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        For Mom,

        Who taught me that courage, like love, often resides in the thread of daily life. Have the courage to choose who you want to be and begin the act of becoming it.

        Without you, none of this would have been possible.

        With utmost gratitude,

        Love, Tanya
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      February 1935

      

      The walls of the old farmhouse quiver. Thump. Thump. Thump. The sound reverberates inside of me with each strike against our solid oak door.   My insides shake like a ground tremor.  Until now, I couldn’t have believed my body could shake any more brutally. This cruel and ruthless fever has vibrated inside of me since before yesterday’s sunrise. Doc Walton and his hammer, the cause of all the commotion, have traveled from Cedar Springs. He has since confirmed Mother’s fears. Scarlet fever has attacked our home and invaded my slight, now fragile body. The notice nailed to the front door is both a proclamation of quarantine and a warning.  Those who enter or leave the Sanderson property will be reported and punished by South Dakota law.

      At eleven years old, I’m not keen to lift my nightdress for the doctor.  Mother’s stern gaze, which bores through me from the corner of the bedroom I share with Iris, tells me refusing is not an option. My skin, warm to the touch, shivers as air whispers across the tiny red bumps. The doctor listens to my heart with his instrument, the round metal end cold from winter frost, before he lowers my bedclothes and tucks me into bed.  He murmurs to himself as he pats my shoulder and smiles sadly, before the latch on his black bag snaps shut.

      Mother follows close behind him. He tosses into the fire the slender piece of smooth, pale wood he pressed against my tongue. Mother closes the bedroom door to their muffled voices.

      Exhaustion overwhelms me, and I sink deeper under the weighted quilts, seeking warmth and stillness for my unsettled body. Father’s deep voice, even at a whisper, echoes through my window.  I hear him and the doctor speaking, despite the thick layer of fabric Mother has placed over the glass to shield the room from light and cold. Their hushed voices sound serious, and their words drift over the front porch to my red hot ears.

      Without a doubt, I am ill. Even if I survive the fever, the doctor worries about the strain on my heart. I bury myself deeper in the heavy cocoon of blankets while my warm breath heats the darkened sanctuary. Tinges of despair overcome me. Fear, instead of fever, ushers in a fresh vibration that leaves my body in a tangled heap of shivers.

      I demand my body to heal. First I pray, and then I negotiate. If I could somehow put more love in my heart, perhaps it would grow strong again. I promise to do all my chores without complaint for the rest of my life. I will be patient with Iris, even when she makes me want to scream. I will never roll my eyes at Mother for as long as I live.

      Before sleep descends over me again, I plead with God to make me well. I promise to live a simple life. I will never wish for extravagance, if only He will save me from the fever.
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      Perhaps the absence of everyday life makes my dreams so vivid, so real.  Or maybe my mind is protecting me from the horrors of my illness, desperately attempting to experience life again. Mother says, with a sternness that makes all other explanations vanish, that the fever is the only cause of my hallucinations. Either way, I dream as if I am living in full color.

      The tall grassy fields sway in a gentle breeze. Stems rustle against one another as if sharing secrets.  The springtime flowers tilt their petals toward the sky, and I feel warm sunshine kiss my face. John Smith, the kindest person I have ever known, sits before me with a gentle, lopsided smile.

      John and I sit on the front steps of our one room school. A breeze brushes the hair away from my face. The spring air ignites a sense of comfort in my weary skin.

      As the two oldest students at school, the teacher sent us outside to talk through math problems that have stumped us all morning, while the others study for the upcoming spelling bee. I read the first problem aloud as John scribbles notes.  Puzzled by the word problem, I reread it slowly. John, pencil readied at his paper, pauses and chuckles.

      “What is so funny?” I ask, brow furrowed in concentration.

      “You tucked your hair behind your ear.” He laughs, and his free hand slaps his thigh in mock hilarity.

      I hesitate before responding. “Okay?” I raise an eyebrow while he grins at me.

      “I know when you’re ready to get serious,” he says. “You tuck your hair behind your right ear, like a tell. You know, whenever you are about to focus on an important task, you always tuck your hair.”

      “No I don’t.” My voice conveys a weak annoyance and a slight embarrassment. I extract the swatch of hair from behind my ear and nervously smooth the strand against my scalp.

      John’s laughter transforms into a sweet smile.  He reaches out a hand and slides a blond, wavy strand behind my ear.   His hand touches my cheek for the briefest moment. He blushes. “Father was teaching me about tells is all, Vi. You know, like with animals. Making sure I could handle that mean old bull that wanders all over the county in case we stumble across his path. So I started to watch people, too, and I noticed you put your hair behind your ear every time we work on math problems.”

      I return his smile with a shy one of my own. I lower my eyes and feel my cheeks grow warm from his attention and his bold admission of watching me.

      “Violet. Violet. Wake up, dear.”

      The world moves backward and forward. Why is the world in motion? No, the world isn’t shaking. Through the fogginess of a rooted sleep, I recognize Mother’s voice.  She pulls me from the depths of blackness with a jerk.  I feel as if I have only slept a few moments before she cruelly wrenches me from the veil of my coma.

      “Violet. You must wake up.”

      I lift my eyelids a fraction.  The act feels as arduous as when I attempted to lift that old yoke onto Bud, the tallest of Daddy’s horses. Light penetrates my eyes like a hot poker and I squeeze them shut.

      “Violet,” Mother pleads. “You’ve been asleep for two days.” “What?” I groan and roll away from the hands clenching my shoulders.

      Never one to dismiss a task she has set her mind to, Mother steps around my bed in three swift motions.  She settles herself into the small space between my elbows and knees, while I lie in a fetal position.

      “Drink,” she commands. “Now, Violet.” She holds a small metal cup in front of me. Her determination is embodied in her stiff posture, but worry lays creased across her forehead.

      Her worry, not her determination, coerces me to prop myself onto my elbows. I tilt my head as she places the cup to my mouth. Warm milk cuts across my swollen, cracked lips before assaulting my throat and trickling down to the sharp knives that feel lodged there.

      “That’s better.” Mother runs her palm over my bedratted hair. “Two days?” Grogginess fills my voice, and I return my head to the pillow. The milk meanders down to my vacant stomach and gurgles.

      She nods quickly and turns her face away in an effort to hide her moist eyes.

      I manage a raspy response, my voice laced with fatigue. “How long have I been here? In bed, I mean.”

      “We’ve been quarantined for over three weeks now.”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “Nature’s way.” She shrugs. “You are better off not to remember.” She smiles tightly, a tinge of relief in her sunken eyes. I realize that, while I have been submerged in a deep sleep for weeks, Mother hasn’t slept at all.

      I tuck a damp, tangled strand of hair behind my ear.  Her love ignites my desire to find the strength to survive this illness. I silently promise to follow Mother’s instructions, each and every one of them.
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      April 1935

      

      Yesterday, Doc Walton lifted the quarantine from the farm. Father wasted no time. He pulled the warning sign off our front door with his bare hands before running toward the one posted on the fence. The doctor listens to my heart and confirms the existence of permanent damage. With a sullen face, I retreat to the comfort of my bed. Mother leads the doctor to the front room, pummelling him with questions about my life and future health.

      I lie with my back facing the open door and hug my chest. My lip quivers as I try to hold back hot tears. I feel damaged. I used to have a strong heart.  A kind heart.  A heart that was full of joy, spilling over with abundance. Will others see a spoiled heart? Father always says how natural I am with the horses. Will they sense a difference in me? Will I love as well as I used to? What if I have to live with Mother and Father forever? A spinster, like Miss Mabel, whom everyone tolerates at church gatherings. Perhaps she, too, has a weak heart. Blood thumps in my ears as I glimpse the life I might lead with this irreparable heart. Grief and sleep consume me as thoughts of my future life percolate in my overcrowded consciousness.

      I wake to the low vibration of the wooden rocking chair. The runners scuff the wood floor with each forward tilt.  The room is dark except the flicker of the front room fire casting shadows on the bedroom wall.  I remain still, not wanting to talk with Mother, who I know from experience is the occupant of the rocker.

      My stillness does not fool her. The rocker squeaks as she rises and positions herself at the foot of my bed.

      “Violet, I understand you are upset, and I won’t pretend to understand how you are feeling.” She rubs my foot. “It’s a miracle you survived at all, and for that, we need be grateful.”

      “Grateful! You want me to be grateful?” I spit out the words as I bolt up to face her. “I am never going to be well again. Don’t you see? I am ruined. My life is over. I should have died from the fever. I could have saved you all the trouble.”

      “What trouble?” Mother’s hand is firm around my foot, like an anchor.

      “Nobody will love someone with half a heart. Why would they? I could die at any moment. Nobody wants to risk loving someone they are going to lose.” My shoulders shake as the rising panic forces out wails of despair.

      Mother moves closer and wraps her arms around me. We sit cradled together as my convulsions dwindle into weary hiccups.

      “You are not broken. Not like you think, Violet. You know, I don’t often speak about my father. He was a good man, a strong man. He used to sit me on his knee each night after dinner and tell me stories. Oh, how the man could coax a tale into life.” Mother laughs at the memory. She pulls away to look me in the eye. “I loved him more than I can say, and he left us far too early.” Her eyes are rimmed with moisture. “But I can tell you without a doubt that even if I had known he would leave us so soon, I wouldn’t have loved him less. I would have loved him even more. The state of your heart doesn’t change who you are.  You are Violet, and you are worthy of being loved. I love you and, no matter what, I always will.”

      I want to ask questions. The desire to know more about Mother and her family burns inside me. I never met my grandparents or my mother’s brother. All I know is that Grandfather and Uncle Joe died in a barn fire, trying to save the livestock, and that Grandmother, rumor has it, died of a broken heart.

      After a long embrace and a kiss goodnight, Mother tucks me into bed. She sings a soft lullaby as she places the quilt from the rocker over my legs, and she closes the door behind her.

      Mother’s words rattle around in my head for what feels like an eternity. If I cannot repair my weakened heart, I will have to make myself more lovable. I can do that. I can be more caring, more considerate, more patient. I can be more responsible and hardworking. I may not be the storyteller my grandfather was, but I can be what others need me to be. Then they will have no choice but to love me. “Violet,” I tell myself, “time for you to grow up. No more childish games. You must be a responsible young woman.”

      I vow to live by my newly constructed plan, and before sleep takes my hand and quiets my mind, I make my first step toward maturity. I bow my head to thank God for saving me from the fever.
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      July 1935

      
      Summer days in South Dakota are the kind you want to bottle and save. This summer feels extra sweet, given the months of confinement in my bedroom. Classes finished in late June, and Miss Marshall was impressed by my effort, enough to pass me to the next grade.  My strength improves each day, and I can finally help Mother with the garden. Iris flits around, chasing butterflies and inspecting ladybugs while I crouch among the strawberry plants. Mother hums a church hymn as she moves between rows, adding sweet red berries to her basket.

      “How old were you when your mother died?” I hold my breath in anticipation and tilt my head toward the bush to avoid eye contact.

      “I was fourteen.” Mother stands and stretches her back, sneaking a glance in my direction. “Why do you ask?”

      I shrug and tread with care. “I guess I’ve always wondered what your life was like before you had us.”

      Her large brimmed hat casts a shadow over her face. I can’t read her expression. “Do you have a particular question in mind?”

      “Well, I was curious if Grandmother really did die of a broken heart. I’ve been wondering if it’s contagious. You know, like how Iris and I have blond wavy hair, same as yours.”

      Mother’s dirtstained hand covers her mouth as she giggles. “Oh, Violet.  Honey, a broken heart isn’t passed down through generations.” She tilts her head to the side. “Are you worried you inherited my mother’s broken heart? Is that what is troubling you?”

      A solemn nod is all I can offer, for fear of dissolving into a puddle of raw emotion. I’ve tried to be grownup about the situation, but my weak heart won’t give my mind any peace. I’ve started to wonder if a weak heart and a broken heart are similar in nature. Perhaps I will die of a broken heart, after all.

      “Come now.” Mother puts her arm around my shoulders and pulls me closer. “My mother died of a broken heart. That is true but not in the way you think. She wasn’t sick. She couldn’t live with the loss of my father and brother.” A furrow develops across her forehead, and I imagine she’s traveling through childhood memories.  “She was a good woman, a loving mother. Sometimes, life gets the better of us. That is why I urge you to embrace each moment.  Find joy in the simple aspects of your life. You can’t always control what happens, but you can choose how you react.”

      Mother holds me at arm’s length and lowers her face to mine. The brim of her hat touches the top of my head, shielding our faces from the garden. “Your heart, however, is not broken. You are in no danger of dying from a broken heart. I can promise you that, Violet.”

      I revisit Mother’s words every time my heart flutters in my chest. They comfort me as I become familiar with the new rhythm of my heart. I remain cautious, though, not running or jumping like Iris does—free and with reckless abandon.  I keep my promise to myself, and with consistent daily fortitude, I mold myself into a young woman like a caterpillar molds itself into a butterfly.

      As I gain confidence in my body’s ability, I help Father with the horses.  The first time I visit the barn, I am reassured.  The horses don’t notice my heart isn’t the same as before.  They welcome me with nuzzles and snorts.  I take this as a good sign, as I know how sensitive these beautiful creatures can be. My determination to live a full and happy life is renewed as they crunch the carrots I’ve brought from the garden.

      Summer days are busy on the farm. There is always a field to plow or hay to bail in preparation for winter. Father busies himself mending, building, and painting, in addition to his regular work. Caring for the garden, the vegetables that will feed us through winter, takes precedence over leisure time on every good weather day.

      With school closed for the summer, church on Sundays is the only scheduled time we gather with friends. Sundays make long summer days worth the effort. The sweet tea tastes sweeter. The fried chicken is crispier. And we treasure the time with friends and neighbors. The adults gather on
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