time to cook!”

Ivy laughed. “Poor Mr. Snake. He gave his life for your supper, and now we’re both makin’ him wait to be served.”

Ishmael chortled softly as he set his big foot on a stone and shoved against it to loosen it from the ground. Ivy watched him lift the large hunk of granite, and then she used the flint to start the fire. A hundred times or more, she’d thought of leaving Pa, but she couldn’t ever leave Ishmael.

The wind shifted—but not the way Pa had predicted. Sparks hit some leaves, and fire shot across the ground outside the fire pit. Twigs, the pile of firewood, and a lightning-struck ghost tree all ignited.

Ivy jumped into action and tossed the water bucket onto the spreading flames. Ishmael grabbed the shovel and set to work. Pa bellowed loud enough to wake the dead and ran to save his precious copper tubing. “Wet a blanket!” Ishmael called to her.

Ivy did as he bade, and they managed to put out the fire. Pa finally left his still and came over. “You near kilt me! Stupid gal.

I—” His eyes narrowed. “That’s my blanket!”

Ivy looked down at the heavy cloth in her hands. The olivecolored wool was now muddy and mottled with ash. Singed edges and burnt holes made it clear the blanket couldn’t be salvaged.

“My blanket!” he hollered again. “You went and ruint it.”

“I’ll trade you, Pa.” Ishmael stepped between her and Pa. “You cain have mine.”

“You swapped Ivy last winter. A spider web is thicker than yourn. My old bones cain’t take the cold. Gal, what yore a-holdin’ is what’s yourn now. Don’t matter what it is, you spoil ever’thang.”

Ivy chewed on her lower lip.

Pa muttered a stream of cuss words and went back behind the lean-to.

A short time later, Ivy knelt over the frying pan and poked at the segments of snake so they’d turn. “Better we et you than you try to et us,” she muttered. Her stomach cramped from hunger, but she couldn’t convince herself to eat the meat.

Holding the frying pan’s handle securely, Ivy stood and called, “Come and get—” The words died on her lips as a redheaded man on a scrappy little mustang raced into camp.

He pulled back on the reins and surveyed the place. “You’re trespassing.”

“Didn’t see no fences,” Pa said as he sauntered out from behind the lean-to. “Just tryin’ to set down roots and provide for my own. Times are lean, but we’re doin’ our best. Why don’t you come down offa that horse? Join us. My daughter’s got supper ready.”

“Rattler,” Ivy said as she jostled the pan to keep the snake from burning. Don’t rightly know whether I’m tellin’ him what’s for chow or warnin’ him ’bout Pa.

The man frowned at her. “You and your brother—” 

“That’d be me.” Ishmael dusted his hands off on the sides of his britches. “I recollect you. You was the feller in town ’bout two months back. You gave me and Ivy them jars of food for holpin’ you tote a mess of ’em into the grocery.”

“I am.” The man nodded curtly. His face remained harsh. “But this land is already claimed.”

“Cain’t blame us. No fences. Nobody improvin’ it.” Pa got his poor-pitiful-me look. “Thunk we was finally set.”

“My family owns clear to the ridge.” The man swept his hand to encompass a sizable area. “We’ve been here for years and have the legal claim.”

“But we ain’t hurtin’ nuthin’ or nobody.” Pa managed to sound like somebody just shot his best coon-huntin’ hound.

“This is my land. You have to leave.”

“Ow!” Ivy grabbed her skirts with her left hand and transferred the frying pan over to that hand. “Sorry. Seems snakes ain’t any better at waitin’ when they’re dead than when they’re alive.”

“Go on and serve it up, lambkin,” Pa said.

She started dishing up the chunks. Pa rarely even called her by her name. Most often it was gal said in something akin to a snarl.

“And,” Pa tacked on, “be shore to make up a plate for the gentleman.”

Pa knows we only got three plates. Good thang I didn’t get my mouth all set for eating tonight.

“I’ve already eaten.” The stranger’s tone sounded downright polite, all things considered.

“Hope you don’t mind us diggin’ in. We’ve worked up a powerful appetite, and food’s scarce.” Pa took the plate with the most on it and sat in the dirt.

Ishmael accepted his plate and murmured, “Thanks, sis.”

“Shore you don’t want none, mister?” Ivy held the plate up to him.

“No. Thanks.”

She went back toward Ishmael and tilted her plate so all of the snake rolled onto his. Shoving her other hand into a patch pocket she’d sewn on her skirt, she declared, “Good thang I found this here wild onion today. Niver could abide snake.”

Ishmael patted the spot beside him. “Have a sit-down. You’ve been workin’ hard all day.”

While every last one of Pa’s actions and words carried the intent of making the stranger give in, Ishmael was just acting the same as always. Ivy sat next to him and took a small bite from the onion.

Pa smacked his lips. “Mister, it ain’t too late for you to have yourself a taste of this.”

“You need to leave by tomorrow.”

“Awww, now.” Pa put aside his plate. “You just done went and ruint my appetite. And why? Why, I ask you? I’ll tell you why. For no good reason. As a matter of fact, us bein’ here is a holp to you. Until yore ready to work this section of land, we’re willin’ to work to improve it. Take a gander at what we done in just a little while.”

The man’s face stayed cold as sleet as he stared at the charred mess and ashes. “I’m doing just that.”

Pa looked affronted. “We was fixin’ to rich-up the soil. Ever’body knows mixin’ ash with the ground gives it better growin’ power. I got a buildin’ and a crop both put in, too.”

“Used the last of our seed on that corn.” Ishmael poked another piece of snake with his knife and lifted it to his mouth.

“Shouldn’t have.” Pa shook his head. “But my boy took a mind to put in a crop. I done tole him, if it’s not knee-high by the Fourth of July, you’re in trouble.” Regardless of his claim to have lost his appetite, Pa snatched up his plate again and gulped down another bite.

Ivy held her tongue. It wasn’t right, Pa blaming Ishmael, when the truth was Pa had insisted on planting the crop.

“We’re in Californy.” Ishmael’s voice sounded calm as could be, even though Pa wronged him by telling such a lie. “S’posed to be sunny here later.”

Pa shook his head. “I’m tellin’ ya, mister. I’m sore afraid I’m gonna have to watch my kids go hungry all winter.”

Niver bothered him afore now. Long as he stays roostered on his shine, he don’t feel cold or hunger.

“If there’s a late fall, it might still yield,” the man said as he finally dismounted. “Several farmers actually plant a second crop.”

“Mister, you gotta let us stay on here,” Pa said.

“Leastways through the winter.” Ishmael’s comment took Ivy by surprise. He usually let Pa do all of the fancy talking when things were bad. Her brother cast a worried look at her, then stood up. “We don’t got much, but you could either have us sharecrop or I could come over to that place of yourn and work.”

“Now, thar’s a fine plan!” Pa slapped his leg. “My son already proved hisself to you that day in town. He’s a hard worker and got a strong back. The gal and me—we’d keep thangs goin’ here. Why, by spring when you’re ready to do your plantin’ and such, you’ll be beggin’ us to stay on so’s you cain have my son’s holp.”

The man stood in silence.

Ivy’s heart plummeted. Ishmael’s offer might have tempted him, but Pa went on and on, making it sound like the Grubbs were doing the man a favor by squatting on his land. Pa, shut up! Only Pa wasn’t a man to pass up an opportunity to hear himself talk. He kept right on. She took another small bite of the onion.

When the man had heard more than enough of Pa’s palaver, he turned his attention to Ishmael, then glanced at her. “I can’t afford to pay a hand.”

Ivy blinked and looked down. She hoped he’d assume the tears in her eyes were from the onion.

“Don’t matter none to me,” Ishmael declared. “You letting us stay here—that’s good enough for me.”

“But we keep all of our yield,” Pa tacked on.

“There’s still a lot of work to be done around here.” The man’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Pa.

“The gal and me—we’ll manage.”

Ivy bobbed her head and rose. To be able to settle here without worrying that they’d be shooed off at any moment—this man was fulfilling her most ardent dream. It didn’t matter that she’d be doing the work and Pa would barely lift a finger. Wasn’t any different than it had always been.

The man shook his head. “I can’t agree to that.”

Her hopes crashed, and the onion in her belly burned.

“Two full days a week, and three half days.” The man nodded. “That’s what I ask in return as rent for your temporary use of my land.”

Pa gargled a wad of spittle and spat it at a dandelion off to the side. “Two full days and one half day.”

Oh, Pa. How could you spoil this?

Ishmael forced a chuckle as he scrambled toward the stranger. “When you get to know Pa, you’ll learn he’s got hisself a rare sense of humor.” He stuck out his hand. “Two full days and three half days are a fair deal, seein’ as you’re lettin’ us keep the crop. Mister, you got yourself a farmhand.”

“I remember your given name is Ishmael. What’s your last name?”

“Grubb.” Since he’d finished eating, Pa finally set aside his plate and got to his feet. “I’m Ebenezer Grubb. You got yourself a fine worker in Ishmael. Ivy’s my daughter.”

The man turned toward her once again and nodded his head to acknowledge her. “Miss Grubb. I’m Galen O’Sullivan.”

“Mr. O’Sullivan.” Nobody ever used fine manners toward her. His gentlemanly greeting left her feeling unaccountably shy … but sad, too.

He and Ishmael made arrangements for Ishmael to show up to work the next morning, and then he took his leave.

Pa did a funny little jig once Mr. O’Sullivan rode out of sight. “Boy howdy! It’s ’bout time thangs went right for me. I got me a right good deal here.”

Ishmael looked down at her. “I’ll work hard for the man, sis.”

“I knowed you would, Ishy.”

Ishmael turned to Pa. “It still don’t seem right, repayin’ his kindness by runnin’ a still on his land.”

“What he don’t know won’t hurt him.” Pa waggled his finger at them. “Keep your yap shut and work hard. Ain’t no reason for you to ruin my good fortune.”

Ivy turned away and looked at the cornfield. Pa hadn’t lifted a finger to clear the land, plant, water, or weed. Come harvest, he wouldn’t strain himself to help, either. He never did. But he’d spend time nursing that dumb old still and drink part of the profits.

Ishmael waited till Pa went back behind the lean-to. “Sis, I’ll work my fingers to the bone for that farmer.”

She gave her brother a weary smile. “Pa don’t know that the best deal he ever got was havin’ you for his son.”

“Hey, now. You an’ me—we was born together. You cain thank I’m the best deal Pa ever got, but shore as I’m a-standin’ here, I got the real prize that day. You’re the specialest fortune I ever got.”

Her nose wrinkled. “Yore one sorry man, Ishy, to consider someone who reeks of onion as a prize.”
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“Boys!” Laney tried to maintain a modicum of dignity and grace, but with Dale and Sean each pulling on her hands, she did well to keep her hoops in some semblance of order. She feared at any moment she’d lose the battle and provide all and sundry with an immodest view of her ankles.

“We can’t be late, Miss Laney!” Sean said as he tugged on her hand again.

“We’ve time aplenty yet,” Mrs. O’Sullivan said. “If you drag her much farther, her legs are goin’ to be worn down to nubbins and she won’t be tall enough to watch.”

Colin chuckled. The sound made Laney smile, for he’d barely spoken or smiled since the day his father died. Bringing the O’Sullivans to the state fair was working even better than she’d dared hope.

They halted by the fence and watched as a man spread grease all over the squealing pig.

“It’s bigger around than you, Miss Laney!” Dale declared.

“Dale!” Mrs. O’Sullivan’s brows knit. “You can’t be likening a lady to a pig!”

Laney’s brother and sister-in-law walked up. Ruth tried to hide her giggles while Josh glanced at Laney’s sash. “Galen’s sunk fence posts that are half again your size.”

If only Galen would notice! Laney couldn’t help thinking.

“Joshua McCain”—Mrs. O’Sullivan managed to sound both exasperated and entertained at the same time—“how am I to teach my sons their manners with you setting a bad example?”

“She’s right.” Ruth agreed. “You need to be truthful. The fence posts are at least twice Laney’s size.”

Hilda, the McCains’ housekeeper, mumbled, “Though it’s not for want of good hot food.”

Dale pressed against the fence and stared intently at the shoat.

“I’m gonna win this greased pig chase. I gotta.” “None of us won the pie-eating contest, but we had plenty of fun anyway.” Josh ruffled Dale’s carroty curls. “You’ll have a great time trying, regardless of who wins.”

“Having fun doesn’t matter.” Dale looked up at Josh. “I need to win.”

“Now, whyever do you need to win?” Mrs. O’Sullivan asked.

“’Cuz when I win the money, I’ll give it to you and I can keep Hortense.”

“The winner doesn’t get a cash prize, boy-o.” Mrs. O’Sullivan stooped down to Dale’s height. “Whoever wins gets to keep the pig.”

“I don’t want another pig. I want Hortense.”

“But you’re going to be brave.” Colin gave his little brother a stern look. “We farmers know the animals we raise are meant to be food, not pets. There’ll be another litter during the winter. You’ll find a new piglet to love.”

“But it’ll be a different piglet.” Tears glossed the little boy’s eyes. “I’ll still love Hortense and miss her.”

Mrs. O’Sullivan reached for her youngest son. Fresh grief ravaged the recent widow’s features. “You’re sad, I know. Sorrow comes when you love deeply and lose.”

Laney blinked back her own tears and made up her mind.

She’d concoct a plan to rescue Hortense.



CHAPTER THREE
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Boys and girls!” A gentleman stood in the center of an adjoining area that was blocked off with bales of hay. “Anyone participating in the greased pig chase needs to come listen to the rules.”

A moment later, Dale stood in the center of a clump of small children, listening intently. “Oh!” Mrs. O’Sullivan looked distressed. “I didn’t have Dale change into his old shirt.”

Laney made a dismissive gesture. “So little Dale will be as grubby as his big brothers. After the pie-eating contest, they’re a sight!”

“I’m no better.” Josh looked down at his shirt. “Ruth said she’d get me a new shirt, and I need one badly.”

“Can I tell her now?” Sean nudged Josh.

“Yep.”

“Ma, Mr. Josh said if Colin and me got as much pie on our shirts as he did, he’d get us new shirts, too.”

“Joshua McCain!” Mrs. O’Sullivan and Hilda both said in unison.

Laney loved the impish sparkle in her brother’s eyes. He shrugged and said in a blithe voice, “Hey, we men have to stick together.”

“As much pie as you’re all wearing,” Laney said as she started to giggle, “you’ll definitely stick to something!”

“Release the pig!” someone shouted.

Laney turned her attention back to Dale. All of the other children raced after the squealing pig. Many of them fell into a tangled knot of arms and legs, but the pig popped out and ran willynilly around the enclosure.

“What is Dale doing?” Laney watched as he sat cross-legged on the ground.

Above all of the pandemonium, she heard him. “Soooo-eeee! Sooo-eee! Pig. Pig. Pig.”

The little pig dodged several children and headed for Dale. One little boy dove and grabbed hold of a hind leg, but the pig slid out of his grasp. He shot off into the direction he’d come, squealing loudly.

“Dale’s one smart little guy,” Josh said.

“Aye, that he is,” his mother agreed.

A couple more children managed to grab hold, but the pig slithered away. Dale remained in the same spot. “Sooo-eee!”

Laney stood on tiptoe and held her breath as the pig veered toward Dale. Two boys descended on it and each grabbed a leg.

“Turn loose!” the director shouted.

“Why?” Sean craned his neck to see the boys grudgingly release their holds.

“Only one person can touch the animal at a time,” Mrs. O’Sullivan explained. “If two grab him, they both have to let go.”

Laney tossed caution and propriety to the wind. She cupped her hands around her mouth and called, “You’re doing fine, Dale!”

He cast a happy smile in their direction, then beamed as the pig came toward him. “Sooo-eee!” The pig trampled across one of Dale’s legs, and Dale collapsed around him.

“Five, four, three,” the director counted.

“Two, one!” everyone joined in.

“He won!” Colin wheeled around and threw his arms around his mother. “Ma, he won!”

Someone fashioned an odd-looking halter that went around the pig, wiped much of the grease off, then handed the end of the rope to Dale. Dale trotted out of the enclosure. “Lookee, Ma!”

“Now aren’t you a sight! Why don’t we go put him in the pen with Hortense?”

Colin jogged ahead. “Hey! There’s something on Hortense’s pen!”

Sean joined him, then hollered back, “Hortense got an honorable mention!”

Dale led his pig into the pen. “Hortense, I caught you a friend!”

A man sauntered over. He looked at the pigs, then nodded. “Good-looking shoat you have there.”

“Thank you.” Dale beamed.

“Couple of good hams and a bunch of pork chops from her.” The man didn’t notice how Dale’s smile twisted into horror. “The going rate is—” “I’m sorry.” Laney stepped forward. “I’ve already decided to buy this shoat. As you said, she’s very good-looking. The judges obviously agree, as well. That being the case, I thought she’d be an excellent investment.”

Mrs. O’Sullivan looked completely flummoxed.

“Dale’s latest acquisition is a male.” Laney tried to make her plan sound reasonable. “This could be the start of a business venture for him.”

Hilda rubbed her jaw. “Of course, you’d have to board Hortense over at the O’Sullivan farm, Laney.”

“Yes. Yes, I would. But I can go visit her.”

“Now, wait a minute,” the butcher growled. “The man in charge of this place told me this shoat was for sale. There weren’t all that many hogs here this year.”

“Which is why this would be a sound business venture.”

Laney smiled at him. “Why, next year, we’ll probably have several pigs for you!”

The man walked off, muttering under his breath.

“I getta keep Hortense?”

“You’re going to board her—much like Galen boards the horses for the Pony Express.” Laney did her best to make her voice sound serious. “Business deals are very important, you know.”

Eyes wide, Dale blurted out, “We’d be partners?”

“Exactly. A business between two people relies on their honor and integrity. Neither one of them slacks off or gives up.”

“Never, ever?”

“Never, ever,” Laney confirmed. “No matter what.”

“That’s right.” Hilda narrowed one eye and stared at the pigs. “I’ll bet Laney would be willing to make a deal with you, Dale. In exchange for Hortense’s board, you could—” “Have all of the piglets!” Laney leaned forward. “Would you be willing to do that for me, Dale? I know I’m asking a lot of you.”

“If you’re asking my son for a partnership, it needs to be a mutually beneficial agreement.” Mrs. O’Sullivan’s jaw rose a notch. “Dale, any partnership needs to be fair for everyone. If you do this, Miss Laney ought to own half of the piglets.”

“Half,” Dale said, looking up at Laney.

“I couldn’t agree to such an arrangement.” Laney shook her head. “And it’s not ladylike for me to haggle,” she added.

“Three quarters.” Hilda suggested. “That’s fair. Dale keeps three quarters of the piglets; Laney gets one quarter.”

“Miss Laney, which quarter do you want? A forequarter or a hindquarter?”

“That’s not what Miss Hilda meant, Dale.” Colin grinned at his baby brother. “She means out of every four pigs, you get three and Miss Laney gets one. They weren’t talking about butchering them all!”

“I didn’t know. ’Sides,” Dale said, giving his newly won pig an assessing look, “I’m a farmer and I’m s’posed to grow things up to be food.”
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Crack! The eggshell shattered, half of the pieces sliding into the skillet with part of the egg. The other half glued themselves to Galen’s slime-coated fingers as the other portion of the egg oozed down the outside of the skillet.

The rooster crowed as someone knocked on the door.

“Come in!” Galen shouted as he tried to figure out how to clean his hand enough to use something to flip the measly half egg before it burned.

The door creaked open. “Good mornin’, Mr. O’Sullivan.”

“Ishmael.” He grabbed a dish towel and began to wipe his hand. “And the morning’s not starting out so well. Do you know how to cook?”

“Not really. Sis usually sees to that. Your breakfast’s startin’ to smoke.”

Galen grabbed the nearest implement and tried to flip the egg. The tines of the fork poked through and shredded it. “Scrambled eggs,” he muttered to himself as he started to stir the blackening mess. Most of it clung to the skillet and smoked more. In desperation, he flipped the skillet over a plate and two stinking pea-sized blobs fell onto it.

“Must’ve been quail eggs.” Ishmael didn’t sound as if he was joking.

Galen stared at the mess inside the skillet. “The sad truth is, it was a chicken egg. Looks like you’re the only Grubb I’ll have today.”

Laughter rippled out of Ishmael. “I don’t mean to make fun of you, Boss, but you’ve got a right clever mind to come up with a joke like that.”

“If I’m so clever, why can’t I fry an egg?”

“Thought you was trying to scramble it.”

Galen glanced at the pathetic plate and then held the castiron skillet for the new farmhand to inspect. “I was trying to salvage it.”

Ishmael cleared his throat. “From the looks of your land, you’re a fine farmer.”

“But a more miserable cook you’ll never find.” Ma’s teased me about how I need a wife to take care of me. For the first time, I’m thinkin’ that’s not so much of a joke. “Cooking makes no sense to me. Ma always cracks the eggs straight into the pan, and they slide out perfectly. What I wouldn’t give for a good plate of her bacon and eggs.”

Ishmael swallowed.

Here I am moaning about wanting bacon and eggs, and this man is truly hungry. “Get on over here, Ishmael. Two grown men can’t let a bunch of eggs get the better of them!”

Three eggs and a huge mess later, Galen yanked the plate of charred blobs from Ishmael and dumped them into the swill bucket. “Those aren’t fit to eat.”

“They were tolerable.”

“Maybe I could put water on to boil, and we can just drop in the eggs.”

“Sometimes when we have eggs, Ivy puts ’em in the pot and boils ’em at the same time as she’s a-boilin’ the coffee.”

“We can do that!” Galen pumped water into the coffeepot. He thought for a minute. “Hand me that kettle there, will you?”

“This one?”

“Yeah.” Galen filled it with water, too. “If I’m making eggs, I’m making enough to last for tomorrow.” He started to gingerly place eggs in the kettle and had to dip out some of the water when he’d put in a dozen. With the extra room, Galen popped in the rest from the egg basket.

“Want me to make the coffee anyway?”

“Better. Otherwise, I’ll be surly the whole day long.” Galen put the eggs on to boil and sheepishly admitted, “I drank stonecold leftover coffee for the past two mornings.”

“Coffee niver lasted long ’nuff for me to try it cold.” Ishmael squinted at the cupboard. “Where d’ya keep the beans?”

“Blue canister. Bottom shelf.”

“Here, found it. I’ll scour that skillet so’s I can roast—” “No need to roast the coffee beans. Ma’s started buying this new stuff. Osborn’s Celebrated Prepared Java Coffee. Just toss some into the grinder, and we’ll be set.”

Ishmael whistled under his breath and opened the canister. “A name like that makes a feller feel like he’s getting sommat extry special. How many cups d’ya wanna brew?”

“The pot holds eight.”

“You wanna make a whole pot?” When Galen nodded, Ishmael grinned. “Reckon on drinkin’ it cold again for a few days?”

“We’ll polish it off by noon. I’m planning on getting a lot done today.” Galen pretended not to notice how Ishmael painstakingly counted out seventeen beans and put them in the grinder. “Tell you what: why don’t you go gather eggs while I finish the coffee and eggs?”

“Shore.” Ishmael took the empty egg basket from the table and left.

Galen shook the coffee beans out of the grinder and into the scoop Ma used to measure them. They filled the scoop only halfway. He added more, quickly spun the handle on the grinder, and dumped the grounds into the coffeepot.

A short time later the men sat down to breakfast. Looking across the table, Galen stated, “I’ll ask grace.”

Ishmael’s brow furrowed as he glanced around the cabin and squinted at the loft. “I thought you was on your lonesome. Is Grace up thar, abed?”

“Saying grace is the same thing as asking a blessing or praying before a meal.”

“I ain’t niver been churched. Whaddya want me to do whilst you tend to grace?”

“Just bow your head and close your eyes. When I say amen, that means the prayer is over.” Galen rested his elbows on the table and folded his hands.

“That’s a good notion—keeps a body from wantin’ to swipe a mouthful since nobody’s looking.” Ishmael promptly thumped his elbows onto the table and clenched his hands so tightly together his nails went white.

Lord, this man doesn’t just lack his daily bread; he knows nothing about the Living Water. Is that why you brought him here?

“Dear heavenly Father, we thank you for providing this meal. Bless it to our bodies and be with us as we work today. We’d like to ask you to keep watch over our loved ones and keep them safe. In Jesus’ name, amen.”

Galen reached for his coffee.

Ishmael gave him a puzzled look. “I thought you Christian folks prayed to God. Didn’t know you talked to the departed. Bet your pa’s pleased you ain’t forgot him.”

Peeling the shell from an egg, Galen carefully considered his words. “My da passed on about two months back.” His voice broke, and he cleared his throat. “We’re all missing him something fierce, but I wasn’t speaking to him when I prayed. God is my heavenly Father.”

“So who’s your heavenly mother?”

The question stunned him. It’s logical. I’ve never thought of that before, though. “God created us. Because He is the Creator, we call Him our father.”

Ishmael wolfed down an egg. “Guess that makes sense.”

Galen bit into an egg and shoved the kettle full of them toward Ishmael.

“Thanks.”

They’d both eaten two, and Galen took a third. “Keep going. I was serious when I said I’d work you hard.”

“I’d rather set one aside and take it home to my sis if you don’t mind.”

Galen plucked three eggs from the kettle and put them on his new hand’s plate, then took two more for himself. He lifted another from the kettle and turned it so a big crack faced Ishmael. “I must’ve done something wrong, because most of the eggs are cracked. They won’t keep, so I figured on sending them back home with you.”

Color flooded Ishmael’s face.

“I came from Ireland,” Galen said in a pensive tone. “Probably didn’t need to tell you so. I’ve never lost the accent. Anyway, times were hard. Potato famine. Ma and Da both did without more often than not so us kids could eat—but even then, two of my brothers were so weak, the cholera killed them. I don’t have much money, Ishmael, but God’s blessed my family with an abundance of food. I couldn’t look myself in the mirror each morning if I hoarded something someone else needed.”

“I’m beholden to you.”

“Nonsense. With Ma and the boys gone, I’m not using up the eggs, and I’m not taking them to town for the mercantile to sell. They’d spoil.”

“When’ll your kin come back?”

“Two or three more days.” Galen tapped his foot on the floor as a thought flashed through his mind. “Your dad and sister have a lot to do, especially since you’re working here, but I’d dearly love to surprise Ma and have some stuff done. What are the chances that I could have Ivy come over for the morning the next two days? It’d be only half the day, and she could take home some truck like tomatoes and pears as payment.”

“Boss, you ain’t got no idea what kind of deal you jist made.”



CHAPTER FOUR
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Galen opened the door to leave as the cock crowed. Ishmael stood there with the pail full of milk, and his sister cradled something in her skirt, which pulled the hem higher, baring her shins and ankles. Galen quickly jerked his focus back onto Ishmael. “The two of you got an early start.”

Ivy barged in and filled the wire basket with eggs from her skirt. “You got yourself a goodly flock of layin’ hens. Ishy tole me ’bout yore eggs yestermorn. I cain cook ’em any way you fancy.” “Over easy?”

Her wispy pale blond braid bobbed above and below her waist as she nodded her head. “Jist tell me whar yore lard is.”

Lard! Galen turned toward Ishmael.

Recognition of the ignorance they’d shared yesterday twinkled in Ishmael’s eyes. He pressed his forefinger to his lips and turned away.

“Ma keeps the lard beneath the sink. Says it stays cooler there.”

“Don’t mean to horn in on another woman’s kitchen, but as your mama’s away, I could whip up a batch of drop biscuits to go with the eggs.”

“That would be great!”

“Niver seed me such a fine stove. Oven on it’s huge. Could handle a pan of corn bread, too.” Ivy pulled out the lard, then opened the jar next to it She sniffed and let out a loud sneeze. “Thunk ’twas flour, but ’tisn’t.”

Ishmael moseyed over and read the label. “Bo-ric acid.” He pointed at a cupboard shelf. “Coffee’s in the blue thang. Already roasted, no less. Reckon that’s whar the missus stores her edibles. Boss, I’ll go muck the stable whilst we wait for vittles, ’less thar’s sommat else you planned for me.”

Galen didn’t want to leave a strange woman alone in the house—but it wasn’t right to be alone with her, either. He thought for a moment. “Go ahead and muck. Ma’s knives are getting dull. I’ll sit out on the porch and sharpen them till breakfast’s ready.” He pulled the whetstone from the back of a drawer and set to work.

Soon aromas wafted from the cabin out onto the porch. Galen tried to concentrate on the blades, but Miss Grubb kept singing snatches of tunes he’d never heard. Her voice could curdle milk.

“Cuckolds all in a row,” she warbled. A second later, she stood in the doorway. “Mr. O’Sullivan, sir, vittles are ’bout ready. D’ya like your biscuits dry, or would you have me plop a dollop of lard in their middles?”

“There’s butter in the springhouse. I’ll fetch a block.”

As he returned with the butter, Galen heard Ishmael through the open window and door. “Boss prayed afore we et t’other morn. Jist close your eyes and fold your hands like so. Onc’t he says amen, that’s the sign ’tis time to dig in.”

“I recollect them colored folks sangin’ that word whilst out apickin’ cotton. Member? ‘Amen. Amen. A-a-men, amen, amen.”’

Her voice and timing were both off, but Galen knew the spiritual she meant.

“Don’t make no sense,” Ivy mused. “Them slaves wasn’t ’bout to git their fill of vittles. They was prickin’ their fingers on them pickery cotton bolls.”

“Churched folk got their own notions. Don’t gotta understand it, sis. Jist foller along. This feller is pure hickory. Won’t hurt us none to respect his odd ways.”

Galen waited a few moments before going inside.

Ivy glanced over her shoulder, then grabbed a plate. “Perfect timin’. Eggs are done.” She flipped three eggs onto his plate. “Here you be.”

“Thank you.” Galen accepted the plate and set it on the table along with the butter. He frowned at the other two plates.

“Sommat a-wrong?” Ivy asked.

He lifted the plate that held a solitary egg and slid it onto the other that held two. “My littlest brother is six, and he eats two eggs. Seeing as none of us is six, I expect you’ll need to fry up some more.”

“How many d’ya normally gobble?”

“He et five yestermorn,” Ishmael said.

“With the biscuits today, these three will do me just fine.”

Ishmael sat down and Ivy turned back to the stove. She rubbed a blob of lard in the skillet and quickly fried a pair of eggs. When she came toward the table, she gave Galen a wary look. “Sommat a-wrong?”

“What makes you ask?”

“You’re a-standin’ thar, starin’ at me.”

“It’s considered bad manners for a man to take a place at the table until the ladies are all seated.”

“Niver lernt them kind of thangs.” A self-deprecating little huff exited her. “Then again, ain’t nobody ever mistook me for a lady, neither.”

“You ain’t no tart, sis.”

Galen felt a pang for her. Poor and plain, she’d not been afforded even the most common of courtesies. “Riches don’t make a woman a lady, Miss Grubb. A caring heart and hands are what count. As your brother just attested, you have sound morals. It’s plain to see you love your family, and you’re kind to cook for me, too.”

“Nice of you to say that, but your manners make me nervous. I’d rather have you et whilst the eggs’re still hot.” She sat down.

Galen took his seat and cast a dark look at her plate.

“My belly cain’t holt three—not if ’n I holp myself to a biscuit. Ain’t had me flour-built bread in ages, so I aim to save room for that treat.”

She wasn’t complaining or trying to call his attention to what she’d done without. Her voice rang with the same cheery tone Laney’s did when Ma surprised her by baking her favorite pearsnapple pie. Galen smiled, then said, “In my home, we start each meal with a prayer.”

Ishmael promptly stuck his elbows on the table and clasped his hands. Ivy copied him.

Galen clasped his own, bowed his head, and closed his eyes. “Beloved Lord, thank you for this meal. I ask you to bless the hands that prepared it and to strengthen us so we can accomplish all we need to do today. Envelop those we love with your tender care and bring them back to us safely we pray. In Jesus’ name, amen.”

Ishmael grabbed his fork, but Ivy studied her clasped hands. “Don’t reckon they look no diff ’rent. Niver had nobody ask God to bless my hands. How’s a body s’posed to know if that Godfeller listened?”

“God always listens to His children.”

She sighed and attacked her eggs with a fork. “You ain’t a child. You’re a man.”

“Mr. O’Sullivan explaint it to me yestermorn.” Ishmael’s voice took on a behave-yourself undertone. “Christians figure since God made ’em, He’s their pa.”

“Seems to me you got thangs backward. A child don’t tell his pa what to do. Why should that God-feller be listenin’ to you ’stead of you listenin’ to Him?”

“I do listen to Him. He speaks to me through the Holy Bible. In church, the minister preaches and I learn more about the Lord. I also have very dear brothers and sisters in Christ who have given me wise counsel.”

“Don’t thank I’d be happy with that many folks tellin’ me what to do. D’ya mind if ’n I use a dibby-dab of that butter?”

“Help yourself.” Galen scooted the dish closer to her.

“What did you wanna get done today?” Ishmael asked as he sopped his biscuit in egg yolk.

Galen outlined his plans. It was a bittersweet thing to do. Da used to do the same thing each morning, and since his brothers weren’t old enough to handle a grown man’s share, Galen hadn’t carried on the tradition. Part of him withered in grief while the other part felt great relief in knowing they would achieve far more than had been accomplished in a single day for the past several months.

Ivy slurped coffee, then set down her mug. “Onc’t I wash up the dishes, I cain meet you in the barn and—” “Miss Grubb, I didn’t expect you to join us.” Galen shook his head. He’d purposefully chosen chores that required brute strength.

“I got a strong back.”

“Actually, I planned on you tending Ma’s garden. It’s quite sizable, and without her and my little brothers here, weeds have sprung up all over. You’re to harvest whatever’s ripe, then weed until noon. At midday, I’ll divert water from the stream so everything is watered.”

“Gardenin’ ain’t work—’tis a pure pleasure. You got buckets or baskets to hold the truck I pluck?”

“There’s a wheelbarrow in the barn. You can pile baskets and bags on it. At noontime, I can help haul the harvest back here.”

She beamed. “Is it true you got yourself a pear tree?”

“Several. Ma makes pear butter and pearsnapple pies, and she dries pears so we have ’em all winter long. I’m sure you’ll want to take some home with you so you can dry them, too.”

“Can’t recollect the last time I et a pear.” Ishmael finished the last crumb from his biscuit. “Sounds like a golden reward for our work today.”

Galen thought about taking the last biscuit. Instead, he nudged the plate toward Ivy. “Your brother and I dug right in. Your biscuits are good.”

“Well, have that last ’un.”

“I’ve had plenty.”

“I’m full up, too, sis.” Ishmael cracked his knuckles. “Why don’tcha tuck the straggler in your pocket and nibble on it later?”

Suddenly Ivy sniffed and popped up. “Corn bread’s done.” She pulled a pan out of the oven and set it aside. “I got beans asoakin’. Come suppertime, all you need to do is change off to fresh water and bile ’em. You’ll have yourself a stick-to-your-ribs meal.”

“Appreciate that.”

Once Ivy went to the garden, Galen and Ishmael used a pulley to haul feed into the hayloft until it bulged with cured, healthy hay for the coming winter. One of the barn doors sagged and had become difficult to move. Ishmael held it in the correct alignment and Galen rehung it.

As they finished, Ishmael looked at a fallow field. “We a-gonna plant anything thar?”

Galen nodded. “That field’s ready to hold barley again.” “You got plenty of land. Good to let a plot lie fallow now and again so’s the soil don’t weary. Bet that’s why your crops thrive.”

“God’s been gracious.”

Ishmael shrugged. “Don’t know ’bout that. Seems to me you’ve worked dreadful hard.” He scanned the farm. “Ain’t seen such bounty—and Pa’s drug us clear ’cross the country.”

“Where did you come from?”

“Crooked Leg. Dependin’ on who you ask, ’tis in ’Bama or Tennessee. Anyhow, been over six years since we was there, though. Want me to walk that field and clear the stones whilst you hitch up a horse and ready the plow?”

Galen nodded. He took the hint and said nothing more about the Lord. Long ago, Da told him the soul was like a field—until the rocks were cleared and the soil turned, seed went to waste. Trying to douse a man with living water before the Holy Spirit had wooed him only mired everyone down. The best thing a Christian could do was set a good example and let God use him in whatever capacity He willed.
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 “Any time you want my holp, you jist holler.” Ivy stared at the crate at Ishmael’s feet. Cabbage, tomatoes, and pears filled it.

Beside the crate, a burlap bag bulged with string beans, broccoli, and apples.

Galen O’Sullivan smiled. “I’ll be sure to tell Ma you’re a hard worker. Could be she’ll want a day’s help from you.”

His red curls were as different as could be from Ishmael’s straight tow hair, but the kindness glowing behind their eyes was alike. This here feller’s one I cain trust.

Ishmael hefted the crate. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

“See you then.”

Ivy reached for the bag.

“Hang on, sis.” Ishmael set the crate down. “This here crate has handholds. You and me can tote a side each, and I’ll get that bag.”

“Okay.”

“We’re used to workin’ side-by-side,” he said to their boss. “Twins’re thataway.”

Galen nodded in acknowledgment.

As Ivy held her side of the crate and headed toward “home,” she cast her brother a look. “I coulda toted that poke. ’Twasn’t too heavy for me.”

Ishmael sauntered along. He always matched his stride to hers when they walked together. Just as he shortened his stride, Ivy attempted to lengthen hers a bit so as to meet him halfway. “I reckoned havin’ Boss watch us working together would set in his mind that he can ask you to come holp at all manner of thangs.”

“You’re cleverer than a fox.”

“You’ve got a fine mind, too. Sharp. Noticed how you chose truck that’s good for eatin’ now, but some of it cain be dried up for later.”

“Ain’t so much my choice. I took what he had on hand. Jist so happens to be the season whar lots cain be stored up.” She sighed. “I’m sorta thinkin’ on us stopping afore we reach Pa. Mayhap we could hide away a little of this for later. He done et so much the last few days, I’m afeared he’s a-gonna gobble through all this afore I cain squirrel any away.”

“Someday, sis, we’ll have a place as nice as the O’Sullivans. I know Pa makes promises he niver keeps, but I mean it. You and me—we was borned together, and I always sorta reckoned we’d stay together. When I find me a wife, she’ll love you, and yore welcome to stay with us. You got my word on it.”

“Ishy, you got my promise straight back—if’n I ever get a man what’ll jump the broom with me, he’ll know yore kin and be glad to have you.”

As they continued walking, Ivy sighed again. “You got me started a-dreamin’ of a good future, and that’s a bad notion. We’re like gophers—diggin’ ourselves in and outta holes all our lives. Like as not, we’re gonna get throwed outta ’nother eight places afore we get shot by the law or starve to death.”

“You got us a fair garden planted here. We’ll be eating more’n we have in a long while.”

“Ishy, I’m sore afraid we’re gonna wake up tommorry and find out Pa sat hisself down and et most of this here food that O’Sullivan man paid me.”

“He couldn’t.”

“Could, too. You brung them boilt eggs home and he et nigh unto all of ’em. Me and you—we each got one. I reckon he’ll gobble his way through all this.”

Ishmael chuckled. “Even half of half of it, and he’d wind up with a bellyache.” The daily drudgery and hunger had left her numb … but a day of helping at the O’Sullivans’ farm, of seeing a sound roof and verdant lands, jolted Ivy out of her daze. Desperation made her dare to broach a subject she’d never dared speak aloud. “I been ponderin’, Ishy—other folks claim land. How’d they do it, and why don’t you and me jist find us a parcel of land and do it, too? Cain’t be that all the land is already took up.”

“Cain’t, Ivy.” He gave her a sorrowful look. “Plenty’s the time I spent dreamin’ on that very notion. Didn’t venture to say nothin’ to you on accounta we cain’t do it.”

She set down her side of the crate. “Why not?”

Ishmael lowered his side of the crate and carefully released the bag so nothing would spill out. As he straightened up, he gave her a mournful look. “Wouldn’t work for us to break off from Pa. Wouldn’t have no seed or mule or plow. Wouldn’t have no ax, neither.”

“There’s gotta be a way. We could hire on at some farm or ranch. I could cook and clean whilst you worked with the critters.

We would save up every last bit of money till we could buy those thangs.”

“I ciphered it. More often than you’d guess. But I cain’t make it work.”

“You keep workin’ on that, Ishy. I ain’t givin’ up. Neither of us is scairt of hard work. It shames me to have that nice O’Sullivan feller pay us with so much good food and let us live on his place, when we’re smilin’ and pretendin’ nary a thang’s wrong. We’re liars—bald-faced liars. I don’t care what it takes. I want more outta life than shiverin’ under a thin blanket inside a battered old tent, a-wishin’ my belly wasn’t empty.”
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