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Chapter One

 


“That house is haunted.”

Ida Meade nodded wearily at the
pronouncement. She’d heard it a dozen times since checking into the
hotel a week before. Her response remained the same, “I don’t
believe in ghosts.”

“Haunted,” the brawny man grunted as he
hoisted a burlap bag of rice to his shoulder. “That’s what I said.”
He carried his load to the waiting buggy.

Watching Lucas plod back and forth from the
storeroom door to the surrey, Ida recalled some of the others in
town who’d nervously couched their warnings with snickers.

“I don’t believe it myself,” the clerk at the
front desk of the Granger Hotel had said. He tapped a stubby pencil
on the polished check-in desk. He looked cautiously around the
lobby before leaning closer to whisper, “But there’s been people
seen things. Things that aren’t natural.”

A day later, Ida interviewed a woman for the
housekeeper position at the mission. Her lone applicant was more
interested in talking about the haunted house than the job offered.
After repeating a fresh bit of ghost gossip, the job applicant
quickly assured Ida she didn’t believe half of the rumors.

“Especially don’t put no faith in O’Reilly’s
story,” she confided. “He claimed he nearly galloped right o’er a
ghost on the Burnside road.”

The woman made a noise of disgust. Ida
thought for a minute she was going to expectorate in the hotel
lobby spittoon, and breathed a sigh of relief when the woman didn’t
spit out anything but words.

“It were night,” continued the woman, “and he
mostly drunk, I think. As for me, don’t mind a-going there come the
day, but you ain’t gonna get me to sleep there a-coming no
night.”

And then, there had been the livery owner who
hitched the buggy for Ida. “I figger I can handle a rattler, a
bear, or coyotes," he claimed. "But little girl ghosts, . . .” The
man shuddered dramatically and left Ida standing beside the
bedraggled surrey. He’d walked off muttering, spit a stream of
tobacco at a can by the large wooden door, and shook his head. Ida
thought she heard him say, “Fool woman.”

Is he referring to me? Ida clutched her
reticule and scowled at the man’s back. Well, he doesn’t know me.
I’m anything but a fool. She let out a sigh. At least, I didn’t
think I was a fool until I ended up here.

Every person Ida encountered had an opinion,
a bit of wisdom or nonsense, to impart. She listened attentively
and sifted the chaff from the grains of common sense. Having lived
all her nineteen years in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, she wasn’t
prepared for prairie life. She knew it and consciously beat down
her pride to take instruction. Nothing would deter her from the
Lord’s purpose. He had opened doors, prepared the way, circumvented
all obstacles. She would establish the Indian school. She would
teach the littler ones in that ramshackle farmhouse. The younger
children would get their education without being shipped off to
boarding schools.

Ida Meade refused to let the various
horrifying ghost stories be the straw that broke her camel’s back.
These references to haunting were merely more inconveniences in a
long list of inconveniences that began long before she left her
parents’ home in Pittsburgh. That list had seemed to multiply since
her arrival by train to Elder Creek, a small town in the Northeast
Indian Territory.

Her sponsor had neglected to meet her and
introduce her to the people, the house, and the job. Nor had he
delegated anyone to pick up that responsibility.

Jeremiah Griggs, Indian agent and contact
person assigned to her by the Mission, had gone away on urgent
business the day before her scheduled arrival. It must have been
complicated as well as urgent since the man had not shown his face
in the seven days Ida had waded through trivialities, arranged for
help, and begun the process of making the old farmhouse decent
enough to live in.

It’s all right, she told herself a hundred
times a day. “Greater is He that is in you, than he that is in the
world.” She backed it up with, “I can do all things through Christ
which strengtheneth me.” Then she’d plunged into work to forget how
uneasy the whole situation made her.

She overheard Lucas mumble “dead little girl
ghosts.” Suppressing a growl of impatience, Ida studied the
sweat-soaked back of this giant man who spouted off about ghosts.
He’s been nothing but courteous and helpful. She should be more
tolerant.

“There aren’t really any ghosts,” Ida said
with conviction to Lucas as he set a bolt of material in the back
of the buggy.

“Horses’ll tell ya’,” he said in the slow,
deliberate speech of someone who struggled with mental tasks.
“Dogs, too. Animals don’t like spooks.”

“I’ve been out to the Burnside place every
day this week, and there is nothing but dust and cobwebs.” Ida made
an attempt to reason with him. “I’m not afraid of ghost stories.
The Bible doesn’t say a thing about unhappy spirits being unable to
move on. It’s nonsense.”

“Ain’t been thar at night,” observed
Lucas.

Ida’s patience with all these references to
ghosts and haunted houses suddenly came to an end. Words scoffing
at ignorance and superstition rose up in her throat, but before
they tumbled off her lips, a harsh voice cut off Ida’s reply.

“Lucas, quit jawin’ at the lady and come get
this bucket of nails,” his boss called from the doorway, and then
ducked back inside.

“Thank you, Lord,” Ida whispered as she
realized she’d been rescued from her own temper.

Lucas shuffled to the side door of Turner’s
General Store. The sun went behind a cloud, and the alley fell into
shadow. Spring didn’t have a firm grip on the Indian Territory yet,
and a chilly zephyr swirled in the dust, lifting the hem of the new
missionary schoolteacher’s long skirt in a playful gesture. Ida
gathered the stiff gabardine material in her fist to keep the wind
from exposing her petticoat. With the other hand, she pulled her
knitted gray shawl closer around her shoulders. A shiver went down
her spine.

“Dear Lord,” she whispered, “don’t let this
fool talk turn me from Your purpose.”

A soft voice interrupted. “Miss Meade.”

Ida turned to the little woman who came
bustling into the alley. Mrs. Turner’s hair bore more white than
its mousy brown color. Caught up in what must have been a proper
chignon this morning, the fine flyaway strands escaped in every
direction possible. The little shopkeeper’s wife looked as if she
were fraying like an old piece of cloth.

“Come in to tea,” she called with a cheery
chirp. “We live right here behind the store. You’ve got time for a
cup of tea and a little gossip while Lucas finishes loading your
supplies.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Turner.” Ida smiled with
genuine appreciation, but shook her head. At the sight of the older
woman’s nest of escaping white curls, Ida subconsciously patted her
own neatly braided auburn tresses. Would all her Pittsburgh polish
blow away with the wind?

Amelia Turner had been the first woman to
offer friendship. The sociable lady offered her hand to the
newcomer when the preacher introduced Miss Ida Meade, missionary,
at church service.

In the crowd of unknown faces, Mrs. Turner
had beamed at Ida and patted her arm with grandmotherly affection.
“I’m so glad you’ve come to teach the children. They’ll love your
pretty smile. And your flaming red hair will be a hit as well. You
have a lovely complexion, my dear. Be sure to protect it from our
hot prairie sun.”

Ida found it hard to be offended by the
familiar behavior. It was oddly comforting. She refused to admit
how alone she felt. If only John, . . . She refused that thought as
well.

Things are as they are, and God is in
control, Ida reminded herself.

“I can’t accept today, Mrs. Turner. I’m eager
to finish moving into the house.”

“You’re really going to live out there?
Starting tonight?” Amelia added a tsk-tsk, clearly indicating what
she thought of the matter.

Her round little figure quivered with
apprehension. She turned kind, faded blue eyes to Ida, and Ida felt
a flash of annoyance.

Why couldn’t people just let her be? Why
couldn’t they keep their concerns to themselves? Every time someone
voiced opposition, Ida had to fight to regain her confidence.

You stand on slippery ground, Ida Meade, she
scolded herself. You’re not so sure you’ll make a good missionary.
That’s why their well-intended words bother you. Be strong and of
good courage, Ida. Be strong.

Mrs. Turner fluttered her hands with
dithering anxiety. This time when she reached to pat the young
girl’s arm, Ida stiffened.

“I can’t approve, Miss Meade. It’s too
isolated. I certainly wouldn’t live out there all alone, right on
the edge of Indian land. No telling what’ll happen.”

“Nothing bad is going to happen, and I won’t
be alone.” Ida took a deep breath, gathering her confidence.
“First, God is with me. And I’m picking up three old friends at the
railroad station. They will offer me some protection.”

“Four women alone?” Mrs. Turner fretted. “It
was only five years ago that the Burnside family was massacred in
that very house. Well, not all exactly. Jacob and Sonja were
killed, but the little girls were never found. Poor little dears,
just two and three years old. Carried off. Never seen again unless
you count those claiming to see their ghosts.”

“Yes, I’ve heard the story,” Ida answered
quickly, lest she have to hear it again. “My friends aren’t
women.”

Amelia Turner drew a breath in sharply and
cast a disbelieving glance at the new missionary.

Ida chuckled, having received just the
reaction she’d expected. Ah, but that was another reason she
doubted she would ever really fit this life of a missionary. She
had a lamentable tendency towards levity.

“They’re not men, either, Mrs. Turner,” she
explained.

“Landsakes, Child! What are they?”

“Emily, Abe, and Oscar,” Ida answered. She
tried to keep a sober face, but knew her dimple gave away the
lurking smile. She’d never been able to suppress what her mother
called a wicked grin, nor the impudent twinkle in her eye. “Dogs,”
she answered Mrs. Turner’s question and allowed her smile to
grow.

“Dogs? Well, I never . . .” Amelia Turner
shook her head in disapproval, but Ida’s grin was infectious. Mrs.
Turner relented enough to smile with her, but continued to scold
good-naturedly. “I still don’t like it, Miss Impertinent. But
you’re a grown woman. And you’ll do what you think best despite the
warnings of someone older and wiser. Just you remember, you can
change your mind. That isn’t a sin. You could stay in town and
travel out daily.”

“Thank you for your concern, Mrs. Turner.”
Ida reverted to her formal demeanor. “Five miles is more than I
care to travel after a day of hard work.”

Mr. Turner came out of the store with a
receipt for Ida to sign. It was a relief to finally climb into the
buggy, gather the reins, and urge the old horse forward. Now she
only had to pick up the dogs, and she’d be on her way.

She’d done pretty well without the absent
Jeremiah Griggs’ assistance. John would be proud of her. In fact,
while she waited for the train at the depot, she intended to finish
the letter to him she'd tucked away in a basket. John was the real
missionary. He’d be eager to hear how she was doing, fulfilling
their obligation alone until he could join her in three weeks.

***

Her reunion with the three dogs bolstered
Ida’s spirits. As she walked across the wooden platform toward the
unloaded freight, the dogs began to bark an ecstatic greeting from
inside the shipping crates. The frantic barks changed timbre,
expressing joy as Ida released the pins on the barred doors and let
them out.

The three hairy beasts bounced around her
with absolute exuberance. Their eagerness knocked her off her feet,
and she sat with a thud on the wooden planks of the platform.
Enthusiastic pink tongues covered her face with dog kisses. Ida
laughed and hugged each one, running her fingers through their
coats. Tears welled in her eyes, and she blinked to quell them.

Leaving Emily, Abe, and Oscar in Pittsburgh
had been harder than saying farewell to her three older sisters,
brother, and parents. However much it had wrenched her heart to say
good-bye to her fiancé, she wouldn’t have dreamed of bursting into
tears in front of him. But the night before she boarded her train,
after everyone else in the house slept, she quietly let herself out
the servants’ entrance and walked to the summerhouse. She did her
best thinking there. Of course, her three faithful companions
joined her to listen to the outpouring of her heart.

John had been called to the mission field,
yet John wouldn’t be by her side. John sought and found a ministry
where they could be used as a couple. But her fiancé was
unavoidably detained, the marriage had been postponed, and Ida was
to go forth on her own. On that chilly night, as she tried to
gather her courage, she buried her face in her old friends’ fur and
cried until the tears no longer cleansed her troubled soul.
Frustration, fear, and disappointment flowed to the surface and
poured out. When the secret emotions ebbed, then she prayed.

Out of this turmoil and the peace that
followed, she came up with a new plan.

In the morning she requested her father send
the dogs to her after a week, giving her a chance to get settled
in. Since no other member of the family had any affection toward
the mutts, her plan met no opposition.

Now with Emily, the smallest, in the buggy
beside her, Ida traveled the dusty road out to the Burnside
farmhouse. Oscar and Abe ran alongside, easily keeping pace with
plodding old Bags, the horse Mr. Evans at the livery rented to her
along with the shabby surrey. The dogs darted into the brush in
quick exploration of this new world, and trotted back with tongues
hanging out of their grinning mouths.

Ida’s thoughts drifted to plans for the new
Mission school. She would have to change the name of the building.
Referred to as the Burnside place, it always brought up the memory
of the tragedy five years before. The name reminded people of the
two little girls supposedly haunting the area.

The first time Ida heard the story, she
thought perhaps the little girls had hidden from the renegade
raiders and somehow survived, living in a cave or something nearby.
Reluctantly, she dismissed that easy explanation. It wasn’t
realistic. Toddlers, two and three, could never fend for
themselves. No, they had probably been carried away.

Ida explained away the families who tried
living at the homestead during the years that followed. None had
stayed more than a few months. Obviously, they succumbed to the
tales of haunting. Building on the stories that circulated, they
probably let their imaginations attribute odd occurrences to the
presence of ghosts.

I’ve no intention of letting such inventions
of the mind get a hold on me. Ida mustered the conviction to
succeed no matter what the odds. Bouncing along in the creaking old
buggy, this bravado of determination threatened to desert her. The
territory was vast, and she was alone.

She squared her shoulders.

I can do this. Ghosts are the least of my
problems. There are no ghosts!

She forded the stream with anticipation. Only
a mile further and she would be at the house. Several branches lay
across the ragged buggy path, and she guided Bags around them with
an expert touch of the reins. She chuckled, remembering the fine
race surrey that she and Geena had driven around the O’Malley home
track. This worn trail through the grass with all the debris from
the storm was a different challenge. The wind that had howled
around the clapboard hotel the night before must have torn at the
old trees out here in the country.

Ida called Abe and Oscar back from their
wanderings as she crested the small rise above her new home. She
pulled on the reins and stopped at the highest point overlooking
the farmhouse. The shade of an old tree felt good. Coming home felt
good. Soon John would join her and they would start their married
life with a handful of Indian children. It would be a home blessed
with laughter and music.

A broad covered porch ran along the east and
south sides of the two-story structure. Bushes abundant with yellow
blossoms hugged one other side. She knew from her previous trips to
the house that a large stoop jutted out the back.

The sound of wood slapping against wood
caught her attention. She strained to see what could be making such
a racket. The front door swung loosely, banging against its frame.
She’d carefully set the latch the day before.

Could the wind have jarred the door
loose?

Ida scanned the outside of the house. Nothing
really unusual. A tattered old curtain flapped out of an upstairs
windows and then disappeared inside. The wind rustled leaves above
her, and the curtain waved once more. Every window on both the
first and second floors gaped wide open to the elements.

Of course, Ida hadn’t been so careless. She
left them closed, and the door, too!

“Mischief.” Ida set her mouth in a grim
frown. “Not ghosts, but humans, set upon doing mischief.”

“Lord, I’m angry, and I’m more determined
than ever to do Your will. They can’t frighten me away with such a
trick. I won’t let it happen.”

The realization that she had no idea who
“they” might be took some of the stiffness out of her spine. She
leaned back against the worn leather seat of the buggy, her hands
holding the reins loosely in her lap. She had no one to help her,
not John, not Mr. Jeremiah Griggs. Whatever lurked in the shadows,
wishing her harm, she had to face alone.

“I can do this,” she whispered. “I can
through Christ who strengthens me. I can.”

She straightened.

“But, oh Lord, I’m counting on You to protect
us all as we go forth.”

She slapped the reins on the horse’s rump and
started down the hill.
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Chapter Two

 


The two male dogs tore into the house before
Ida even hitched old Bags to the fence rail. Emily hopped down from
the buggy and stood uncertain at her mistress’s feet.

“It’s all right,” Ida patted the soft furry
head. “You can go check out your new home.”

Emily bounced up the steps and joined the
other dogs. Ida heard the chorus of barks as they charged from room
to room, climbed the stairs, and issued their warnings in the
second story rooms. When they thundered down the steps again, she
met them at the front door.

Stroking their heads, she praised them.

“Good dogs. Have you checked it out? No
intruders? No mischief-makers?” She held her hand out but the dogs
danced, too excited for even a rub behind the ears.

Following the dogs, Ida entered the building
to survey what damage had been done. Annoyance swelled in her
breast as she looked at the havoc the wind had played in the house.
All of her hard work covered with dust! She’d spent most of the
first few days dragging old, broken furniture out of the house and
over to the barn. Then she’d taken a broom and attacked the walls,
ceilings, and floors. The kitchen and her bedroom received the most
attention. Once Ida had those two rooms livable, she planned to
move in. In the last week, she spent hours doing work she’d only
seen servants do before. Without a doubt, she missed the maids in
her parents’ house.

This morning she surveyed the rooms she had
cleaned. She found that although the cobwebs had not returned, the
dust lay in a thick layer over every surface.

An inconvenience, she told herself even as
her chin quivered. Merely another inconvenience. She rolled up her
shirtsleeves to begin her task.

***

Early the next morning, Ida stretched under
the covers of the pallet she’d made on the floor. Was she stiff and
sore from yesterday’s heavy work, or from her hard bed? Emily
scooted closer and rested her hairy chin on Ida’s shoulder. With an
appreciative hand, Ida stroked the loveable dog’s head.

“You’re always right here for me, aren’t you,
little lady?” she cooed. “The others like to explore, but you’re my
constant companion.”

Ida’s head sunk into the shawl rolled in a
wad and tied to make a pillow. She wasn’t ready to get up and face
another day. With her eyes closed and fingers still caressing
Emily’s silky ruff, Ida recounted her blessings and set her plans
in order before the Lord.

Yesterday, she had spent much of the day
dusting floors, shelves, counters, windows, even the walls and
ceiling. This morning her arms and shoulders protested. Ida smiled
remembering the first morning after she had “worked” at the
farmhouse. She'd lain so stiff in the soft bed at the Granger
Hotel, she thought she would have to call for help in order to get
up.

Her mother had been right in saying Ida
wasn’t accustomed to the labor she would encounter on this "foolish
endeavor." But Mother had been wrong in saying Ida would buckle
under after one day and come home.

“I’ve made it eight days now,” she whispered.
“Thank you, Lord, for Your strength.”

Her mother had also been wrong in labeling it
a foolish endeavor. Ida tried to remember the verse that said
something about being a fool for Christ but couldn’t bring it to
mind. She nudged Emily aside and rolled over to reach for her
Bible.

A stream of sunlight slanted through the
parted curtains. Her Bible lay on the floor next to a snuffed
candle in a crude holder. A handkerchief she kept by her bed in
case she decided to indulge in a fit of tears lay crumpled, showing
she had succumbed to loneliness. But sunbeams danced across the
grouping as the curtain swayed in a slight breeze seeping through
the loose panes of a cracked window.

Ida paused and pulled back her hand to rest
on the lazy dog beside her.

“Look at that, Emily. See the dust motes
swirling up into the air, following that shaft of light as if they
were being pulled out of this world and carried away. If I were a
poet, I’d write something beautiful about that—the stubby candle
with only its black wick to show it ever had a flame, the
tear-stained hanky, the Bible connecting to eternal light.” She
tilted her head and pondered the picture. “The Bible should be
open. That would be a more apt image. If I were an artist, I’d
paint that.”

Abrupt barks from outside interrupted her
musings. Forgetting the verse she meant to find, Ida pushed back
her covers and stood. The cold morning air sent her scurrying for a
pair of heavy socks and her robe.

Downstairs she opened the kitchen door. Abe
and Oscar pranced in from the yard, frisky and ready for some fun.
Ida sat down on the bare wooden floor of the empty room. Only the
cooking stove crouched in the corner. With plenty of room to romp,
the dogs frolicked around Ida, making her laugh at their antics as
they vied for her attention.

“We’ll have breakfast and get to work,” she
told them. “Today we’ll work outside. First we’ll fix the fence
around the pasture so Bags won’t have to spend all his time in the
barn.”

Ida scrambled to her feet and opened the fire
door of the old iron stove. She stirred the embers and pushed in
kindling. When flames licked up around the small wood, she put in a
heftier piece. Leaving a pot of water to heat, she went upstairs to
change.

***

With a bonnet protecting her face from the
midday sun, Ida trudged along the edge of the pasture. She’d found
a scythe in the barn and whacked down the tall grass around the
house, but didn’t even try to tame the wild undergrowth here.

Sticky, undeveloped heads of the tall,
slender grass clung to her skirt. The liveryman, Mr. Evans, had
called the grass Big Bluestems, a type of Indian grass that
indicated rich soil beneath. He said it sometimes grew to eight
feet. Ida would wait and see on that one. It sounded suspiciously
like a tale told to ignorant, gullible newcomers. Much like ghost
stories—no substance.

The last of the old rail fence stretched
before her, ending at the corner of the barn. On the outside of the
fence a small wooded area filled with post oak, redbud, and
cottonwood encroached on the farmland. The new green of spring
mixed with the lush purple hues of flowering redbuds. Abe and Oscar
had disappeared into the field almost as soon as Ida came out to
her fence-mending chore. Emily chose to stay close, finding a new
comfortable place to settle each time her mistress moved to the
next broken spot in the old fence.

Ida’s technique for handling this job had
improved considerably over the past three hours. She tucked the
hammer under her arm, raised the fallen board to its proper
position, leaned her body against it to keep it in place, dug with
one hand into the canvas bag tied at her waist, and pulled out a
long heavy nail. She’d also gotten better at actually hitting the
nail once she got everything all lined up.

Ida whacked a nail several times, sinking it
into the soft wood. Then she put both hands on the board, giving it
a firm tug. It held. The first couple of boards she’d hammered in
place had come off much quicker than they‘d gone on. She hooked the
hammer on the top rail, leaving it dangling for the moment. Placing
both hands at the small of her back, she arched her muscles,
leaning gracefully backwards until her face turned up to feel the
warmth of the sun.

Breathing deeply, Ida reveled in the smell of
sun-warmed grass and a faint, sweet fragrance that must have been
the little white flowers scattered among the weeds. She closed her
eyes and listened to the buzz of insects, the chaotic, twittering
conversation of birds, and the clear caw of a crow. Opening her
eyes, she caught sight of dusty brown birds in the branches of the
underbrush. The thrushes she could identify, but a flash of blue
flitting from one tree to another stumped her. When she had time,
she wanted to learn the names of some of her flying neighbors.

Emily sprang to her feet and gave a sharp
bark. Abe and Oscar tumbled out of the brush, running in earnest to
reach Ida’s side. She peered into the woods, expecting something to
be chasing them, but nothing appeared. The male dogs danced around
her in greeting, but Emily remained on alert, watching the
trees.

Ida ignored Abe and Oscar and contemplated
the trees. Goosebumps sprang up on her arms, denying the warmth of
the sun.

Is somebody out there? Is somebody watching
me?

Ida glanced down at Emily. The dog stood at
attention, ears perked forward, wary eyes scanning the woods. With
heightened awareness of her isolated situation, the pasture seemed
too open, herself too exposed.

“Time for lunch,” Ida’s cheerfulness sounded
false in her own ears. “Come on, up to the house.” She gathered up
her skirt in tense, clenched fists and walked quickly away. As she
moved along the fence, she resisted the temptation to look over her
shoulder, to whirl around to see if she was being followed. Her
steps quickened, and she had to force herself not to run.

Nothing's out there. Back home in Pittsburgh,
Abe and Oscar growled at visitors, barked at delivery men, and
raised a frightful hullabaloo when other animals trespassed on
their territory. But now the two protective dogs raced back and
forth through the swaying grasses with not a care in the world.
Nothing could be out there. Emily trotted beside Ida, seemingly
having forgotten her concern of a moment before. Everything is
fine.

All I need is some tea, some bread and
cheese, and a rest. I’ll sew for a bit on the new curtains before I
finish the fence. Then we’ll let Bags out to enjoy the fine, sunny
afternoon.

***

As she sat on a stack of blankets, her back
resting against the wall in the room she had decided to use for
dining, Ida sipped her tea from a china cup brought from
Pennsylvania. As her nerves returned to normal, she puzzled over
the incident in the pasture.

Some of the Indian children must have decided
to look over the new schoolteacher. They must have known I’ve
arrived. They came to see what I look like and were too shy to come
out. Ida watched Emily perk her ears as if she listened to her
mistress’s private thoughts. The dogs were a comfort and a form of
protection. If Abe and Oscar met strange men, they would guard her.
But children in the woods? The dogs would have made friends. They
liked children. That’s why the dogs were unconcerned. Emily saw the
other dogs weren't alarmed and followed their lead. I alone
panicked. I mustn’t let my imagination lead me to such a nervous
display again.

Ida nibbled on a slice of bread and put
unpleasant thoughts aside, choosing to believe nothing more
sinister than curious children lurked in the woods. She
deliberately set her mind on cheerful things and spent the rest of
her lunchtime arranging the still imaginary dining room furniture.
This would be where she fed the children.

I’ll need tables and benches. How many? How
many children will actually come? Will there be boarders who come
in on Monday and go home on Friday? The letters from the Mission
had said that was a possibility. Ida clenched her fist and bounced
it on her knee like a judge wielding his gavel in judgment.
Jeremiah Griggs is to arrange those things. Where is that Indian
agent? She took in a sharp breath. What if he’d quit his job, and
nobody had thought to tell me? What if he never returned for some
other reason? I might be able to handle things. I’m doing all right
by myself. But what if no children come? Could I then go home
without any shame? Would John be disappointed?

Negative roads! I’m not going that way. Ida
quickly stood, put her dishes in the kitchen, and went upstairs to
find the white muslin she was hemming for curtains.

Under a blackjack oak in the yard, with the
dogs lazily napping around her, Ida worked on the fine, soft cloth
with quick and even stitches. Mother had thought needlework a
suitable accomplishment for her daughters. Stitch after stitch,
beautifully set, one, then two curtains were finished. Ida folded
them neatly and placed them in her basket. Tonight she would take
down the dingy rags that hung in her bedroom window and hang
these.

Leaving the sewing on the porch step, she
scooped up the canvas bag of nails and tied it around her waist.
She reached for the hammer and stopped in mid-motion. It had no
business lying there on the wooden step. Ida had hung the hammer on
the top rail of the fence. She could picture it with the metal head
hooked over the old gray wood. She had not picked it up when she
panicked.

I know I left it at the fence. How’d it get
here?

She stood up and searched the area. Her eyes
examined the overgrown bushes beside the peeling white walls of the
house. She turned and surveyed the barn, the small pen, the lane
going off towards the hill. The tall grass in the fenced pasture
bent before a steady breeze. Any small creature, animal or human,
could hide in that tender green sea.

The Indian children, thought Ida with some
relief. They’re playing a trick on me. They want to see how I’ll
respond.

She bent, retrieved the hammer, and marched
off toward the broken fence with long confident strides.

The hand holding the hammer swung freely back
and forth in rhythm with her stouthearted walk. Her other hand came
up to lay softly across her chest. Her fingertips felt the wild
beating, like a timid rabbit thumping the ground with his hind
legs, warning of danger.

“If only my heart, believed what my sensible
mind is saying.”

 


~~~~~

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Five days of conversation with three dogs and
Bags, the horse, left Ida hungry for a little human companionship.
As she hung clothes out to dry on a makeshift line running from the
oak to a hook beside the back door, Ida sang to herself. A human
voice, even her own, filled the air with something other than the
wind. With a surge of homesickness, she recalled the thirty member
choir singing in her church in Pittsburgh. The song on her lips
vanished in a whimper.

Another human would be nice right about
now.

With a swallow, she began again, choosing a
chorus to a cheerful hymn.

Bags moseyed through the tall grass in his
pasture. Abe and Oscar had taken off for their daily exploration of
the woods. Emily lay in the sunshine, ignoring a pesky squirrel who
chattered and scolded from a low branch in the blackjack oak.

Warm breezes fluttered the long skirts and
blouses Ida pinned to the thin rope. She picked up her gray work
dress, heavy and damp. With a brisk, sharp crackle, she snapped out
some of the wrinkles. The noise startled Emily. The lazy dog raised
her head, cast a disapproving look at Ida.

“I’m working. I can’t help if my work is
noisy and disturbs your nap.”

Emily turned her grizzled muzzle toward the
road. She came to her feet in one swift motion and issued a warning
bark. Ida peeked over the sagging clothesline. A wagon lumbered
past the tree at the hilltop.

“Company.” Whoever it was had to be coming to
her place. This fork of the road came to the old farmhouse and
stopped. Ida raced to hang up two aprons and a shawl, then ran to
the beginning of the line to take down her chemises and bloomers.
She dropped her unmentionables on the piece of cloth she used as an
improvised bag and folded the ends over to hide her personal
garments. Moving to the kitchen stoop, she placed the embarrassing
bundle inside the door.

Emily barked without a pause. Abe and Oscar
charged across the pasture from the woods to join Emily’s defense
of their mistress and her property.

Shielding her eyes from the sun with her
hand, Ida squinted into the distance. Halfway down the hill, the
driver was still too far away to identify.

“Maybe it’s that Indian agent.”

The dogs raise an alarm that should have been
heard all the way to Elder Creek. The male dogs darted forward
several yards and backed up to their position of defense, then
repeated the short charges.

Ida smoothed her skirt with impatient hands.
She patted her hair and tucked a stray lock into her bun. If she
was to finally meet the man in charge, she wanted to make a good
impression. That desire warred with another, she also wanted to
tell the man he was derelict in his duties.

“I should give him a piece of my mind,” she
muttered, gazing up the hill as the wagon and driver drew closer.
But she couldn’t banish the grin. The very thought of someone to
talk to caused goosebumps to rise and tickle her arms. She rubbed
them away and remembered to pull her rolled-up sleeves down and
button the cuffs.

Ida sighed as soon as she recognized the
brawny Lucas.

“The man from Turner’s General Store. It’s
all right, Abe, Oscar. He’s bringing our weekly supplies. Hush,
now, hush.” The dogs quieted. “And maybe some mail!” The last
thought almost sent her racing to meet the wagon. A letter from
John would be so encouraging. She waited by the kitchen stoop,
bouncing a bit on her toes, until the lumbering buckboard pulled
up.

“Hello, Lucas,” she called out as she
scurried to the gate in the white fence surrounding the house lawn.
The dogs barked a greeting. “Hush!” she commanded.

Lucas grinned at her and tipped his hat. He
didn’t speak.

Ida smiled her welcome, and then her gaze
went to the load behind him.

“My trunk!” she cried out, spotting the
humpbacked case shipped from Pennsylvania. Wooden crates with the
mission’s imprint probably contained books and supplies for the
school.

With heavy clumsiness, Lucas climbed down
from his perch on the wagon seat. The large buckboard tilted with
his weight and then bounced upright again. He stood before her, his
eyes widened, and he snatched his hat from his head. Crumpling the
hat against his chest, Lucas shuffled from one foot to the
other.

“I bring your supplies.” He nodded towards
the flatbed. “Some things came on the train.”

“Oh, thank you,” answered Ida, unable to
contain the thrill of contact with home. “Are there any
letters?”

Lucas studied her for a minute. His face
worked as he mulled over his thoughts. He nodded and moved to the
back of the wagon. The big man pulled out a small wicker basket
covered with a blue checkered cloth.

“From Mrs. Turner.” He handed it to her.

Ida pulled back the covering and revealed a
loaf of bread, a jar of jam, and three envelopes. She scooped the
letters up and held them to her heart, thanking God, and fighting
tears. She noticed Lucas staring at her with a sheepish smile.

“I’m homesick,” she explained.

His head jerked in a silent nod.

Ida realized he waited for her to tell him
what to do.

“Could you bring the things in this door? It
leads to the kitchen. You can leave them there except . . . I’m
afraid the trunk will have to go up the stairs. Can you manage by
yourself?”

The scowl he gave her would have frightened
Ida if she hadn’t already decided Lucas was a gentle giant.

“Yes,” she corrected herself quickly. “Of
course, you can. I forgot how strong you are.”

A beaming smile crossed the big man’s
features, and he shuffled back to unload the first of many items.
Ida hugged her letters and moved under the tree. With her back to
the trunk, she settled herself in the shade on the cool, green
grass.

News from home. Thank you, Lord.

Shuffling through the three letters, she was
disappointed that none bore John’s distinctive, bold
handwriting.

Ida opened the missive from her mother first.
That domineering matron chastised her daughter for not returning,
for continuing on this willful, stubborn course. After the
reproaches, Mrs. Meade did give some news of Ida’s fiancé:

John Newcomb continues to run the freight
business for his employer. Mrs. Houghtin said last Tuesday, when I
happened to cross paths with her at the mercantile, that her
husband’s recovery is slow. She seems quite taken with your fiancé
and admires how he sacrificed his own plans to keep Mr. Houghtin’s
establishment in good order until he should recover. Mrs. Houghtin
made it a point to say that Mr. Newcomb comes by daily to report
business matters to her husband. He often stays for dinner. I
hardly think this is suitable. There are three unmarried daughters
in that household. Look to your own interests, Ida Marie, and
return to Pittsburgh.

 


Ida gave scarcely a thought to what she
recognized as another of her mother’s tactics to have her own way.
Ida knew all too well her mother manipulated society with a mastery
of gossip. The wealthy Mrs. Meade enjoyed her powerful influence.
But Ida wouldn't fall prey to cunning words. The thought of pious
John courting another woman was ludicrous.

The two letters from her sisters lifted her
spirits. She enjoyed the tales of family life, but after reading
them, Ida sorely missed her small nieces and nephews. She tucked
the letters back in the basket and hurried into the kitchen.

The dogs measured Lucas’s character and
accepted him as harmless. They followed him in and out the door,
never quite tripping him up, but always a nuisance. Lucas nudged
them aside with patience.

“Should I introduce you?”

Lucas looked puzzled.

“To the dogs,” she explained.

Again she was rewarded with the gentle
giant's friendly grin.

“This is Abe.” Ida gestured to the biggest,
hairiest beast standing in the middle of her kitchen. “Abe, make
your bow.”

Abe immediately lowered the front half of his
body, making a credible bow.

The smile on the rugged handyman's face
widened.

“This is Oscar.” She indicated the middle dog
whose shaggy coat contained so many colors, had he been a cat, he
would have been labeled calico. “A hello, please, Oscar.” Oscar
rose up on his hind legs and pronounced an odd throaty whine that
sounded uncannily like the word hello.

Lucas laughed out loud.

“And this is my sweetheart, Emily. Emily turn
around.” The smallest dog spun in a circle.

Lucas crouched down to their level, and the
dogs swarmed him, solidifying their friendship.

After Lucas carried the trunk to her room,
Ida insisted he sit on the porch steps and rest. She served him
sweetened tea in a mug with a handful of oatmeal cookies she’d
baked. The cookies were a little too crispy. The oven in the cast
iron monstrosity that passed for a kitchen stove had some
peculiarities she hadn’t yet worked out. The first batch of
rock-hard, dark brown cookies had been given to the dogs.

“Nobody comes to help you,” Lucas’s slow,
deliberate speech comforted her even as Cookie crumbs fell from the
corner of his mouth. You couldn’t laugh at Lucas. His sincerity
outshone his lack of polish.

“No.” Ida sighed. “I had several people say
they would come, but no one has shown up. Including Mr. Jeremiah
Griggs.”

“Mrs. Turner says it’s bad for you to be out
here all alone.” Lucas gaped at the unkempt yard and the neglected
buildings beyond the fence.

“I’m all right, Lucas. The dogs would attack
anyone who tried to hurt me.”

Lucas looked doubtfully at the three dogs.
They sprawled in the shade, keeping a watchful, friendly vigilance
on the big man. Panting, with their tongues hanging out, they
looked like they were smiling.

“You see them little girls?” Lucas’s eyes
shifted around the premises as if the ghosts would appear.

“Certainly not.”

“Early days yet.” He took a drink and
swallowed, then put a whole cookie into his mouth and chewed. He
ruminated with a scowl on his face as he ate.

“Mr. Griggs could be gone a month,” Lucas bit
into yet another cookie.

“A month!” Ida looked sharply at the big man
to see if he teased her.

“Hasta travel lots. Sometimes it’s hard to
find the Indians he wants to talk to. Sometimes they don’t want him
to find ‘em. Right now he's after outlaws, not Indians. But they're
hiding on Indian land. Probably won't find 'em.”

”Then he should come back and take care of
the mission business. He wrote letters guaranteeing certain things,
and he hasn’t fulfilled one promise.”

Lucas shrugged at her angry words.

“I don’t think much of Mr. Griggs.” Ida
grimaced.

In his soft, deep voice, Lucas defended the
Indian agent. “Mr. Griggs is a good man. Just busy.”

“I’ve done almost all I can do without his
help,” grumbled Ida. “I can’t build desks and shelves and benches.
It seems I can’t hire help. I can’t go into the Indian homes and
meet the children. He needs to come back and honor his commitment
to get this school started.”

“You gonna have school in the summer?” Lucas
looked incredulous. “It be too hot.”

“Well, no,” admitted Ida. “But I don’t want
to leave everything until the week before we begin in the fall,
either.”

Lucas put his empty mug down on the step,
stood up, and beat his hat against his leg to knock off the cookie
crumbs as he walked to the gate.

“All summer.” He moved to unhitch the team
pulling the wagon. As he hoisted his mighty bulk into the wagon, he
added, “Lots of time.”

Ida waved good-bye. With her spirits sinking,
she admitted to herself that she didn’t want him to go. He took
with him letters to mail to her family and one with a report to the
mission. He also took with him her sincere regard. Ida liked Lucas.
This simple man offered her friendship, plain and honest.

Compared to Pittsburgh society, this man had
nothing to offer. His limited conversation did little to commend
him. The aroma rising from his dirty overalls and unclean person
was a bit daunting. His imposing size in shabby clothing differed
glaringly with the moderate proportions of the individuals of her
parents’ acquaintance and their appropriate attire.

The big man had at first frightened her just
because he was unusual. But Lucas listened to her as her father,
her brother, and certainly her fiancé, never had.

Ida turned to the house, resigned to another
week of lonely toil. Entering the kitchen, she looked over the
boxes that had arrived. Perhaps she could use two of the wooden
crates for a table and chair. One box displayed a different label.
Her curiosity aroused, she determined to open it. On closer
inspection, she found it had been shipped from Pittsburgh. Mission
Headquarters was based in Chicago.

“Mother!” Ida exclaimed as she figured out
the box’s origin. Grabbing a poker, she pried the lid off. Lifting
the top layer of crumpled paper away from the contents, she laughed
out loud. Inside, delicate doilies nestled around elegant vases. A
lace tablecloth cushioned two landscape paintings with gilded
frames.

Did Mother send these to remind me of the
refined life I left behind? Maybe Mother had a moment of charity.
She could have sent these things, thinking I really needed them.
But Mother can’t have any idea what it's like out here, and it’s
like her to think these elegant things are essential.

“Well, Mother,” Ida said aloud, “I will use
these pretties around this rough old farmhouse. I’m sure the
children will appreciate them.”

Ida opened boxes, moving school items into
the big front room that would one day have desks and shelves and
look like a classroom. More boxes were shoved, tugged, and
maneuvered into the dining room. Out of the crate from Pittsburgh,
Ida hung her mother’s gilt-framed pictures on the wall and put an
expensive vase on the fireplace mantle. Unpacking a few useable
items, she found herself putting more things back. With a sigh of
regret, she realized there was no place to put them. She just
didn’t have her farmhouse ready yet.

That evening, Ida crawled to her pallet on
the floor. Slipping between the blankets, she admitted exhaustion
overwhelmed her every night. Emily curled up next to her legs. Ida
snuffed the candle with a puff of air. Outside a full moon hung in
the vast Western sky. Its soft glow illuminated her room. Snuggled
in warm blankets from her luxurious bed in Pittsburgh, she lay on
her pallet. Through the parted curtains, she admired the moon and
stars.

“Father God, I feel closer to You out here
than I’ve ever felt before. I’m so lonely at times, and yet, I’m
more aware of Your Presence now than when I sat in our crowded
congregation on Sunday morning.”

A shooting star flared across the heavens,
and Ida sat up with excitement. She crept on her knees to the
window and knelt there, leaning against the frame.

She spoke in awe of the heavenly display.
“‛And lest thou lift up thine eyes unto heaven, and . . . seest the
sun, and the moon, and the stars, . . . all the host of heaven,
shouldest be driven to worship them, and serve them.’ It’s
gloriously beautiful, but I don’t worship Your handiwork, Lord God.
I worship You. Amen and amen and amen.”

She leaned her forehead against the cool
glass. “This is where You want me to be. And You want me to be
alone for this time. Thank You, Lord, for bringing me here.”

A shower of shooting stars shimmered across
the heavens before she left her post by the window and again
crawled into her blankets. Her body still claimed fatigue, but the
exhaustion did not possess her as it had. She relaxed and drifted
into deep slumber.

Hours later, frantic barking roused her. Ida
scrambled to the window to see what had caused Abe and Oscar’s
frenzy of alarm. From the hillside, a man on a milky-white horse
rode sedately towards the house. The moon’s silver hue clearly
delineated his trim figure dressed in pale clothing. Emily, with
her front paws on the windowsill, whined.

“Now that looks like a ghost,” said Ida,
trying to banter herself out of sudden fear. She put an arm around
the dog’s sturdy body. Leaning toward Emily’s perked-up ear, she
whispered, “But I thought we were supposed to be haunted by two
little girls, not a solitary horseman.”

The rider reached the bottom of the hill,
drawing nearer to the house. Ida grabbed her robe, crammed her feet
into slippers, and rushed down the stairs. With Emily beside her,
she wrested open the kitchen door and stepped out onto the stoop.
The man reined in his horse just beyond the white fence.

The male dogs circled, barking their
challenge. The horse shied this way and that, trying to avoid the
snapping mutts.

“Whoa, boy.” The visitor stroked his horse’s
neck.

“What do you want?” called Ida.

“I’m looking for Mr. and Mrs. John Newcomb.”
He raised his voice over the din of the dogs.

“Abe, Oscar, quiet,” ordered Ida. “Come.”

Growling a protest, the male dogs came to
Ida’s side.

“Why would you want Mr. and Mrs. Newcomb in
the middle of the night?” asked Ida.

“I’m Jeremiah Griggs. I'm on my way back to
Elder Creek. I came by here since I’m two weeks late in meeting
them.”

“John Newcomb is still in Pittsburgh. I’m Ida
Meade.”

“And who is Ida Meade?” challenged the Indian
agent. “What right have you to be living in this house?”

“I would have been Mrs. John Newcomb, but—”
Ida cut herself off. It was ridiculous to be yelling across the
yard an explanation of how she came to take up the mission job
alone.

“Mr. Griggs,” she said, “won’t you step
inside for a cup of coffee?”

 


~~~~~

 


 



Chapter Four

 


Ida stepped back into the dark kitchen and
brought a candle down from one of the shelves to light. She opened
the fire door on the stove and stirred the coals. Using a long,
slender piece of kindling, she picked up a flame and carried it to
the candle’s wick.

Jeremiah came through the back door with Abe
and Oscar at either side.

Traitors. Ida wondered if the dogs really
would defend her against an intruder. They seemed to take up with
visitors easily after their initial ferocious greetings.

“Pull up a crate and have a seat.” She turned
to put more kindling in the firebox and a pot of water to boil on
the top.

When Ida finished fidgeting around the stove,
she could no longer ignore the steady gaze of her guest. She sat
down on another crate and primly folded her hands in her lap. It
was the posture her mother recommended for a social encounter with
someone of dubious background. Carefully composed, she emanated
neither approval nor acceptance. Inwardly she'd already passed
judgment on the Indian agent's character. Mr. Jeremiah Griggs would
have to prove himself a gentleman against her prejudice.

Jeremiah Griggs sat slumped forward on the
crate with his elbows resting on his knees. Hardly the correct
posture, given the circumstances. Ida felt a momentary surge of
gratification. Why, her mother would be quite pleased that some of
her instructions concerning proper decorum had sunk into Ida’s
flibbertigibbet brain.

At that instant, Ida noticed her thick,
mint-green robe. The frothy lace trimming her muslin nightgown
spilled out where the front of the robe folded over her chest. Her
elegant emerald velvet slippers peeked from under the hem. What
would her mother think of her sitting in her nightrail on packing
crates alone with this stranger? Ida blushed. As the warmth flooded
her face, she glanced at the man across from her.

The stern expression Jeremiah Griggs had
leveled at Ida from atop his horse melted away. Laughing eyes set
wide above a friendly mouth twinkled in the soft glow of the single
candle. His jaw was square. His dimples deep. Ida liked what she
saw.

Jeremiah Griggs’ thick blonde hair hung
rather shaggily in straight locks. He looked to be due a haircut. A
heavy stubble of light brown whiskers shadowed his chin. He’d taken
off his light tan hat and placed it on one of the crates. His tawny
leather coat boasted elaborate fringe across the chest and back.
The same decoration hung down the seam of each sleeve from shoulder
to wrist. Ida had seen men dressed this way in St. Louis as she
passed through. The agent’s jacket reminded her of the flamboyant
attire of the buffalo hunters and scouts. She hadn’t thought real
people in the West wore such clothing.

Beneath that fancy coat, a white linen shirt
opened at the neck to reveal dark blond, curly hair, accentuating
his muscular neck.

The man should keep that covered. The words
came to Ida in the precise tone of voice her mother would have
whispered in her ear. He’s altogether too masculine, mused Ida, and
knew that her mother never would have voiced such an improper
sentiment.

Ida tried to study Mr. Griggs with a more
impersonal air. The Indian agent was a smaller man than James, her
brother, and her father. Certainly smaller than Lucas. She thought
perhaps she and Mr. Griggs would stand about the same height, but
then Ida stretched taller than most Pittsburg debutantes. Her size
had always been a problem.

Years ago her mother had chastised her for
helping the gardener rake leaves. “I’m strong,” the child Ida told
her blustering mother. “I can do it.” In her naiveté, Ida felt
pride in her accomplishment. Her mother successfully squelched that
self-respect.

“Just because you’re built like a workman,
Ida Marie, doesn’t mean you have to labor as one. It is
unseemly.”

Gradually, because Ida enjoyed all manner of
activities that her mother did not, Ida learned to hold her tongue.
It appeared her whole person was unseemly, from her height to her
free-spirited laughter to her musical . . . Ida cut off the flow of
memories. She needn’t allow the negative reflections to overwhelm
her. She was far away from Pittsburgh. Her mother would never know
she entertained Jeremiah Griggs at some hour past midnight in an
old farmhouse in the Indian Territory.

Ida examined Jeremiah Griggs. Perhaps he
wouldn’t be a problem. Right now, his expression was neutral. She
looked into his eyes, wondering what color they were. In the dim
light of the candle, it was hard to tell. The corners of his eyes
crinkled, and she saw a dimple flash on his cheek. She shifted her
gaze to his lips and saw them part over a row of straight white
teeth. She was staring at him, and he caught her.

Ida lowered her gaze and hoped the lantern’s
light didn’t reveal the blush that warmed her cheeks.

“You were going to explain,” prompted her
guest, “why the mission sent a single woman and not the couple they
had promised.”

His friendly tone didn't fool her. Ida knew
he disapproved. She desperately wanted an ally, but couldn’t
believe that Jeremiah Griggs would fill the bill. Disapproving
people in authority could wreak a lot of havoc.

She glanced at the stove, hoping the water
would boil so she could get up and do something instead of bear
this man’s scrutiny. Ida studied the empty hands in her lap. What
could she tell him about the disappointing events that had changed
her plans? How much could she trust him? Not much. With a deep
breath filling her lungs and inflating her courage, she determined
to do her best in winning his support.

“I’m half of that couple. John Newcomb is my
fiancé. About a month before we were to be married, his employer,
Mr. Houghtin, had a seizure. John’s worked for Houghtin Freight for
ten years and is a very valuable employee. He had to take over for
Mr. Houghtin.”

She looked earnestly at Mr. Griggs. She had
to make him understand. Surely, it was possible. Even when she felt
cast aside, her mother and father had seen the need for John to
honor his indebtedness to his employer. They'd carefully explained
the situation to her from John's point of view. It had made sense
then.

She saw the concern on Jeremiah Grigg’s face
and found she couldn’t talk while looking at him. She turned her
gaze downward, smoothed her hand over the soft green fabric of her
robe and began again.

“Mr. Houghtin is very fond of John, you see.
John views him as a mentor. He couldn’t abandon the man who taught
him so much. With such a heavy load of responsibility thrust upon
him . . . taking care of Houghtin Freight . . .”

She hesitated. The next admission hurt her,
and she must sound as if she really understood her fiancé’s
decision.

“John felt it wise to postpone our marriage
until Mr. Houghtin could again work in his office.”

Ida looked up from her lap to see disapproval
shadowing Mr. Griggs’ expression. She spoke quickly, not liking
that anyone should think poorly of her fiancé.

“John was thinking of me. He was so very
busy. He said a bride should have more of her husband’s attention.”
Ida flushed furiously and rushed on. “Then the time grew closer for
us to fulfill our commitment to the mission, and Mr. Houghtin
wasn’t any better.”

The water boiled, hissing in the pot. Ida
jumped to fix coffee, glad for the distraction. While she busied
herself, she searched for the proper words to convince Mr. Griggs
that everything was going to be all right. She must show him he had
no reason to object to her continuing on her own until John was
free to come west.

“John will come in another week or two.” She
poured hot water into the tall tin coffee pot. The tone of her
voice, strong and assured, gave her confidence. “He’s eager to
begin his work here."

A disloyal thought crossed her mind that even
she didn't believe John truly held this mission in high regard.
Before she could pin down the nebulous thought and examine it,
Jeremiah Griggs intruded.

“There were reasons why I stipulated a
couple, Miss Meade.” His cold business attitude sent a shiver down
her spine. What if he sent her back? Did he have the power to do
that? Would John say it was her fault? Would her mother give her a
tight smile and refuse to mention the unfortunate business? Ida put
aside those disturbing thoughts.

“There were reasons why the couple didn’t
arrive, Mr. Griggs,” she answered calmly.

Choosing to concentrate on being a hostess,
rather than on the importance of this unwelcome guest’s opinion,
Ida placed a mug on a crate in front of the Indian agent and poured
the steaming coffee. She put the tin pot on the stove, picked up
the delicate china plate holding the last of the oatmeal cookies,
and came to sit back down across from her adversary. She placed her
baked offering before him.

“I’m here, Mr. Griggs, and I’ve begun the
job. Don’t you think we could work together?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he sipped the
black coffee and took a cookie. As she watched him devour them one
by one, it occurred to her that the man was famished. Quietly she
got up and sliced some biscuits, put ham and mustard between the
halves, and brought them back to her improvised table.

“Thank-you,” he acknowledged her hospitality.
He quickly ate the sandwiches and drank another mug of coffee. Ida
watched, fascinated by the man's obvious pleasure over her simple
offering.

“Thank-you,” he said again when he stood.
“Last real meal I ate was yesterday evening. If you don’t mind,
I’ll bunk in the barn.”

For a moment Ida couldn’t think what to say.
Their middle of the night conference had been improper. His staying
the night was indecent. She swallowed, and sent up a quick
prayer.

Father, is this all right? What should I say?
He will be out of the house. I can’t really tell him where to
sleep. I mustn’t act like an idiot about this. Father, keep him in
the barn, please.

“Of course.” She hoped her voice didn’t
betray her anxiety. “You’ll need blankets.”

He stood and shook his head. “I’ve got my
bedroll.” He went out the door, Abe and Oscar tagging his steps as
if he were a member of the family.

Ida went to the closed door and made sure it
securely latched, a habit she’d picked up after finding it open the
day she moved in. Emily whined at her.

“I don’t know what to think, Little Lady. I
don’t think he’ll send us away. Maybe tomorrow when he sees how
much work we’ve already done, he’ll be more congenial. He wasn’t
very cordial, was he? Maybe he’s like Father and a bit grouchy when
he’s been working hard. Perhaps his trip wasn’t successful, and
he’s tired of problems.”

***

Problems! Jeremiah walked out to Smoke,
grabbed his reins off the hitching post, and led him to the barn.
Problems!

He should have skipped his impulse to see if
the missionaries had arrived in his absence. He should have gone
into town. He didn’t feel like handling more problems tonight. He
opened the great, creaking barn door and peered inside.

“What’s all this?” He’d put on his
wide-brimmed hat when he came out of the house. Now he pushed the
front rim up off his brow so the hat perched on the back of his
head.

With his hands on his hips, Jeremiah surveyed
the space that ordinarily would have been wide open. Odd bits and
pieces of furniture filled the barn floor. Pale moonlight filtered
in but Jeremiah couldn’t see more than a pile of mysterious shapes
vaguely resembling legs of chairs, stacks of wood, and lumpy
mounds.
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