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Author’s Note

Caddis men, a slang term for the traveling
salesmen of the 1800s, went door to door with their wares. Often
bottles of condiments were carried in a myriad of pockets sewn into
the lining of heavy overcoats. They literally carried their
livelihood on their backs. Their namesakes, caddisflies, were a
large order of insects that during the pupate stage, wove twigs,
leaves, even sand and stone into portable housing that they wrapped
around themselves, taking their belongings everywhere.

 



PART ONE

CONSTANCE WARKENTINE (1918)


CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Constance Warkentine buried her parents on a
raw Kansas morning in March, 1918. Influenza, an epidemic among the
elderly that early spring, claimed both within a week. Grief
was stunning, but short-lived. Actually, she felt relief, then
a sense of gaiety—illicit, irreverent, but persistent, and
admonished herself for such callousness. But she was free
without the fetters that pinioned others her age. And she was
rich, elevated above the masses by fate and good fortune. It
was her right to celebrate. She had been dutiful and loving
all her twenty-nine years, but still an embarrassment—a
late-in-life baby whose parents were shocked when she announced to
the world their love was still carnal—a fact somehow
scandalous.

The burial, delayed a week because of
unyielding frozen ground, attracted a small group of church elders
and their wives. Constance acknowledged murmured condolences, the
doffing of a hat here and there, a peck on the cheek, but stood
alone and willed herself not to fiddle with her dress. She tried to
focus—“… pillars of the community, a brother and sister in God
…”—and fought back thoughts of inheritance. All was hers that
stretched as far as the eye could see beyond this family
plot. She had been born to power and chafed to pick up the
reins, to oversee, direct, build upon her father’s already
established fortune.

Had she loved her parents? Beyond honoring
them as the Bible dictated? She wasn’t certain. Her mother was
standoffish and aloof—quick to criticize and slow to praise. There
was no overt love—no show of affection by kissing or hugging and
certainly no verbal follow up. Her father, on the other hand,
seemed to appreciate her quickness, her accuracy with the books. He
would often marvel that she had “a man’s head on her shoulders,” a
rarity, if not a downright abomination.

Finally, the caskets were slipped below
ground, and two men stepped forward to pepper their lids with
dirt. “From ashes to ashes, dust to dust …” She bowed her head
in brief prayer, then walked back across the brown, crusty grass to
a semi-circle of carriages. Little blips of excitement put a spring
in her step, and she imagined the singing of robins, so complete
was her feeling of well-being. Would she travel? Perhaps,
an entire summer in Europe? The opportunities were
endless.

“I’ve arranged for the
will to be read at the farm.” The man touched her elbow, quickening
his step to match hers.

She slowed and allowed Arthur Lloyd to take
her arm. “Arthur, how thoughtful to save me a trip to
town.” Still, a frown creased her brow. She couldn’t help but
wonder at his solicitousness. She could have easily met in his
office.

“Friday might be a good
day.” He peered at her expectantly.

She nodded. Any day would be fine, the
sooner, the better. She would like to get the formalities over
with.

“Let’s say eleven,
then.”

“Will you stay for
lunch?” Perfunctory, a proffered kindness only,
fingers-crossed that he would refuse.

The black mourning drape and wreath were to
remain on the door for two more weeks, but that didn’t preclude her
from serving refreshments. Lunch for the bank president wasn’t like
entertaining, which was strictly forbidden under the
circumstances.

“There will be three of
us. I don’t want to impose.”

“Three? Who else will be
coming?” This was a puzzle. She had no
relatives.

“I’ve asked your pastor
and a church deacon to attend.”

She nodded, feigned an understanding and
then dismissed the oddity. Maybe they were witnesses or,
perhaps, he felt she needed some support—that she might dissolve
into tears or shock or whatever young woman were thought to do
under trying circumstances. That wouldn’t be the case, but how
was he to know?

 


* * *

 


They were prompt on Friday morning. Finally,
the sun had coaxed a dozen crocus into full purple bloom beside the
porch, making the day all the more momentous by their sudden
beauty. She watched as the three elderly men climbed stiffly from a
carriage pulled by a single, light draft horse, a mist of foam
speckled across the breast pad of its patent leather harness.
Hillsboro was a good two miles away, a taxing trot for even this
youngster. There were horseless carriages in town but not
many. Most folks preferred what they were used to—a dependable
animal or two. But she admitted to curiosity. Perhaps,
she should at least try one of the new-fangled things. She
could afford to, now.

Deacon Peters handed the reins to her
stable-hand, Clemetts, and the three climbed the front
steps. She walked out on the porch. All had been to her
parents’ house before, but it seemed important to show this
welcoming amenity herself and not appear so cold as to send a
servant. They greeted her profusely, commenting on the
flowers, on the beautiful day, on her own heightened color mistaken
for good health and not the bursting-at-the-seams euphoria it truly
was. As silence fell, there was some awkwardness, and she
turned to lead them inside before Reverend Schmidt could dwarf her
hand in his suffocatingly moist grip. 

She’d rearranged the parlor earlier and
dragged two armchairs to flank the reddish-brown horsehair
sofa. At the apex of this horseshoe arrangement was a walnut
table and chair. She preferred to meet in here and not her father’s
dark, cramped study now littered with stacks of farm papers—bills,
receipts, orders—everything she needed to become familiar with
quickly.

She took a seat on the sofa and absently
smoothed the antimacassar, a piece of ecru tatting completed by a
grandmother she’d never known. Arthur, nearing her father’s
age, appeared frail and drawn as he fidgeted and fumbled for his
reading glasses. She turned to look at Reverend Schmidt, a
rotund, florid little man whose feet barely touched the
floor. A born meddler if she’d ever met one. He took his
ministry as God’s nod of acceptance, giving him license to wantonly
intervene where he wasn’t wanted. She’d have little to do with
him after today. He seemed nervous and glanced through her to
the deacon sitting on her right.

“Well, I believe we’re
ready,” Arthur cleared his throat and rattled the papers in
front of him. In a drone he cited the date of execution and
noted the fact that the will had been witnessed. He had been
appointed as executor and was taking this opportunity to assure all
parties involved that the courts had deemed this last testament
legal and binding.

All preliminaries, she thought and let her
gaze wander to the life-size photograph of her mother and father
above the mantle. Such a severe looking couple in flat tones
of sepia and black, their mouths drawn in tight lines of
disapproval. Two people who took joy from their church and
good deeds and little else. And, if their beliefs hadn’t
failed them, they were in heaven at this very instance continuing
to serve their God.

“Let me begin by saying
that the farm remains intact.”

Constance loosely clasped her hands in her
lap and faced Arthur.

Even though she knew what he would say, she
must appear attentive.

“All machinery, animals,
and equipment deemed necessary for the continued function of said
property described as—”

Her thoughts leaped ahead of his ponderous
drone. She knew the one thousand acres and their position in the
county, the boundaries, the creek that crossed the southernmost
pasture, the barns and sheds, carriage house and corrals—the list
was lengthy.

“In addition to the
residence at East Five Mile Road, assets include—”

Constance also knew them by heart. There
were some two million in assets. Five hundred thousand dollars
of railway stock among others, vacant property in town valued at
one hundred thousand dollars, other holdings worth another half
million including controlling interest in First National Bank, The
Mercantile, and twenty rentals and, of course, the farm. There were
several outstanding loans that Constance hadn’t known about. All
were current in their payments and seemed not to be a worry. She
continued to give Arthur her sweet and attentive gaze.

“In summation, all of the
above properties, as noted, free of encumbrance, owned by our
brother in the faith, Galen Ezekiel Warkentine, loving husband of
Anna Enns Warkentine, and beloved father of Constance Ann
Warkentine, will be awarded in the following manner.” Arthur
took a sip from a cut glass tumbler of water. “There are a
number of procedures that were to be followed if he had preceded
your mother. Since that was not the case, let me just skip over
to—ah, yes, here we are. Legal title to all properties and
holdings and any monies collected from said properties and holdings
will lie in trust to be administered under the leadership and
guidance of my bank’s president until the following conditions are
met.”

Arthur paused to nod benevolently and turn
the page. “My only issue, my daughter Constance, is to remain on
the farm and benefit from its largess until the age of
thirty. If in that time she has not married, the farm and
properties will be deeded wholly to the First Mennonite Church of
Hillsboro, Kansas, to support their work done in the Lord’s
name. Constance will, at the age of thirty, find her life’s
calling in the ministry of the church’s sisterhood and not remain a
secular woman, but rather embrace the service of Christ and become
a ward of the church for as long as she does live. In return,
the church will provide for her every need both of a temporal and
spiritual nature.

“If, however, she marries
before her thirtieth birthday, the farm and holdings will be taken
from trust and given over in their entirety to my daughter and her
husband-to-be inherited upon their death by any sons that they
might have, divided equally among them. If no male issue results
from said union, the farm and holdings will revert to the First
Mennonite Church upon my daughter’s death with stipends for her
daughter or daughters to be awarded upon their twenty-first
birthday. May God bless and keep you dearest daughter, we are
all one in Him.”

Arthur placed the document on the table,
slipped a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his reading
glasses. “Such a devoted father. He would have no peace if you were
left uncared for.” 

Constance struggled to focus, but Arthur’s
benign smile blurred and faded. She braced her arms, pushing
against the stiff sofa cushions and poking elbows into her sides to
stay upright. If she was expected to speak, she could not. Nor
could she cry out. All the anguish and unmitigated anger
writhed in her middle and sent spasms of fear up her neck, down her
arms and legs, and rendered her immobile. Terror, abject total
terror, encompassed her. Trusts? Sisterhood? And the
only way out had already eluded her for twelve long eligible
years.

“Constance? My dear,
this has been quite overwhelming. It often is like hearing the
voice of the departed. We’ll all miss your dear father. So
well thought of. This community owes him so much.” The deacon
turned toward her, his hand not quite touching her arm.

Arthur stood beside her now, a hand on her
shoulder, and the Reverend Schmidt leaned solicitously close to her
face.

“Will you be coming by the
deaconess home this week?” Specks of saliva spattered her
cheek. “The facilities are really quite nice. You’ll have
a room of your own. Of course, the sisters take all meals
together unless there is a reason, sickness, for example. You
can bring a few pieces of furniture with you. Nothing too
large. Perhaps, your bed with a nice dresser. If you’re up to it,
we could do an inventory today.”

Without warning Constance pushed herself up
from the couch and took a step forward nearly toppling the man. “I
was twenty-nine in January. I don’t believe my imprisonment
begins for another nine months.” Surprisingly, her voice was
calm with hard, crisp edges. 

“Oh. I thought … I mean I
wanted to extend the invitation to have you join us as soon as you
would like. There’s really no need to wait. With the loss
of your parents, staying out here by yourself could be—”

“I have the
servants.” The haughtiness hung from her words like
icicles.

“Constance, dear, the
three of us simply want you to give your life some
thought. These decisions are not easy. You shouldn’t be
hasty, but you need to know that you have our support.” Arthur
moved as if to take her hand, but she recoiled.

“If you have nothing more,
gentlemen, I ask that you excuse me.” She walked to the
door. Clearly not what they thought would happen, judging from
the confusion as each looked to Arthur for
explanation. Constance paid them no mind but pulled the bell
rope for the housemaid to show them out as she walked across the
foyer and started up the stairs. She ignored their hastily
called good-byes and, using the railing to guide her, climbed one
step at a time and fought the numbness that had settled in her
limbs. To be cast out of her home, stripped of her
inheritance—how could her father do this? 

Hadn’t he seen that she was truly his
disciple? An able learner who had proved her worth by keeping
his books? It was from Galen Ezekiel Warkentine that she
inherited her mettle, her curiosity for life and her steadfast
conviction that she could orchestrate his estate—her estate.

Finally, she didn’t try to move forward
anymore or keep back the tears and wracking sobs that rode one on
top of the other, up from some center of her being to explode like
sounds of the mortally wounded. She sank to her knees, clasping the
banister, rocking and wailing until at last her breath came in
raspy whispers and hiccupping gulps. Then she straightened,
wiped her eyes and heard doors discreetly shut below. Curious
servants, no doubt wondering at the unusual show of emotion.

Well, this would be the last
display. Weakness was portrayed with tears, strength with
action. And she hadn’t lost yet. There was time to plan,
to win, to beat these sniveling old men at their own greedy
game. She could and would find a husband. She could not
believe in a punitive God who wished her to serve Him on bended
knee. No, her God would want her to have sons. Sons who
would become pillars of the church, spread His word, build
monuments to His goodness.

And her father? A poor, misguided individual
governed by his times—women should be ornaments at best, not bother
their pretty heads with numbers and money. Like children, to be
seen and not heard. Have babies, raise a family, rule the
kitchen—these were deemed womanly occupations.

She pulled herself up to
her full height. She was tall, not an attribute but not a
disadvantage either. If she took inventory, she’d list her
thinness as a disadvantage, flat chested as a boy, angular with
bony elbows. But add her sapling strength and delicate wrists
and ankles with the narrowest of feet—these were attributes that
could arouse jealousy. Yes, her feet were truly her mark of
beauty, the second toe longer than the first, a sign of royalty in
ancient Egypt, she’d read. 

And she was careful about her shoes, her
instep always supported firmly by straps of richly finished
leather. Her shoes were understated but expensive, brought from
Italy by her father and made to specifications drawn on brown
wrapping paper by chalk that tickled around the outline of her toes
and clearly marked the height of her arch. Perhaps, as well, the
height of her vanity, her mother once said.

She wore white, knew to play up the ethereal
quality of her coloring. Her skin was the palest of ivory, her
eyes, a clear grey. She bunched her thinning, ash-blond hair
in a loose braid and twisted it into a circle at the nape of her
neck. She neatly kept her blouses of organdy and tulle tucked
into tailored black skirts. Over the years they’d swept her
ankles then inched upward with the times to show off her
well-turned ankle. And pearls—her father’s gift from a mission
to the Orient—no other jewelry except her mother’s cameo. She
was not plain. Older than most seeking a bridegroom, but not
plain. Carriage and good skin kept her from being that. She
could still catch the eye. 

But looking at her left hand, she felt
rather than saw the lack of a gold band. Her very life now
depended upon righting that omission. Clearly marriage was her
only salvation. So, who would it be? Quickly she
inventoried the town eligibles. No. There was no one
unspoken for who wasn’t a drunk or feeble-minded or so old as to be
ineffectual. No one. But she must find someone. Where
would she look? But maybe, just maybe, it wouldn’t be up to
her. Wouldn’t God provide, offer her the answer she sought?
“Ask and ye shall be given.” Hadn’t she learned that in Sunday
School? 

As if a terrible weight had been lifted, she
sank to her knees on the landing, her folded hands pressed against
the banister and called upon Him to listen. She would have to
have someone who would acquiesce, give her sons but never interfere
with the running of the farm. Someone who could be trained,
would look the part of a prosperous landowner, would be a Christian
and devote his life to good works. 

She gave God three months to answer her
prayers. The time seemed appropriate. If, per chance, God
chose not to answer, she still had six months to launch a search of
her own. But so strong was her faith and so constant her
prayer, she never for once thought God wouldn’t act. Two
months later when she found a likely man in her own kitchen, she
was not surprised, but surmised that God had put him there.

 


* * *

 


“Miss Constance, come down
here and help me with the choosing.”

Mattie’s voice carried up the back stairs,
the servant’s entry to the vast sleeping chambers above. A
total of nine rooms included a nursery and play area built when her
parents were young and hopeful of a family to fill them. Every
room had high, embossed-tin ceilings and two wooden-cased windows
that looked out over towering elms and drew in east to west
breezes.

Constance yawned and pushed aside the filmy
drape that surrounded her bed. How silly to sleep behind billowing,
gossamer netting where there were few mosquitos, certainly none
carrying life-threatening diseases. But when she had visited Africa
as a child and slept in beds rigged like prairie schooners, she’d
begged to have her own at home. Then she giggled. What
would her bed—this great draped tower of white that took up quite a
space—look like in the deaconess home? Would it even be
allowed? She thought not.

“Miss Constance? You awake
now?”

“Yes, Mattie. Give me a
moment.”

Whatever could be so urgent? Probably
nothing. Mattie could be excitable. An African servant was
unusual in Hillsboro, but Mattie had come home with her parents
after a church mission to the Belgian Congo. The Congo was
open to missionaries, welcoming even, and her parents had both gone
several times to help with churches and schools and hospitals. Help
with the building of them and the giving of money to see that they
flourished after the missionaries left.

On one of those trips, it had been her
parents’ “assignment” to provide for Mattie and her brother,
Clemetts. They had lived with the Warkentines in their homeland and
then came with them to the States. The church in Hillsboro had been
sponsors. It was deemed quite an honor by their village to be
chosen, but Constance often wondered at the cost. Never to see
their home again? Their relatives? The price was very high.

Another shout up the stairs. Hadn’t the
clock just struck seven-thirty? Mattie knew better than to
call her before eight. Ah well, she was mistress of the house.
Constance swept her hair up off her shoulders, then let it drop to
swirl down her back as she grabbed her dressing gown. There
would be no harm in running down the back stairs to the kitchen
with her hair flying free and no shoes. If whatever it was
could be so urgent, then she didn’t have time for her toilette. But
there was harm. She knew it the minute her foot hit the bottom
step, and she was committed to entering the kitchen, that great,
high-ceilinged, sun-drenched room with scrubbed oak counters and
glass-faced cabinets. In fact, she’d already stepped over
the threshold when she saw him—a caddis man, an itinerant
salesman.

Turned slightly away from her, he leaned
across the heavy plank table, intent on displaying his
wares. He was arranging small brown glass bottles in a row,
some with waxed corks, others with caps. All contained
extracts or oils of cinnamon, clove, lemon, and almond. His
shirt pulled tight over a muscular back as he dipped into the
valise at his feet. His dark hair, much in need of a trim, crept
over his stiff collar.

Constance stared as hazy illumination,
emanating from a source that surely was divine, wavered about his
head. If she’d needed a sign, God gave her one. The man’s
very presence quickened her breath.

She was jolted from her reverie by Mattie’s
stifled laugh. The mistress in her nightshirt about to entertain a
gentleman in the kitchen was probably amusing. And then
instead of doing what was no doubt expected of her—hightailing it
back upstairs—Constance Warkentine pulled herself up to her
towering five-foot eleven-inch height and advanced into the
room. Wasn’t this the miracle she’d prayed for? This
dark, strangely irresistible man was surely providence at her own
table.

“What exactly is it you’re
trying to decide, Mattie?” She willed her voice to stay
calm. 

“The quandary is whether
to purchase the French vanilla or the plain, Miss,” he
said. His smile creased the skin around golden-brown eyes and
pulled his wide mouth back to show perfect white teeth. He
swung around easily, then got to his feet and offered her his
chair—just as though it was his kitchen. But it was done so
smoothly, never a hint that her attire was inappropriate, that she
was doing at that very moment the most brazen thing she’d ever done
in her life.

“What’s the
difference?” She kept her tone cool and even, as she sought
the rungs of the chair with her toes and tucked her bare feet under
the muslin that dragged the floor.

“This one’s sweeter, a
hint of sugar and less alcohol.” He held out the long-necked
bottle of French vanilla and easily let his hand brush hers, the
slightest of contacts as he removed the
cap. Intentional? She had no way of knowing but took a
sniff of the pungent, heady natural perfume and kept her eyes
lowered. He pulled out a chair and sat opposite before he
reached across the table for the other bottle. “Whereas this
one’s still got the bean right here.”

This time she took the bottle and peered at
its contents. She tipped it to catch the sunlight that
streamed through the etched glass panes that bordered the wide east
window. What looked like a strip of withered brown bark
floated in amber liquid, the finest bourbon whiskey from Kentucky
or so the label claimed. Then she twisted the cap and brought
the bottle to her nose. The aroma burst around her—whiskey and
a cloying sweetness wrapped together that made her shiver at its
strength.

“Did you call this a
bean?”

“Actually the seed pod of
an orchid found in Mexico and Central America.”

“I never knew how vanilla
was made.” She thought of her wonder as a child when her
father brought back a sack of nutmeg from East India—tough,
acorn-hard nuts that when grated were aromatic but tasted bitter on
the tongue. “Don’t you ever ponder who discovered such a
thing? How anyone could ever guess that this ugly shriveled thing
could yield something so heavenly?”

“I imagine it took a
little luck and imagination.” He was smiling still, elbows on
the table, relaxed, enjoying this tete-a-tete on a day that
promised summer, in a room that captured light and held it
captive. “I’ve always thought I sell as much vanilla for scent
as for flavoring.”

“You don’t
say.” She’d never considered dabbing some behind her ears, but
the idea had merit.

“It’s the same principle
as perfume, alcohol and a blend of essential oils.”

“I suppose it is.” She let
her eyes stray to his and saw a quickened interest, possibly
admiration. Quickly she glanced at his left hand. Bare. Not
even the indentation of having worn a ring recently, and a smile
played around her lips as she looked down at the table and
swallowed, forcing herself to breathe evenly.

“Do you have other
flavorings?” Constance asked. She must keep him
talking. Keep him in front of her so that she could look at
him, get a feel for this wondrous being that God had so surely
provided. 

“My lemon is not to be
bested. The oil is squeezed from the rind, not boiled down from the
juice.” 

Once again a bottle found its way under her
nose, then another, over and over. Pull the cork, offer the bottle
for inspection, replace the cork, pick up the next. Almond mixed
with orange and cinnamon and clove as bottle after bottle whirled
beneath her nostrils. She felt lightheaded. She feigned
interest in each and lingered, sometimes asking to be treated to a
second whiff. And he seemed delighted, laughing as a pungent
breath of peppermint brought tears to her eyes. 

But their merriment had to end. She
simply could not prolong it even another minute. She was the
mistress of the house, and she was undressed almost—she had to
think of what this must look like to Mattie.

“I’ll take one of
everything. Mattie will pay you.”

Constance pushed back from the table and
stood. Manners dictated that he stand, too.

“Harold Everett. Pleased
to do business with you.”

The grin said it all. He didn’t hold
out a hand, but nodded and with a slight bow turned back to sit at
the table where Mattie was taking the lid off the lard
tin. Household cash was always kept nearby for the traveling
salesmen who sharpened knives, sold cookware and condiments,
brushes and liniment and lingered in kitchens to flatter and
cajole. The worn leather valise was proof of gainful
employment. With his back to Constance, he bent over the task of
writing a receipt. 

Constance let her eyes rest on this handsome
man who must be close to her age. There was a quietness about him
that she liked but also an aptitude for conversation. And he
seemed smart, knew his ciphers anyway. The minute she left the
room she thanked God, who in His goodness, had sent this perfect
being to lighten her burden.

 


* * *

 


At one o’clock that afternoon she’d taken
her place on the porch. Mattie had trimmed her hair to frame her
face in soft curls and brought the bun up to top her head at the
crown. She wore a new pink, long-waisted dress of softest
faille with puffy sleeves caught at her wrists in bands of white
satin. She couldn’t remember when she’d looked so pretty or so
young.

The day was warm and beads
of sweat dotted her upper lip. She pushed gently to keep the
swing in motion. It wasn’t a question of if he’d come, he’d be there. It
was more a matter of what he would say to announce himself as God’s
chosen. 

At three o’clock she watched Harold Everett
walk up the half mile of herringbone-patterned, brick drive that
made up the grand front entrance to her home. He’d gotten a
haircut and now wore a jacket that was almost stylish although most
probably second-hand. 

But he looked glorious—clean-shaven,
smelling of cedar—his hat in his hand. His face was broad with
dark, arched eyebrows over deep hazel eyes; thick brown hair parted
in the center just brushed the tips of his ears. He was
somewhat on the swarthy side—strong, thick of body but not fat—with
a chest and shoulders that challenged the material of his coat.

“If you put these in
water, they’ll perk up quite nice.”

She unwrapped the newspaper bundle he handed
her. The flowers were peonies and white spirea, somewhat limp
from the two-mile walk from town.

“Mattie will see to it.”
Constance pulled the bell rope she’d installed to the right of the
swing.

“Don’t you do anything
yourself?”

He said it chiding, not mean but more to
marvel at her status.

“Let’s see. I tie my own
shoes. And I choose what I want to eat.” Her giggle seemed a
bit unsteady. 

“And suitors? Are you free
to choose those?” Two dimples dotted his cheeks.

She caught her
breath. His eyes sparkled, creasing into a smile at the
corners. How brazen. He wasn’t teasing; he wanted an
answer. But wasn’t he telling her that he already
knew? Knew that he was the intended. She’d expected him
to check in town. Only child of
wealthy parents. Wayward girl. Stays out there to
herself. An old maid now. Could
he know that she had to have a husband? That whosoever betrothed himself to
her inherited everything? No, she must remember her
prayers. This was not some opportunist; this was God’s
doing.

“Is there someone around
who wants to join the throngs?”

“Only if I’ll be number
one.” His smile was sly, a sideways glance to check her
reaction.

She laughed and watched him relax, sliding
down to sit on the top step, lean against the post and stretch
short, muscular legs across the entrance. His trouser cuffs
were frayed and pulled above his boots. But the gabardine was
quality and well pressed, a crisp narrow pleat ran from thigh to
ankle and hinted of boardinghouse laundry service. And the
audacity, beyond self-confidence like a garment he’d slipped on and
wore with aplomb. His cockiness took her breath away and
intrigued her and charmed her all at once. So, this was what
it was like to be pursued, courted actually. There had been no
others—not at eighteen, or nineteen, or now. None could have
gotten past her father.

“What makes you think that
position is available?”

“Intuition.”

“And gossip?”

He shrugged but didn’t look away, just that
same sly smile pulled at a corner of his mouth. “You could use
a good man.”

“And I suppose I’m looking
at one?”

“The best.”

They both laughed. She gazed out at the
fields of wheat, tall and green, showing a blaze of gold in laden
heads—it was still two months before harvest. The first that
she would bring in alone. “What exactly is it that you want
from life, Mr. Harold Everett?”

“To make my own
way. To earn the respect of my fellow men. To leave my
mark.”

“And just how are you
going to do all that?”

“I’m going to marry the
richest girl in Hillsboro.”

His eyes met hers, offering some sort of
irresistible pact. An agreement between two people who knew
beyond words how much the one needed the other. It was a
communion blessed by God—of that, Constance was certain.

They stayed seated on the porch, talking,
sometimes sitting in silence. At the end of an hour, he rose
to go. Constance walked with him a quarter mile down the front
drive.

“Will you come
tomorrow?”

He nodded. Then he took her hand and
kissed it above the knuckles. A long lingering press of lips
to pale skin. “Your hands are beautiful.” He slowly turned her
hand supine and kissed the palm. That one gesture was the most
intimate thing she had ever shared with a man. It left her
breathless and tingling, the pink creeping up her neck. Lost
on her was the jagged scar that peeked out from a raised
cuff. A broken white line stretched across the underside of
his wrist, wide and puckered along the edges from being clumsily
sewn.

“Tomorrow then.” Her voice
sounded breathy.

He caught her left hand and kissed her
fingertips before she could pull away.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


He knew when fortune smiled on him, and she
was fairly beaming at him right now. Hadn’t he known
it? Known that he’d find good pickings someday? He
skipped a flat stone across the road and stood a moment to admire
this Miss Constance’s home. It was grander than most, set back
as it was a quarter mile from the road. And trees, not only
windbreaks planted solidly to the north, but big old elms and
maples snugged up close to the house offering shade to the upper
story. The gingerbread trim, painted a contrasting brown and
yellow-gold, set off the smooth cream of the wrap-around porch. Red
brick chimneys, one for every fireplace in the house, tallied at
five, shot up into the blue Kansas sky like beckoning hands in
welcome.

The house reeked of money. Good old
comfortable established power—and a woman was at the helm. He
shook his head. That by itself was reason enough for him to
step in. The situation was ripe for change, if he had any
sense of things. He knew the signs. She’d practically put
a noose around his neck. Well, if she wanted him that badly,
maybe she could just have him. A smile sneaked around his
mouth. He wanted what was in front of him. All of
it. And if that came with a breathless, skinny spinster, so be
it. He could accept that.

Townspeople hinted at a will that left
everything to the church unless—he laughed out loud. He’d
never been the answer to anyone’s prayers, least of all some
woman’s. But he had a feeling just maybe that was
changing. It was about time he looked good fortune in the
eye.

He’d gotten into town last night. Rode a
flatbed on the eastbound train as it rattled its way up through
Tonkawa and Ponca City crossing into Kansas south of Winfield. The
fifty-car freight had labored past small communities, stopping now
and then to take water from a tilted tower with a swinging spout.
He helped with that, walked upright across the tops of cars to the
engine, steadied the spout, then swung it back to be caught by a
yard-man. And there’d been other odd jobs like sweeping out
the boxcars after a load of grain had been delivered. In pay,
the brakeman looked the other way, turned a blind eye to a free
ride. But he was tired of free rides.

Harry Evans deserved better. He was a man of
nineteen, just this side of twenty. He used to love the danger, the
exhilaration of defying death. Once he’d caught freights clear
across the United States—one ocean to the other, spent a whole six
months just riding … and running. But that had been more than a
year ago. He was safe now. But maybe not safe enough to use
his real name. Safer to be Harold Everett. But he could settle;
there was time for that—especially if the paycheck was a tidy
one.

He frowned as he felt the plain yellow gold
band he’d slipped into his pocket—it’d spent a lot more time there
than on his finger. Still, a problem, a hitch in his plans. But
even now his mind was working on how that might not be an
obstacle. Because nothing, nobody, should stand in his
way. Flat and simple, opportunity beckoned and he wasn’t going
to miss the call. Once this spinster found out who she’d
married, well, then there would be a good-sized settlement for him
to disappear. And he’d do just that, never to be heard from
again. Still, the size of this fortune might keep him around
extra long.

 


* * *

 


He came early the next morning, walking up
the long driveway, coat slung over his shoulder, and sat in the
kitchen poking good-natured fun at Mattie while Constance
dressed. When she finally came down and had a cup of tea and
sat with him at the table, he suggested a picnic. He asked
that she show him all of her land, saddle some horses and ride the
boundaries, then find a spot to spread a blanket and
lunch. 

Mattie helped her cut thick slices of bread,
cheese, and ham and make fresh potato salad, then tucked her best
custard tarts into the basket for dessert. Constance hummed
while she prepared the food and glanced over her shoulder often,
getting the shivers every time she looked at this wondrous
creature. 

Clemetts brought two horses to the back door
around ten. A matched pair of bays that took her to town in
the carriage once a week. But now, Constance wore trousers and
sat astride. Both mounts were skittish and didn’t settle until
they’d cleared the barns and loped across the pasture behind the
house. Then, out of sight of their stable-mates, they were
amenable to trotting and eventually slowed to a walk when
asked.

“This is the best day of
my life.” Harold reached over and grabbed her hand and held
it, keeping his horse alongside. 

She giggled. How could she admit that
she couldn’t remember having a better one herself? Wasn’t it
better to pretend there had been other suitors? 

She skirted the cemetery with its two fresh
mounds. Taking him there would seem like flaunting, tempting
fate somehow, even though she knew her father couldn’t reach beyond
the casket to yank away this happiness. But he would if he
could. Of that, she was certain. 

Harold was quiet during most of the ride,
stopping only to remark on the fields, their progress before
harvest or an acre that needed clearing along the creek. He
chose the picnic spot, a grassy knoll shaded by hundred-year-old
cottonwoods all dipping forward some thirty feet above the ground
to form a canopy.

“I’m going to walk some
before I eat.” He unsaddled his horse and replaced the bridle
with a leather halter, then did the same to her horse and deftly
hobbled the two so that they could graze but not wander
far.

There wasn’t an invitation to join him, so
Constance busied herself with spreading the blanket and putting out
the luncheon items. When he returned, he fell to eating and
remained silent so long that Constance felt the stirrings of
worry. Was he having second thoughts? Would he take back
his promise of yesterday? What was worse, she could think of
nothing to say, but she watched as he stared out across the creek
chewing bites of ham sandwich and changing his posture only to pick
up a glass of iced tea.

“This here’s a lot of
land.” He waved in a 180 degree arc that took in the creek and
all beyond. “It’ll take a lot of men to harvest.”

“And someone to lead
them.”

“You think I’m that
someone?” He looked at her full on and she met his
gaze.

“Yes.” It was a
simple answer, too brief, perhaps. But what did he want her to
say? 

“There’s those that would
laugh, thinking of me leading others.”

“Who?”

“Just some
people. I’ve tipped over a couple outhouses in my
time.” He was joking now, hazel eyes crinkled at the
edges. He put his sandwich down and lay back on the blanket,
arms beneath his head. “You know, you’re my good luck
charm. If you could sprout four green leaves, you couldn’t be
more lucky.” He shaded his eyes to look at her, and she felt
herself blushing. “The sun on your hair, like it is right now,
makes it turn gold.” He squinted up at her, scrutinizing her
face until she turned away. “Hey, cat got your tongue? How
’bout a thank you for a couple fine compliments?”

She giggled as he pulled her down beside him
and she rested on her elbows gazing into his eyes.

“Do you believe in
destiny?” he asked.

Her heart skipped a beat. Of course,
she believed. Why ever else would he even be here? “I
believe my meeting you was destined.”

“Yeah. Me, too. I
can’t believe no one else had come along and swept you
away.”

“My father was strict. No
one would have been quite good enough.”

“I know what you mean. My
pa beat the daylights out of me just for good measure—whether I
needed it or not.”

“Where’s your father now?”
She was curious; it was important that she knew his
family.

“The same place yours
is.”

“Dead?”

“One and the same. Along
with my ma.”

“Have they been gone a
long time?”

“You could say
that.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No need to be. I
grew up in spite of ’em. And I didn’t do a half bad job, if I
do say so myself.” The grin again as he lifted his head,
thrust his chin out and turned right and then left for her to
admire. They both laughed and she turned over onto her back,
her arm just grazing his. The warmth of his skin burned to the
touch and she shivered and moved away.

“Where are they
buried?”

“Who?”

“Your parents, silly.
Weren’t we just talking about them?”

“Yeah.” But his mind
wasn’t on his parents. She could see that as he raised on one
elbow and leaned over her to trace an index finger along her nose,
outline her lips, then start down her neck to the hollow above the
breast bone.

“So where?” She
wiggled out of reach mostly because she thought she better and a
bit because she was afraid. Nothing would happen, she assured
herself of that, but the way he made her feel. It was
difficult getting her breath.

“Iowa. Now, can I come
kiss you?”

She nodded and closed her eyes but opened
them again when she heard him pull away. He was sitting up,
his back to her, going through his pockets finally pulling
something from his shirt.

“Damn. Thought I’d
lost it. Close your eyes and don’t open them until I say
to.”

She sensed him inching closer, his breath
warm on her cheek. But he didn’t kiss her, instead he took her hand
and slipped something on her finger.

“There. What do you
think?”

She sat straight up, the fingers of her left
hand splayed out in front of her. On her ring finger was a
narrow-twisted band of gold with a pin-point ruby nestled in a cup
of green-gold leaves. 

“With this ring I promise
to make you Mrs. Harold Everett, just as soon as I can.” He rocked
back on his heels, all the time watching her. “Well, come on girl,
say something. Do I need to take it back?”

But there was nothing to say. Nothing that
the tears didn’t shout out all on their own. So he pulled her
to him, smoothed her hair back away from her face and then offered
a clean white handkerchief.

“I take it all this wet
stuff means a ‘yes’?”

She could only nod and dab at her eyes.

“So, when’s it gonna
be?”

“August.”

“That’s the end of the
summer. I was thinking you’d make about the prettiest June bride
old Hillsboro has ever seen.”

“June is one month
away.”

“So?”

“That’s too
soon.”

“Too soon for what? We
both agree that this is our destiny.”

“I need time to
plan.”

“You buy a dress and bake
a cake. What more?”

“I want to design my
dress, have it made. I’ll have to send off for the lace. And I
need engraved invitations. I want to invite the whole
town. There needs to be food and music. All these things
take time. August is only three and a half months
away. Maybe that’s too soon even.”

“So August it is?” He
sighed and turned away.

She nodded, mesmerized by the twinkle of the
ruby on her finger and didn’t notice that he seemed upset. The
ring was a size big but she’d have it cut smaller. She never
wondered how he could have possibly come up with a ring at all in
less than twenty-four hours—how he knew so suddenly that he’d need
one. She was too busy thanking God and turning the ring to
catch the light.

Then he kissed her, pulled her chin up and
bent forward, placing his lips over hers. And she was afraid
that she’d stop breathing. With a little gasp she pulled away,
took a gulp of air, but he quickly leaned forward and placed his
hands around the back of her neck, pulled her to him and pressed
his lips to hers again, hard. She felt his body stiffen before
he roughly nipped her lip, and fell on top of her bringing a hand
up to caress a breast.

“No.” She squirmed
away and struggled to her feet. She held her hands crisscrossed
over her chest. 

He rolled onto his back and glared up at
her.

What had she done? Said no? Why
was that so bad? She wasn’t idiot enough to sleep with someone
before she married. No one did that unless she was a total
fool or received money. She fit in neither category.

“I don’t want
this. Not yet. I’m not that kind of girl.”

“You got a ring on your
finger.”

“What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“It means I just got
through making promises. Some girls would be a little
appreciative.”

“Shouldn’t we first see if
you keep them?” She wanted to grab the words back, shred them
when she saw the look on his face, a squinty hardness around the
eyes before he turned away. She couldn’t afford to be choosy
right now. She needed this man and if she ran him off, God
might think her ungrateful and not provide another.

“Please, Harold, listen to
me. This is all so sudden. I’m not used to, I mean …” She
couldn’t finish; her heart was in her throat. What if he
ran? Just up and bolted? She watched as he stared out
over the creek. What was he thinking? He took a couple
breaths and sucked on his lower lip, then turned to her.

“Connie, come here. There
are just some things that a man can’t turn off as quickly.” His
anger mastered, he beckoned for her to sit beside him
again.

“Maybe we should go
back.” Still, she wasn’t ready to just go to him. Did
they have an understanding or would he try the same thing
again?

“All right. Have it
your way.” Abruptly, he stood, looked at her as if he wanted
to say something, then strode quickly to ready the
horses.

She dusted her breeches, hanging back until
he brought the horses forward and offered cupped hands to help her
mount. He was silent, not meeting her eye. They rode in
silence until he stopped to inspect more fields of wheat—red turkey
wheat brought from Russia by her grandparents—but mostly the strain
between them hung like a pall. With the barn in sight, Constance
reined in her horse.

“Harold, I’ve made you
mad. I never meant to. It’s just that I … I have to be
married before … before I can do what you wanted back there. I
need to make that perfectly clear. I want to be your
wife.”

“Look at me,
Connie. Do I look mad? Forget it. I don’t think the
physical part is all that important to us, anyway.”

Before she could ask what he meant, he’d
urged his horse into a gallop.

 


* * *

 


The days that followed were a
blur. There was so much to do. She was the happiest she’d
ever been, but she was not so smitten that she didn’t realize—gift
from God or not—he had his shortcomings. For starters, he was
three inches shorter than she and not quite twenty, not her age
after all. Yet, he seemed worldly wise. She found out
from gossiping townspeople that he’d arrived the day before they
met on the flatbed of a freight, wearing a great flowing wool coat,
his possessions rolled in a blanket, and his wares tucked neatly
into an aging leather case. One good pair of shoes, slung
around his neck, dangled from knotted laces. 

And he readily admitted to being a traveling
salesman—nothing more, nothing less, and there didn’t seem to be
any history other than that. None that he wanted to share.
She’d nudge and prod, but the bits and pieces didn’t add up to
much. A farm boy from Iowa who supported his widowed mother
until she died, releasing him to seek his fortune elsewhere at the
age of sixteen. There didn’t seem to be siblings—at least none that
could be discussed. The topic put such a strain on any
conversation that she stopped asking. Wasn’t it enough that he
was with her now?

Even with these unknowns, all would have
been bliss had it not been for an unfortunate incident involving
Mattie. Some five years her junior, Mattie had never seemed a
sexual being, as having any wants whatsoever past serving her
family and certainly no physical needs. But she’d been
wrong.

It started with Harold’s asking to stay at
the farm. Why should he pay boardinghouse rent when he could
be of use to Clemetts? Sleep in the barn, get up with the
roosters and work until sundown? There was a lot to learn
before harvest. If he lived there, he could familiarize
himself with what had to be done. 

It did make sense. And she wasn’t one
to be worried about talk, townsfolk passing judgment. After
all, she wasn’t alone with Harold and if people couldn’t give her
the benefit of the doubt, trust in her good judgment and
upbringing, then let them think the worst. There was something
just a wee bit titillating about Constance Warkentine being
discussed as a “fallen woman.”

So, he moved in, brought his possessions to
the barn and accepted the handout of a couple
blankets. Bathing was a dip in the stock tank, and she assumed
other matters of his toilette meant the stand of poplar directly
behind the house. When she protested, he said the outdoors
built character. If he could be comfortable with this, then so
could she. But she had an outdoor privy put in anyway.

All went smoothly at first. Constance
reveled in the fact that they saw each other every day. She took to
getting up at dawn to meet him in the kitchen for breakfast,
sitting over a cup of tea or coffee, sometimes two, laughing at his
ribald good humor, basking in the attention of her very own
man. She was smitten and hung on his every word. She’d
gathered a pinch of loose hair left on his brush in the barn and
folded it into her mother’s cameo locket. She wore it over her
heart.

She could tell that Clemetts liked him,
started to defer questions about the machinery to him which denoted
a trust he’d always reserved for her father. And Harold worked
hard. She had to give him that. This husband-to-be


















































































cover.jpg
INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR

Susan Slater
o ’ @jhz }

Includes
> Book Club
Discussion

Questions






