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“You did what?” Betsy Lattimore asked her son, while her husband Jim looked on with bemused interest. They were standing in the parlor of the Double-L ranch house near Cheyenne Springs, Wyoming.

“I joined the Mormon Church,” Ben repeated.

Jim slowly shook his head. Taking his wife’s hand, he led her to a sofa where they both sat. Ben remained standing.

“I sent you to deliver a bull,” Jim said, “and you come back a Mormon. Explain yourself, son.”

Ben shrugged. “You know I’ve always been interested in religion.” His tone was defensive. “I studied the gospel with Bishop Jensen and believed what he taught me.”

“Couldn’t you have waited to see how we felt about it?” his mother asked. “You’re too young to make such a decision by yourself.”

“I’m twenty-one, Ma. You and Pa’ve taught me to be independent. So, I make my first big decision, and you’re upset with me. You told me Bishop Jensen is an honest man, Pa, and that Mormons are good people.”

“True,” Jim said. “But we didn’t expect this. And we’re not so much upset with you, son, as we are surprised.” Jim appeared thoughtful for a moment. “That pretty Jensen girl wouldn’t have anything to do with this, would she?”

A sheepish look crossed Ben’s face and his tan took on a tinge of red. “Kind of...I mean....I love Leona Jensen. But she’s not why I was baptized. I truly believe in it.”

Betsy sighed and shook her head. “This is all too much, dear. I hope you haven’t changed your mind about college. Professor Watson has gone to a lot of trouble to get you into the University of Michigan.”

Ben hung his head. “As a matter of fact, I have changed my mind. I’ve decided to go to Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah. Leona goes there.”

Betsy’s face fell and again she sighed. “But, son, from what I’ve heard Brigham Young isn’t really a university. I don’t think it’s even accredited. On the other hand,  Michigan is one of the finest schools in the country. Professor Watson will be very displeased if you don’t attend. And Natalie is looking forward to seeing you again. You two seemed interested in each other when she was here.”

Ben shrugged again. “I’m sorry, Ma, but I’ve made up my mind. And Brigham Young is a real university. Leona said it’s starting to offer bachelor’s degrees this year. I don’t know if it’s accredited. But it doesn’t matter. All I want to do is teach school in Cheyenne Springs. Mr. Bramley will be retiring soon and he said that all I need is one year of normal school. It doesn’t really matter where I do the year, Ann Arbor or Provo.”

Betsy wanted to say more but deferred to her husband.

“How does Leona Jensen feel about you?” Jim asked.

“I think...I think she loves me, too,” Ben said.

Betsy leapt on the hesitation. “You don’t sound very sure, dear. Are you willing to sacrifice your plans for a girl who may not love you?”

Ben didn’t respond immediately. He sat down across from his parents and hung his head. “She has a beau in Utah,” he finally said, looking up. “But I think I can win her away from him. That’s why I must go to Provo.”

The conversation ended there. The next day, Ben rode into Cheyenne Springs, mailed a letter to Leona Jensen in Star Valley and telegraphed Professor Aaron Watson in Ann Arbor, Michigan.

The summer was almost gone when he received Leona’s reply. In his room his heart pounded and his hands shook as he sat on the bed, opened the letter and read:

Dear Ben,

Thank you for your nice letter. I want you to know how much I respect you and how much your friendship means to me. The day you left for home I wrote to Roland and told him about you. As soon as he got my letter, he set out for here. I’m so sorry, Ben, but when I saw him again I knew that he is the one with whom I wish to spend eternity. Please forgive me for encouraging your affections. It was not, believe me, to influence you into joining the Church. However, I am glad that you were baptized. It is the greatest gift anyone can give another. If you do come to Provo, Roland and I will do all we can to help you get settled in. Again, please forgive me for hurting you. You will someday find another more suitable than I. Of this I have no doubt.

Your friend and admirer,

Leona.

Ben dropped the letter on the floor and for a long time stared at it. His whole body seemed emptied of hope. With his plans in ruins, he lay down on his bed and wept. After a while he sickened of self-pity and left the room.

The air felt good on his cheek as he spurred the gelding into a gallop. He didn’t stop until he reached the Beaver Ponds, where he had spent many hours with his late grandfather and father. The familiar surroundings gave him some relief from the hollowness in the pit of his stomach. As he sat staring at the still water, a trout suddenly leapt at a fly and plopped back into the water. The distraction took his mind back to happier days. But soon his mind returned to his problems. I guess going to Provo is out of the question now. Should I go to Ann Arbor? After much cogitation, he decided to go east. Without returning home, he rode into Cheyenne Springs and sent a second telegraph to Professor Watson, a friend of the family who used to be their closest neighbor.
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Two weeks later Ben was on a train to Michigan. Numbly, he stared out of the window as the train rattled and swayed across the Prairies. Thoughts of Leona Jensen crept into his mind, but he thrust them away. He wondered about the wisdom of attending a university so far from home. At least he wouldn’t be completely friendless in the East. Natalie must be about eighteen or nineteen now. I wonder if she’s grown more beautiful?

Days later, the train pulled into the Ann Arbor station. Ben gave an address to the omnibus driver and was soon standing in front of an elegant brownstone on the outskirts of the city. Mrs. Jenny Watson, a petite, genteel woman in her forties, welcomed him, saying that her husband and daughter would soon be home from the university.

“You’re welcome to stay with us, Ben, until you can find suitable accommodations,” Mrs. Watson said. “There should be rooms to let closer to the university.”

She showed him into a pleasant guest room and, after making sure that he was comfortable, left him. Ben pulled off his boots and eased onto the bed. The next thing he knew, he was awakened by a knock at the door. “Supper’s ready, Ben,” a female voice said through the door.

He remembered the voice. Natalie Watson was the first girl he had kissed, or rather who had kissed him, as she had taken the initiative. It was four years earlier at a church social in Cheyenne Springs. With an impish laugh she had pulled him into the cloakroom and kissed him full on the lips. Many times, he had relived that kiss. Full of anticipation at seeing her again, he went downstairs.

“Ah, there you are, Ben,” Professor Watson said. “I’m glad you made it. When I got your first telegraph message, I thought maybe I’d been left at the altar yet again!”

The three Watsons laughed and Ben grinned sheepishly. He knew the story about how his mother had left Aaron Watson at the altar many years before. Ben glanced at Natalie. She was even prettier than he remembered.

“There’s a dance at the university tomorrow evening, Ben,” Natalie said during the course of the meal. “Would it be too bold of me to ask you to take me?”

Ben was not surprised at her directness. He could feel the color rise in his cheeks. He glanced at Natalie’s parents. It appeared that they approved, so he stammered an acceptance. On the evening of the dance he looked at himself in a full-length mirror and wished that he had bought a new suit. What he was wearing was suitable, even fashionable in Cheyenne Springs, but in Ann Arbor he feared that he’d be branded a hick.

Natalie seemed not to mind his clothing. “You look very nice, Ben,” she said, as she took his arm and walked with him to a waiting carriage. He mumbled “thanks” and complimented her on her attire, although he secretly thought the red, low-cut, silk gown rather brazen.

They were no sooner at the dance than a handsome man in an elegant gray suit whisked Natalie onto the floor and hardly left her side all evening. Ben had a miserable time. It immediately became clear to him that Natalie had used him to get to the dance. He was so angry he refused to take her suggestion to dance with one of the several un-escorted girls lining the wall. On the way home in the carriage neither of them spoke for a long time. Natalie finally broke the silence.

“I suppose you’ll tell my parents,” she said.

“No.” Ben said. “Although I should. You have treated me badly.”

Natalie sighed. “I have. I’m sorry. But my parents wouldn’t have let me go by myself. I had no other choice.”

“Why wouldn’t they let you go by yourself? Surely you’re old enough.”

Natalie acknowledged this with a smirk. “The man I danced with is Dudley Crandall, a professor at the college. Papa doesn’t approve of him. He’s almost thirty and has been divorced. When Papa heard I was seeing him on the sly, he put his foot down. No longer could I go to college dances alone. One of the reasons Papa wanted so badly to get you out here was the hope that you’d win me away from the worldly Dudley Crandall. So you see, I’m not the only Watson using you. Anyway, I’m sorry. But I love Dudley, and I had to see him again. When the time is right, we’re going to elope.”

Ben had remained silent through Natalie’s monologue. “You should listen to your parents,” he finally said. “If Crandall truly loves you he’d confront your parents openly, not skulk around like a coyote.”

“What do you know about it, Ben Lattimore?” She said angrily. “You’re just a Wyoming hayseed. You know nothing about how things are here.”

They didn’t speak the rest of the way home. Ben was glad that Professor and Mrs. Watson had retired by the time they got home.

The next day Ben rode the train to the university with Professor Watson, the dean of students. In the latter's office Ben filled out the registration forms. When he came to the spot asking for his religion, he hesitated for a second before writing “Mormon.” He handed the completed forms to Professor Watson, who ran his eye over them.

“Mormon?” the professor asked.

Ben nodded. “I joined over in Star Valley when I was delivering a bull to a Mormon bishop.”

The professor smiled. “To each his own. By the way, I’ve been waiting to hear how you and Natalie got on last night. Did you enjoy the dance?”

“It was interesting.”

“And you and Natalie?”

“I think she sees me as a bit of a yokel, sir. And I confess I certainly felt that way last night.”

“Oh well, you’ll soon get used to Natalie and the East.”

Later that morning, Ben, still hurting from Natalie’s deception, resolved to find lodgings as soon as possible. He wandered up and down the streets near the university until he found a “room to let” sign. He rang the doorbell. A rather brusque old woman ushered him into a dingy room at the back of the house. He told her he’d consider it.

As he entered the next house, an overpowering smell of cabbage assaulted his nose and he couldn't wait to get out. For the next hour he wandered up and down the streets with no success.

On Chestnut Street he stopped in front of a curious old house. Its architect had given imagination free rein, creating round windows, several towers, and filigreed trim everywhere. Ben couldn’t pull his eyes from the structure. The house seemed to hold him in its power.

Suddenly, there was movement at one of the windows. A young woman with something in her right hand, perhaps a sheet of paper, was framed there. She saw him, and her left hand went to her hair as if she were embarrassed to be seen with it falling around her shoulders. Feeling like a voyeur, Ben broke the house’s hold and quickly hurried down the street.

By the time he returned to Professor Watson’s office, his feet were sore
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