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Chapter 1

September 1887
 Blessing, Dakota Territory 

“Good riddance.”

Pastor John Solberg stroked an impatient hand across sandy hair that no longer covered an ever broadening forehead. He watched one of his parishioners twitch her way out the door of the schoolhouse, where she’d trapped him. Good thing she hadn’t heard him.

“Why, Lord, why? Is it written somewhere that the local pastor is fair game for every woman with a marriageable daughter? You know I’m not the only single man around here.” Talking out loud with the Lord had become the norm for him in his solitary life. After all, when he knew Jesus was right beside him, why not carry on a conversation with Him out loud?

Between getting ready to teach twenty-seven students from the ages of five to fourteen in a one-room shoddy all day and his pastoral duties, lonely wasn’t a word in his vocabulary.

Usually.

He eyed the loaf of fresh bread that waited for him on the side of the desk. That was one good thing, those marriage-seeking mamas almost always brought a gift, and most often it was food of some sort. 

As did his neighbors. Yesterday he’d found an apple pie on his kitchen table. The accompanying note had invited him to supper on Sunday at the Knutsons’.

Now if there were more women around like Kaaren Knutson—not only lovely like a cream-colored rose but with a sweet spirit to match and wisdom far beyond her years.

Like Katy.

He closed his eyes, the better to see her on the backs of his eyelids.
Katy Bjorklund, with laughing blue eyes, an endearing Norwegian accent since she’d only come to America last year, and a heart always ready to help anyone in need. He’d thought her the perfect candidate for a pastor’s wife.

Katy thought of him only as a friend.

On May 27, 1887, he’d officiated at the marriage of Katy Bjorklund to Zeb MacCallister.

Weddings were usually such a happy time for him, but not that one. From the time Zeb MacCallister rode into Blessing, Katy had eyes only for the stranger. Pastor Solberg had learned a valuable lesson from all that. If you don’t want to get burned, stay away from the stove. 

“Lord, forgive me,” he murmured into his cupped hands. “Must I be so base as to think of her still? You know I have given her up. Why do the memories yet haunt me?” He pushed himself upright. “If you have a wife for me—now I’m beginning to wonder—let her be a gentle Norwegian girl who will fit right in with these dear people of mine.”

He almost smiled at the thought of referring to the bread-bearing mama as “dear.”

The jingle of harness caught his attention. He glanced around the schoolroom, knowing that all was in readiness for his pupils who would start in the next week. But it never hurt to check.

“Whoa there.” The clomp of horse hooves ended at the same time the harness stopped jingling.

He would know that laugh anywhere. His heart felt as if a giant hand had squeezed it once and then again.

Katy.

Why hadn’t they put two doors in this building? With no way of escape, he pushed himself upright and pasted a smile on his face.

“John? Are you here?”

“Y—.” He cleared his throat. He could hear the slow drawl of her husband answer some question. Was there a third person out there? “Yes, I’m here. Come on in.”

He flipped open a book and stared down the pages. The print danced before his eyes.

The door burst open, and Katy Bjorklund MacCallister entered, laughing at something Zeb had said. Spring rushed in with her.

“John, we have someone for you to meet.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Come on, Mary Martha. You must meet one of our best friends.”

Solberg groaned inside. Have I acted so convincingly that she has no idea?

“Good afternoon, Pastor.” Zeb MacCallister removed his widebrimmed hat as he came through the low door. If he hadn’t, the doorframe would have done it for him. “Sorry to bother you, but my Katy insisted.”

The slow molasses drawl clogged Solberg’s ears. Why can’t the man learn to speak properly? Or at least faster. He felt like snapping his fingers to encourage the words to come more rapidly.

“Mary Martha MacCallister, I want you to meet Pastor John Solberg.” Katy did the honors with her usual flourish.

“My sister is visiting from Missouri,” Zeb added. “We would have introduced you sooner, but with you being gone and all . . .”

 Mary Martha? Couldn’t they make up their mind when they named her? “I’m pleased to meet you, Miss MacCallister.” His voice sounded stiff, even to his own ears. Probably good I have been gone. I needed that time with my family, and marrying off a sister was pure delight. So now I’m back and . . . The day seemed to have brought nothing but annoyances.

“Ah’ve heard so much about you.”

She talked just like her brother. He glanced up from studying the hem of her skirt to see eyes that appeared to be laughing. At him? “Yes, well, welcome to Blessing. I hope you’ll enjoy your visit. If you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere I need to be.”

Liar. He almost turned to see who was sitting on his shoulder. He moved toward the door, ushering them before him.

“Hey, Solberg, you in there?”

Saved by a Bjorklund. The irony of it all.

“You caught me, Haakan. Come on in.”

“How you doing, Pastor?” Haakan filled the door, ducking under the frame as a matter of habit.

Since today seemed to be one of honesty, John admitted to himself that maybe if he had the broad shoulders and arresting blue eyes of the Bjorklund men, perhaps Ka—er, a young woman of his own choosing would be more disposed to accept his advances. Often he felt he lived in the land of giants when around the men of Blessing. Including Zeb MacCallister.

“Why, Katy, Zeb, how are you? And Miss MacCallister?” Haakan smiled at each in turn. “What brings you to town?”

“We thought to show Mary Martha around some.” Katy sent a troubled glance Solberg’s way. “Now that Pastor Solberg is back, we—I thought—I guess . . .” She stammered to a close, glancing from the minister to her sister-in-law and back to Haakan.

See, another one. I didn’t expect this from my friends. Is there no safe haven?

Haakan nodded. “Ingeborg said if I saw you, I was to tell you that the coffeepot is always on and the ladies will be hosting the first quilting meeting of the fall on Saturday. That’s a good chance for you to finish meeting everyone.” He directed the last sentence to their visitor. “Right, Pastor?”

“Ah, right.” John took another step toward the door. He felt as though the room were trying to smother him. Something was.

“Good. Then we will go to Penny’s and swing by your house on the way home,” Katy said.

The look Katy gave Pastor Solberg clearly said she was not only puzzled but concerned by his actions. His mother would have burned his ears over such boorish behavior but . . . Please, Lord, get me out of here. When they finally got outside, John sucked in a breath of air as if he’d been underwater and about to drown. As if from a far distance, he heard the others saying “good-bye” and “see you soon,” but for the life of him, he couldn’t respond. Instead he raised a hand in farewell when Zeb had his womenfolk back in the wagon and was clucking his horse to back up.

“Are you all right?” Haakan asked.

“I will be.” John sucked in another breath of cold air and felt his head clear. Now he’d have to apologize. “You in as bad a need of a cup of coffee as I am?”

“You know me. I never turn down an offer like that.” Haakan held out a paper-wrapped packet. “Especially since Ingeborg sent you some molasses cookies fresh from the oven.” He nodded toward the loaf of bread John had tucked under his arm. “You had time to bake along with getting ready for all those children?” The twinkle in his eyes said he knew otherwise.

 “Just another matchmaking mama.” John stepped back inside the schoolhouse and snagged his coat off one of the pegs in the cloakroom. “Won’t take too long to get the coffee hot. I sent Thorliff over to rattle the grates and fire up my stove. You know how hard I have to work to keep ahead of that young man, don’t you? I surely do appreciate Ingeborg sending him over to help me get the schoolroom ready for classes.” He closed the door behind him and turned to see the wagon raising a dust cloud down the road to the store. Yes, an apology was definitely in order. What an oaf he had been. After all, she was only a visitor here, and the Lord commanded them to welcome visitors. As angels unawares . . . He checked a groan. He hated failure.

“I don’t envy you.” Haakan shook his head. “Sometimes the questions that boy asks . . . He is always thinking, that’s for certain. Just the other day he asked me why, if God wrote the Bible, did most of the books in it have other men’s names on them?”

“What did you tell him?”

“To ask you.”

“And I suppose when he asked where babies came from, you told him to ask his mother.”

“You bet your britches. I did good on how the steam engine works though, and why the hailstorms skipped over the farms here in Blessing.”

John looked up at the man walking beside him. “What did you say to that?”

“God made it so, and so it is. That was my mor’s answer to any question she didn’t know the answer. Worked with me.”

Solberg groaned and rolled his eyes. “You know, it’s farmers like you who keep us ministers and schoolteachers in business.” He opened the door to his sod house. An orange tiger cat rose from its place on the rug in front of the stove, stretched every rippling muscle, and purred its way to the door to wind around the legs of the men as they divested themselves of coats and hats. The freeze the night before and the wind from the north seemed as if they’d skipped right over fall to winter.

When the coffee was poured and they’d both sat down—Solberg in his rocking chair—the wind could be heard pleading around the eaves to join them.

Haakan blew on the coffee he’d poured in his saucer to cool. “I sure ain’t looking forward to winter this year. I must be getting old.”

“Ja, and my legendary tante Irmy lives right next door.” 

 “Really? When did you sneak that one by us?” Haakan looked up over the rim of his cup. Reaching for one of the cookies now on a plate, he dunked it in the coffee and slowly blinked his eyes in bliss. “Now this is the way an afternoon ought to be spent.”

“And how is that?” Solberg broke off a bit of cookie and fed it to the cat waiting at his knee.

Haakan waved a cookie. “Hot coffee, cookies, talk with a friend. What more can one ask for?”

Putting all thoughts of his earlier visitors aside, John studied the man before him. “I know it’s about chores time, and you didn’t come pick up the children because they aren’t here yet. I don’t want to seem inhospitable but . . . why are you really here?”

Haakan examined the rim of his coffee cup. The silence between the two men stretched, the cat’s purring vibrating the stillness. Haakan looked up. “Now, you know I don’t take no part in gossip?”

Solberg nodded. “No fear of my thinking that.” He waited, watching as wrinkles chased each other across Haakan’s forehead and then turned to chase again.

“And that I ain’t an interfering man?”

Knowing the question needed no answer, John waited.

“Well, I just don’t think it’s right, that’s all, and I don’t know what to do about it.”

Hurrying one of the Bjorklund men was like trying to push water uphill. What in the world was Haakan referring to?





Chapter 2

“Why did Bestefar die?” Five-year-old Andrew Bjorklund propped his elbows on the table.

“Ah, child, the questions you ask.” His bestemor, grandmother Bridget Bjorklund, brushed a lock of snowy hair from her forehead with the back of a floury wrist. She reverted to Norwegian, unable to even think of an answer to such a complex question in her meager English. “Have a cookie,” she replied, giving herself more time to think.

“Mange takk.” Andrew could eat a dozen cookies—if anyone would let him—and then sit down to a full dinner without slowing down. Overnight he’d turned into all ankles and wrists. Since he grew up with both languages, he could switch back and forth with ease. He stared at his grandmother, waiting for an answer to his question.

Just thinking of her beloved Gustaf brought the sheen of tears to Bridget’s eyes. “His heart grew tired and quit one night while he was sleeping.”

“Didn’t he want to live anymore?”

“Some things we don’t have a choice for. When God calls you home, you go, whether you want to or not.”

“Like when Mor calls me from playing with the baby pigs? And if I don’t hurry and get here, she will use a switch on me?” 

Bridget rolled her lips together to keep from smiling. The serious look on her sprouting grandson’s face warned her that he really wanted answers. He wasn’t just dawdling to keep from his chores or some such. “Not quite. See, you could still keep on playing—”

“And get in trouble?”

“Ja, but when God calls, you are gone”—she snapped her fingers, snowing flour and bits of sour cream cookie dough down on the table—“just like that.”

“Like when the hawk took my little chicks away?”

“Well, not exactly, but close. But dying does mean they won’t come back alive again.”

“Um.” Andrew reached for another cookie, checked his grandmother’s face for agreement, and at her nod helped himself.

When he looked up at her, his blue eyes so much like his grandfather’s, she felt her heart turn.

“Did you say good-bye?” he asked.

“No.” A simple word to cover a world of regret. Had Gustaf needed her, and she slept? Had he said good-bye, and she didn’t answer? What she wouldn’t give to hear his voice again, even if only asking for a cup of coffee. To see his boot marks across a clean kitchen floor, to sweep up curls of wood from his incessant carving, to hear his laugh, his wonderful laugh that made everyone around him laugh too. However, in the later years he had become more serious, bent over by the troubles of farming on land that wasn’t large enough to support his family, thus watching his sons leave for the new land. Never to return.

She left a fluff of flour under her eye when she backhanded away the tear that overflowed. You should be done with the crying now, you crazy old woman. After all, dying is part of living.

“I don’t like to say good-bye.”

“Ah, Andrew, neither do I.” She stopped rolling the cookie dough. “But you see, God didn’t offer me a choice.”

“Going along is better than saying good-bye.” 

 Bridget stared at her grandson. So often she had thought that very thing. Why didn’t God take her too? “Have another cookie, and then you must go bring in the wool for carding. I hung the fleeces out on the clothesline, and they should be dry by now.”

Andrew nodded and reached for another cookie. “I wish I knew Bestefar. Thorliff did.”

Bridget wiped her hand on her apron and brushed his curly blond hair off his forehead. “You have such a gift for saying the right thing.

Go, now, before there are no cookies left for the others and I have to start all over again.

“Put your coat on,” she called just as he started to slip out the door.

His chuckle, a younger version of his grandfather’s, floated over his shoulder before he closed the door.

Bridget dabbed away a bit of lingering moisture and went back to rolling out sour cream cookies. With Astrid down for a nap and no one else in the house at the moment, she returned to dreaming up plans for her boardinghouse. If she could get the men to build it, that is. Supper last Sunday evening had turned into a heated discussion, she recalled.

“And so, if I am going to stay here in America, I need to have something of my own,” she had said, looking from one astonished male face to another. Where had they been when the women were talking about her boardinghouse? Men! Did they never listen until you took them by the ears and . . .

“But, Mor, isn’t helping Penny and Ingeborg enough work for you?” Her last remaining son, Hjelmer, rocked back in his chair.

She wanted to tell him to sit on the chair the right way so it wouldn’t break, just as she had those years when he was young, but right now she knew better than to start an argument over something like that. “No.” There, she’d said it.

“But you are busy from the time the rooster crows until the lamp runs low on kerosene.” Haakan nodded to the yellow circle of light cast by the lamp in the middle of the table.

And who do you suppose fills the lamp again? Through the years she’d learned to keep thoughts like that to herself.

Ingeborg nodded when Bridget looked to her for assistance. “It seems to me that if Bridget wants to own a boardinghouse, she should do so.”

“It isn’t as if we don’t need one in Blessing. You all know I’ve been thinking along those lines myself.” Penny, Hjelmer’s wife, was already expanding her store in town into an eating establishment too. She looked directly at Hjelmer, as if daring him to disagree.

He dared. “But, Mor, aren’t you too old to start something like that now? After all you are—”

“After all, I am your mor, and I still have the strength in these hands”—she held them up and looked to her son—“to wash and cook and bake the bread you are selling in the store.”

“Not me,” he mumbled under his breath, but she heard him anyway.

“Ja, you. You might be the big-shot banker in town, but you still got black under your fingernails like any other blacksmith.” She watched as he checked his hands. When he closed one fist, she knew she’d hit on his weak spot.

While Hjelmer had always been a good blacksmith, he liked handling money better. But the bank hadn’t been in business long enough to pay him much, so when someone needed a blacksmith, he donned his leather apron again and fit wheels, repaired machinery, or shod the local horses.

“If it is the money worrying you, I will sign a note and pay it all back just like anyone else. I ask for no favors.” She glanced at Penny, who had talked with her about how things like that were done in America, and got a brief nod in return, along with a swift glimpse of the dimple in the young woman’s cheek. Penny had learned much with the opening and running of her store.

“Ja, well, the board of directors will have to vote on a loan and . . .” When Hjelmer grew agitated, his accent deepened.

“Okay, let’s call a truce here.” Haakan laid his hands flat on the table.

“You think this is not a good idea?” Bridget turned to look at him, her knitting needles lying idle in her lap.

Upstairs the children could be heard playing Thimble, Thimble, Who’s Got the Thimble. Andrew’s laugh rose above the rest.

If we build a boardinghouse, I will no longer live here where I can hear the children. The thought caught Bridget unprepared. Her shoulders slumped. Perhaps they were right. Maybe she was too old to think of such a thing.

The slamming of the kitchen door brought her back to her cookie baking. She slid the last pan into the oven and checked the firebox. After adding two more sticks of wood, she set the round lid in place and dusted off her hands.

“Where do you want these?” The fleece were longer than Andrew was tall. He looked like a walking mountain of fluffy sheep fleece.

“In the parlor by my spinning wheel. You can fold them against the wall.”

Andrew did as he was told, then returned to the kitchen. “Astrid’s awake.”

“How do you know? I haven’t heard her cry.”

Andrew shrugged. “She is.”

Just then a whimper preceded a weepy, “M-a-a-a.”

“Uff da.” Bridget hurried into the bedroom behind the kitchen. Astrid sat in the middle of her mother’s bed, her cheeks bright red and round as apples. She held up her arms, a sunny smile breaking out as soon as Bridget picked her up.

She felt the child’s diapers and, since they were dry, whisked her over to the pot in the corner. Sliding down diapers and soaker, she sat Astrid on it. “You be a good girl and go now.”

“Mor?”

“She’s at Tante Kaaren’s.”

“Drink?”

“As soon as you go.” Bridget picked up a flannel square from the pile on the bed and began folding while she waited. She held one to her face, inhaling the fragrance brought in fresh from the clothesline. Soon they would no longer be washing diapers in this house, if the look on Ingeborg’s face at times was any indication.

Trying to understand why God sometimes failed to bring more babies to a home was about like trying to understand why Gustaf had died so unexpectedly. God was God and, as such, beyond understanding.

But He could work miracles, and getting the men to build her a boardinghouse might just be a bit easier than parting the Red Sea. “Uff da,” she muttered again, folding another diaper.

“I done,” Astrid sang out. The odor emanating from the corner said as much.

“You sit still. Have to wipe.” Bridget pulled one of the rags from the edge of the diaper pile. After wiping the little girl’s bottom and setting her on her feet again, she dropped the rag in a bucket kept for that purpose. More to be washed. Maybe Hjelmer was right. She should stay here and help care for the babies.

“Gustaf, what am I to do?” But, like God, her beloved husband didn’t answer either.





Chapter 3

“Now don’t go getting all het up over it.”

“But I don’t understand.” Katy shook her head, setting the golden curls flowing down her back to bouncing. “John is never abrupt like that. He was downright rude.” She shook her head again, this time more with sorrow than indignation.

“Maybe he had something on his mind.” Zeb MacCallister propped a lean shoulder against the post holding up the porch roof that aproned his house. From this vantage he could see the corrals that surrounded three sides of the two-story main barn like a woman’s skirts. In the paddock to the west, Manda had one of this year’s crop of colts, haltered and on a lead line, following behind her like a docile dog. He knew for a fact she’d just begun to work with the young one the day before. Talk about a gift—that ornery young girl could gentle an animal faster than anyone he’d ever seen.

“Zeb, are you listening to us at all?”

“Sure enough, sugar.” His drawl, laced with warm molasses, made both his wife and sister giggle. Only when he’d been somewhere far away in his mind did he slow his Missouri drawl like that. It gave him time to think. What had they been discussing? Could it still be the way Pastor Solberg had cut them off?

“Ah ’magine we’ll understand sooner or later.”

Mary Martha hooted at his roundabout comment. “Zebulun MacCallister, that is the most farfetched bit of boondoggling I’ve heard since I left home. I know you got the gift from Uncle Jedediah, but he’s much better at it than you.”

Zeb had the grace to look sheepish. “Yes, but he’s been at it longer.”

“I know exactly what was going on with the preacher. He’s not still mooning over Katy, but . . .” Mary Martha had to pause at the gasp of horror from her sister-in-law. “Come on, Katy, surely you knew he was in love with you.”

Katy shook her head, so golden beside these two with the dark curls. “Pastor Solberg was—is—one of my best friends, but I never . . .” Her look of horror grew. “I never did anything to . . . to . . .” Her gaze darted between the brother and sister, whose grins grew wider with her discomfort. “Zeb, you know I—when you . . .”

“Darlin’, take it easy. I know you fell in love with me the first time I rode into the yard at Ingeborg’s and that you are pure as gushing springwater, but you are such almighty fun to tease.”

Katy swatted him on the back pocket from her position in the rocking chair.

“Tease me all you like, but I still think—”

“Solberg took me aside one day and warned me that I better take good care of you, or I’d have to answer to both him and God.”

Katy flopped back against the chair. “He didn’t!” Her Bjorklund blue eyes grew rounder. “You didn’t.” Heat painted roses on her cheeks to match the pink climber that dressed their porch.

“Sure ’nuff.” He leaned forward to run a gentle fingertip down the bridge of her nose. Silly how after six months of marriage he still couldn’t resist the urge to touch her. . . . He jerked his thoughts back in line. This was the middle of the afternoon, and if the laughter dancing in his sister’s eyes carried any warning, he’d soon be the brunt of her teasing.

“Well, I . . .” Katy lapsed back into her native Norwegian when she couldn’t find the right words in English.

“I have a feeling that Pastor Solberg may still be nursing his wounds,” Mary Martha added. She smiled up at her brother. “First you take his sweetheart, then you parade your sister by him. Tsk, tsk, tsk. Poor man.”

Zeb rolled his eyes. “Poor man indeed. He’s got every matchmaking mama in the countryside courtin’ him in her daughter’s stead.”

“I rest my case.” Shaking her head, Mary Martha continued. “Why anyone would want to be a minister’s wife is more than I can guess.”

Zeb gave her his “don’t ask me” look and glanced out at the barn where thirteen-year-old Manda Norton, now MacCallister—he and Katy had formally adopted both Manda and five-year-old Deborah just before harvest—was jogging and stopping, the colt obeying her every move. Manda’s sister had stayed over at the Bjorklunds’ to play with Andrew and Ellie. The three would be going to school for the first time next week.

His thoughts wandered back to the days he and Katy had spent in Montana rounding up wild horses. The mountains drew him with their grandeur, and he knew Katy would go there with him if he asked. But they had a fine farm here and family and friends close for her to enjoy. Not that he didn’t also, but he knew homesteading was harder for the women, and it was important for them to have other womenfolk nearby. 

 Manda had put away the weanling colt and was bringing out one of the young fillies he and Katy had rounded up from the wild horse herd. Now that he had purchased the heavy stallion, in a couple years he would have some fine workhorses for sale, a much needed commodity out here on the Dakota prairies, especially farther west where homesteaders were still breaking the sod. Here in the Red River Valley farmers were trying to improve their stock and plant as many acres of wheat as they could beg, buy, or lease. The coming of the railroad had made shipping easier, and the territory now produced more wheat than several of the eastern states combined.

Mary Martha watched her brother, the pride of him evident on her mobile face. While she’d give anything to get him to come back to the MacCallister homeplace in Missouri, she could tell he was happier here than she’d ever seen him. With the threat of the feuding Galloways finally over, Zeb was a free man and living that freedom with a joy that pleasured her heart. If only her mother would come west also, she could stay here. There was an excitement underlying life here on the prairie that she didn’t find in Missouri, where folks still talked about the war as if it were last week.

“Katy, why don’t you go put your feet up for a spell and take a bit of a nap?”

Katy’s eyes snapped open, and she set the rocker to creaking again. “No, I’m fine.”

“You may be fine, but your snoring near to woke the bees.” Zeb turned from his study of the corrals and, taking his wife’s hand, drew her to her feet. “Seems that young’un of ours makes you a mite weary.”

“Zeb, the way you talk.” The blush bloomed on her cheeks again while her other hand gentled her middle. She tried to catch a yawn but failed, and her eyes twinkled over the effort. “All right, if you insist.” She turned to Mary Martha. “Wake me up in a little while, you hear?”

Mary Martha nodded, knowing she would let Katy sleep as long as she could. While Katy wouldn’t admit it, anyone with eyes could see the telltale blue shadows under her eyes. The heaves didn’t come just in the morning, and they should have been over by now. Once again, she wished her mother were there, her mother with all her years of wisdom, all the doctoring she had done, her herbs and potions.

Surely there must be a wise woman in this area. She resolved to ask Ingeborg at the quilting bee on Saturday. Pastor Solberg wouldn’t be at the women’s meeting, would he?
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Wagons and teams were tied up at all the hitching rails and more still coming when Mary Martha followed Katy into the church on Saturday morning. If Mary Martha heard one “velkommen,” she heard twenty. Did none of them speak English?

“Come, sit over here by me.” Kaaren Knutson patted the bench beside her at the quilting frame. “You do quilt, don’t you?”

Mary Martha breathed a sigh of relief and nodded. “My mother made sure I knew all the womanly arts, even though my stitches aren’t near as tiny or perfect as hers. She finally gave up on me.”

“Ja, well, only a few of us here are so particular. We just try to get the quilts done in time for the next wedding.” Katy nodded to the wedding ring patterned quilt stitched onto the frame. “Sometimes we have weddings so close together we have to tie them instead of quilt.”

“Lawsamercy.” Mary Martha rolled her eyes heavenward and clutched her hands to her bosom, raising a chuckle from the woman with spun gold hair captured in a bun at the base of her neck.

“Now that isn’t a phrase one would hear around here.” Kaaren’s smile invited one in return.

“I know. I haven’t heard many of the sayings of home since I arrived. I knew that things were different in other parts of the country, but I don’t believe I was prepared for how different.” Mary Martha looked around the room at all the women chattering and laughing while keeping busy with their hands cutting, piecing, stitching.

“Ladies, can we begin now?”

“That’s Penny Bjorklund. She owns the general store,” Kaaren whispered.

“I know. We met her the day I arrived. Her husband runs the bank, right?” 

 “And the blacksmith shop. We all have a multitude of jobs around here. Whatever needs doing, someone either steps forward to take it on or gets volunteered. With as small a community as ours, we do for each other.”

Mary Martha threaded her needle and took up the stitching line where someone else had left off. Wouldn’t you know her predecessor had been of the perfection school.

Penny clapped her hands to get the group to settle down. When the din had hushed, she smiled and nodded. “Good. Kaaren, would you read our lesson and lead us in prayer?”

Kaaren smiled at Mary Martha and, pushing her chair back, got to her feet, Bible in hand. While she read in Norwegian, the woman on the other side of Mary Martha whispered the words in English for their guest. Kaaren had chosen part of the Sermon on the Mount, so Mary Martha knew what she read after the first lines were translated. Blessed are the pure in heart, blessed are they that mourn. . . . Her mother had read those same words so often, and no matter what her family had lacked, she always said they were indeed blessed.

From what she could see of these women, they believed the same.

Kaaren closed the Bible and looked out over the gathering. “We have been so greatly blessed with health, a good harvest, and with one another. Let us bow our heads and thank our God for what He has done. Then I will close.” She bowed her head, and after a few shufflings silence fell.

Outside, the children could be heard laughing and playing, the older caring for the younger. Geese flying overhead sang their own wild song.

Like the others, Mary Martha found it easy to enumerate things to be grateful for. Her family out here with new nieces and a sister-in-law with whom she felt an instant kinship, Zeb’s freedom from the Galloways, her safe trip here, a house of God to worship in. With that, a picture of the minister to this flock flashed into her mind. So much for a reverent attitude for prayer. Now that she’d had time to think about it, she was irked. After all, he had been terribly rude.

“Heavenly Father . . .”

Kaaren’s words brought Mary Martha back to the moment.

“Thou knowest our hearts, thou knowest our inmost beings, and we thank thee that thou lovest us anyway, for we are thy children and the sheep of thy pasture. Keep us in thy will that we may bring glory and honor to thy name. In Jesus’ blessed name we pray. Amen.”

There were sniffles as the women echoed her “amen,” and several had to surreptitiously wipe their eyes when they raised their heads.

“Thank you, Kaaren. As usual, you have given us food for thought and an opportunity to spend time with our heavenly Father.” Penny’s eyes looked a bit damp too.

On the surface we all look so fine, but I have a feeling that some of these misty eyes came because of hurts inside that no one wants to admit, me included. Mary Martha watched as Penny took control of herself again and beamed a smile around the room.

“Now, does anyone have anything to say about what has gone on in our meetings before?”

“Ja, what happened with the letter you sent to find out about Manda and Deborah’s homestead?” Mrs. Valders’ feather on her hat bobbed as she spoke.

“I still have heard nothing, so I sent another letter. I have a feeling Mr. MacCallister is going to have to make a trip out there to settle this thing. It would be his place now that he and Katy have officially adopted the girls.”

“Ja, he’s been thinking on that, but he had to wait until harvest was over.” Katy looked up from cutting out bits of cotton one and one-quarter inch square to piece for the wedding ring pattern. “We hate to take the girls out of school, but they want to see their homeplace again.”

“Can’t say as I blame them.” Ingeborg joined the conversation. “We’ll take care of your chores while you are away.”

Penny nodded. “I know cousin Ephraim wouldn’t mind living out there again.”

“On the matter of women’s votes, you know, like we talked about before?” Wrenlike, Mrs. Dyrfinna Odell raised her hand as she spoke, glancing at Hildegunnn Valders as if to ask permission.

Penny nodded. “What is it you want to say?”

“I . . . I read that the men don’t want our proposal even on the ballot. The Fargo Argus had a big article about it. The . . . the man who wrote it said God didn’t make women to think well enough to make decisions like choosing our government officials.”

“Ah, yes, the men are doing such a fine job themselves what with all the graft going on in President Cleveland’s administration. And if you look into the Indian matters, the reality between what was ordered and what gets to those poor misfortunate beings is inhuman.” Penny rolled her eyes and took a breath. “I better not get going on this, or I’ll go on for hours.” She shook her head again. “And that Louisiana Lottery they’re trying to push over on us, oh!”

“So, I want to know how we are going to get our men to vote for women’s suffrage.”

“Oh, pshaw,” Agnes Baard said with a shake of her head, “we just tell ’em no vote, no—”

“Agnes!” Penny had to roll her lips to keep from laughing out loud.

“ . . . cookies to go with their coffee.” Agnes finished with an innocent look on her face. “What did you think I was going to say?”

While some of the women snickered either into a handkerchief or behind their hands, others laughed out loud.

But through all this, the work continued as if minds and hands were two entirely separate entities. Mary Martha marveled at them, since she had to quit stitching to follow the conversations. 

 “While I know that some of you have met my sister-in-law, I’d like to introduce her to those of you who haven’t yet had the honor.” Katy stood and motioned Mary Martha to do the same. “Mary Martha MacCallister is here from Missouri to visit. Let’s speak English as much as possible so she can join in. Now if the rest of you would say your names, she can get to know us all.”

Katy sat down, making Mary Martha feel as if a spotlight shone right on her. She could feel her cheeks heating up as around the room all the women introduced themselves.

“We’re going to give you a test at the end,” whispered Kaaren.

“Thank you.” Mary Martha sat down and whispered back, “If you made me pronounce them all, that would be hard enough.”

“We are glad you are here,” Penny added at the end. “Now, was there anything else?”

“Ja, but we didn’t talk about this before.” Ingeborg nodded toward Bridget, who was stitching on the quilt across the corner from Mary Martha.

“So, let’s start now.” Penny nodded to Bridget, who put a hand to her breast and rolled her eyes beseechingly at Ingeborg.

“No, you tell them,” Ingeborg said.

Bridget got to her feet, clasped and unclasped her hands, and launched into rapid fire Norwegian. She finished in the same rush and sat back down.

“She wants to build a boardinghouse here in Blessing, but her son thinks she is too old. She wants to know what we all think.” Kaaren hit the high points for Mary Martha.

“Why, the nerve of him. From what I’ve seen and heard of Bridget, she has the energy of one half her age. And from what Penny said the other day, a boardinghouse would be a good idea.”

“It is.” Kaaren agreed. “I think Hjelmer is just being cautious.”

“If Bridget decides to do this, we will help her.” Mrs. Valders glanced around at the others, and they all nodded. “Contrary to other political situations, we have as much say at the bank meetings as the men do. She will most certainly be given the loan. After all, the men borrow money for machinery from the bank and for barns and such. Why can’t a woman take out a loan too?”

“For the same reason they think we can’t vote.” The voice came from the group at the cutting table.

“Bridget, you need a savings account at the bank.” Penny looked around for the approval of others.

“But I . . . I have no money.”

“Of course you do. I sold those sweaters you knitted, the soakers, and the wool stockings. If I pay you in cash rather than dress goods and such, you could open an account. Then you will have a vote just like the rest of us.”

A flutter of frowns crossed Bridget’s forehead, disappearing into her snowy hair. When she nodded, she smiled at the same time. “I am in America now. I will try this new thing.”

“Then we must sit down and begin to figure out what the building and furnishings are going to cost.” Penny nodded as she spoke. “I have price lists from companies that will help us get an idea of costs.”

“Uff da.” Bridget shuddered. “I must be a crazy woman to think I can do such a thing. Maybe Hjelmer is right. I am too old.”

“No, just as we broke the sod one furrow at a time, we will raise this new building one board at a time.” Ingeborg leaned toward the bestemor of her two sons. “You can call it Bridget’s Boardinghouse or The Bjorklund Boardinghouse. Either one will look good on a sign right on top of the porch roof so all can see it.”

“Just don’t serve any spirits there is all I say.” A comment again from one of those at the cutting table.

Penny waited a moment before continuing. “If there is nothing else, then, help yourself to the coffee and cake whenever you want. We will serve dinner at noon like always.” She made her way to the quilting frame and took a seat between Bridget and Kaaren.

“I’m glad to get that part out of the way.” She reached for her needle. “Oh, Kaaren, one of the ladies asked if you would read to us again like you have in the past. Would that be all right?” 

 Needles flew as Kaaren read from the Psalms and then asked for any favorites. One woman asked for the story of Ruth, so Kaaren turned to that book.

Mary Martha let the sounds flow over her, wishing she understood the words. Women went about the business of quilt making, took care of the children, nursed their babies, and wiped away a tear once in a while, at the same time listening to what the Scriptures had to say. After she finished reading, Kaaren took her whimpering baby, Samuel, and, folding a blanket over her shoulder, set him to nursing.

When they broke for the noon meal, a male voice intruded on the female conversation.

Mary Martha knew immediately who it was even before she heard the “Welcome, Pastor Solberg, you are just in time.” Why is it that I know his voice already? It isn’t as if we’ve been acquainted for a long time or anything. Why does just hearing his voice bother me?

The thoughts raced as she schooled her face to neutrality, continuing her description of the homeplace in Missouri to Kaaren and Ingeborg. They were having a difficult time understanding the term hollow, or holler, as she said it.

“I don’t know,” Ingeborg said with a sigh, accompanied by a gentle smile. “Between our Norwegian accents and your Missouri drawl, our understanding of each other might be nothing short of a miracle.”

“Zeb and Katy surely did work it out real fastlike. You should have seen them. Zeb went to the classes where our new immigrants were learning English so he could learn enough Norwegian to help out. We had many good laughs over that.” Kaaren motioned Mary Martha toward the table where the food was set out.

“Kaaren and Agnes helped with the English classes and probably will again,” Ingeborg said from her other side.

“Agnes helped out with what?” Agnes said, joining them.

When they reached the head of the line, they gestured for their guest to go first. Mary Martha turned toward the table and glanced over to another just in time to catch the glance of Pastor Solberg.

He looked at her as if she weren’t there, as if he could see right through her.

She felt like waving her hand in front of his face just to get that look out of his eyes. But instead she turned to dish up her soup and buttered bread. Surely that must be the problem. The man had no manners. None at all.

And if that were the case, how on earth did he shepherd this flock, who certainly seemed to hold him in high esteem.

Was there something wrong with her?





Chapter 4

“I’m going to school today. I’m going to school today,” Andrew recited in a singsong voice.

“Not if you don’t hold still. Andrew Bjorklund, I mean it.” Ingeborg tapped her young son on the shoulder. She raised the scissors again. “I am trimming your hair, and you are sitting still.”

“Ellie and Deborah are going too.”

“Ja, I know.”

“Pastor Solberg will be our teacher.”

“True.” She snipped a bit more off the left side in the back, leaving no curls along his neck. The top now lay in waves, but she knew as soon as the wind caught it, the nearly white curls would fly free again.

“I like Pastor Solberg.” Andrew looked up at her.

Ingeborg rolled her eyes. “Andrew, sit still, or you will look very strange.”

“Andew petty.” Astrid studied her big brother with adoring eyes. “Me go too.”

“No, you’re too little.” Andrew shook his head, flinched, looked up to the right to catch his mother’s frown, and froze. “Sorry.”

Astrid straightened her spine and glared at her brother. “Me go.” 

“She surely is a Bjorklund. Look at that jaw.” Bridget scooped up the two-and-a-half-year-old in her arms and kissed her rosy cheek. “Astrid can help Bestemor bake cookies.”

“Cookies?” She clapped her pudgy hands to her grandmother’s cheeks, then looked over her shoulder at Andrew. “Andew no cookies.” The tip of her straight little nose rose in the air just a mite. Astrid knew how to act like a queen bee when she wanted to.

“You be good now. We don’t want any bad reports.” Bridget smiled at Andrew, who looked at her as if she’d grown two new sets of ears. 

“I am always good.”

Bridget and Astrid headed for the well house, giggles floating over their shoulders.

“Mor?”

“What?”

“I am good all the time, ain’t I?” He looked up at her with eyes of Bjorklund blue, slightly darkened with the seriousness of his question.

Ingeborg whisked away the dish towel she had tied around his neck and kissed his cheek. “Most of the time, and I know you will do all you are asked at school.”

“Mor. Hurry him up.” Nearly twelve years old, Thorliff carried in an armload of wood and dumped it in the woodbox by the cast-iron cookstove. “We’re going to be late, and we can’t be late on the first day of school.” The horrified look on his face made his mother smile. He brushed the bark and chips off his arms and the front of his sweater, one that Bridget had just finished knitting for him the night before. 

“No, you won’t. Lars is taking you. He has to go to town anyway.” 

“Good.” He studied his brother. “You got your slate?”

Andrew nodded.

“Your lunch pail?”

Another nod.

“A handkerchief?” At the third nod, Thorliff pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes, studying his younger brother. 

 Andrew sat like a small creature in the grass when the shadow of a hawk flies overhead. At Thorliff ’s nod, the little boy let out a long held breath. He’d passed inspection. He leaped off the stool and ran around the table once, then again, singing out happily, “School today. School today.”

Thorliff and Ingeborg exchanged looks of both pride and laughter. Andrew had always been the one to make the two who had a tendency to seriousness smile and laugh.

I’m going to miss him. Ingeborg hid the thought carefully from her sensitive older son. Thank God for Astrid. But she will soon be on the way too and then what? Why, oh why, don’t you trust me with another baby, Lord? Have I been so evil in your sight? Do you not believe me when I plead for another child? What can I do to change your mind?

All the while she kept a smile on her face and forced the clouds away from her eyes. Knowing in her head that God knew of His plans for her and convincing her heart were two different things.

The jingle of horse harnesses and a sharp bark from Thorliff ’s dog, Paws, announced the arrival of the wagon.

Andrew headed for the door, skidded to a stop on the braided oval rug, and spun around. He grabbed his lunch pail and slate off the table and headed back outside.

“Andrew.”

Another screeching halt. This time he ran back to his mother, gave her a peck on the cheek, suffered through a hug, and danced out to the wagon. 

 Thorliff, who had grown so over the summer that the two of them stood nearly eye to eye, looked to his mother and shook his head. “Andrew, he gets kinda excited.” With that he took his own things, tipped his head for a quick kiss on the cheek and a pat on the shoulder, and joined Andrew in the wagon box behind their uncle Lars. Hamre, their twelve-year-old distant cousin who had come from Norway the year before with Bridget, sat on the seat beside the driver. The family resemblance was so strong that a stranger would have thought the three were brothers. While he nodded at their greeting, he, as usual, said nothing.

Bridget and Astrid came out of the springhouse to wave them off, and Ingeborg did the same from the top of the steps. A running figure caught the wagon before they passed the barns. Baptiste, dark hair flying as he leaped in great strides, swung into the back of the wagon as it kept on rolling. Grandson of Metiz, the French-Indian friend of the family, and Thorliff ’s best friend, Baptiste would rather be hunting and fishing out on the land he loved. He suffered school for his friend’s sake and because Metiz insisted that he learn to live in the white man’s world. Thanks to Metiz and her grandson, the settlers of Blessing—mostly the Bjorklunds—had learned to live off the land too. Metiz taught Ingeborg about the healing herbs growing around them and how to use them.

“He almost waited too long, huh?” Bridget said, her basket full of eggs, a crock of buttermilk, and a haunch of venison Baptiste had brought them two days earlier. Astrid carried an egg carefully in each hand.

“Ja, that rascal.” Ingeborg drew in a deep breath. Someone already had their smokehouse going—must be Metiz with the venison. This would be her first winter in the frame house Haakan and Lars had built for her on her three acres by the river. A haze lay across the land, blurring the edges of trees and the cattle out in the pasture. Geese and ducks sang their leaving song in the skies above, their V formations nearly clouding the sun at times.

Off in the field she could see Haakan waving at the passing wagon. Row after row of black soil rolled over from the blade of his plow as he and the team made their way back and forth across the wheat fields. All of the prairie land they owned was now broken to the plow except for the acres they kept for hay and pasture. 

 Ingeborg glanced up at the sky again. What she wouldn’t give to take the gun this afternoon and go bag some geese, both for the meat and the feathers. They never seemed to have enough down for pillows and feather beds, and roast goose would be such a treat. If she were lucky, she might even get a deer. With all the land settled around them, the deer had become more scarce so close to home.

All good reasons. With the boys back in school, they wouldn’t be able to hunt as they had lately, so . . . so why not me? If Bridget is too scandalized by my britches, well, she . . . she can just live with it. So what if it isn’t exactly ladylike.

Haakan would roll his eyes and tease her about her need to be out in the woods, but as long as she didn’t insist on working the fields, he’d allow her this. Kaaren would shake her head, but it would all be worth it to walk free in the woods and fields. Maybe she’d find a hazelnut bush or a bee tree.

She could feel the anticipation welling within her like a spring newly uncapped. Freedom! Freedom from the hot kitchen, four walls, and hampering skirts.

But in the meantime, she’d better get the bread to rising.
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We’re going to need more desks, Pastor Solberg thought as he counted the children lining up from the smallest to the largest in front of the school door. A bit of a scuffle ensued toward the end of the ranks where the bigger boys vied for position. A wagon coming from the north promised more pupils. He’d have to talk to Olaf Wold and see when he would have time to build a couple more tables and benches, but for now they’d have to crowd closer together.

“Children, quiet now. Please count off.” He nodded to Ellie Peterson Wold. “You begin—one.”

“One.” She glanced over her shoulder to Andrew Bjorklund.

“Two.” He looked toward the wagon. “Deborah will be three.”

Two girls jumped from the wagon and raced toward the lineup. “Sorry,” Manda Norton MacCallister panted as she skidded into her place in front of Thorliff.

“You’re three,” Andrew whispered to Deborah, loud enough for the crow flying above to hear.

“No, I ain’t. I’m five,” Deborah hissed back, stepping into place behind him.

“We’re numbering off,” John explained, hiding the smile that tugged at his lips. He’d learned early on that if he was strict and stern the first few days of school, he could relax and be himself later and not encounter any discipline problems. Sometimes that was hard, as right now. The little ones were so earnest. He glanced up to wave good-bye to their driver and was forced to try to hide his shock. Miss MacCallister had driven the children in. He finished his wave, grateful she couldn’t see the heat rising up his neck. He’d been so rude the other day. The guilt of it flamed him every time the thought returned. He’d been ungentlemanly, let alone unpastoral. While she visited here, she was part of his flock and deserved respectful attention. He would have to apologize.

“Twenty-nine,” called out fifteen-year-old Swen Baard.

“Thank you,” Solberg called back, hiding his surprise that the Baard boys returned this year. Joseph had grumbled last spring about needing his sons in the fields, that they had all the book learning they needed. Agnes must have put her foot down.

“Since we have more pupils this year, we will be somewhat crowded until we get new desks, so I expect you all to treat each other with good manners.” He dreaded the thought of having the older boys and girls sharing the higher benches, especially because of the teasing that went on with the Baard boys. He’d almost looked forward to their not being here this year.

He looked down at a tug on his coattails.

“Pathtor Tholberg, I brung you thith.” Slender to the point of emaciation, Anna Helmsrude held out a bright red apple for him. “I picked it juth for you.” 

 He wanted to gather the little girl into his arms and shield her from all harm. “Thank you, Anna,” he said, his face as serious as her own. The Helmsrude family had more pride than possessions, but Anna insisted on bringing him presents. How would he ever find time this year to help her get over her lisp when he had so many students? Dear God, help her get through another winter. She is so frail. Praying for his pupils, as well as his congregation, was as natural as breathing. Listening for the answers took more doing.

He turned and led the way into the soddy classroom that was formerly the church and school combined. As the children passed the line of pegs along the back wall, they hung up their coats and set their lunch pails on the shelf built for that purpose, then made their way to the benches. Just as he feared, there were more boys than girls in the upper grades.

Baptiste and Swen eyed the same seat.

Thorliff raised his hand. “I can sit on the floor today and bring a chair tomorrow.”

“I can stay home.” The giggles that answered Baptiste’s reply showed how the children had come to accept him as one of their own.

“Thank you, Thorliff, but why don’t you go over to my house and get a chair from there for today? We’ll work something else out tomorrow.” Actually he’d thought of having Thorliff help him with the younger children. The boy learned quickly and was so far ahead of the others that keeping him busy took plenty of forethought.

As Thorliff left the room, the others settled in.

John Solberg glanced around the room. Most everyone had slates, and several had new books they raised with pride when they saw him looking. Those who read well were already studying the bookshelves, one of which held all new books he’d ordered over the summer. Other books had been sent by his mother, who had impressed the ladies of her church to consider Blessing School their mission for the year. He hoped to have boxes for the children to open and delight over once in a while. 

 “We will now stand for the Pledge of Allegiance and our morning Scripture reading, after which we will ask our heavenly Father to bless this school year.” The older children got to their feet, and the younger followed suit.

Pastor Solberg pointed to the American flag hanging in the corner and put his hand over his heart. The older girls helped the younger children get the right hand in place, and they all stood erect.

“I pledge allegiance to the flag. . . .” John spoke slowly and clearly so that the children could follow easily. At the end he turned back to his class. “Very good. We’ll work on memorizing that for all the new ones here.” He picked up his Bible and waited for the rustlings to cease. “Today we are reading from Matthew, where Jesus is talking to His disciples and a large crowd. ‘He said, “Suffer the little children come unto me, and forbid them not: for of such is the kingdom of God.” ’ ” John looked up at the serious faces before him. “You see, Jesus has a special place in His heart for little children, but we are all His children, some of us just older than others.

“Shall we pray?” He waited again until all heads were bowed, eyes closed, and hands folded.

“Heavenly Father, we thank thee for the life and death of thy son, Jesus the Christ. We are glad that He is here with us right now to bless our school and our hearts and minds so that we might learn quickly and behave in a quiet and godly manner. Be with us now, in Jesus’ name. Amen.”

Lifting his head he looked at his students and breathed a quiet prayer that God would give him the wisdom needed to guide these lives entrusted to him.

“You may be seated,” he told them.

 He took up his pad of paper and newly sharpened quill pen to write the children’s names and ages, later to fill in their grade according to their level of learning. Some still spoke little English, but he had resolved to no longer talk Norwegian in the schoolroom. These children would learn to speak English if he taught them nothing else. 
It wouldn’t be long before the weekly language classes for their parents would begin again also.

“I would like all of our new pupils to come forward and line up beside my desk. The rest of you may choose a book from the shelf and read to yourselves until I am finished.” He ignored the two groans, feeling fairly certain which throats they came from. Baptiste would never say a word, but the Baard boys were not so reticent. He knew for certain who it was when their younger sister Anji hissed at them. He had a fair idea that Agnes would deal with them when they got home.

One by one he wrote down the names of the four youngest, asking them their ages and how to spell their names. He looked at Ellie. “It is Peterson or Wold now?”

“Wold.” Her smile lit her face.

“So the adoption is final?”

She nodded. “Pa said so.”

All but one passed with flying colors, and that was because he only spoke Norwegian. When John translated, the little boy did fine.

“Very good. Now, can you recite your alphabet?” At their looks of confusion, he said, “your ABC’s?”

Andrew led the way. “A.” He glanced at the other boy. With only minor prompting from the teacher, they rushed through to the end. “Z. That’s the sound the saw makes. Zzzzzz.” Andrew flashed a grin up at the teacher.

“You’re right. And that’s the sound of bees buzzzzing too.” John smiled at each of them. “Now, how far can you count?”

Ellie went the furthest with twenty-nine. She’d shut her eyes to remember the last numbers, so when she opened them, the teacher smiling at her made her cheeks turn red.

“Very good. Now, you four may take your seats and write your letters on your slate. Anji Baard will help you if needed.” As they filed away, Toby and Jerry White, soon to be Valders, stepped forward.

“We ain’t had no schoolin’—”

“ ’Cept what our new mama gived us.” Neither of the boys looked too excited about it now either.

“Can you spell your names?” They shook their heads. “How old are you?” Shrugs. John had talked with Hildegunn Valders, and they decided the boys were about seven and nine, Jerry being the eldest.

“I . . . I can count.” At the teacher’s nod, Jerry scrunched his eyes closed and rattled 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-10 without a breath.

“Nine.”

“Huh?” His eyes popped open.

“Nine. Nine comes before ten.”

“Oh, I forgot.” He shut his eyes again, rapid fired through eight, added nine, and his eyes flew open again. “Ten!”

“Very good.” Pastor Solberg looked up, hoping to catch Thorliff ’s eye, but the boy had his nose in a book. The whole soddy could blow down before Thorliff would know it. John had learned it did no good to call the boy’s name. He wouldn’t hear. So he laid a hand on Toby’s shoulder and pointed to the boy on the chair. “You go ask Thorliff to help you and Jerry with your numbers and your alphabet.”

The two did as asked, and John turned to three stairstep children standing before him, all looking so much alike except for their height that he’d have sworn they were cut from matching cookie cutters. They spoke only Norwegian, would have to have smile training, and the eldest, Mary, obviously didn’t want to be there. When John quizzed them in Norwegian, they answered in monosyllables. The Erickson sisters made reticent Hamre Bjorklund seem like a chatterbox.

By dinnertime, Solberg had cabin fever as bad as the children. Since Indian summer had given them a glorious day, he sent them outside to eat and run off some of their boundless energy.

Eight new pupils. How would he handle so many children with such a variety of ages and education? Or lack thereof? Last year had been easy in retrospect.

A girl screaming from outside drew him flying to the door.
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