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AFTER A THIRTEEN-YEAR absence, Rose Thoresen is returning to her beloved RiverBend. It may well be her final visit.

Edmund O’Dell, Rose’s son-in-law, has accepted the job as head of the Chicago Pinkerton office. As he prepares to move his family from Denver to Chicago, Rose faces a difficult decision: Will she continue at Palmer House where she has led many fallen women to Christ and mentored them in their faith, or will she give up this ministry and follow her daughter and grandchildren to their new home?

I am seventy-four years old, Lord, and I believe that the work you entrusted to me when we founded Palmer House should now pass to Sarah and Olive. By your grace, Lord God, they are ready to assume this great and wonderful responsibility. I pray you make them fruitful branches in your kingdom, always abiding in the vine, Christ Jesus. 

As for me? I will go with Joy and her family to Chicago and pour what love, strength, and time I have left into Joy, Edmund, and their children.

Rose asks only one thing of her son-in-law. “Edmund, when we take the train east, I would like to stop in RiverBend and spend several days there. I have not seen my friends and Jan's family in many years.” 

Not since Jan left us and entered heaven.

O’Dell readily agrees to Rose’s request, and as they prepare to leave Denver, they must say goodbye to many friends.

As the train chugs into RiverBend’s little station, Rose knows the time she spends here will be filled with cherished memories, the sweet entwined with the bittersweet.

Father, thank you for the precious days before me. In them all, please help me to love without measure and bring glory to your name.

​Rose of RiverBend

©2021 Vikki Kestell
All Rights Reserved
​Faith-Filled Fiction™
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ONE FAMILY . . . steeped in the love and grace of God, indomitable in their faith, tried and tested in the fires of life, passing forward a legacy to change their world. The compelling saga of family, faith, and great courage. Book 1: A Rose Blooms Twice; Book 2: Wild Heart on the Prairie; Book 3: Joy on This Mountain; Book 4: The Captive Within; Book 5: Stolen; Book 6: Lost Are Found; Book 7: All God’s Promises; Book 8: The Heart of Joy; Book 9: Rose of RiverBend
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As followed in the series, A Prairie Heritage

[image: A picture containing text, receipt

Description automatically generated]

Dedicated

To those in the Body of Christ
who have given their all for Jesus.
All to thee, my Blessed Savior,
I surrender all.
Acknowledgements
My ongoing thanks 
to my wonderful team,
Cheryl Adkins and Greg McCann.
We have been together
since 2013, eight years now.
Greg and Cheryl 
have dedicated themselves 
to helping me produce the very best 
Christ-centered books I can offer, 
all to the glory of Christ.
Much love to you both.
[image: ]

Cover Design

Vikki Kestell

Hymns

Trust and Obey
John H. Sammis and
Daniel B. Towner, 1887
Public Domain
[image: ]

What a Friend We Have in Jesus
Joseph Medlicott Scriven, 1855
Public Domain

[image: ]

I Surrender All
Judson W. Van DeVenter and
Winfield S. Weeden, 1896
Public Domain
Scripture Quotations
Taken from 
The King James Version (KJV)
Public Domain
[image: ]

The Holy Bible, 
English Standard Version®. 
ESV® Text Edition: 2016. 
Copyright © 2001 by Crossway, 
a publishing ministry 
of Good News Publishers.

To My Readers

This book is a work of fiction, 
what I term Faith-Filled Fiction™. 
While the characters and events are fiction,
they are situated within the historical record.
To God be the glory.
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[image: ]


​​​Denver, Early October 1923

​PALMER HOUSE’S DINING room was overfilled that Monday evening—not that dining at Palmer House ever boasted much in the way of surplus elbow room. With seventeen in residence, the evening meal was always a sizable affair. Two long tables, set end-to-end to form a single extended table, was the customary arrangement. However, for this special occasion, Palmer House’s cook, Marit, had requested that her husband, Billy, and Sarah’s husband, Bryan Croft, fetch a third table from storage to accommodate the overflow.

Overflow? Twenty-six individuals crowded around the usual dining configuration. In addition to the everyday household adults—Rose Thoresen, Billy and Marit, Bryan and Sarah, and ten young women—the dinner also hosted dear friends Pastor Isaac and Breona Carmichael, Minister Yaochuan Min and Mei-Xing Liáng, Mason and Tabitha Carpenter, and frail Mr. Wheatley, who now lived with the Carpenter family where they could offer him the loving care he required. 

Edmund and Joy O’Dell were the last couple at the lengthy but crowded table. Their newborn daughter, Roseanne, slumbered in the crook of Joy’s left arm, oblivious to the world around her. Joy was seated to the right of her mother, an arrangement that allowed Rose to peer down upon the four-week-old infant’s peak of dark hair and occasionally stroke her velvety cheeks.

The adult diners were joined by Will, the older of Billy and Marit’s two boys, and Shan-Rose, Yaochuan Min and Mei-Xing Liáng’s daughter, who, at the ages of nearly fifteen and thirteen respectively, insisted they were “too mature to dine at the children’s table.”

Children’s table? Indeed! A dozen children, ranging in age from three through eleven years, occupied the third table. Billy had, some years earlier, reduced the table’s height to accommodate the shorter stature of the “little nippers.” Billy and Bryan had set the table near the dining room’s bay window, several feet from the adult table, where the youngsters’ antics, if not too boisterous, might escape their parents’ attention.

The young ones assigned to the children’s table grinned in delight, surreptitiously kicked one another under the table, and wriggled with barely restrained excitement. Even though their families dined at Palmer House on a regular basis, the invitations generally alternated between the other families so that the numbers never exceeded the dining room’s capacity. Only on high holidays such as Thanksgiving and Christmas were their families all together and the youngsters seated at their own separate table—to their immense delight.

The present gathering was not a holiday, however, and although the children sensed that the gathering marked a special occasion, it was likely that they did not yet comprehend how momentous an event it was. 

Bryan Croft prayed a blessing over the food, Marit’s helpers served the platters, bowls, and dishes that had been kept hot in the oven, and thirty-eight hungry diners tucked in to the feast set before them. 

Happy chatter accompanied the meal as the several families present caught up with their friends’ busy lives and shared their hearts with one another. Their conversation, often laced with humor and joyous laughter, was designed to include and draw out the young ladies of Palmer House. A few of this number were too newly arrived to feel truly welcome—yet. It generally took time and the development of trust for them to grow into a sense of “belonging” to Palmer House’s family. 

Such an occasion was never complete, however, without one of Mr. Wheatley’s tall (and quite memorable) tales. His whispery recitations left the newer young ladies goggle-eyed and the more familiar girls giggling and chortling behind their napkins. Indeed, it was Mr. Wheatley’s great pleasure to charm Palmer House’s girls and tease them into shy, dimpling smiles. Only minutes in Mr. Wheatley’s company assured the young ladies that they had nothing to fear from this kindly—and somewhat eccentric—old gent, whose sparse tufts of white hair waved like a display of miniature flags atop and around his head. 

The diners within earshot gave patient and loving attention to Mr. Wheatley’s oration. Most understood that their dear old friend, whose age was approaching ninety years, had few such opportunities ahead of him. They honored him with their thoughtful consideration.

As the empty plates were taken away, Marit excused herself, then reappeared bearing a large three-layered chocolate cake. The diners—particularly the children—clapped their hands with enthusiasm. Marit sliced the cake, and her helpers served portions to all. When everyone had their dessert before them, a profound hush fell. Forks clinked on mismatched china plates. Appreciative sighs followed the first bite. The children smacked their chocolate-smeared lips and grinned. And the adults praised Marit’s creation from first taste to last speck.

Over coffee and cake and as the dessert plates emptied, the adults spoke of anything but the reason for this evening’s celebration . . . until it could be put off no longer.

Dinner conversation wound down, and a stillness crept over the adults. The quiet was pronounced enough to catch the attention of the children at the other table. They noticed the shift in the atmosphere and lapsed into watchful silence. 

Pastor Carmichael spoke into the general malaise. “Marit, we thank you, and we thank your helpers, Gracie and Liza, for a marvelous meal. What can compare to sitting down to wonderful food accompanied by the love and good fellowship of close friends?”

He sighed. “However, I suppose we must now address this evening’s purpose, as loath as we all are to do so.”

Most eyes were downcast, but a few solemn nods answered him. 

Carmichael swallowed down the lump in his throat. “Speaking of the love and good fellowship of close friends . . . Ed, Joy, and Miss Rose? You must surely know how sorely you will be missed. We . . . we can scarcely bear that you are leaving us and that it may be . . . years before we see all of you again.”

Heads around the table bobbed in agreement, and all pretense that this evening could compare to any other vanished. Eyes glistened with tears. The men at the table, the effort to master their emotions too great, shifted in their seats and cleared their throats. 

The children stared at their parents as they weighed Pastor Carmichael’s words and tried to understand why emotions were running high among the adults. 

Red-haired Sally Carpenter, a forthright child of ten years, could abide the tension no longer. “Mum? Mum! Where’s Grandma Rose a-goin’?”

Tabitha softly answered, “We have talked about this, Sally, remember? Grandma Rose is moving to Chicago with Uncle Ed and Aunt Joy. They will leave on the train tomorrow.”

“Wot? Leave on the train? Tomorrer?” Sally’s objection, already expressed at an unacceptable volume for drawing or dining room, pitched higher and louder. “And Matthew, too? Jacob and Luke? Even baby Roseanne?” 

“Sally, lower your voice, please,” her father interjected.

“But, Da, Mum said—” 

“Shhh, Sally.” 

Sally may have been shushed, but she was not done. She jumped to her feet and ran to Rose’s side. “Grandma Rose! Is Chicago far away? You ain’t a-goin’ far, are ya? You’ll come home soon?”

Rose opened her arms to Sally and hugged her tight. Sally’s hold on Rose’s neck was as fierce as it was afraid, and Rose’s throat was so tight that it squeezed her words until she could scarcely get them out. “I will always love you, Sally. Please remember that, all right? Remember: Grandma Rose loves you. I always will, even while I am away.”

“But . . . but won’t you be here no more?”

“No, child. I am going with your Uncle Ed and Aunt Joy. We won’t be back for . . . a long time.” 

The unspoken words “if ever” hung in the room like black crepe draping hung from the windows at a funeral.

Sally pulled back from Rose, stomped her foot, shook her head of red curls, and shouted, “No! No, Grandma Rose! I don’ want you to leave on no stupid, stupid train to stupid Chicago!”

Mason left his seat, came around, and lifted Sally into his arms. She was a big girl now, but it did not matter. 

“It will be all right, Sally,” he whispered, holding her, comforting her as she shuddered with tears. “It will be all right.”

But it wasn’t all right, and the children understood that now. Wailing and sobbing, they rushed to Rose’s side. “Don’t go, Grandma Rose! We love you! Please don’t go!”

Matthew and Jacob, ages six and four, had known that their grandmother would be coming with them on this grand adventure called “moving” and had not worried or fretted on that account. Only now did they realize they would be leaving behind their many honorary aunts and uncles and all their beloved cousins. They scurried to their father and buried their faces in his arms, howling their dismay. Luke, at two years old, only needed to see and hear the room’s universal sorrow before he, too, crawled from his chair to climb up into his papa’s lap and hide his sad little face in another part of O’Dell’s suitcoat. 

The parents around the table were undone. Whatever control they had tried to exert over their emotions melted. They wept with their children, and they were joined by Mr. Wheatley and the girls of Palmer House.

They were, all of them, saying goodbye to loved ones they might never see again. But those who lived at Palmer House sorrowed the most acutely over Rose’s imminent departure. 

Never again would they hear Rose’s gentle voice reading Scripture during morning devotions. 

Never again would they hear her explain so clearly and with such deep, personal relevance what the passages meant. 

Never again would she lead them in heartfelt prayer. 

Never again would they lean their wet cheeks on her shoulder while she loved them into God’s healing and wholeness.

Only Sarah remained dry-eyed, for she had already shed the bulk of her tears. Tomorrow she would face the greatest challenge of her life, and she wondered, as she had for weeks, Father, how can I possibly replace Rose? Neither Olive nor I will ever fill her shoes. Oh, we need you, Lord God! 

It was the end of an era. 
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Chapter 2
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MORNING WAS FAR OFF, and the house was still abed, but Rose had been awake for some time. She had, over the previous days, sorted her belongings, packed her trunk and two suitcases, and gone through the items she would carry in her valise. 

In the pre-dawn hours, unable to sleep, she had done it all again.

She reached for her worn Bible and clutched it. “Lord, please calm my heart,” she whispered, “for it is galloping about in my chest like a runaway horse.” Opening her Bible to the book of Psalms, her finger traced the words she sought. 

The heavens declare the glory of God; 
and the firmament sheweth his handywork.
Day unto day uttereth speech, 
and night unto night sheweth knowledge.
There is no speech nor language, 
where their voice is not heard.
“The heavens and the earth declare your glory, Lord, and all of creation hears them! I am part of your creation, and I know you hear me, too, even when I fumble my words and my heart cannot find an outlet for its anxious thoughts.” Her finger slid down the page to the last line in the psalm. 

Let the words of my mouth, 
and the meditation of my heart, 
be acceptable in thy sight, 
O Lord, my strength, and my redeemer.
She sighed and the knots in her stomach loosened. Untangled. “You, Lord, are my strength and my redeemer. I will not fear what is ahead. May all my thoughts and words this day be acceptable in your sight. Amen.”

She picked up a smaller book, one with a padded blue cover. She opened it to a clean page and took up her pen.
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Journal Entry, October 9, 1923

GOOD MORNING, DEAR Lord. Today I will depart this house where I have lived these many years, and I will leave the young women whom I love so dearly. I must entrust them to you, my God, believing that you will care for them—

A soft tap sounded on Rose’s door. She set her journal aside and padded to the door. When she opened it, she found Olive on the other side, her face damp with fresh tears. 

Olive had been a sad, bedraggled slip of a girl when she arrived at Palmer House. She was thin from too little to eat and nearly unresponsive from having been beaten down in every part of her being. Pastor Carmichael and a small evangelism team from his church had found the orphaned child on the streets of Denver’s notorious red-light district. She had survived half a year by selling herself daily for a few coins, but it was obvious to those who saw her that she would not last another month “out there.” It was Pastor Carmichael who had brought the gawky and withdrawn girl to Palmer House and given her into Rose’s care.

After living more than a decade at Palmer House, Olive was no longer a girl. Indeed, fine lines creased the corners of her eyes and mouth, and her auburn hair glistened prematurely with strands of silver, lending to the overall impression of an age far north of her twenty-six years. But in the decade of her residence at Palmer House, although she had found steady work to support herself, she had never expressed an interest in leaving, in finding a husband, or in raising a family. 

She had once professed to Rose, “Why would I depart Palmer House? This is my home and my only family. I wish to remain here, if I may. I would prefer to continue working, adding what I earn to the house’s coffers, and helping out in every other means that I can.”

So, in addition to defraying the house’s many expenses, Olive made herself indispensable to Marit in the kitchen and to Breona in her housekeeping duties. After Breona married and was expecting her first child, she took Olive aside and trained her. When Breona gave up her position as housekeeper, Olive was prepared to step into that role. And it was Olive, when Rose announced she would be moving to Chicago with the O’Dells, who came alongside Sarah and, by her words and actions, pledged to support her.

Rose asked, “Yes, dear Olive?”

Olive bit her quivering bottom lip and forced herself to speak. “I-I apologize for disturbing you this early, Miss Rose, but I saw the light under your door and believed you to be awake, and I was afraid I would not have another opportunity . . .”

“You are not disturbing me, Olive. I have been up for a while. How can I help?”

“Help? Yes, thank you. Well, the other evening, we . . . that is, Marit and Sarah, were remembering when Tabitha went off to nursing school, and I was listening to them. They reminisced how everyone in the house gave Tabitha a little gift to see her on her way.” 

Olive pressed a small package into Rose’s hands. “I hope these will please you and I-I hope you will remember me when you use them.”

Rose drew Olive into her room, leaving the door slightly ajar, and undid the package. The fragrance of rose petals wafted from within it. Nestled in the folds of glossy tissue paper, she found three small pink soaps, each one the shape of a rosebud. 

“Oh, Olive, thank you. They are beautiful and such a pleasant fragrance. I will enjoy them, and they will most certainly remind me of you and your loving heart. I will pray for you each time I use them.”

Olive gulped, “I-I am s-so glad!” and broke down, sobbing.

Rose set the package aside. She sat on the edge of her bed, tugged Olive down next to her, and held her as she wept.

Eventually, Olive sniffed, “I am sorry, Miss Rose.”

“What precisely are you sorry for, my dear? Are you sorry for loving me, sweet Olive? Are you sorry that you will miss me when I am gone?”

“No!”

“Then there is nothing to be sorry for, is there?”

“But I . . . I am . . .”

“You are, perhaps, a little anxious about the future? Afraid, even?”

“Y-yes. How did you know?”

“Dear Olive, I have carried the burden of this ministry for thirteen years. I have an intimate acquaintance with fear. I have faced it daily.”

“Y-you have been afraid? No. You are the most serene person I know. I have never seen you fearful.”

“I, not fearful? Ah, but I have been. I have been afraid of failing our girls, of stumbling in my walk with the Lord and thus injuring them, of setting them a poor example of Christian maturity by not managing my own emotions when I am stressed or overtired. I have even been afraid I might inadvertently teach something contrary to Scripture or give ungodly advice.”

Rose’s fingertips touched Olive’s chin and turned Olive’s gaze to her own. “You and Sarah must be terrified, Olive.”

“I-I am. We are. Oh, dear. What are we to do, Miss Rose?”

Rose sighed and offered a tired smile. “Why, you must do exactly as I have done: pray well, pray diligently, and pray without ceasing. Then you must speak to your fear, ‘Oh, yes, Fear. I see you, you repugnant little liar. I know what you are and the black pit out of which you have crawled. Listen, Fear. My God has given me the courage and strength to do what he asks of me despite your threats and schemes.’”

“And then?”

“And then, Olive, you will do what frightens you, and you will do it with peace and dignity. Whatever the situation, our God will guide you through it. His word declares, Draw nigh to God and he will draw nigh to you. And Jesus promised, I will never leave thee, nor forsake thee. Jesus does not break his promises, you know. If you surrender daily to the Lord Jesus, he will see you safely through each day and its many obstacles.”

Someone whispered through the partly open doorway. “Miss Rose? May I join you?”

“Come in, Sarah. Yes, this is for you also.”

Sarah came and knelt by Rose. “I heard what you said. I also confess to being afraid. Will you pray for us, Miss Rose?”

Rose hugged her. “Certainly. But, if you do not mind, I will do so when we gather for breakfast and today’s devotions. We shall require a bit more time this morning, I think. Would you ask Marit to serve breakfast a quarter of an hour earlier and let the girls know to be on time?”

“Yes, Miss Rose.” 

Sarah stood, and Olive joined her. When the girls closed Rose’s door behind them, she returned to her journal entry and finished it. 

I entrust all of them to you, my God, even though my heart already misses and longs for them. Father, I ask you to lead and guide me this morning by your Holy Spirit. Please fill my mouth with your words to confirm Sarah as your chosen leader for this house, Olive as her strong right arm, and whoever else you add to them. I trust in you, Lord. Amen.
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WHEN THE HOUSE ASSEMBLED for breakfast that morning, Rose seated Sarah on her right and Olive on her left. The meal was quieter than usual, the conversation stilted, the girls watchful. Sarah’s husband, Bryan, had not joined them today either. He had left before breakfast to prepare for the early surgeries scheduled in his clinic. Billy, Marit, and their boys generally took breakfast in their cottage. 

When the meal was over and the dishes cleared away, Rose opened her Bible. The young women did the same.

“Our study this morning will be in Joshua 1, beginning in verse 1.” She read aloud,

“Now after the death of Moses 
the servant of the Lord 
it came to pass, 
that the Lord spake unto
Joshua the son of Nun, 
Moses’ minister, saying, 
Moses my servant is dead; 
now therefore arise, 
go over this Jordan, 
thou, and all this people, 
unto the land which I do give to them, 
even to the children of Israel.”
Rose smiled and looked around the table. Her gaze rested on each one long enough to receive a smile or a nod in return. 

“What I believe God’s word conveys to us this morning is this: When the Lord calls a leader away, he always has a plan for carrying on. No, I am neither Moses nor am I dead. Nevertheless, let us look into how the Lord handles the transition from one leader to the next. We recommence in verse 5 where the Lord continues speaking to Joshua. 

“There shall not any man 
be able to stand before thee 
all the days of thy life: 
as I was with Moses, 
so I will be with thee: 
I will not fail thee,
nor forsake thee.”
She stopped reading and waited until she again had everyone’s attention. “This is the Lord’s pattern. When he calls one leader away, he raises up another. From this day forward, Sarah is the leader of this house, and as the Lord has been with me, he will be with her. He will not fail Sarah; he will not fail you. He will not forsake Sarah nor will he forsake Palmer House. Do you see?”

Around the table, heads nodded, and eyes shifted to Sarah in acknowledgement. 

“Good. Now, let me say this: Change is not easy nor is it always pleasant. Sarah may do things differently than I have done them, but as the leader of this house, it is her prerogative, her choice. I would ask that you give her time and grace as she settles into this role. I would also ask you to pray for her daily. May I have your assurance that you will do those things?”

She looked to the young woman to the right of Sarah. “Hannah, dear, will you tell Sarah that you will pray for her, and will you give her your assurance that you will respect and support her?”

Hannah blushed at being singled out first, but she cleared her throat and replied, “Yes, Miss Rose.” She turned to Sarah. “Miss Sarah, I will pray for you and give you my respect and support. I . . . I will also give you my love and appreciation.” She choked a little. “I don’t know where I would be if it weren’t for Jesus, if Palmer House hadn’t been here . . .”

Sarah took Hannah’s hand. “Thank you, Hannah. We are so grateful the Lord brought you to us. I promise you my love and care in return.”

Around the table, each young woman pledged her prayers and support to Sarah, until they reached Olive on Rose’s left.

Olive smiled at Sarah. “You well know that I have seen this day coming from a long way off. I realized then that the Lord was grooming you for this moment, Miss Sarah. I will be honored to pray for you, support you, and assist you in any capacity you require.”

“Thank you, Olive. I shall lean upon you often.” 

Rose again spoke. “Very good, ladies. Now, let us return to our study. In the chapter we are reading, the Lord had several more things to say to Joshua when he appointed him leader. Some were specific to the situation they were in and perhaps do not apply to Palmer House. I believe his ending injunctions, however, are essential to every Christian, whether an acknowledged leader or not. Let us read verse 8.

“This book of the law 
shall not depart 
out of thy mouth; 
but thou shalt meditate 
therein day and night, 
that thou mayest observe 
to do according to all 
that is written therein: 
for then thou shalt make 
thy way prosperous, 
and then thou shalt have 
good success.
Rose then addressed Sarah. “Sarah, the success of Palmer House and your success as Palmer House’s leader will stand or fall on your diligence to both study and obey God’s word. This house is a sanctuary for lost souls. We have seen our great and mighty God work in marvelous and miraculous ways here. Why? Because we placed the Lord’s word first in all we do.”

Her remarks shifted to everyone at the table. “We declare that Palmer House is not a program, a social experiment, or a reformatory. It is none of those things, for programs and human efforts cannot remake and restore a broken life. Rather, this house is the footstool of Jesus Christ, the Savior of the world. When we kneel before him and surrender our everything—he, in response to our contrition, forgives our sins, heals our hearts, and makes us brand new. As Scripture proclaims, 

“Therefore, 
if any man be in Christ, 
he is a new creature: 
old things are passed away; 
behold, all things 
are become new.
“This is the very essence of the gospel and the message we preach: If any woman be in Christ, she is a new creation. What she was, is gone—utterly washed away by the blood of Christ. Through the redemption of the cross, the power of Christ’s resurrection, and the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit, we are changed.”

Rose took Sarah’s hand and stared into her eyes. “You must never stray from the miraculous, transforming message of the gospel, Sarah. I charge you, therefore, with the words of Joshua 1:9:

“Be strong 
and of a good courage; 
be not afraid, 
neither be thou dismayed: 
for the Lord thy God 
is with thee 
whithersoever thou goest.
“Surrender all doubts to the Father and give no place or foothold to fear, Sarah. Will you do these things? Will you cling steadfastly to God’s word? Will you preach the unadulterated Good News and walk in courage, refusing fear an entry to your life?”

Sarah lifted her chin. With tears coursing down her cheeks, she declared, “I will. With the Lord’s help, I will.”

“Olive, you have pledged yourself to be Sarah’s assistant. Will you also promise to do these things?”

“I will, Miss Rose.”

“Thank you, Olive.” Rose stood. “Will all of you please stand and pray with me?” 

The women at the table stood to join Rose. 

Rose placed her hands on Sarah’s shoulders. “O Lord God, we believe that you have called Sarah to this position. We ask that you now instill in Sarah the confidence of this calling and that you pour your Holy Spirit upon and through her as she takes up her duties this day. We ask that you fill her with grace, love, kindness, faith, and patience, as you set her apart for service to you. Please grant her your wisdom and discretion, O Lord, to meet every difficult situation.”

Rose turned and placed her hands on Olive’s shoulders. “Father, Olive has committed herself to be Sarah’s assistant, her Caleb to Sarah’s Joshua. We ask that you give Olive eyes to see Sarah’s needs so that she might undergird Sarah’s leadership. We ask that you give her wisdom to counsel Sarah when she is faced with difficult choices. We ask that you give her the courage to speak truth to Sarah when she falters—for she is human and will surely have her struggles, too.”

Rose then took Olive’s hand on her left and Sarah’s hand on her right. Around the table, the others joined hands until the circle was complete. 

“Father, today I leave this house, this home I love so dearly. You have called me away, and I must obey you. 

“I am seventy-four years old, and I believe that the work you entrusted to me thirteen years ago should now pass to Sarah and Olive. By your grace, Lord God, they are ready to assume this great and wonderful responsibility. I pray you make them fruitful branches in your kingdom, always abiding in the vine, Christ Jesus. As for me, this part of my life is done. Now, I will go with Joy and her family to Chicago. I will pour what love, strength, and time I have left into Joy, Edmund, and their children. 

“I thank you, Lord, for every heart gathered around this table. May our fellowship in Christ never be broken—for I cherish each one.” 

Rose’s voice quivered. “In the name of Jesus we pray. Amen.”

The heartfelt replies that echoed through Palmer House’s dining room were “Amen” and “Yes, Lord.”
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ISAAC AND BREONA HAD asked if they might drive Rose to the train and see her off. So had Mei-Xing and her husband. The last offer had come from Mason and Tabitha following dinner the night before. Rose had declined them all, but Tabitha’s request had been the most difficult to refuse. 

“It will be easier this way,” Rose murmured, watching Tabitha’s hope crumble. “Let us say our goodbyes now, so that if I weep, I weep here, and will not embarrass us both in public.”

Tabitha nodded, but she had not been able to hide the sadness that crept over her face and into her voice. “I understand.” She blinked hard. “But it is an agony to let you go. I owe so much to you, Rose. I-I will never forget you.”

“Nor I, you.” 

Tabitha sniffed. Her voice wavered. “Until we meet again?”

With Tabitha, Rose felt she could be completely candid. “On that great and glorious day, when we meet before the throne of grace. Until then, Tabitha.”
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THE GIRLS OF THE HOUSE were gone. They had readied themselves to leave for their respective places of employment following breakfast, and Rose had stood at the door enfolding each one in her arms a last time before they departed. 

The driver of the hired car that would convey Rose to Union Station climbed the steps to Palmer House’s front door and dropped the heavy knocker to announce his arrival. Rose’s trunk and suitcases waited in the foyer. Her valise rested next to it. Her coat and handbag hung nearby. 

It was time to go.

While Billy and the driver carried her luggage to the car, Rose said her last farewells. She embraced Sarah. She turned to Olive and hugged her. 

That left only Marit.

“Dear Marit,” Rose whispered into her ear, determined not to break down, but on the verge of losing that battle.

“Ach, I know, Miss Rose. Vit all these changes are many goodbyes—and yet I am remembering so clearly the day ven I first met you, ven you and Joy stepped off the train in Corinth. It vas cold and vindy that day. Breona and I ver on the siding, selling coffee, cakes, and pepparkakor to passengers.”

Rose grew still as she pictured the scene Marit described. 

“And I remember, too, vat you said to us the next morn ven you opened your Bible, ja? You asked of Joy, ‘Haf you studied the new birth yet, Joy?’ Vas the first time I hear you talk of being born again—and, oh! How my heart opened like a flower that day. I vill never forget.”

“You came to Jesus not long after, didn’t you?”

“Ja, not long, and I vill be forever grateful to him.”

“We had no idea then what adventures in faith were before us, did we?”

“No, and I vould not trade a moment of them, Miss Rose.”

“Nor I, dear Marit.”

Marit kissed Rose’s cheek. “God go vit you, Miss Rose.”

With a last hug, Rose sniffed back her tears, picked up her valise and coat, and marched out the front door of Palmer House. As she closed the door behind her, she paused and turned to the sign mounted next to the door. 

She touched her fingertips to the letters embossed there: Lost Are Found. She bowed her head and whispered, “Lord, I trust you to bring our lost lamb home to us, just as I trust you to guide him to faith in you. In all things, I trust you.”

Rose turned away and trod on leaden legs down the long walkway to where Billy and the car waited by the curb. 

Billy tugged off his cap and fiddled with it. “Me and Marit and the boys are gonna miss you somethin’ fierce, Miss Rose.”

Rose cupped his cheek in her hand. “I shall miss all of you also. You are a faithful man of God, dear Billy, and I treasure your friendship.” 

The driver opened the rear door of the car for her. As she turned to step into the car, something pulled her gaze back to the house. Sarah, Olive, and Marit stood on the front porch. They waved to her, and she lifted her hand to them. 

It is unlikely that I shall ever return to this place, Lord God, but I am certain that your Holy Spirit shall abide in this house for generations to come. By your Spirit, O God, you will, in accordance with your divine purposes, fulfill all your promises. 

For that assurance, I am most grateful. 
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Chapter 3
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THE HIRED CAR PULLED to a curb near a line of porters waiting to check luggage and trunks for departing passengers. Rose’s driver helped her from the rear seat. Her legs seemed a bit shaky, so she steadied herself against the car’s fender as he retrieved her valise and handed it to her. 

A porter towing a large cart approached, and Rose showed him her ticket. He offered Rose a scribbled claim check and took charge of her trunk and suitcases. After tipping the driver and the porter, Rose began moving toward the station’s main entrance. 

Union Station, always a busy place, was no different today. Inside the terminal, tumult reigned. The sheer chaos of its traffic and commerce assaulted Rose’s senses—raised voices echoed and bounced off the cavernous ceiling, hundreds of passengers rushed this way and that, long lines queued up to the ticket booths, and passengers pushed and shoved to reach the boards that announced the scheduled arrivals and departures. 

Rose took several deep breaths before plunging into the melee. She sought a place before the big board on the wall that listed departing trains, their departure times, and their boarding platforms. As those nearest the board found the information they sought, they peeled away, and those behind them jostled forward. After several attempts, Rose was close enough to peruse the board. She checked her ticket against the listings and, having ascertained and double-checked the correct platform for her train, eased her way out of the knotted crowd. 

Safely away from pushing, shoving bodies, and with the number of her departure gate in mind, Rose searched the signs pointing passengers to the station’s several railways and many boarding platforms. At the same time, she glanced at the large clock at the center of the terminal. 

Just then, a young man pushed by her. His movement jostled her arm and spun her partway around. As Rose sought to keep her balance, she stretched out one arm, and her handbag dropped to the dirty terminal floor.

The man did not slow. “Beg your pardon,” the man tossed over his shoulder. 

Rose regained her balance and stooped to recover her handbag. 

The time! 

As her eyes again sought the clock, a flush of anxiety bloomed in her chest. She pushed it down. I have plenty of time. I need not worry. She again located the arrows that pointed toward her platform. 

“Ah, yes. I should go that way, I believe.” She spoke aloud yet could scarcely hear her words over the echoing station noise. 

And as she set off in what she hoped was the right direction, her footsteps stuttered. She stopped abruptly, and tried to blink away the sudden, odd sensation that came over her, the awareness of how alone, amid so many rushing, bustling people, she was. 

I have felt this way before, have I not? She frowned. But it was long ago, when I boarded another train. By myself.

A dusty, frayed recollection flickered in the back of her mind. The haze over it fluttered as if tossed by a breeze, then dissipated. The scene in her memory came slowly into focus. It was timeworn, but oddly vivid. 
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“I HAVE BEEN THINKING about a trip, Tom—as you suggested—but I do not wish to trouble you and Abby to accompany me right now. You are busy at the office, and Abby is expecting and, well, you do not need to come. I will just go by myself.”

“By yourself? Where do you have in mind? The seashore? That might be all right, but why don’t we come along? You know, just for company, hey? I can get away—hang the office anyway.” 

“Tom, dear, you do not fool me, you know. You have worked too hard building your clientele to take a leave of absence at present. Besides, I want to go alone. No, listen, please. I have quite made up my mind. I have my reasons, too. All I can say is that it is a kind of pilgrimage.”

“Pilgrimage? Like a religious trip?”

“Well, yes, something like that.”

“Can you not tell me where you’re going? I am sorry, Rose; I don’t wish to see you do anything dangerous . . . or foolish.”

“Thank you, dearest of brothers. I won’t be foolish, I promise.”

“Sis, I know this change of scenery will be good for you . . . only don’t be gone too long, Rosie. What I mean is . . . you will be coming back, won’t you?”

“I promise I will do what I believe is best for me. My trip is on a train . . . west.”
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ROSE murmured aloud, “Oh, Tom.”

Her younger brother, his “little brother” grin, his curling brown hair, his manly concern for her welfare. He had passed away five years back at the age of sixty-five, but in her mind, he would always be her little brother, young, teasing, mischievous, full of life. 

“I was thirty-three years old,” Rose whispered. “Newly a widow, raw with mourning my husband and children. Seeking solace . . . seeking you, Lord God. And you found me. You healed my broken heart. Restored my soul.”

A sigh from the deepest part of her being found its way to her mouth. “How faithful you have been to me since that day, my God.”

She stood there a little longer, amazed and grateful. Taking a deep breath, she continued on her way. 

The signs and arrows led her first across the breadth of the great terminal. As she walked, Rose took in shoeshine stands, flower stalls, coffee vendors, and the boys shouting headlines as they hawked newspapers. When she reached the far side of the terminals, the signs directed her down an immense, domed hallway. A tunnel. Far ahead, she spied daylight. 

Rose emerged from semidarkness onto a roofed but open-sided platform that extended many yards to her left and right. Directly ahead, across the breadth of the platform, her train waited, its engines idling and belching black smoke. Coalmen, engineers, conductors, and porters raced up and down the platform. Rose stared down the length of the train, trying to count the number of cars following the engines, but the track curved away, preventing her from seeing the rest of the train. 

She turned her eyes to the platform and the crowd assembling there. Everywhere she looked, Rose noted a thin patina of coal dust. It coated the platform’s planks and the lines of benches where passengers might sit. When she glanced down to her boots, a light dust swirled around them. 

“Goodness. Wouldn’t Breona fuss.”

Not many minutes after she reached her platform, the O’Dells arrived. From behind her, she heard the delighted crows of two young children: “Grandma Rose! Grandma Rose!” A little late to the party, but not willing to be left out, their younger brother, Luke, age two, screeched his greeting. “Grama Ro! Grama Ro!”

In a matter of seconds, the three boys threw their arms—and all their momentum—about her legs while trampling on her toes. Her son-in-law reached Rose and grabbed her arm just in time to save her from being toppled. 

Rose laughed. “Thank you, Edmund. For a moment, I was quite certain we would all end up in a heap.”

Edmund O’Dell chuckled. “I confess, I feared the same.” 

Without releasing his steadying hold on her arm, he marshalled his troop of boys. “Matthew, Jacob, Luke? Please give Grandma Rose some room. You may hug her when we are on the train, sitting down. Yes, stand beside me. That is better.” 

He nodded toward Rose. “May I carry your valise, Mother?”

“You have already checked your things through to RiverBend?” Rose asked. 

O’Dell laughed again. “You mean our five trunks and four suitcases? Yes, we safely relinquished them to an army of porters. I declare, shifting a family across the country is no mean feat.”

He released Rose, hoisted up little Luke, took Rose’s valise in his other hand, and called to Matthew and Jacob. “Come, boys. Let us help Mama.”

Joy stood waiting where the boys had abandoned her for Rose. She carried Roseanne in her arms; a sizeable valise waited at her feet. 

“Good morning, Mama.”

Rose kissed Joy’s cheek and peered at the baby. “How is our darling girl?”

“She appears to be sleeping through all the noise and commotion. I pray she will not wail all night while other passengers on the train are trying to sleep.”

Joy lifted her chin as a loud voice shouted, “Aaaaall aboard! Aaaaall aboard!”

O’Dell turned. “That is for us.” He led the way, Luke in one arm. Matthew and Jacob, each holding to one of their father’s trouser pockets, hopped along beside him like excited little crickets. Joy and Rose followed close behind them.

A conductor glanced at their tickets and pointed them to their car. Another helped them climb the steps. The two older boys, wide-eyed and silent, glued themselves to the back of O’Dell’s legs as he navigated the aisle toward their assigned seats. When he located them, he directed Jacob to sit on one seat and deposited Luke opposite him, then turned to assist Rose and Joy. Their large party took up three bench seats. Joy and Jacob sat facing O’Dell and Luke. Matthew joined Rose to take the third bench, back to back with O’Dell.

Matthew and Jacob pressed their faces to the windows. They jabbered across the seats to each other and pointed out the many strange sights parading beneath their scrutiny, while Luke huddled against his father’s side, quite overwhelmed. 

When the train began to move, Matthew and Jacob stilled, captivated by the wonders gliding by. Even Luke, when O’Dell held him up to the window, knelt on the seat, his face pressed to the glass, utterly absorbed.

Rose glanced behind her. Joy smiled back. 

They were on their way.
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THE TUMULT OF DEPARTURE eased, and the novelty of the moving train eventually wore off. Rose took the baby from Joy, and Matthew joined his parents. The three boys, after watching with rapt fascination out the windows for hours, yawned and leaned their heads against their mother or laid themselves on the knees of their father and nodded off to the rhythmic clatter of the train’s wheels on the tracks. Joy, too, dozed.

Rose, with baby Roseanne in her arms, watched the scenery pass by, yet her thoughts ranged far beyond what her eyes took in. 

I am glad Uli, David, and their children came down from Corinth last week to say goodbye. We had a good visit, unrushed by so many other goodbyes. I hope our stay in RiverBend will allow for ample personal time with those whom I hold dear. 

O’Dell turned in his seat and said softly, “A penny for your thoughts, Mother.”

Rose met his gaze and smiled. “I am thinking of RiverBend. Thank you again, Edmund, for agreeing to the detour and for your generosity. I asked for a few days, but you have granted me closer to two weeks.”

His dark eyes danced. “How could I do otherwise? I would have risked marital mayhem had I denied your request. Joy’s heart longs to see her brother, his family, her cousins, and the family’s many friends again, too. Does your heart long for this any less than hers?”

“No, nor could it. I thank you, nonetheless. If I am to uproot myself to a strange place one last time, this hiatus in RiverBend will lessen the sting.” 

“There is another reason I extended our stay in RiverBend.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. You have labored under a great burden of responsibility for a long time, Mother. In all those years, did you ever take a single extended holiday? I think not.”

She chuckled. “Farmers do not take vacations, Edmund—or rarely do, in any case. At heart, I am still a farmer’s wife. Besides, I could hardly leave the girls of Palmer House without adequate leadership, could I? Their healing and growth depended on spiritual stability.”

“And now?”

“I am confident that they will find the leadership they require in Sarah.”

“Good, because when we arrive in RiverBend, it is my hope and wish that you relax, that you begin to take life easier. That you enjoy yourself among your family and friends. I wish you to be happy, Mother. Happy and content.”

She smiled. “You are a good son to me, Edmund. Thank you. I love you dearly.”

Rose saw the welling moisture he tried to blink away. She was quick to apologize. “I am sorry, dear Edmund. I did not mean to—”

“No, please; I’m fine.” He shrugged. “I’m just wondering how in the world I won the greatest lottery in history—a wife and children I adore—and a mother-in-law who loves me as her own.”

“Not luck. The blessings of God himself.”

He nodded. “Don’t I know it? How could I forget how lost I was, how hard my heart was not many years ago? I thank the Lord for his mercy every morning.”
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THE TRAIN CHUGGED SLOWLY down the mountains and onto the plains. Normally, a journey by train from Denver to Chicago would have taken less than two days. They called such a train a “through” express because it stopped only at significant cities along its route and roared on past lesser municipalities. RiverBend, as only a sleepy prairie township, no longer rated daily train service. 

Travel time on this “milk run,” as it was termed, was elongated as the train diverted from the main route and paused at lesser destinations along the way—taking on a few passengers and minor freight, livestock, or produce—at each juncture. 

The weekly “special” was now the only train that served RiverBend. This first leg of Rose and the O’Dells’ journey would last until early afternoon the following day, and it boasted no sleeping compartments for the night ahead.

Joy fed her family lunch and dinner with sandwiches and fruit from the large valise she carried. When evening fell, she and O’Dell bedded down the boys for the night. Joy gave up her seat for Matthew and Jacob and joined Rose. Luke slept curled beside O’Dell. The three adults passed a miserable night nodding and catching what sleep they could manage.
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Chapter 4
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IN A HAIL OF CINDERS and to the grating screech of protesting metal against metal, the engine braked repeatedly until the cars it pulled slowed and, in jarring fits, the train came to a stop at RiverBend’s small “station.” It was no more than a simple siding with a small freight office where passengers could also buy tickets. 

Joy and O’Dell were ready. Joy had washed the boys’ faces and dampened their hair. Then she tended to her own hair and clothes and repacked her valise. O’Dell took each boy in turn and ran a comb through his hair. Then he tidied them up, pulling up socks and retying shoes where needed.

Rose, too, was ready. She had washed her face and brushed out her hair, braiding it, then twisting and pinning it as she did each morning at the base of her neck. She felt the lack of sleep from the night before in her aching neck and shoulders, but nothing could curb the excitement she felt as she peered from the window, hoping to catch sight of someone dear. 

At last, the conductor opened the doors and shouted, “RiverBend! RiverBend! Thirty minute stop only. Thirty minutes!”

O’Dell gestured for Rose to go first. She picked up her handbag and valise and, on legs unsteady from too much sitting, staggered down the aisle to the end of the car. The conductor standing at the bottom of the steps reached out his hand to help her
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