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Chapter One
Omaha, Nebraska
Mid-January 1893
Stay away from the Craftsman girl.
Isaac Larson heard it often enough, but being in a one-room schoolhouse two seats away from her made it difficult to think of anything else. Emily Craftsman was beautiful. Her dark curls fell to the middle of her back. She wore a light blue ribbon so her hair wouldn’t get in her eyes which were the loveliest shade of green he’d even seen. Green eyes framed in thick lashes. Green eyes that twinkled whenever she laughed. Green eyes that were hard to look away from whenever she looked at him.
Then there was the rest of her. He tried not to think too much about the soft curves which her dress couldn’t hide, even though she was covered from her neck to her ankles. It seemed that ever since he turned seventeen last August, he’d been more aware of the physical beauty of young women, and Emily grabbed his attention far more than the others.
He forced his attention back to the math equation he was working on to determine the optimal crop of corn to plant depending on the perimeters he used. Shifting in his chair, he was only half aware of the sixteen-year-old teacher giving a reading lesson to the younger students at the front of the crowded room.
It didn’t do any good to waste his attention on Emily. She was forbidden. Besides, it wasn’t like she didn’t have young men ready to court her if she’d only give them the chance. He didn’t even understand why she still attended school. She was also seventeen—older than him by four months. Her close friend, Alice, got engaged and decided she wouldn’t go to school anymore. And yet, Emily ignored the young men in favor of school, even though it made her the oldest female in the room.
Isaac rubbed his eyes. Forget Emily. Taking a deep breath, he held his chalk over the slate and worked on the equation.
“Isaac?”
Looking up from the equation, he saw that the teacher had stopped her lesson. “Yes, Miss Connealy?”
She adjusted her thin-rimmed glasses. “The wood is here.”
He glanced out the window and saw that Ben Connealy was driving his sleigh full of lumber up to the schoolhouse. Setting down his chalk, he nodded and went to the hooks lining the wall where he grabbed his coat. After he slipped it on, he left the building, keeping to the path shoveled from the fresh layer of snow that covered the ground.
Ben pulled back the reins and the geldings stopped. “Getting low on firewood?”
“We’re not too bad yet, but the teacher tends to panic when the stack is half-full,” Isaac replied as he approached the sleigh.
Ben laughed. “That’s my sister. I don’t think there’s anything that doesn’t worry her.”
“I reckon some people are born that way.”
“I suppose.”
Isaac grinned as he lifted an armful of logs. “You want to come in for some coffee to warm up?”
“Nah. I’m fine. I got plenty of coal for the foot warmer. Besides, it’s not as bad as it was this morning.”
“I can’t argue with that. I almost didn’t come to school today.”
“This is your last year, isn’t it?”
“Yep.”
“Are you sure you’d rather farm than go into the lumber industry? I could use someone strong to help with the business.”
Isaac shook his head. “When I turn twenty-one, I’m getting a hundred and sixty acres to farm.”
“You’re not twenty-one yet. Why don’t you work in lumber until then?”
He shrugged. “Just not interested. I’ll stay at my pa’s farm and help out until I can apply for the land.”
Ben sighed. “You sure are stubborn.”
“Me? You’re the one who keeps asking the same question over and over.”
“It’s your fault. My sister keeps saying you’re her best pupil. Maybe if you weren’t so good at your studies, I wouldn’t want you working for me.”
Isaac suspected his teacher had another reason for wanting her brother to hire him but decided to keep his thoughts to himself. “Thanks for the wood.”
“Tell my sister I’ll come by with more later this week so she doesn’t have to worry the schoolhouse will freeze over.”
“I will.”
Isaac stepped away from the sleigh as Ben urged the horses toward the path that would take him back to town. Juggling the logs in his arms, Isaac opened the door and entered the schoolhouse. He quietly made his way to the potbelly stove since he didn’t wish to disrupt the teacher as she continued her lesson. He set the logs into the pile already in the box and added a couple of them to the stove to keep the room warm.
As he returned to the hooks at the back of the room, he tried not to look in Emily’s direction, but such a thing was easier said than done. Emily glanced up from the book she was reading and his eyes met hers. She brushed her hair from her shoulder and smiled at him. His heart leapt into his throat. Emily had the kind of smile that could render a man helpless.
Stay away from the Craftsman girl.
Clearing his throat, he looked away from her and focused on taking off his coat. He didn’t dare glance in her direction when he could feel the heat of her gaze upon him. His fingers fumbled on the buttons of his coat, and he could only pray she didn’t notice how nervous she made him.
What was she still doing at school anyway? It was bearable to have her in the same small schoolhouse while they were growing up because his friends were also there. But now they were gone, leaving his sister Rachel as the only other student closest to his age—and she was thirteen.
Well, this year would be his last. He only had to deal with Emily being in close proximity to him for a little longer and then he wouldn’t have to see her again, except for the occasional run-ins when they happened to be in downtown Omaha at the same time, something which rarely happened.
After he finally managed to unbutton his coat, he hung it up and returned to his desk. As he sat down, he realized Emily was watching him. It took all of his willpower not to give in to temptation to look directly at her. His gaze shifted to the front of the room where Eva offered him a smile before she answered one of the student’s questions.
Lowering his head, he returned to the slate and finished the equation. This was turning into one awkward year. A couple more months and it’d all be over. Then he could put Emily and Eva behind him and move on with his life. Just a little longer. He could do it.
***
Emily bit into her sandwich despite her lack of appetite. It was halfway into the school day and, once again, Isaac Larson was doing everything he could to ignore her. Just as he’d been ignoring her for the past three years. On the few occasions where they were paired up to work together, he rushed through the project, and if she tried to talk to him about something other than the assignment, he’d give a short answer and turn the topic right back to their work.
And now, as she sat at the back of the room where the oldest students were supposed to sit, he sat with his brothers and sisters to eat his lunch. This was ridiculous. A year ago, he’d sit with Clayton and Wiley at the back of the room. Maybe if Alice was still going to school, lunch wouldn’t be so awkward. Granted, she could sit with the other students, but they ranged from six to thirteen. What did she have in common with children? She was now a young woman who was ready to get married and have children. So why would she think of children as friends?
Her gaze went to Isaac who was showing his brother how to solve a problem he’d been working on before lunch. She glanced at the teacher and saw that Eva was smiling at Isaac. Emily narrowed her eyes. Didn’t Eva understand she couldn’t be a teacher and let a man court her?
Emily didn’t know the specifics of the extra schooling Eva took to qualify as their teacher, but Emily knew that teaching wasn’t something she wanted to do. Ever since she was a little girl, Emily knew she’d be a wife and mother. She’d only held on for an extra year of schooling because Isaac decided to. She thought with Alice, Wiley and Clayton out of the way, Isaac would finally pay attention to her. But it wasn’t turning out that way. He was spending his time with his siblings, and Eva had no desire to pair Emily with Isaac to work on a project like the teacher the previous year did.
The whole thing was frustrating Emily to no end. She couldn’t think of a single thing she’d done to upset him. Sure, she’d had her not-so-ladylike moments when they were younger and she proved she could beat most of the boys in a race or competed in their silly games to see who could throw a ball the farthest. It wasn’t necessarily the goal that appealed to her. She just wanted to prove that she could do everything they could. But when she turned fourteen, she decided she’d put aside her tomboy ways and act more like a lady. She figured Isaac might notice her if she did. But he didn’t.
With a sigh, she put her half-eaten sandwich away. For a moment, she entertained the notion of throwing it at Isaac’s head. Sure, he’d be upset, but at least he’d pay attention to her!
The only consolation she had was that Isaac didn’t seem to care for Eva. That, at least, gave her some time to think of what she might do to get Isaac to get to know her. If she could do that, then he’d realize she wasn’t as bad as he apparently thought she was.
Not knowing what else to do, she decided to pick up her book and read where she left off. As funny as it seemed, she hid the cover by wrapping it in brown paper. It was a dime novel. Worse, it was a romance. She’d die of embarrassment if anyone caught her reading one. She was known for being a serious student, and serious students didn’t waste time on such fluff. No. She was expected to continue reading books lauded by the teachers as being appropriate literature, and every teacher somehow managed to find the most boring books imaginable.
Emily was just glad Eva Connealy didn’t insist on finding out what she was reading. It was during school hours where Emily would read the romances and pretend she was the heroine and Isaac was the hero. As she flipped to the page where she left off before lunch, she glanced at Isaac again. Anyone could tell a Larson from a mile away, especially the males in that family. Their blond hair, slender builds, and facial features were similar. The women didn’t always have blond hair, but it seemed that the men did. She wondered if her son would have blond hair. She sighed. At the rate things were going, having a son wasn’t going to happen.
What would it take to break through Isaac’s wall? Obviously, coming to school wasn’t doing the trick. There had to be something she could do to get him to pay attention to her. The problem was, she needed to find out what that something was.
***
That night after supper, Isaac was ready to head out to feed the animals in the barn when his father called out to him from where he sat in the parlor with Adam and Jacob. Isaac stood by the front door and waited for his father while he buttoned his coat.
“I’ll help you with your game when I get back,” his father told Jacob, motioning to the checker board.
Isaac slipped his gloves on in time for his father to leave the parlor and grab his coat from the coat tree by the door. “I’ll help with the chores tonight.”
“Alright.” Isaac waited for him to put on his coat before he opened the front door and stepped outside. His father followed him, and he shut the door. “What is it, Pa?”
As they walked down the porch steps, his father said, “You’ll be eighteen soon.”
He laughed. “That’s all the way in August. You make it sound like I’m turning eighteen next month.”
“I’ll blink and you’ll be eighteen. Trust me, son. The older you get, the faster time flies. I know you’re tired of your ma saying it seems like yesterday when you were born, but it’s true. When you get to be my age, you’ll understand what I’m talking about.”
“So, you’re coming out here with me to talk about the good old days when I was a kid?”
“No. I want to talk to you about getting you a house.”
“A house?” Isaac hadn’t expected this.
His father followed him into the barn and handed him a pitchfork before he took another one for himself. “When I married your mother, I had a sod house. Do you remember what living in a sod house was like?”
“A little bit.”
“Well, when we finally built the house we’re in now, your mother was excited. Sure, she never complained about that sod house, but it’s not an ideal place for a woman and children.”
Isaac poked his pitchfork into the hay pile, thinking he knew where this conversation was going. “I reckon it isn’t.”
“You’re about to finish your schooling, and you’ll need to get a place of your own with land you can tend to. It’s time you spread your wings and became a man. I don’t want you to have to start out in a sod house like I had to. I want you to have a good, sturdy house so when you get married, you can take your bride to a home that isn’t crawling with bugs and snakes.”
Isaac shoved his forkful of hay into the trough and waited for his father to continue.
“I saved aside the money to buy the lumber, and your uncles will help us build you a house,” his father said as he enthusiastically tossed his portion of hay into the trough.
“That’s awfully nice of you, Pa.”
“It’s nothing. You’ve always been a good boy and worked hard around here. I know you’ll take good care of your own farm. And you don’t have to worry about getting land. I’ll get that worked out for you.”
Surprised, Isaac nodded, wondering if he was truly ready to own his own farm. On paper, he knew what it took to run one, but he couldn’t stop feeling as if he wasn’t. After all, he expected to be twenty-one when he got one. “Pa?” he slowly asked.
“What is it, son?”
“When you started your farm, did you feel ready?”
“No. I don’t think anyone ever feels ready when they start out on their own, but we all got to start sometime.” His father threw another forkful of hay into the trough and glanced at him. “Do you have your eye on any young ladies?”
Forcing aside the image of Emily’s smile, he shook his head. “There’s no one I’m interested in courting.”
“Well, there are young ladies your age to choose from. Maybe you aren’t looking in the right places.”
“Maybe,” he muttered, wishing he was interested in someone—anyone—other than Emily. It would make things a lot easier.
“Are any of the ladies of marrying age still attending school?”
“No.”
His father frowned. “Isn’t Emily Craftsman still going there?”
Isaac sighed. Why couldn’t his father drop the subject already? “Yes, but she spends all her time reading books.”
“You don’t talk to her, do you?”
“No, of course not.”
Relaxing, he nodded. “Good. It’s important you marry someone from a good family.” He patted him on the shoulder before he turned back to toss more hay into the trough.
Glad the conversation was over, Isaac resumed his part of the chores.
Chapter Two
On Saturday, Emily sat in Bertha Wilhem’s parlor while Bertha made alterations to Alice Reed’s wedding gown. For a moment, Emily entertained the fantasy that it was her on the stool while Bertha tweaked on her dress. Of course, the fantasy would be incomplete without Isaac, and that brought a whole new set of images to her mind. Images of Isaac smiling at her, holding her hand, kissing her cheek…
“What do you think?” Alice asked.
Blinking, Emily focused on her friend and studied the gown. “It’s lovely.” Looking at Bertha, she added, “People are right about you. You make the best clothes in town.”
Bertha’s lips turned up into a smile. “It’s a labor of love, and now that my children are grown up, it gives me something to do.”
“You do a fine job,” Alice said. “I feel beautiful already and this dress isn’t done yet.”
“Don’t sell yourself short, Alice,” Emily replied. “You’re attractive in your own right.”
Rolling her eyes playfully, Alice said, “Look who’s talking, Bertha. Emily turns every man’s head without even trying.”
“That’s not true,” Emily argued.
“Something is wrong with Isaac Larson. You’d do better to find someone else to occupy your thoughts.”
Emily shifted in her chair and glanced out the window where the sun gave the illusion of it being warm outside. The bitterness in the cold air had made her father hesitant to take her into town, but since Alice was her dearest friend in the whole world, he relented. Tapping her foot on the hardwood floor, she considered Alice’s words. Perhaps her friend was right. Maybe she should find another eligible man.
“That’s not a bad idea,” Emily whispered.
“What’s not a bad idea?” Alice asked, glancing up from where Bertha was sewing the hem of her dress.
Standing up, Emily smoothed her skirt and tugged on the edges of her sleeves. “Finding another man.”
“You should, Emily. What’s the point in pining for a man you’ll never get?”
“I can get him.”
Laughing, she shook her head. “In all the years you’ve known him, he’s avoided you.”
“That’s not true. When we were children, he talked to me.”
“And that was a long time ago. We’re not children anymore.”
“No, we’re not, which means I need to think like a mature woman.”
“Alright. What is this mature plan you have?”
“I’ll let a handsome young man pick me up from the schoolhouse. Isaac will realize I’m not going to spend my entire life waiting for him, and then he’ll come to his senses and court me before he loses me to another.”
Alice threw back her head and laughed. “Oh seriously, Emily. That’s a good one.”
“I’m not joking.” She glanced at Bertha who didn’t look up from where she was sewing. “I’m sure I can talk someone into pretending to be interested in me.”
“You don’t need anyone to pretend. They’re already interested in you.”
Sighing, she tapped her lips with her index finger. “I need someone who’ll pretend. He’ll have to know what I’m doing and why. I don’t want him believing more will come from the plan than the simple bit of acting I want him to do.”
“You mean you don’t want him falling in love with you by accident.”
An idea came to Emily and she snapped her fingers. “Your fiancé!”
Alice gasped and turned her startled gaze to Bertha whose eyes widened in surprise. “Can you believe her?” she asked Bertha. “And she calls herself a friend!”
“I wouldn’t trust anyone but Ben,” Emily argued, crossing her arms. “I don’t have any interest in him, and he has no interest in me. He’s going to marry you next month. Plus, he comes by the schoolhouse all the time to deliver wood.”
Alice shook her head. “You’ve lost your mind. Ben’s been trying to get Isaac to work for him. Isaac already knows he’s engaged to me.”
She groaned and sat back down, her eyebrows furrowed and a scowl on her otherwise pretty face. “I hate it when you speak logic to me.”
Looking relieved, Alice said, “You’ll have to think of something else. You know, it’d be much easier if you could talk to him and find out why he avoids you.”
“I’ve tried that, but as soon as he sees me heading his way, he runs off like a scared little rabbit. When we were forced to work together in school, he expertly dodged all of my questions.”
“Hmm…”
Intrigued by the thoughtful tone in her friend’s voice, Emily asked, “‘Hmm’ what?”
As Bertha stood up, Alice let out a tentative chuckle and shrugged. “It probably won’t work.”
Bolting from the chair, Emily hurried over to her friend. “Now Alice, I know that gleam in your eye. It means you have a good idea brewing up there.” She pointed to Alice’s forehead. “You might as well spill it because I’ll needle you until you do.”
Alice stepped down from the stool. “It’s silly. Not to mention immature.”
“I’ve been mature, and mature hasn’t worked. What is it?”
“It’s really not a good idea. Isaac will see right through it.”
“See through what?” Bertha asked.
Emily giggled and motioned to Bertha. “You’re not going to make her suffer by not saying what’s on your mind, are you?”
Putting her hands up in resignation, Alice sighed. “Alright. I’ll tell you. If you were a man, then he might tell you why he won’t talk to you.” She paused, looking uncertain. “But it’s ridiculous. You’re too beautiful to be mistaken for a man.”
“Not if we have the right clothes and facial hair,” Bertha thoughtfully inserted.
“You think so?” Emily asked.
“Why sure,” Bertha replied. “In fact, I bet I could find a mustache. I’ve worked on a couple of wigs, too.”
“But certainly, someone will know she’s a woman,” Alice argued.
“It’s worth a try, Alice,” Emily said. “If people know I’m a woman disguised as a man, then so be it. I’ll laugh it off as a prank, and no harm will be done.”
Bertha squealed and clapped her hands. “This could be fun. I just love a good challenge. Alice, I got the measurements I need to finish your dress. Emily, go ahead and get on the stepstool while I search through an old trunk.”
As Bertha left the room, Alice shook her head. “I feared you’d jump at the chance to dress like a man.”
“Come now, Alice. It’s for a good reason. Besides, your ideas haven’t failed me yet.”
“You’d think your dime novels would give you lots of bad ideas since they’re filled with such nonsense.”
“Shh.” She glanced at the hallway Bertha had run down to make sure the woman hadn’t overheard. In a low voice, she told Alice, “Those novels are fun to read. You ought to try one sometime.”
“I have better things to do than to sit around and read a romance.”
“Mysteries and adventures of danger out west are also popular stories.”
“I’ll clarify my point. I don’t have time to read anything. I’m about to become a wife. I need to focus on maintaining a home.” After a pause, she added, “And my mother’s been helping me cook meals that won’t kill my poor husband.”
“Your cooking isn’t that bad.”
“It’s not nice to lie to your friend. My cooking’s dreadful and you know it. I don’t know how you do it. You’ve never once burned anything, and everything you mix together tastes right.”
“I follow the directions on the recipe card. There’s nothing to it.”
“It’s not that easy.” Tapping Emily’s arm, she continued, “I’ll be back to see what Bertha digs up from that trunk of hers.”
Emily nodded and fought the urge to leap for joy. Alice’s idea had to work. And really, the idea was so simple. Emily wondered why she didn’t come up with it. Isaac wouldn’t be on his guard if she came to him as a man, and as long as she was a good actress, he wouldn’t know the difference. All she needed to do was pay close attention to the way men acted and what they talked about. It couldn’t be that hard.
Bertha returned with an armful of items that she set on the chair. “I found a couple things that might work.”
Excited, Emily watched as the woman sorted through some fabrics, buttons, bow ties, and wigs. “You sure did save a lot.”
“I’m a pack rat. Once I make something, I save it, unless the person I make it for keeps it. Sometimes, people don’t like the final product so I keep it and make them something else. You never know when one person’s trash will be another one’s treasure.” She picked out a wig and studied Emily’s hair. “This is too light. You need something that goes well with your complexion.” Turning back to her pile, she found a darker wig and held it up to Emily’s face. “That’s much better! Let’s pin your hair up and see how it fits.”
Emily obeyed and then put the wig on. “What do you think?”
“It looks like your natural hair color, and it’s not too long in the back. I can give it a trim.” She tugged on the edges. “It’s a little loose. I’ll tuck it in a bit.” Picking up a pin, she marked the loose edges. “There we go. A couple minor fixes and it’ll be perfect.”
Removing the wig, she handed it to Bertha. “My heart is beating like crazy. Is it wrong to admit this is one of the most exciting things I’ve ever done?”
She laughed and picked up a couple of mustaches. “I don’t think so. When I was a little girl, I used to dress up and pretend I was someone else. If you think about it, that’s all you’re doing. Playing dress up.” She held one mustache under Emily’s nose, shook her head, and put another one up to her face. “This is going to be harder. Let’s see if this one does the trick.” She tried the last one and nodded. “It’ll do. I’ll dye it the same shade as the wig.”
“I used to play dress up, too. My real mother had beautiful clothes and some nice jewelry. I used to think she was a princess.”
“I didn’t realize Sarah had any jewelry besides a necklace.”
Emily started to tell her that she meant her real mother Cassie but decided against it. The day was going nicely, and the last thing she wanted to do was spoil it by talking about the woman who abandoned her when she was seven. It was easier to think of her father’s second wife, Sarah, who was more of a mother than Cassie had been. Emily turned her attention back to Bertha and said, “My pa bought Ma a wedding ring. It’s a beautiful one. It’s white gold with a pretty diamond embedded in it.”
“I’ve seen it, and it’s very lovely,” Bertha replied. “Hopefully, you’ll be wearing a similar ring in the near future.”
Her thoughts going back to Isaac, Emily’s face grew warm. If Alice’s plan worked, there was hope. At least, her chances would be better. “I hope so, Bertha. I really do. I’ve loved him for years.”
“Then we better get your measurements taken so I can work on your clothes.”
Emily went over to the stepstool and stepped onto it. “You won’t tell my mother about this, will you?”
“Of course not,” she replied as she brought out her measuring tape. “What good is the plan if others know about it?”
Breathing a sigh of relief, she smiled. “You’re right, Bertha. Not a word of this to anyone.”
Which was good because her mother would have a fit if she knew Emily was pretending to be a man. She spent a lot of time trying to teach Emily how to be a proper young lady, and a proper young lady didn’t go around in men’s clothes in an attempt to figure out why the man she wanted was avoiding her.
The plan would work. Emily just knew it. As soon as she found out why Isaac avoided her, she would get through his wall. While Bertha took the measurements, Emily imagined what she might say and do when she approached Isaac as Elmer.
Chapter Three
When Emily and Alice left Bertha’s house, Emily spent a few minutes talking to Alice before she decided she better go to the mercantile where her father would be waiting for her. The bitter wind whipped through the street, so she crossed her arms and buried her nose into her scarf.
As she crossed the street to get to the mercantile, she saw her father talking to Chester Greene, the man he was due to meet while they were in town. By the smile on her father’s face, she knew the business venture went well and he’d just sold a good number of his cattle.
She made it to the mercantile. When she made eye contact with her father, she indicated she’d wait for him inside the store. He nodded, so she slipped into the store. She loosened the scarf around her neck. Nothing made her appreciate a warm room more than being out in the cold. Looking at her gloves, she decided it might be a good idea to get a new pair, something thicker but also pretty. As she made her way to the small clothing section, she greeted Ralph Lindon who owned the mercantile.
“I hear your father just made a profit with Chester Greene,” Ralph called out from where he stood behind the counter.
“Yes. I saw Pa’s face on my way in,” she replied. “From the looks of it, Mr. Greene is pleased as well.”
“And who can blame him? Your pa’s cattle are among the best in the area. He worked hard to get where he’s at,” Ralph said. “I remember when he was just getting started. He had a lot to overcome. You should be proud of him.”
“Oh, I am.” With a quick look around to make sure none of the other patrons were listening to them, she stepped toward him and lowered her voice. “Do you have any new dime novels?”
Chuckling, he reached under the counter and pulled out four new novels. “I saved these for you. They fly off the shelves, so I didn’t want you to miss out just because you can’t come in as much as you can when it’s warmer out.”
“Thank you, Ralph.” She dug into her coat pocket and paid for them before she slipped them into her coat. Glancing over her shoulder, she was glad to see her pa hadn’t come into the store yet.
“I don’t know why you insist on hiding them. There’s no sin in enjoying a story that entertains you.”
“My teacher wouldn’t regard it as real literature. She’d say it was a waste of time.”
“Who cares what she thinks? You’re the one who has to read them.”
“Yes, but I’m in her schoolhouse when I do.”
He winked at her. “Emily, you’re a girl after my own heart.”
She winked back and turned around. Keeping one of her arms against her side so the dime novels wouldn’t fall to the floor, she went to the shelf where the gloves were. She studied the gray and blue pairs and tried to determine which would keep her hands the warmest. Just when she thought she’d pick the gray pair, her gaze fell to the brown pair of male gloves. Biting her lower lip, she wondered if she should get those instead. She’d need male gloves when she was dressed as a man, wouldn’t she? Bertha had discussed a coat for her, but she didn’t say anything about gloves.
She reached out and touched the brown gloves, noting that they were thicker than the women’s gloves. What in the world were men doing with such nice, thick gloves when women had to wear something so thin? Didn’t the people who made gloves understand that women got cold, too? After all, gloves weren’t just for show.
“Hi, Emily,” a young man said as he approached her. “Are you buying those for your pa?”
She looked up at Wiley Greene, one of Isaac’s friends. “Oh. Hi, Wiley.” Turning the gloves over in her hand, she shrugged. “I was thinking about getting them.” She figured he could assume the gloves were a gift for her father.
“Those gloves are alright, but if you want my opinion, these are better.” He picked up a pair that was a darker shade of brown. “I know it doesn’t look like it, but they can stand up better to outdoor work.”
“Really?”
“I have a friend who used both pairs, and he said these lasted longer. He’s a farmer, so he’d know.” Blushing, he put them down. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to tell you what to do.”
“You didn’t tell me what to do,” she assured him, setting the light brown gloves down. “I want something that’ll last longer.”
“In that case, here you go.” He handed them to her.
Emily offered a polite smile, hoping she wasn’t giving him an indication that she was interested in him in the same romantic light he was looking at her with. “Thank you.”
“Oh, anytime, Emily. Whenever you need anything, I’ll be happy to help.” His face grew pinker and he shifted from one foot to another. “And it doesn’t matter what it is. I can help with even a small thing.”
Emily saw her father heading toward them and breathed a sigh of relief. Good. She was worried that Wiley was going to ask if he could call on her. But with her father there, it eliminated that possibility. “Hi, Pa,” she called out, directing Wiley’s attention to her father.
It worked. Wiley stopped staring at her as if he was ready to ask her the question she dreaded. He looked at her father and nodded. “Good afternoon, sir.”
Neil smiled and nodded in return. “You’re Wiley Greene, aren’t you?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I was just talking to your father. He’s a good man.”
“Thank you.” After a moment of awkward silence, Wiley told Emily, “I’ll see you around.”
She offered him a smile as he left. She held no ill will toward Wiley. He was always respectful and nice. But he wasn’t Isaac.
After Wiley left, Neil said, “One of these days you’ll let one of the young men court you, and I got to admit, I’m not looking forward to it.”
“I’m not a little girl anymore, Pa. You have to let me go sometime,” she teased.
He sighed. “You’ll always be my little girl, no matter how old you get. Just make sure you’re careful in who you pick to marry, alright? You want someone who’s going to put you first, and that means he’d be willing to lay down his life for you.”
“I will. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m smart enough to know who’ll make a good husband.” She held up the brown gloves so he could check them out. “What do you think?”
“They look fine. But you should let young men buy you gifts, not the other way around.”
Giggling, she shook her head. “These are for me.”
“Oh?”
“Would you believe these gloves are better than the ones they make for women? I don’t understand it, Pa. Why would they be more concerned about keeping men’s hands warmer in the winter? Don’t they know that women get cold, too?”
He laughed. “It’s not about being warmer. It’s about being fashionable. Hasn’t your mother explained that often enough?”
At the thought of her mother, Emily grinned. “She means well, I suppose.”
“She’s a good mother.”
Much better than her real one. He didn’t need to say it. With a shrug, she said, “I’d like to get these if that’s alright?”
“I don’t have any problems with it. You can use them when you help me with the cattle.”
“Yes. They’ll be better than the flimsy pair I already got.” She might as well get multiple uses from them.
“Do you want anything else while we’re here?”
“No. This is it.”
“I’ll pick up a couple items your ma wanted and then we’ll head home.”
“Can I wait in the sleigh?”
He nodded. “Give me the gloves and I’ll pay for them.”
She gave them to him and strode out of the store as she waved to Ralph Lindon who was helping a customer. As she glanced down the boardwalk, she saw Isaac’s mother with her two friends and her three daughters walking toward the mercantile. Emily guessed Isaac’s father was with the sons, which meant Isaac wasn’t anywhere in viewing distance.
Maybe it was foolish that she should be as interested in Isaac as she was. If it hadn’t been for the friendship they’d shared when they were younger, she wouldn’t give him another thought. But until they were fourteen, he’d been the only boy who accepted the fact that she was as smart as the other boys. The other boys had wanted to treat her like a girl, and that meant she wasn’t supposed to be as smart as them.
Something changed during that year, but she had no idea what it was. One day he stopped talking to her and that was it. If she was one to give up, she would’ve dismissed him a long time ago. But she wasn’t one to give up, and she couldn’t decide if that worked for her or against her. On many levels, it was good. It was why she was able to help her father with the cattle as well as she did, but on the other hand, she probably held on to lost causes when she should move on.
Still keeping the dime novels carefully tucked under her arm, she decided to hold the door open for the Larsons as they approached her.
“Hello, Emily,” Isaac’s mother said.
“Hi, Mrs. Larson,” Emily replied. She smiled at Isaac’s aunts and sisters and exchanged the customary greetings.
While the others went into the mercantile, Isaac’s mother rubbed one of her three-year-old daughter’s back. “I hear you’re still in school this year.”
“Yes. I enjoy learning.” While that was true, Emily had to admit she wasn’t learning anything from Eva Connealy. But that wasn’t the point of going to school for an extra year, and she’d rather die than tell Mrs. Larson that. “This will be my last year.”
“It’s hard to believe you’re grown up already. I remember when you were a baby.”
Good-naturedly rolling her eyes, Emily said, “My pa says the same thing.”
“You’ll have to forgive us old folk. We tend to get sentimental as the years go by. If it makes you feel better, I tell Isaac the same thing. Thank goodness some of my children are still children.” She adjusted the hat on her daughter’s head. “How are you and your family doing?”
“Very well, thank you.”
“That’s good to hear. Is your mother in town?”
“No. She decided to stay home with my brothers and sister while Pa and I came in. He had a business venture to take care of.”
“I hope the business venture was a good one.”
“It was. He’s beaming from ear to ear.”
“I’m glad to hear that.”
Emily’s father came out of the store with a box full of items he’d just bought. “Oh, good afternoon, Mary.”
“Hello, Neil,” Isaac’s mother replied. “I should congratulate you. Emily told me the good news.”
“Thank you. God’s blessed me beyond what I deserve,” he said.
“I’m glad. Well, I better get into the store before my children get bored. The twins are especially difficult. Three-year-olds get into everything, and they’re more competitive than they should be.”
“That’s the nature of children, I’m afraid,” Neil replied.
“Especially when they’re twins. None of my other children are that competitive.”
“It’ll be interesting when they get older.”
She gave him and Emily a wry grin. “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of. I hope you have a pleasant ride back home.”
“You too,” Neil and Emily replied.
Emily watched as Isaac’s mother went into the store and wondered what it might be like to have her as a mother-in-law. Mrs. Larson had always been good to her. When she was little, she used to look forward to when Mrs. Larson brought over something new for her to wear. In some ways, Mrs. Larson was a second mother to her.
“Are you ready to go home?” her father asked.
Breaking her thoughts from Mrs. Larson, Emily nodded and followed him to the sleigh.
Chapter Four
Isaac pulled the sleigh up to his Aunt Jenny and Uncle Owen Russell’s house. He got out and went to the door while his sister Rachel checked the foot warmer because their brother Adam complained his feet were too cold. Isaac stepped onto the porch just as his Aunt Jenny opened the front door.
“Good morning, Isaac.” She turned to her thirteen-year-old daughter and adjusted her hood.
Emma sighed. “I can do it myself. I’m not a baby.”
Jenny let go of her coat and nodded. “You’re right. I should stop fussing over you all the time. It’s just that your two brothers are already out on their own. I have little else to do with my time except sew, and that can be a lonely activity.”
Isaac hid his smile as Emma rolled her eyes.
While Emma buttoned her coat, Jenny walked to the kitchen table and retrieved a lunchbox. “I hear your pa and uncles are going to help you build a house.”
“Yes. Pa doesn’t want me to start off in a sod house.”
“I don’t blame him. They might be cheap and practical, but it’s much nicer if you don’t have to live with snakes and insects slithering into your house through the walls and under the floor.”
“As a kid, I thought that was fun.”
Jenny chuckled as she returned to the doorway while Emma slipped on her gloves. “I’m sure for you it was, and even though your mother never complained, I still think she was relieved when your pa finally got the new house built.”
“Probably.” He was three when his father decided it was time to get something better to live in. “From a kid’s perspective, it wasn’t so bad.”
“I assure you that from a woman’s, it can be.”
“I’m sure it can,” Isaac replied.
Jenny handed Emma the lunchbox and smiled. “Have a good day at school.”
Isaac and Emma made their way across the fresh layer of snow before he helped her into the sleigh. He wrapped the steer hide over her. Afterwards, he checked to make sure his sister, Rachel, and brothers, Adam and Jacob, were warm before he got into the driver’s seat. Lifting the reins, he directed the horses forward and the bells jingled in unison with the horses’ steps.
He barely listened as Emma and Rachel talked about dress patterns while Adam and Jacob argued over who made the biggest snowball the day before. Once they reached the schoolhouse, he took care of the sleigh and horses while the others went inside. After he was done, he caught sight of the Craftsman sleigh as Neil brought Emily, her brothers, her sister, and the young Parson and Richmond kids. He often wondered how they all fit into the sleigh, but it probably made them all warmer to be huddled together like they were.
Forcing his attention off of Emily, he decided to get into the school before they noticed him. It was awkward to run into Emily’s father, and not because Neil had ever been rude. Isaac understood his father detested Neil. He was never given an explanation, but he picked up on the tension whenever the two were in the same area. Everyone else probably picked up on it, too, though no one discussed it. Maybe he shouldn’t have opted to go to school for another year. Maybe it would’ve been better if he volunteered to take his siblings and cousin to school and then returned home to help at the farm until he could get his own land.
Sighing, he hurried into the school and set his belongings down. Emily and the others came in just as he was hanging his coat on the hook. While Emily took her coat off, a book fell out of the pocket and on to the floor. No one else noticed it, and with the commotion from the others, she didn’t either. He debated whether he should pick it up and then decided it was silly not to. Just because he handed her the book, it didn’t mean he had to talk to her. At least not to say anything other than, “You dropped your book.”
His heartbeat picked up, and he took a deep breath to settle his nerves. Why did it always have to be so difficult to be near her? After her brother Stan ran to his desk, Isaac leaned forward and picked up the book which was open. He took a good look at it and realized it was a dime novel, and Emily had wrapped the cover with brown paper. Resisting the urge to laugh because Emily was sneaking in reading material Miss Connealy wouldn’t approve of, he went up behind her and tapped her on the shoulder.
Emily turned from helping her sister with the barrette in her hair, her cheeks still a pretty shade of pink from being out in the cold.
Clearing his throat, he held up the dime novel wrapped in brown paper. “You dropped this.”
Her gaze traveled to the book and she blanched.
“Don’t worry. I won’t say anything to the teacher,” he whispered. The whole time he spoke, his heartbeat refused to slow down.
“Thank you,” she replied with a smile that could stop a man dead in his tracks.
His cheeks warmed and he shrugged. “It’s no bother.”
Unsure of what else to say or do and knowing he’d better stop talking to her before Jacob blabbed about it to their father, he quickly averted his gaze from hers and went to his desk. Glancing at Jacob, he sighed with relief. Good. Jacob was still arguing with Adam about who made the biggest snowball.
Isaac settled into his seat, his heart still racing with excitement. He took a deep breath to slow it. As soon as he glanced at Emily who went to her seat, he admonished himself. How could he expect to focus on his lessons if he continued to think about her? Fighting the urge to look at her again, he opened his book to get ready for the day.
***
That afternoon, Isaac was surprised to glance out the window and see his father riding up to the schoolhouse on his horse. Curious, Isaac asked the teacher if he could go outside to see if something was wrong.
When she said yes, Isaac grabbed his coat and left the schoolhouse just as his father was tying the horse’s reins to the post. “What is it, Pa?”
“Rose still isn’t feeling well, so I’m going to take your ma and Rose to the doctor. I came to take Rachel home so she can watch Harriett.”
“I’ll get Rachel.”
“I’ll do it. You can get back to your studies, and I need you to do my chores when you get home.”
“Yes, Pa.” Isaac nodded and followed his father into the schoolhouse.
Miss Connealy stopped her lesson to the younger students when she saw his father walk toward the front of the room. “Good afternoon, Mr. Larson. Is something wrong?”
While his father explained the situation to her, Isaac stood in the back of the room. He glanced at Emily, wondering if she knew why things were so tense between his father and hers. Perhaps her father had told her about the past and what happened to bring them to this point in time where his father felt it best that he and Emily not talk to each other. Emily turned her attention back to her book as if nothing unusual was going on. Isaac supposed he shouldn’t be disappointed, and yet, he was.
Isaac looked at his father as he talked to Miss Connealy. They were talking in softer tones, so he couldn’t make out what they were saying, but he could tell that his father approved of Miss Connealy in a way that he didn’t approve of Emily. He grimaced. He hoped his father wouldn’t get ideas about him courting the teacher.
It seemed that all his father could talk about lately was how it was time for Isaac to find a good, young woman to settle down with. That, in and of itself, wasn’t so bad, but considering he couldn’t explore the possibility of courting Emily, he wasn’t interested.
He breathed a sigh of relief when his father said good-bye to Eva Connealy and left with Rachel. After he hung his coat back up, he returned to his desk and went back to his work.
An hour before they were due to go home, Miss Connealy made her way to Emily’s desk, and though Isaac tried not to pay attention to the quiet exchange, it was hard not to when the room was small.
“I want you to do a report on one of the books you’re reading,” Eva said, bending toward Emily who had her book closed on the desk.
“A report?” Emily asked, sounding alarmed.
“Yes, a report. I need to show the school board that you’re learning while you’re here. I’ve allowed you to come here every day to read since you said you didn’t want to focus on any of the other academic subjects. All I need is a summary of one of the books you’ve read and a one to two-thousand-word essay on what you liked and didn’t like about the book, what moral message you think the author was trying to convey with an explanation of whether or not the author succeeded or failed, and what you would change and why.”
From where Isaac sat, he saw Emily’s jaw drop. “A moral message?”
“Yes. We want something to demonstrate that you are better off because you read the book.”
“Oh, well,” Emily glanced at the book on her desk. “Isn’t entertainment a good reason to read a book? I mean, I can be better off because I was quiet while I was reading, can’t I?”
The teacher laughed and patted Emily on the shoulder. “You amuse me, Emily, really you do. Reading solely for entertainment is a waste of time. It’s imperative you learn something from every book you read.”
“While that’s true, sometimes it’s nice to read a story to enjoy a good tale.”
That made her laugh even harder, and a couple of students glanced at the two. “Oh be serious. Who would read without the intention of learning something? You might as well fill your head with the nonsense found in those dreadful dime novels. One’s likely to experience a drop in intelligence while reading that drivel.”
Had Isaac not seen the dime novel earlier that day, he would have misunderstood the subtle wince in Emily’s face. He coughed, and as he hoped, Eva turned to face him. Clearing his throat, he motioned to his paper. “I’m sorry, Miss Connealy. I’ll wait until you’re done.”
She smiled in a way that made him wonder if he was making a mistake. The last thing he wanted to do was encourage her. “Oh, nonsense. I have time for all of my pupils.” She went over to him and folded her hands in front of her. “Did you have a question?”
With a glance at Emily who looked relieved, he made one up. “Actually, I do. I wasn’t sure about this equation.” He showed her the problem he started.
As he hoped, Eva forgot all about Emily and dime novels while she explained how to solve the equation in more detail than he thought necessary, but he suspected she did that so she could linger by his side a little bit longer.
From the front of the room, his little brother Jacob snickered, and Isaac suppressed the urge to groan. He could only pray Jacob wouldn’t tell their father about this.
When Eva returned to her desk up front, Isaac exhaled and picked up where he left off in his work. At one point his gaze went to Emily. She hadn’t touched her dime novel. It remained closed on her desk. Her head was bowed, and she seemed to be concentrating on her fingernails. A tear trickled down her cheek, but she quickly brushed it aside.
He reluctantly turned back to his paper, but he didn’t feel like finishing his assignment. Even if their teacher thought dime novels were a waste of paper, did she have to come out and say it? Emily wasn’t the only one who read them. His aunts Jenny and April enjoyed them. Even he enjoyed them. They were a nice way to escape. He thought to tell Emily this, to reassure her that there was nothing wrong with reading them. But he couldn’t. And so he didn’t.
***
That evening, Emily waited until she helped her mother and Elizabeth clean up after supper before she asked, “Ma, what’s your favorite book?”
Sarah set the used cloth on the worktable. “It’s been awhile since I read anything. I’d have to think about it.”
Emily pushed the last chair up to the table. “What’s to think about? It’s your favorite book, right?”
“If only it were that easy,” her mother mused. “Usually, whatever book I read and enjoy at the time is my favorite. What brings this on, Emily? I thought you didn’t like the books I read.”
“Miss Connealy is making Emily do a book report,” Elizabeth said with a chuckle in her voice. “And she won’t let Emily do it on one of her dime novels.”
Emily’s face warmed. “Have you been sneaking into my trunk?”
“Of course not,” Elizabeth said a little too quickly.
“You have been,” Emily replied. “Why are you always going through my things? Can’t I have any privacy in this house?”
“Elizabeth,” their mother began, “you know you shouldn’t look in your sister’s trunk.”
Elizabeth crossed her arms. “Who’s looking? I happened to be in the room when she put the dime novels in the trunk.”
“That’s not true,” Emily said. “I would never be so careless. You waited until I was gone and went snooping around where you didn’t belong.”
“No, I didn’t! I was lying on the bed that day because I was tired, and you snuck into the room to take them out of your coat and put them into the trunk.”
“Why you little sneak! You had your eyes closed. I thought you were sleeping that day.”
“I was asleep until you woke me up.”
“I don’t believe you! I have a mind to see what’s in your trunk!”
“Girls, girls!” Their mother stood between them and held her hands up. “Enough! Elizabeth, you must let Emily know you’re awake next time she’s in the room. Emily, you won’t go into her trunk. Two wrongs don’t make a right.”
Emily gritted her teeth so she wouldn’t say that life was a lot easier when she was an only child. Little brothers weren’t so bad, but little sisters could be downright annoying!
After a moment of silence, their mother turned to Emily. “You need a book to read for school?”
“Yes. It has to be something I can gain moral insight from. Eva is very concerned about that sort of thing,” Emily replied.
“Why don’t you call her Miss Connealy?” Elizabeth asked.
“Because she’s a year younger than me,” Emily said.
“But she’s the teacher, so she knows more than you do. You have to respect her.”
Emily glared at her. “Don’t you have something else you could be doing instead of bothering me?”
“Emily’s right,” their mother intervened. “Elizabeth, do your homework.”
“I don’t have any homework,” Elizabeth replied.
Their mother rubbed her temples and sighed. “Then do some work for tomorrow.”
“Alright.” Elizabeth turned to the staircase and trudged up the steps.
Once she shut the bedroom door, their mother’s attention went to Emily. “So you need a book you can do a report on?”
“Yes. Something boring but not too long should do the trick.”
She shot Emily a wry grin. “Boring?”
“Sorry. It’s just that I haven’t been able to finish one of the books Eva approves of in a long time. Do you have anything short? I need to come up with a thousand to two-thousand words. I can stretch the report out if I use a lot of adverbs and adjectives to describe scenes that are supposed to be meaningful to me.”
Laughing, her mother motioned for her to join her in the parlor. “That strategy is quite clever. No one will ever accuse you of being stupid.”
Emily rolled her eyes as she recalled Eva’s snide comment regarding dime novels but didn’t say anything.
Once they were in the parlor, her mother lifted the seat on the piano bench and sorted through her books. “What about Frankenstein? It shows how people can turn a person into a monster by the way they treat him. Frankenstein’s creation was never a monster to begin with, you see, but Frankenstein and others refused to befriend him and this made him a monster.”
Emily examined the book. “Is this the one where the scientist created a man out of corpses?”
“Yes. Did you already read it?”
“No.” Not exactly. She started reading it last year but ended up skimming it until she had enough and asked Alice for enough information so she could find out why their teacher said the book warned of the dangers of man playing God. “I remember Alice talking about this book. It doesn’t sound like something I’d enjoy.”
She took the book and looked for another. “Oh! I bet your teacher would love it if you did a report on Dr. Jekyll & Mr. Hyde by Robert Louis Stevenson. It’s about the struggle of good and evil we all face.”
“Is there anything that’s more romantic?”
“Well, let me see.” Her mother rummaged through a few books before she retrieved Sense and Sensibility by Jane Austen. “It’s about two sisters who find husbands. I suppose you could report on this from the angle of how we should balance logic with emotion.”
That didn’t sound so bad, but it was a thick book. “I don’t know. Can’t you just tell me what happens in it?”
Laughing, she shook her head. “You need to read the book yourself, Emily. It’s your report, and if you don’t do the reading, then you’re cheating yourself.”
That would be true if Emily still needed to go to school. She was old enough where she ought to be married, and she’d do better to find her own husband instead of reading about sisters finding theirs.
“Are you sure you must read a romance?” her mother asked. “The only other book that comes close to it is Emma by Jane Austen. Emma goes around playing matchmaker.”
“Is it a long book?”
“I’m afraid so.”
“What is the shortest book you have?”
She sorted through the books and picked up Gulliver’s Travels by Jonathan Swift. “It’s about a man who goes on a journey and comes across tiny people, giants, horses that are superior to people-”
“No. I don’t think so.” Emily released a resigned sigh and asked, “Which is shorter? Sense and Sensibility or Emma?”
“Emma is by a few pages.”
“I’ll read Emma.”
Emily took the book from her mother and flipped through it, thinking that it was going to take forever to read it. Goodness, it was about 400 pages. What was wrong with people who wrote books that long?
The front door opened and Emily’s father and younger brothers came in from doing their evening chores. There was no way she could get any reading done with the noise her brothers would make. “Thank you, Ma.” Taking the heavy book, she trudged up the stairs to get started on her assignment, praying it would be good enough to keep her attention.
Chapter Five
“I want you to dress up in your church clothes on Saturday,” Isaac’s pa told him that evening as he milked one of the cows.
Still squeezing the teats, Isaac looked up at his father. “Is someone getting married?”
His pa leaned against the stall and grinned. “No, but I invited Eva out here for supper.”
Isaac’s jaw dropped and Jacob and Adam giggled from where they were chucking hay into the troughs. “Miss Connealy?”
Looking proud, his father laughed. “I’m sure you can call her Eva on Saturday.”
“Why is she coming here?” As soon as Isaac asked the question, he wished he hadn’t. He already knew the answer. Now that his father was going to tell him what he intended, Isaac couldn’t feign ignorance of the whole thing.
“I thought you might like to get to know Eva outside of the schoolhouse,” his father said. “So, you’ll pick her up around four, she’ll eat here, and then you’ll take her home.”
Isaac turned his attention back to the cow so his father wouldn’t see him wince. That was a long time to spend with his teacher. “Pa, I don’t think she’s going to be my wife.” He might as well just come out and say it. There was no sense in getting his father’s hopes up.
“Don’t be so quick to dismiss her. I know she seems unassuming at first glance, but you’d do well to look beneath the surface. It’s what’s inside a woman that counts.”
“I know that, Pa.”
“Good. Then think about it on Saturday.”
Isaac sighed as his father went to the horses. He couldn’t think of anything worse than having his father try to pair him up with Eva Connealy. It was awkward enough going to school with her smiling at him in a way that indicated she hoped he would ask to court her. Now his father was encouraging her by having her over for supper!
He glanced at his brothers who were quietly laughing and making kissing noises. At ten and eight, they understood how uncomfortable this was going to make things for him at school. If they could understand it, then why couldn’t their father? Groaning, Isaac turned his attention back to the cow so he could finish milking her.
When he was done, he carried the pail into the kitchen and set it on the table. From upstairs, he heard the soothing tone of his mother’s voice as she sang the three-year-old twins, Harriett and Rose, to sleep. As Rachel came into the kitchen from the parlor, he asked, “Is Rose feeling any better?”
“Yes.” Rachel took out the box of recipe cards. “I’ll stay here tomorrow to help Ma out.”
“I’d be happy to take your place.”
Glancing up from the cards, she laughed. “I heard about Miss Connealy coming over this Saturday. Pa is sure he’s found you a wife.”
He grimaced. “It’s not funny.”
“Sure it is, especially since you can’t stand her.”
“That’s not true. I can stand her. I just don’t want to be anything but her student.”
The sound of footsteps from upstairs alerted him that his mother was on her way to the staircase. Good. Maybe his mother could talk his father out of his attempt at matchmaking.
Rachel pulled out a recipe card and set it on the worktable before she went to the pail. “I’ll take care of the milk.”
He nodded and headed for the bottom of the staircase to wait for his mother. Halfway down the steps, she paused. “Is there something you need, Isaac?”
Rubbing his fingers along the smooth banister, he said, “I’d like to talk to you in private, if that’s alright?”
“Of course, it is.” She descended the rest of the steps. “Is anyone in the parlor?”
“No.” With any luck, his brothers and pa wouldn’t be done for a while. He led the way down the hall and to the parlor. Once there, he sat down and waited until she sat next to him before he spoke. “Can you talk Pa out of having Miss Connealy over here on Saturday?”
Giving him an understanding smile, she said, “You’re going to have to tell him no at some point.”
“I already told him that I’m not going to marry her.”
“It’s going to take more than that for your father to understand you’re a man.”
“What’s to understand? He’s planning on getting me my own home.”
“Isaac, being a man is more than owning your own place. It means you make your own decisions and take responsibility for them. When it comes to your father, you have a hard time telling him no, so he’s been making the decisions for you. If you want something, you have to be firm and stand your ground. That’s the only way your father is going to stop treating you like a child.”
He chuckled and shook his head. “I make decisions and stick by them. He didn’t want me to go to school this year, but I told him I was going. I bought a stallion even though he wanted me to get a gelding. There’s more, but I can’t think of them all off the top of my head.”
She put her hand on top of his and squeezed it. “Those aren’t big decisions. Children can make the small decisions. Men make tough decisions, decisions that require you to take a real risk.”
“Well, there’s one risk I don’t mind taking and that’s not marrying Eva Connealy.”
“Then you’ll have to make that clear to your father.”
Isaac sighed. “I should only have to say it once.”
“Sometimes people need to hear things more than once before they really hear you.” Giggling, she let go of his hand and shook her head. “I’m surprised your father is playing matchmaker.”
He grimaced.
“I can see that it bothers you, but I find it endearing. He only wants you to be happy, and he thinks Eva will make you happy. While he’s doing what he feels is in your best interest, it’s up to you to make it clear that it isn’t.” She stood up and patted his shoulder. “It’ll be alright, Isaac. Just stand your ground. He’ll get the point.”
Before she could leave, he decided to ask the one question that had been on his mind for years. “Ma, why doesn’t Pa like the Craftsmans?”
After a moment, she sat back down. “What I’m about to tell you is for your ears only. Agreed?”
Surprised at her serious tone, he nodded.
“It’s a long story, so I’ll try to be brief. When I left Maine, I was a mail-order bride, and I was supposed to marry Neil Craftsman. But Neil decided I wasn’t to his liking, so I ended up marrying your father instead. Shortly before you were born, Neil…” She shrugged. “For lack of a better term, he kidnapped me.”
His jaw dropped. Of all the things Emily’s father might have done, Isaac didn’t expect this.
“But while we were on the train, he changed his mind,” his mother quickly added. “He realized he was wrong, and he’s paid his dues. He’s not the same person he was back then.”
“So why doesn’t Pa want us to talk to the Craftsmans if Emily’s father turned his life around?”
“I don’t know,” she softly replied. “I’ve asked him, but he doesn’t want to talk about it. When Neil changed his mind and we got off the train, we waited for your pa to come and get me. Your pa came and to this day, I haven’t seen him as angry as he was when he talked to Neil. I don’t know what he told Neil, and I’ve decided I’m better off not knowing. There are some things you’re better off leaving in the past.”
“You’ve done things for Emily. I remember you used to make clothes for her before Neil married again. Pa let you do that.”
“That’s because Emily’s mother didn’t want to have anything to do with her.”
“She didn’t?”
“Emily’s been through a lot, Isaac. She was young when her mother left. Sure, she had her grandmother, but she longed for her mother to love her and her mother never did. I couldn’t help but take her under my wing until Neil married Sarah, and fortunately, Sarah’s been wonderful to her.”
“Do you and Sarah ever talk?”
“When we see each other in town, we do.” After a moment of silence, she asked, “Would you like to know anything else?”
There was so much he learned that he needed time to process it all. “No. Thanks, Ma.”
As they stood up from the couch, the kitchen door opened and Jacob and Adam were laughing about Miss Connealy coming over on Saturday. Isaac groaned.
His mother patted him on the shoulder and smiled in sympathy. “Remember, be firm and kind when you stand your ground.”
Isaac nodded. He could do this. Squaring his shoulders, he strode to the kitchen, just in time to see his father hanging up his hat and coat on the coat tree by the door. “Pa, can we talk?”
“Sure. Let me get some coffee first.”
Adam and Jacob snickered and made kissing noises as they left the kitchen. Gritting his teeth, Isaac pretended he didn’t hear them. If they knew it bothered them, they’d only do it more.
His father chuckled as he took off his boots. “Don’t let them bother you. They’re still young. In a lot of ways, they remind me of your Uncle Tom and Uncle Joel. Those two still goof around from time to time.”
As his father got a cup of coffee, he forgot about his brothers and thought over what he was going to say.
His father pulled up a chair and sat across from him. “What’s on your mind, son?”
Isaac opened his mouth and then shut it.
“You need to speak up because I can’t hear you,” his father joked.
Offering an uneasy grin, he shifted in the chair and cleared his throat. “It’s about what we discussed in the barn. About Miss Connealy.”
“Oh, that reminds me. I forgot to mention something in the barn. I saw her father in town and got his approval, so you don’t have to worry. He won’t say no when you ask if you can court her. Of course, you’ll want to do that after you take her home after supper.” He winked. “You don’t want to seem too eager.”
Isaac’s gut tightened. He couldn’t do it. There was no way he could ever court Eva. To do that would require him to be physically attracted to her, and while she wasn’t bad looking, he had no desire to kiss her. If he was going to court someone, he had to want to kiss her. His mouth moved in an effort to protest, but no sound came out. This was ridiculous. All he had to do was say no! Why couldn’t he do that? Because his father would be happy with him if he went along with what he wanted and asked to court Eva? Because it was hard to say no to his father and disappoint him? Those weren’t good reasons to go along with his father’s plan. His father was talking about something that could lead to a lifetime commitment. Isaac knew the smart thing to do was to put his foot down now, before this went any further.
“Pa, I—”
“You got cold feet. I understand. That’s why you said you didn’t want Eva over when we were in the barn. But you can’t let fear hold you back, son. Everything will work out in good time. You’ll see.” His father finished his cup of coffee and patted him on the shoulder. “She’s a fine, young woman. That’s important to consider when you pick a wife.” He went to the sink and placed his cup in it. “The wrong kind of woman will give you grief. Your uncles and I got lucky on that count. You’d be surprised at some of the things I’ve seen other men go through. I don’t wish that for you.”
He wondered if his pa meant Emily’s real mother but was afraid to ask. While his mother was forthcoming with the information, he knew his father wouldn’t be. It was on the tip of his tongue to suggest that a young woman might make a good wife even if she had a mother who wasn’t but knew his pa would know he meant Emily. And that would start a fight, which was something he didn’t want.
As his father left the room to go upstairs, Isaac sighed. Why did it have to be so hard to talk to his father? He should be able to say what was on his mind. Shoulders slumped, he got up and returned to the parlor where his mother worked on her sewing while Rachel, Adam, and Jacob played cards.
Looking up from the small table in the center of the room, Rachel asked, “Do you want to play? We just started another hand.”
With nothing else to do, he figured he might as well and pulled up a chair. As he settled into his seat, he caught the questioning look in his mother’s eyes and shook his head. Understanding his meaning, she offered a soft smile and turned back to the fabric in her lap. Well, tomorrow was another day. Maybe he would tell his father then.
Chapter Six
On Saturday, Emily walked up to the door of Alice’s house and adjusted her long, brown coat. With a quick look in the window, she made sure her brown wig and small mustache were in place. Everything looked good. Bertha did a great job with the clothes. Emily had a hard time recognizing herself as a girl. Hopefully, Alice would, too. If she could fool Alice, then she could fool Isaac. Taking a deep breath, she knocked on the door. She adjusted the coat again and put her hands behind her back.
Alice opened the door and scanned her up and down. “May I help you, sir?”
“I was wondering if you might like to take a look at a catalogue of books I’m selling,” Emily replied in the deepest voice she could muster.
“What kind of books?”
“Only the most entertaining ones around.”
“And those would be…?”
“Dime novels.”
She blinked in surprise. “Dime novels?”
“Yes, ma’am. What you need is action and adventure. If you can blend in a little romance, that’s even better.” Emily winked. “You can never have too much romance.”
Alice gasped and pressed her hand to her chest. “Oh, Emily! You really had me there!”
Emily laughed and tipped her hat. “You thought I was a man?”
“What a silly thing to ask. Couldn’t you tell that by the way I went along with your sales pitch? Where’s your dress? You aren’t going home in that getup, are you?”
“Good heavens, no. Ma would have a fit if she saw me wearing these clothes. She says it took her a good five years to get me to behave like a girl.”
Alice giggled and motioned for her to enter the house. “There’s no sense in making her think all her hard work was for nothing.”
“That’s what I figure.” Emily stepped into the parlor and looked around. “Where are your parents?”
“Oh, they’re visiting friends.”
“And you didn’t want to go?”
“I need to make last minute changes to my wedding dress.”
Emily clasped her hands together. “Can I see it?”
“Sure. Let’s go to my room.”
Just as Emily started following her, Alice stopped and spun around. “What’s wrong?” Emily asked.
“Well, it just occurred to me that you are rather convincing dressed up as a man, and I’m all alone in this house. What if someone saw you come in here? They might assume something is happening when they shouldn’t.”
“I didn’t think of that. I can go back to Bertha’s and change into my regular clothes.”
“I’ll come with you.”
While Alice hurried to the coat tree by the front door, Emily couldn’t help but take a good look at herself in the mirror hanging on the parlor wall. It was strange to see a man looking back at her, but that’s what she saw and as luck had it, others saw it, too. Satisfied, she smiled and headed out the door with her friend.
“So, when are you going to meet Isaac dressed up like that?” Alice asked as she shut the door and headed down the steps.
Keeping up with her, Emily said, “Is tomorrow too soon?”
“Why don’t you try to see him today?”
“I can’t. Eva is going over to his house for supper tonight.”
Alice’s eyes grew wide. “No!”
Grimacing, she nodded. “I’m afraid so. According to Jacob Larson, Isaac’s father issued the invite and she agreed. I’d never get an invite to go over there.”
“Try not to be so glum. You’re going to be a man now.” She paused and giggled. “Well, for a short time anyway. So you might as well take advantage of it and find out why you’re the black sheep of the schoolhouse.”
“As much as I wonder about it, I sometimes think I’m better off not knowing.”
“It does you no good if you don’t know. Perhaps Isaac has an aversion to brunettes.”
Emily’s lips turned up into a smile, an action that made her upper lip tickle since she wasn’t used to the mustache. “If that was true, Eva wouldn’t be going over to his house tonight.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Why? You didn’t invite Miss Perfect to the Larson house. She’s utterly boring. I don’t understand how any man could find her entertaining.”
“You shouldn’t let jealousy make you say something so spiteful.”
Emily groaned as they turned down the street where Bertha lived. “It’s her who’s spiteful. She’s making me read a horribly dull book.”
“Horribly dull?”
“Yes. I have to write a report on it, too. She said it’s to prove I’m learning something while I’m in school.”
Snickering, Alice jabbed her in the side. “Oh, you’re learning something alright. You’re learning how to sneak dime novels past her.”
“She hardly glances in my direction. It’s not hard to read a dime novel in the schoolhouse.” With a weary sigh, she added, “I do so wish you were still there.”
“I don’t. There’s nothing else I can learn at school that will help me be a wife and mother.”
“No, there isn’t. It’s pointless.”
“So, what horribly dull book are you reading?”
“Emma. I’m only on page fifty, and I don’t think I’ll ever finish it. Every time I sit down to read it, I end up falling asleep.”
Her friend stopped walking and laughed. “You jest!”
Emily faced her and shook her head. “I assure you I speak the truth. I’d be better off listening to Stan practice the same song on the piano over and over.”
“Why did you pick something so long to read? Did Eva have a requirement on how long the book has to be?”
“No, but I wanted to read a romance. I probably should have opted for the Jericho and Hyde book. It was much thinner.”
“Jericho and Hyde?” Alice asked.
“I can’t remember the exact title. It was something like that.”
“I bet you could name off all the dime novels that have been published in the last year.”
“Sure. Those are interesting. I don’t read to gain some deep insight into how man relates to nature or God or whatnot. I read for entertainment. The books Eva wants me to read are only good if someone’s having trouble sleeping.”
“I happen to enjoy reading those boring novels from time to time. Not often, I admit, but once in a while, the mood strikes.”
Emily’s lips turned up into a huge smile. “That’s a wonderful idea!”
“What is?”
“The one you just proposed.”
“I didn’t propose anything.”
“Yes, you did. You said you should read Emma and tell me all the fascinating things that happen in it. Then I’ll write down what you tell me and submit the report!”
Alice put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “Even for you, I am shocked that you would suggest such a thing.”
“Me? You’re the one who brought it to my attention.”
“I did no such thing!”
“Sure you did. You said you loved to read boring novels, and if there’s ever a novel that fit that criteria, it’s Emma. There you go. I just helped you find something to read, and you didn’t have to buy anything. I’ll be very happy to lend it to you.” Pleased, Emily folded her hands together and waited for her friend to see the brilliance of the arrangement.
To her surprise, Alice said, “No.”
Startled, she followed Alice as she resumed their walk to Bertha’s house. “No?”
“Yes. No.”
“You said yes!”
“No, I didn’t. Well, I did, but I didn’t mean yes as in I would read Emma for you. I meant yes as in no, I will not read the book.”
“It seems to me you keep saying yes.”
“Emily, you know what I mean!”
With a sigh, she conceded to her friend. “Fine. You won’t do it. Can I ask why?”
“Because it’s cheating.”
“Cheating is such a strong word.”
“And what would you call it?”
“Assistance.”
Alice crossed her arms, her lips forming a thin line. “It’s cheating and you know it. You will have to find another book to read or finish Emma.”
“You are going to give your husband a rough time with that stubborn streak of yours,” she teased. “I almost feel sorry for him.”
Her body relaxing, she uncrossed her arms. “I won’t be rough on him because he won’t try to cheat.” She motioned to Emily’s disguise. “I hope your plan to dress up as a man works or else you’ll have gone through all this trouble for nothing.”
“It has to work. I paid Bertha a pretty sum for it.”
They walked the rest of the way to Bertha’s house, and as Alice knocked on the door, she asked, “What name did you pick for your disguise?”
“Elmer.”
Her nose wrinkled. “Elmer?”
“What’s wrong with Elmer?”
“I don’t know. It just doesn’t sound like a name you’d pick.”
“It’s easy to remember because it’s close to Emily.”
“That’s true.”
The door opened and Bertha’s excited smile made Emily grin. “You were right, Bertha. Alice didn’t recognize me.”
“Good!” She clapped her hands together. “I have to admit, it’s been fun helping you with a disguise. It’s the challenge, you see. I love finding out if something will work or not. Well, come on in and we’ll get that outfit in a bag so no one will know you have it.”
Hoping her disguise would work on Isaac, Emily followed Alice into the house.
***
During supper, Isaac refused to look at Jacob who sat on his right. Jacob had an annoying habit of tapping Isaac’s leg whenever Eva spoke, and when he looked over at his little brother, Jacob would give him a knowing smirk. So Isaac stopped looking at him altogether. To Isaac’s left sat Eva, which was an obvious attempt by his father to pair them up. Why couldn’t his father be more subtle about things? If Isaac wanted to court Eva, it would’ve been embarrassing enough, but since he had no such desire, the situation was getting on his nerves.
The only saving grace was his mother’s insistence that he take Adam and Rachel with him to pick up Eva because the two needed to get out of the house. Isaac knew what his mother was doing and appreciated it. Had his father been in the house at the time the arrangement was made, he would have insisted that Isaac go alone.
As Isaac forced down the pot roast in his mouth, he glanced at his father who sat at the head of the table, looking as happy as could be as Eva discussed the type of lessons she was encouraged to teach the students. Across the table from where Isaac sat, Rachel, Adam, and Harriett quietly ate. His mother, who sat across from his father, helped Rose, who was next to Eva, cut up her potato.
“The purpose of education is to give students the knowledge they’ll need in their future jobs,” Eva said. “I don’t believe a single school hour should go to waste.”
“That’s commendable, Eva,” his father replied with a nod. “I can see why the school board asked you to fill in for the year before Mr. Loften returns.”
“It was an honor to be approached for the job.” She took a sip of milk and smiled. “However, I don’t wish to do this indefinitely. The school board puts some stringent rules on what is proper for a teacher to do or not do, and I’m afraid I can’t abide by all of them forever.”
“What kind of rules?” Jacob called out.
“Jacob,” his father softly warned.
“Oh, it’s quite alright, Mr. Larson.” Eva put her glass down on the table and leaned forward so she could look at Jacob. “A teacher is held in high esteem. While the rules are important because they make sure teachers are worthy of being role models in a polite society, I wish to marry and have children. I can’t do that if I were to remain a teacher.”
“Mr. Loften is married.”
“True, he is, but he is also a man. The rules are different for male and female teachers.”
“That’s not fair,” Jacob replied.
Rachel waved her fork in her brother’s direction. “Women have babies. They can’t be going out to work if they get in the family way.”
“Nah ah,” Jacob said. “Mrs. Ritter is expecting and works at a factory.”
“That’s because her husband died. She wouldn’t be working otherwise,” Rachel replied.
“The ideal is for a woman to stay home,” their father inserted as he buttered his roll. “A man needs to make enough to support his family. Mrs. Ritter’s case is tragic.” His gaze met their mother’s. “We should consider doing something for her.”
Their mother nodded.
“We had a collection for her at the church I go to last Sunday,” Eva said once she swallowed her food. “She is a good woman. Losing her husband the way she did is most horrible.”
“How did he die?” Adam asked.
“He went up on the roof to fix a hole and lost his balance,” Eva quietly answered. “He was only twenty. He was an apprentice at the paper where my father works.”
Everyone grew silent for a moment before their mother said, “We’ll keep Mrs. Ritter in our prayers.”
The others nodded and returned to eating their meal, but Isaac noted the mood was somber compared to the cheerfulness that had gone before it. Toward the end of supper, his father resumed his questions to Eva, this time focusing on her family.
“Your parents are friends of my brother Tom’s family,” he began. “If I remember right, your mother has been friends with his wife since they were children.”
“You are correct,” Eva said. “In fact, Daisy and I are good friends.”
At the mention of Tom and Jessica’s youngest daughter’s name, his eyes lit up. “You are? I wonder why Tom never mentioned it.”
“He probably didn’t think about it,” his mother filled in. “How often do you tell people Isaac, Clayton, and Wiley are friends?”
“I see your point,” he conceded. “But all the same, it’s nice to hear that you’re friends with my niece.”
Eva shrugged and pushed her glasses up her nose. “The bond that links us together is our mutual appreciation of literature and art. We adore the library.”
As she rambled on, Isaac ate the rest of his pot roast. He couldn’t imagine why going to the library was, as Eva put it, stimulating. It sounded like a boring way to spend a pleasant afternoon, but he supposed that was why she agreed to be a teacher. She enjoyed that kind of thing.
He glanced at his father and noticed how attentive he was to every word Eva spoke. Looking at his mother, he saw that she focused on the twins and helping them when they needed it. Currently, she was buttering one of their rolls. Across from him Rachel chewed on her potato and Adam rolled a carrot around on his plate, appearing to be as bored as Isaac felt. Isaac couldn’t imagine doing this for the rest of his life. Not that he’d have dinner at his parents’ every night, but he’d be stuck with Eva and would have to participate in the conversation.
From beside him, Jacob lightly kicked him and snickered. Knowing he was going to regret it, Isaac’s gaze shifted to his brother who pursed his lips as if he was going to kiss someone. With a roll of his eyes, Isaac went back to ignoring him. He was not going to kiss Eva. Ever. There was no way he could do it. He wasn’t attracted to her at all. If only she was Emily…
Isaac swallowed the last bite of his food and drank the rest of the milk in his glass. He watched as his father nodded and smiled as Eva went on and on about the artwork she and Daisy had seen. Since when did artwork interest his pa? Ever since Eva showed an interest in it. What was more frustrating than anything else was knowing that if it had been Emily sitting next to him, his father wouldn’t have showed the slightest interest in what she said. And all because of something that happened before he was born?
His mother stood up and went to the kitchen to get the pies she made for the occasion. One thing Isaac looked forward to was her apple pie. If nothing else, it made the rest of the meal bearable. Afterwards, it was time for Isaac to take Eva home, and he was relieved when his mother insisted that Rachel and Adam go along.
“Isaac can take her by himself,” his father argued as his mother collected the dishes from the table. “Rachel should stay and help you while Jacob and Adam help me in the barn.”
“It wouldn’t be right for Isaac to take Eva back to town without someone with him. People might talk,” she gently reminded him.
Isaac breathed a silent prayer of thanks for her quick thinking. Thankfully, Rachel and Adam could talk plenty during the ride.
“What about me?” Jacob asked, looking upset. “Why can’t I go?”
“Because someone needs to stay here and help your pa in the barn,” his mother said.
Jacob’s shoulders slumped but he didn’t protest.
Unable to resist the opportunity to bug his little brother, Isaac nudged him and smirked.
Jacob narrowed his eyes at him and shook his head.
Relieved that supper was finally over, Isaac went to get the sleigh ready for the trip into town. Once he pulled the sleigh up to the house, he helped Rachel, Adam and Eva into it, noting that his father looked way too happy about the whole thing. Reluctant, Isaac waved to his pa and got into the sleigh.
During the ride into town, Isaac couldn’t think of anything to say, which probably worked to his advantage since he didn’t want to mistakenly encourage Eva. His pa had done a fine enough job of that already. He could only hope Eva didn’t think he was going to ask to court her because of this.
When he reached the Connealy residence, he got out and assisted Eva as she stepped out. He only had to speak to Eva on the way to the front door. As long as he kept it light and pleasant, everything should be alright.
“I had a lovely time,” Eva said with a smile that made him nervous. “Your parents are most kind.”
“Yes.” He cleared his throat and dug his hands into his pockets. “They enjoy having company over.” There. Hopefully, she would assume that having young ladies over for supper was a common thing at his house.
But she didn’t seem the slightest bit disturbed. Instead, she chuckled and said, “I can tell that by the way your mother decorated the dining room. I’m rather flattered she used her fine china just because I was there. My mother rarely uses hers.”
The reason his ma did that was because his pa insisted on it. His father claimed it was a special event because they might be entertaining their future daughter-in-law. Just remembering their conversation made Isaac cringe.
“Is something wrong?” Eva asked.
Clearing his throat, he said, “Oh, um, the wind. I think it’s picking up a bit.”
“Really? I don’t think it’s any different from earlier.”
Finally! They reached the porch steps. As they went up the stairs, he said, “Maybe I’m imagining it.”
“Perhaps it’s cooler out than before. The temperature can drop at a moment’s notice in Nebraska.”
“Perhaps.” Good. They reached the top of the steps. Almost there. “It’s hard to predict what the weather will be like.” Fine. So he was restating what she said, but it filled in the time to the door and that counted for something.
“I’d invite you in to talk to my parents, but I don’t want the foot warmer to lose its usefulness.”
It took him a moment to understand she meant the foot warmer in the sleigh, and when he did, he nodded. “Oh, right. Yes. I should check on the coal to see if I should add more or not.”
She opened the front door and waved to Rachel and Adam who returned the gesture. “Thank you, and be sure to thank your family for their kindness.”
“I will.”
Before he could hurry out of there, Eva’s father walked up to the door and called out a greeting to him.
“Good evening, sir,” Isaac replied, tipping his hat.
“Would you like to come in and warm up by the fire before you head back?” her father asked.
“He can’t,” Eva answered for Isaac. “Rachel and Adam are waiting in the sleigh.”
“You can bring them in. We still have some games from when our children were younger,” he told Isaac.
With an uneasy smile, Isaac shook his head. “We can’t, Mr. Connealy. We need to get back home and help with the chores. But thank you for the invitation.”
“The offer stands next time you come by.”
Isaac nearly blanched at the thought of going through another supper with Eva, but he managed to hold his smile. As long as he didn’t agree to anything, no one could accuse him of making her or her father believe something was going to happen when it wasn’t.
Eva entered the house and her father wished him a good evening before shutting the door. Breathing a sigh of relief, Isaac turned to the steps and hurried back to the sleigh.
Chapter Seven
The next day after church, Emily went to Alice’s house and changed into Elmer’s clothing. “Thank you for letting me do this here,” she said as she put the wig on and tucked her hair into it. “My parents wouldn’t understand, even my pa and you know he’s pretty lenient on what I should and shouldn’t do.”
Alice watched Emily from where she sat on her bed. “How do you know where Isaac goes to church?”
“His brother told my brother who told me.” Emily applied the mustache to her face. “I’m glad your parents like to stay at church and talk so we have the house to ourselves.”
“And it’s nice that your parents let you stay here for the afternoon.”
“Well, I did tell them after you get married, you’ll be with your husband and I’ll be left alone. I don’t have any friends besides you. At least ones who don’t feel threatened by me. I don’t know why other women assume I’ll want to be with the men they want. There’s only one that I hope for.”
“Ah, but they assume the men they are interested in will ask to court you once they meet you. You’re far too pretty, Emily.” Alice winked and jumped off her bed so she could join Emily at the mirror. “You are greatly cursed.”
Though Emily rolled her eyes, a smile tugged at her lips. “I don’t ask for the attention when I pass men by.”
“I know. That’s why you’re cursed. And,” she continued as she handed the hat to Emily, “the irony is, the one you want is so hard to reach, you have to become a man to find out why. How long do you think it’ll take before he tells you why he ignores you?”
“I’m not sure. Right now, I’m more concerned about Eva Connealy.”
“I wouldn’t worry too much about her. She doesn’t have a way with men like you do.”
Trying not to show how much she feared it, she said, “Maybe that’s what Isaac likes about her. He might see her as the type who’d make a better wife and mother than me.”
“Stop that, Emily. You’ll be a good wife and mother. Just because your real mother used her beauty and charm for selfish reasons, it doesn’t mean you do.”
“But does Isaac know that?” She took the hat from her friend and put it on her head. “His family values sincerity and honesty. And what am I doing? Pretending to be someone I’m not.”
Alice took Emily’s hand and patted it. “What you’re doing is for a good reason. You’ll spend the rest of your life regretting it if you don’t try to find out what Isaac’s thinking. If he was more forthcoming, you wouldn’t have to resort to this. So, if anything, he’s forcing you to do this.”
Laughing, Emily hugged her. “What would I do without you to lie to make me feel better?” She pulled away from her and inspected her reflection. “I think that’s it.”
“You look handsome, Elmer.”
With a wry grin, Emily led the way to the back door. “You’re sure no one will see me leave or come back?”
“Not with all the trees in the backyard.”
“Good. I don’t want the groom-to-be to think you’re taking another suitor.”
“Let me know how everything goes.”
“I will.” Emily opened the door and made sure she had enough privacy with the trees lining the backyard. “I plan to be back in an hour.”
Alice nodded and Emily stepped outside. Shutting the door behind her, she scanned the area and made sure no one was around before she slipped around to the side of the house and hurried down the side of the dirt road that led to more houses. She turned down another street and made it to the heart of town. It took her five minutes to reach the church the Larsons attended. She’d made it just in time, too, since people were emerging from the front doors.
She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She could do this. Opening her eyes, she waited to the side of the church lawn, trying to blend in with some of the members who stood around to talk. She spotted Rachel first. She was laughing at something her cousin Emma said. If she recalled right, Emma was Owen and Jenny Russell’s youngest child. There were so many family members in the Larson family tree that it wasn’t easy to remember who was who, but Rachel and Emma were in school, so she recognized them.
Emily wove through the crowd, peering over shoulders and around backs until her gaze fell on Isaac who came out with Clayton and Wiley. This was it. She straightened her coat, hoping the binding did as good a job at pressing her breasts down as Alice and Bertha said it did.
As she approached them, she passed by Isaac’s mother who was talking to Isaac’s aunts. She knew who Jenny was, but she didn’t recognize the other three. Bringing her hand up to shield her face from Isaac’s mother, she hurried by them. When her back was to them, she lowered her hand and strode over to Isaac and his friends. From their conversation, she gathered they were talking about hunting the following weekend. Well, that was easy enough. She could hunt with the best of them. All she needed to do was find a way to invite herself along.
Without waiting for them to notice her, she lowered her voice and asked, “Does anyone know where the post office is?”
The three stopped talking and looked at her.
She held her breath. Did they recognize her?
Finally, after what seemed like the longest moment of her life, Wiley pointed down the street. “You take a right and then a left at the second street on your right.”
Relieved, she tipped her hat. “Thank you.” Pretending she was going to leave, she stopped and turned back to them. “Say, I just remembered the post office isn’t open on Sundays.”
Clayton chuckled. “You planned to go there today.”
“Not anymore.” The three smiled at her joke, and she relaxed. This might be easier than she hoped it would be. Encouraged, she continued, “I couldn’t help but overhear that you plan to go hunting on Saturday.”
“You got good hearing,” Wiley said.
She shrugged. “I was born that way. One time when I was a kid, my brothers had a contest on who could hear better: me or the dog. I was this close to winning.” She held her index finger close to her thumb and then snapped her fingers. “But just like that, he bolted for the rabbit I didn’t even know was hiding in the bushes.”
“You mentioned your brothers,” Isaac began, “but I don’t recognize you. I’m guessing you’re not from here if you don’t know where the post office is.”
“No, I’m not,” she lied. “I’m from Oklahoma.”
“Really?” Wiley asked. “I have relatives there. Where did you grow up?”
Hedging her bets that they wouldn’t catch onto her ploy, she said, “No kidding! You got family who live there? Then you know it’s beautiful country.” Or at least she assumed it was. “Maybe I’ve met them. Where do they live?”
“Tulsa.”
“What a shame.” She shook her head. “I’m from Oklahoma City.” That ought to work. It should be big enough that even if a family member of his knew someone from there, she could easily deny ever meeting that person.
“So what brings you here?” Isaac asked.
“Oh, I came to look for a job,” she replied.
“Don’t they have jobs back in Oklahoma City?”
“Sure they do. Jobs pop up all over the place down there,” she said with a laugh. “But I wanted to be somewhere different. You know, to span my wings and fly.”
“You said you’re looking?” Clayton asked.
“Yes. I haven’t found anything yet. I don’t expect it to be too hard, though. There are some good opportunities here,” she replied, digging her cold hands into her coat pockets. She hoped she got an invite to hunt with them soon. Standing out in the chilly weather without her layers of female clothing was starting to get to her.
“My pa could use someone at the paper,” Clayton offered. “Even if you don’t have any experience, he has someone who can train you. I’m being trained, and it’s not that hard.”
“Oh,” she said, surprised Clayton could think of someone other than himself. Who was to know he had a generous side to him when he made it a point to hog all the praise in the schoolhouse when he was a student? Now she knew why Isaac put up with him. Clearing her throat, she said, “I appreciate the offer. Really, I do, but I don’t want to work at a paper. I’m more of an outdoors person.”
“Ben Connealy is looking for help with lumber,” Isaac spoke up. “He cuts it up and delivers it. I can vouch for the Connealy family. They’re a good bunch of people.”
Her smile faltered. Did that mean he wanted to court Eva? Maybe he suggested a courtship with her yesterday when she came over to his place for supper. Pain pricked her heart. She didn’t know what she’d do if that was the case. Sure, she could find someone else, but who would be as good as Isaac?
“I can introduce you, if you’d like,” Isaac offered.
“That’s alright,” she replied, hoping they didn’t detect the worry in her voice. “I’d rather not work with lumber. I’ll figure something out. You gents don’t need to help me out, though I appreciate it. What I’d like to ask is about hunting. I haven’t been out to hunt in a while. I sure do miss it.” Her gaze traveled from one man to the other. Would they take the bait?
“Why don’t you join us?” Wiley asked.
“I don’t want to impose,” she replied, hoping her bluff wouldn’t backfire. “I mean, we don’t even know each other, and I barged in and asked where the post office was while you all were talking.”
“That’s no reason to say no,” Wiley said with a wave of his hand. “You’re a stranger here. How else are you going to meet anyone if you don’t say hi? It’d be fun to have you come along, especially if you enjoy hunting.”
She nodded. “Oh, I do! I miss it. When I was younger, I’d hunt maybe once a month. I can’t remember the last time I did it, though.”
“That’s an even better reason to join us,” Isaac said. “We usually meet up at Wiley’s place because he’s halfway between where Clayton and I live. I could take you on out there if you live here in town.”
Forcing back the urge to cheer, she gave what she hoped was a cordial smile. “It’s right nice of you to do that for a stranger. I accept.”
“We’ll be hunting on Saturday.” Isaac paused for a moment before asking, “Where do you live?”
“At the moment, I live a little outside of town. Why don’t I meet you somewhere convenient? Maybe the mercantile?”
“I’ll meet you there at nine.”
“I’ll be there then.” Having secured the invite, she pulled out her pocket watch. “I better go. Thank you for your help.”
As she headed back to Alice’s house, she smiled in excitement. She did it! They believed she was a man! Now that the hard part was settled, she could find out why Isaac avoided her…and if he wanted to be with Eva. She grimaced. She hoped he didn’t. But she wouldn’t know if she didn’t ask.
Chapter Eight
The next day at school, Emily tried with all of her willpower to focus on Emma, but the words ended up blurring together until she felt her eyelids starting to droop. When her head nodded to the side, she bolted awake in her seat, accidently dropping the book on the floor.
A couple students looked over their shoulders to see what made the loud thud. Eva stopped teaching the younger ones at the front of the room to give her a smile. Emily hated the fact that she wanted to pull Eva’s hair out. Every time Eva snuck a glance in Isaac’s direction, she made it a point to give him one of those flirtatious smiles. Emily wasn’t used to vying for a man’s attention, and she didn’t care for the jealous streak that shot through her when she thought that Isaac might want to be with Eva instead of her.
Forcing the irritation aside, she dumped the book back on her desk and opened it up. What page had she been on again? She flipped through the book, hoping to find a familiar passage so she could gauge where she left off. After three failed attempts, she gritted her teeth. This never happened when she read a dime novel!
Drumming her fingers on the desk, she looked at Eva who was answering her brother’s question. Eva seemed unusually happy today. Not that she wasn’t annoyingly pleasant to her pupils on other days, but today she just seemed downright excited to be a teacher. Emily’s gaze went to Isaac who was reading a book, except his book probably wasn’t fiction.
With a sigh, she returned to her book and picked a page at random. It wouldn’t matter if she’d read past 100 or not. She was pretty sure it was somewhere around page 100. Forcing her gaze on the page in front of her, she read the words on it. Toward the end of the page, she realized she didn’t really read the words. Her thoughts kept going back and forth between Eva and Isaac.
She shut the book and put her face in her hands. What was the use? She couldn’t focus, and the hopeful glances Eva kept throwing in Isaac’s direction weren’t helping matters. How Emily hoped Isaac didn’t return Eva’s affections! The more she thought he might, the worse her stomachache became. Who would be worth marrying if she couldn’t have Isaac?
“Emily?”
At Eva’s voice, Emily’s head shot up. She jerked when she realized Eva stood by her side. Eva sure was a quiet thing when she walked!
“Are you feeling alright?” Eva asked, lowering her head so no one would overhear them.
I’d be alright if you left Isaac alone. Biting her tongue on the words that raced through her mind, a stiff smile crossed her face and she said, “I feel fine. I’m just tired, that’s all.” Inspired, she reached for her book and showed it to Eva. “I spent part of the night reading.”
“Emma! What a lovely book! I love Jane Austen’s work. You show wonderful judgment in literature. Is this the book you’ll write a report on?”
Emily tried not to show her horror. “You’re familiar with the book?”
“Oh yes. I’ve read it three times.”
Emily’s hopes plummeted. There was no way she could read this book now. Whenever she read a word, she’d think of Eva, and—what was worse—since Eva was familiar with the book, she’d probably know Emily couldn’t get through the whole thing. Now Emily had to find another book to trudge through. Didn’t Eva ever do anything besides read a book? If Eva would just spend more time living life than reading about it, Emily’s life would be much easier. With a glance at Isaac who was still reading, she amended her thoughts. No, her life would be easier if Eva didn’t read so much and wasn’t interested in Isaac.
“You won’t be sorry you picked this book,” Eva said in what Emily realized was meant to be an encouraging tone, as if she was helping a child with an assignment.
Emily hid her scowl. There were times when she wanted to remind Eva that she was older than her and deserved to be talked to as an equal.
Patting her shoulder, Eva added, “I’ll let you get back to Emma and Mr. Knightley.”
Who? “Oh!” Emily motioned to the book. “Right. The characters in the book.” At least she thought there was a Mr. Knightly in there somewhere. One of the characters made her think of the night sky, so it was probably him.
“I envy you. The thrill of reading the book for the first time and realizing who loved whom.” She clapped her hands together and sighed in satisfaction. “Isn’t love wonderful?”
At that, Emily blanched. There was no doubt about it. The supper at the Larsons went very well for Eva. As Eva strolled back to the front of the room, Emily gripped the book. Just because Eva had one good experience at the Larson household, it didn’t mean she was going to marry Isaac. She released her hold on the book, regretting the damage she’d done to it. Her mother wouldn’t be happy about it. Maybe she could buy her another copy to make up for it. That could be her excuse to go to town on Saturday morning. Taking small comfort in knowing she’d be talking to Isaac soon enough, she opened the book to page 100 and tried, once again, to read it.
***
Emily’s father pulled up to Alice’s residence and helped Emily down from the buggy. The warmer weather had melted the snow except for a couple of patches that dotted the grass on their way into town. It was the perfect day for hunting, and thankfully, her father hadn’t checked her bag or else he would have seen Elmer’s clothes and the gun she used when she was younger. Her mother had been more inquisitive as to the bag’s contents, so Emily said her maid of honor’s dress was in it and that she was going to work on it at Alice’s. She wouldn’t have felt so guilty about the lie if her mother hadn’t looked so happy she was making her own dress. But Emily was working on it. She was just working on it in her room when she was supposed to be reading the boring book.
“I can’t help but notice you’re coming into town a lot more than usual,” her father said once her feet were on the ground.
“I want to see Alice, Pa.” She gathered the bag from the buggy and held it. “When she gets married, I don’t think she’ll have much time for me.”
With a sympathetic smile, he said, “She’s your friend, Emily. She’ll find time for you. You always find time for those you love.” After a moment, he added, “Soon enough, you’ll be the one getting ready for marriage. I see how the men look at you. It won’t be long.”
She refrained from telling him she didn’t want just any man but decided against it. “Thanks, Pa.”
With a nod, he headed back to his side of the buggy. “I’ll come by after supper to bring you home.”
Once he urged the horse forward, she turned and hurried to Alice’s front door. Today would be trickier since Alice’s parents were home. After Alice welcomed her into the house, they headed straight for her bedroom.
“Do you think your parents will believe we’ll be in here all day?” Emily asked.
Alice waved her hand and sat in the chair by her dresser. “They’re sick of hearing me talk about Ben. I think they’re relieved you’re here to listen to me so they don’t have to.”
Emily giggled and set her bag down. Pulling out her rifle, she said, “You don’t talk about him that much.”
“You’re not with me every day.”
“Even if I were, I don’t see how it’s possible for you to talk about him too much.”
“It seems that I’m not the only one who lies to make a friend feel better.”
Emily gave a playful shrug. “I hope I don’t have to dress up like Elmer again. The wig and mustache tickle at times, and I’m afraid I’ll get them out of place if I scratch my head or upper lip.”
“The things we women sacrifice for the men we love,” Alice mused.
“Oh, stop!” Emily chided with a grin. “What did you sacrifice? Ben was falling all over himself to court you.”
“Well, I do recall him being rather enthusiastic to spend time with me.”
“Enthusiastic? He came by in the summer to bring wood to your house.” Pulling out the vest, shirt and pants, she continued, “It’s a shame your folks left their farm to your brother and moved to town. We’d see each other much more, though I suppose it worked better for Ben since he lives in town.”
“Yes, he’s lucky because of that.” She stood up. “I’ll get something for us to eat before you sneak out of here.”
“Alice,” Emily said as her friend opened her door, “did I ever tell you that you’re the greatest friend anyone can have?”
Turning to face her, she said, “You might have, but don’t let that stop you from saying it again.” She winked and left the room, closing the door behind her so Emily could get dressed.
Once Emily changed clothes and put on the wig and mustache, Alice returned with a tray of food. After they ate, Alice talked to her parents long enough so Emily could sneak out through the back door.
By the time Emily made it to the mercantile, her heart was racing. She had a couple minutes to spare before Isaac was due to pick her up. The bookstore was only a couple of stores away. She wondered if she had enough time to find a copy of Emma. It would fit in the pocket of her long coat, but it was probably a bad idea to walk into a bookstore with a rifle. Deciding she’d get the book after she returned from hunting, she set the butt of the rifle on the boardwalk and leaned against the post in front of the mercantile. She flexed her hands, working out the kinks in her stiff gloves.
When she heard horses and a buckboard pull up, she intentionally held off on looking to see if it was Isaac’s in case she appeared too eager to see him. She was supposed to be Elmer, and since Elmer was a man, Elmer would have no real interest in Isaac beyond the thrill of the hunt. Feigning a disinterested glance at Isaac, she ignored her racing heart and picked up the rifle. Thankfully, she knew how to hold it, and her time helping her pa and watching the farmhands while she grew up gave her enough information on how to act like a man. Flinging the rifle over her shoulder, she sauntered over to the buckboard.
“You ready to hunt?” Isaac called out.
“Sure am,” she replied in a low voice as she got into the buggy. She set the gun down by her feet and spread her legs out and slumped forward as she’d often seen the farmhands do. Even though she didn’t consider herself a prude by any means, she had to fight the urge to cross her legs or press her knees together. Clearing her throat, she said, “We couldn’t ask for better weather.”
Isaac urged the horses forward. “That’s the truth.”
“So, what are we going to hunt?”
“Anything we want.”
“Do you have a contest to see who can catch the biggest animal?”
He laughed and shook his head. “We hunt to bring something back to our families. We don’t compete.”
“Really? What’s the fun of doing something if you don’t have a friendly competition?”
“That might work if we were doing it for pleasure.”
“Even if you’re having fun hunting, you can still compete. I’ve competed with friends and had a lot of fun with it.”
Shrugging, he directed the horses to the road that would take them out of town. She’d never gone anywhere alone with a man who wasn’t related to her, and it was both exhilarating and scandalous at the same time.
Unable to resist the urge to tease him, she asked, “You do have fun, don’t you?”
At that, he chuckled and glanced at her with blue eyes that made her heart melt. “Of course, I have fun. Everyone has fun doing something.”
“Alright. What is the something you have fun doing?”
“I don’t know.”
“You don’t know?”
“I haven’t thought about it.”
“So how do you know what’s fun and what’s not?”
“I just know.”
Amused, she asked, “How?”
“Fun is fun,” he said, grinning. “You don’t have to think about having fun. You just do.”
“I don’t believe you,” she teased. “I don’t think you have fun. I think you do things that are mildly entertaining, but you don’t have fun.”
As they passed the last house in the city limits, he asked, “What’s your definition of fun?”
She sensed he didn’t think she could answer the question, but little did he know, she could be quick on her feet when she needed to be. “Fun is when you lose track of everything else around you because you are so enraptured with what you’re doing, nothing else matters. You wish you could stay in the moment forever, but even when the moment passes, you’re still happy and can’t wait to do it again.”
“That’s not a bad definition.”
“Not bad? I’ll have you know it’s one of the finest definitions you’ll ever hear.” Scanning the open fields that took them further north, she added, “Besides, if you have to ask what fun is, then it’s apparent you’ve never had it. It’s good for you I came along when I did. Otherwise, you’d spend the rest of your life getting by with mildly amusing adventures.”
“If you say so.”
By the gleam in his eye, she knew he was having fun discussing it with her. In some ways, it reminded her of when they were children, before he started ignoring her. She wished she could ask him why he didn’t want to be her friend anymore, but she knew she couldn’t or else she’d give herself away. With a sigh, she examined the rolling hills in the distance.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
Turning her attention back to him, she said, “Nothing’s wrong. I was just thinking.”
He nodded. She waited for him to ask her what she was thinking about, but he stared straight ahead as the horses led them down the dirt path leading to the farms. Disappointed, she adjusted her hat and pushed aside the realization that the back of her wig made her neck itch.
“What are you going to try to get?” Isaac asked.
It took her a moment to understand he referred to hunting instead of what she was trying to get from him. Clearing her throat, she said, “I’m going to get the largest game I can find, hopefully something like a nice, big buck.”
“So are you competing with us?”
“There’s something you should learn about me. I never do anything halfway. Once I set my mind to something, I do whatever it takes to get it. I’ve gotten a buck before. It’s not that hard.”
“For you, having fun means going after a challenge.”
She shrugged. “I hadn’t thought of it that way, but I see the logic. Life would get boring if everything was handed to me.”
“Is that why you moved to Omaha? You wanted a challenge?”
That sounded like a good enough reason, so she nodded. She recognized the edge of the farm where Wiley lived. This property was the ideal place for hunting since it included a section of trees and the river. Hunters could hide behind the trees and catch the animals off guard. She straightened in anticipation. With any luck, she’d get that buck and prove just how well she could hunt. And, even better, she’d find out if Isaac was interested in Eva or if there was any possibility Isaac might prefer her.
Chapter Nine
Two hours later, Emily balanced her rifle and focused on the deer. It wasn’t exactly a huge buck, but it was impressive enough so she could brag about her hunting prowess if she got it. It was certainly better than the two rabbits Wiley got or the quail Isaac got. So far, Clayton hadn’t gotten anything, but that didn’t mean much because she hadn’t either.
However, she wasn’t wasting her bullets on the small animals. She wanted a prize. When she counted to three, she pulled the trigger and the shot echoed through the still air. A squirrel scurried up a tree and the deer leapt out of the way. Grunting, she set the rifle down. So close. If she’d fired a little more to the right, she would have gotten it.
“Not bad, Elmer,” Isaac said from where he sat a few feet away from her. “You almost had him.” Looking at Wiley and Clayton, he added, “Elmer’s goal is to catch the biggest animal he can find.”
Sitting with her back against a tree, she flexed her hands to warm them up. “Maybe I’ll get the next buck that comes along. That one was a little weak, so I’m better off missing him.”
Not sitting too far from Isaac, Wiley tipped his hat back and grinned. “You want to get a buck?”
“The largest one I can find,” she clarified.
Clayton, who sat across from her, shrugged. “Does it matter how big it is? I’d think getting it would be good enough.”
“That’s what I told him,” Isaac said, “but he likes a challenge.”
“There’s nothing wrong with that,” Wiley replied as he crossed his ankles and settled back against a tree. “Sometimes it makes the hunt exciting.”
“That explains why you seek out Emily as much as you do,” Clayton teased.
Interest piqued, Emily forgot about hunting and leaned forward. Maybe now she could get Isaac to talk. “Who’s Emily?”
With a shrug, Wiley said, “She’s just a young lady we know.”
“A young lady he’s been trying to get the nerve to ask if he can court her for the past year,” Clayton filled in, looking as happy as could be to embarrass his friend, but Emily got the feeling Clayton did it in good humor. “You can’t take it personally that she’s so aloof. From what I hear, she’s not interested in anyone.”
“That can’t be true,” Wiley replied with a chuckle. “She has to be interested in someone.”
“You might have a better chance of finding out which someone she’s interested in by asking that friend of hers. What’s her name?”
“Alice Reed.”
“That’s right. Alice was at the schoolhouse last year. Is she there now?” Clayton glanced at Isaac. “You still go there. Does Alice still attend?”
“No,” Isaac replied. “But even if Alice still wanted to attend school, her parents moved to town.”
“Is that so?” Wiley asked and shook his head. “I don’t leave the farm much. I should leave it more often, though. How am I going to talk to Emily if I don’t?” He straightened and snapped his fingers. “Her pa does business with mine! Maybe I can go over to her house and ask her pa a question about the cattle.”
Emily cringed. Wiley was nice. She hated the thought of having to come right out and tell him she wasn’t interested in him the way he wanted her to be.
Clayton motioned to Isaac. “Before you do that, Wiley, maybe Isaac could talk to Emily for you and find out if she’d let you court her. No sense in asking if she’s going to say no.”
Curious about what Isaac thought of another man taking such an interest in her, she focused on him.
“You know I can’t do that,” Isaac softly said.
“Why not?” she asked, figuring she might as well ask it in case his friends didn’t.
Isaac avoided eye contact with her and didn’t seem to be willing to answer her since he didn’t respond. Instead, he picked up a handful of snow, molded it into a ball and tossed it to the side.
Fortunately, Wiley was more forthcoming. “Isaac’s pa won’t have it. If he so much as says hi to her, his pa gives him the ‘don’t talk to the Craftsman girl’ lecture.”
Emily’s eyes grew wide in shock. That was why Isaac avoided her? What did she ever do to upset his father?
Isaac sighed. “It’s not that bad. My pa doesn’t lecture me.”
Wiley rolled his eyes. “Fine. Then he firmly encourages you not to speak to her.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” she said before she could stop herself.
“Tell me about it,” Wiley agreed. “One day, his pa caught Isaac talking to Emily outside the schoolhouse while we were all waiting to go home, and he told Isaac to stay away from the Craftsman girl.”
“I don’t remember that,” Clayton said.
“You weren’t there that day,” Wiley replied.
“Oh.” Clayton shrugged and closed his eyes, probably figuring the topic had nothing to do with him so why bother listening?
“Can we talk about something else?” Isaac asked, irritation slipping into his voice.
“Sorry, Isaac,” Wiley said.
“It’s fine, Wiley.” Isaac tossed another snowball over a fallen tree limb. “Don’t worry about it.”
After a couple of seconds, Wiley said, “I’ll make a trip out to Emily’s place and see if she’ll talk to me.”
Emily wasn’t looking forward to it. If Wiley wasn’t so nice, she’d have no trouble telling him she wasn’t interested. But since he was nice, she didn’t know whether the direct but kind approach would work or if she should go into hiding when he planned to stop by.
She couldn’t worry about that right now, though. The men were talking about women they were interested in, and since Wiley already mentioned who he wanted, it was only logical the others might follow suit. And that meant she could find out if she needed to worry about Eva or not. Clearing her throat, she asked, “So what about you, Clayton? Are you thinking of courting someone?”
Clayton shrugged. “I haven’t given it serious thought.”
Emily sensed he had someone in mind, but since she was more concerned about Isaac, she motioned for him to speak up.
“Me?” Isaac shook his head. “No.”
She frowned. Something in the way he quickly spoke the word no told her he did wish to court someone. But the question was who and how in the world could she get that little tidbit out of him without giving herself away? So far the only thing she learned was that Isaac’s father was the reason Isaac stopped talking to her…and that Wiley planned to come see her. Sighing, she decided to turn her attention back to hunting. The men picked up their guns in silent agreement that the time for talking had ended.
An hour later, Isaac got a wild turkey to add to the quail, Wiley got more rabbits, Clayton got two quails and a partridge, and Emily ended up settling for a coyote. She considered the whole morning to be a bust, even if she knew why Isaac avoided her. In some ways, knowing made her feel worse and that surprised her. She thought if she knew why, she could figure out a way to push past his barrier, but she didn’t count on that barrier being his father. How was she supposed to overcome that one? Maybe it was a sign. Maybe she needed to give up. She glanced at Wiley. He wasn’t a bad man. In a way, he was cute, and he certainly was kind. With a sigh, she carried the coyote to the buckboard Isaac brought out to the place and dumped it in the back, next to his wild turkey and quail.
“Want to come to my house for lunch?” Isaac asked her after they said good-bye to Wiley and Clayton.
“I’m not that hungry,” she said, which was the truth. She’d lost her appetite an hour ago and couldn’t imagine eating anything ever again. Well, maybe not ever again. That was a bit extreme. But she surely didn’t feel up to eating at the moment, nor did she relish the thought of seeing his father. Shrugging, she added, “I should probably get back to town.”
“Oh come on. We’ve been out here for three hours. You have to be hungry.”
“Not really.”
Isaac studied her, and she feared he might see through her disguise. She quickly looked away from him and headed for the barn where she helped Isaac bridle the horses. After the horses were ready to pull the buckboard, she pulled herself up to the seat and placed her rifle by her feet.
When Isaac joined her, she cleared her throat. “You can have the coyote.”
“Upset because you didn’t get that buck?” he teased.
With a wry grin, she shrugged. “Well, I would have caught that one if I had aimed a little more to the right, but a coyote’s not too bad. It certainly beats rabbits. Of course, you can’t tell Wiley I said that.”
He released the brake and waved to Wiley and Clayton.
She did as well and turned to him. “How come you don’t eat over at Wiley’s since you’re right here?”
Isaac gave a slight grimace as he urged the horses forward. “I know this is going to sound bad, but I prefer the way my ma cooks.”
Emily couldn’t blame him for that. His mother was one of the best cooks around. “I suppose your ideal woman is someone who can cook, am I right?”
“It wouldn’t hurt.”
She wondered if Eva was any good at cooking. Probably. Eva strived to be perfect. Perfect manners. And she was perfectly dressed with hair that was always held in place in that horrid bun she insisted on wearing all the time, perfectly educated in the finer subjects like art and literature, perfectly composed in all situations… That’s what bothered her so much about Eva. Eva had no flaws, except if one counted her average looks a flaw. But beauty had its drawbacks, too. Men tended to treat Emily like she wasn’t very smart simply because they couldn’t get past her good looks. That was the only advantage Emily had over Eva: her beauty. But she doubted it’d be enough for Isaac. She tapped her foot on the wood board and wondered if she cooked well enough to make a man like Isaac happy.
Isaac directed the horses off of Wiley’s property and onto the road that headed for town. “Look, I wouldn’t feel right sending you back without making sure you had something to eat. You’re a stranger in these parts, and I bet you haven’t had a good, home-cooked meal in a long time.”
“I manage,” she vaguely replied. Who knew what single men living on their own ate?
“Well, I’d feel better if I took you home on a full stomach, especially if you really don’t want to keep the coyote. Consider it payment for the animal.”
Sighing, she agreed. She couldn’t say no to Isaac. Even if the day had been a disaster, she couldn’t bring herself to insist he take her back to town when he looked at her with those intense blue eyes and heartbreaking smile. How she was supposed to go on with her life and marry someone else, she didn’t know. She suspected she might spend her entire life pining for him because his father, for whatever reason, decided he didn’t like her. But his father sure did like Eva. Emily recalled how he laughed and talked to Eva when he was at the schoolhouse. What did Eva do right and I do wrong? Realizing her eyes were filling with tears, she quickly wiped them away.
“What’s wrong?” Isaac asked.
“Nothing.” She pressed her finger under her nose and added, “I feel like I’m going to sneeze. My eyes water up when that happens.”
“Same thing happens to me. It’s annoying, isn’t it?”
“You have no idea,” she softly replied.
He really had no idea how annoying the whole situation was. Too bad she hadn’t been born in the Connealy family. As soon as she thought it, she chastised herself. There was nothing—absolutely nothing—wrong with being a Craftsman. Her father was a good man, and his second wife treated her as if she was her real daughter. Even if her siblings, especially Elizabeth, had a tendency to get on her nerves from time to time, she was still glad they were her brothers and sister.
It didn’t take long for them to reach his family’s farm. Taking a deep breath, she straightened her shoulders and decided that even if Isaac’s father didn’t like Emily, he might like Elmer. And if someone in Isaac’s family recognized her and revealed her identity, she’d deal with whatever consequences that would bring when it happened.
When he pulled up to the barn, Jacob came running out of the house. “Who’d you bring, Isaac?” he called out as he hurried over to them.
“Get back in the house,” Isaac told his younger brother. “It’s too cold for you to be out here without a coat.”
“Aw, come on. I just want to know who you brought over.” Jacob skirted around the horses and went over to Emily’s side. “I’m Jacob. Who are you?”
Emily grinned and tipped her hat. “Name’s Elmer.” She climbed down from the buckboard and extended her hand to him, thinking he might enjoy being treated like an adult, even if it was from a complete stranger. “Nice to meet you.”
His eyes lighting up, Jacob shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, too, Elmer.”
Isaac set the brake and motioned to the house. “Get back inside before you get sick. Rose just got well. The last thing we need is for you to catch a cold and get her sick again.”
Jacob rolled his eyes but headed back to the house, yelling out for his ma as he did.
“He’s cute,” Emily said, quickly wondering if that was wise since she couldn’t recall any of her pa’s farmhands saying the word cute.
Isaac grimaced. “He doesn’t know how to mind his own business.”
“Maybe, but he’s only a kid. You can’t blame him for wanting to know what’s going on.”
As she followed him to the back of the buckboard, he said, “It’s because of his big mouth I’m having trouble at school.”
She didn’t recall him getting in trouble at the schoolhouse. There was no way Eva would criticize him for anything, not with the way she adored him. Curious, she reached for the coyote while he grabbed the other animals. “What do you mean he’s getting you in trouble?”
Sighing, Isaac glanced around before lowering his voice. “What I mean is that he says things here and there to the teacher to make her think I enjoyed it when she was over here for supper last week.”
Her eyes growing wide, she asked, “Really? What does he say?”
“It’s little things that had to do with what she was talking about.” He shrugged. “Sorry. I shouldn’t be telling you this.”
“What? No! I want to know.” If this was going to confirm that he didn’t want to be with Eva, then she definitely wanted to know! When he furrowed his eyebrows, she forced out a, “Unless you don’t want to say anything. It’s your life.”
After a moment, he said, “It grates on my nerves. He doesn’t know when to shut up, you know? My pa plans to gather my uncles to help me build a house after the planting season, and Jacob keeps telling the teacher about it, as if I’m going to marry her and take her out there to live with me.”
“Oh.” Emily briefly recalled Jacob teasing Isaac about a house. “He does this right in the schoolhouse?”
“His not-so-subtle hints, if that’s what you want to call them, usually happen before or after school is in session.”
That explained why she missed it. She walked with Isaac to the barn, carrying the coyote in her arms. “So when you said no while we were all talking during the hunt, you meant the teacher?”
“More or less. I didn’t feel like going into it, especially in front of Clayton. He works at the paper with her father. His father also works there.”
Wow. Emily was surprised how everything seemed to connect together. “It’s a small world.”
“Exactly. Sometimes it’s too small.” He dumped the animals on the table in the corner of the barn, so she did the same. “Well, let’s clean up and then get something to eat. You haven’t lived until you tasted my ma’s apple pie. She was making some this morning when I left. With any luck, some slices will be left over.”
Feeling much better than she had minutes before, Emily helped him put the buckboard and horses away. Afterwards, she joined him on the way to the house. He didn’t want to be with Eva after all! It was more than she hoped for, even if she wasn’t sure how that helped her if his father refused to let him talk to her. One thing at a time. She couldn’t get everything resolved right away. As long as she was moving in the right direction, that’s what mattered.
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