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Polly Esther Olson sat in the afternoon sun on her front porch, her mending forgotten in her hand as she watched Bruno Sparak following Janine Williams down the street. The handsome, young man carried his hat in his hands, his close-cropped, raven black curls exposed to a cold winter’s sun. 

Polly shook her head, making the loose bun of gray hair on her head wobble, as she pushed her rocking chair into motion with a toe. “That boy’s in for a world of hurtin’,” she postulated to no one. 

The old woman’s blue eyes continued to follow the lean, young man as he trailed the swishing red locks of the woman whose pert nose was nearly scraping the wide blue yonder. Janine Williams was the banker’s daughter and used to having her own way. She was an only child, pretty as a picture, but spoiled tremendously. 

“What ya doin,’ Ma?” her husband George asked, stepping out of the house and squinting into the bright day. 

Polly tipped her head in the direction of her quarry. 

“Oh, Bruno again huh?” George moved around in front of his wife and took the rocking chair next to hers. “That boy sure is persistent.” 

“That’s one way of looking at it,” Polly agreed. 

“Uh oh,” George’s words made Polly look up from where she was turning her mending right side in. “They’s at her house now.” 

“Her pa’ll be home, since it is Saturday,” Polly added. 

Along the street, the dark-haired young man and the fiery-haired girl stood before a fine house, its wide veranda surrounded with pretty shrubs. 

“There he is.” George pointed as the door of the house opened and a portly man stepped out. 

Together the older couple watched as Janine flounced into the house and her father confronted her companion. 

“I told you before and I mean it,” Mr. Williams voiced echoed along the quiet street, “You will never be allowed to court my daughter.” With a final nod, he turned entered the house, slamming the door in the young man’s face. 

“I’ll fetch the coffee,” George said. “You got any more of them sugar cookies?” his dark eyes sparkled with hope.                

“In the pink flour tin,” Polly replied, eyeing the jacket pocket she had sewn back onto one of George’s coats, before spreading the warm garment over her knees. It was unseasonably warm for a week in February, but it never hurt to keep snug. 

“Hello Bruno,” she called cheerfully as the young man, head hung low, walked along the far side of the street. 

“Ms. Polly,” he greeted, tipping his hat politely. 

“George is bringin’ some cookies and coffee out, why don’t you stop and sit a spell?” Polly offered, her eyes kind.               

“I ain’t very good company today, Ms. Polly,” Bruno admitted, his dark blue eyes flashing with frustration. 

“You insultin’ my cooking?” Polly asked with a cheeky smile. 

Bruno’s lips tugged up at the corners and he shook his head. “No ma’am ain’t no one cooks like you. I’d be right pleased to sit a spell with ya.” Looking both ways first, Bruno stepped into the dusty street and crossed to her stoop. 

“You sit right there,” Polly pointed at George’s chair. “George might be a spell. He likes to eat an extra cookie before he brings the lot. He thinks I don’t know, so I pretend I don’t.” 

Bruno took the seat with a chuckle. “How long you and George been married, Ms. Polly?” the young man asked, straightening his faded denims and looking toward the banker’s house. 

“George and I’ve been married thirty-four years,” Polly offered, her eyes full of light. 

“You thinkin’ of getting hitched?” Polly rocked her chair smoothly, following his gaze toward the white house down the street 

“It ain’t likely. I’m not good enough for no one in this town.” His voice was bitter. 

“Oh, hello Bruno,” George said, joining them. “I thought I heard another voice, so’s I brought an extra cup,” he grinned, winking at Polly on the sly. 

“Thank you, sir,” Bruno started to stand. 

“You just sit there, son. I’ll pull up the peach crate, it’s better for my back anyways,” the old man said, placing a tray on a small stand and taking up a cup. 

“It’s a mighty pretty day,” Polly commented casually as she offered Bruno a cookie. 

“Yes, Ma’am,” he replied without heart. 

“Ya know George,” Polly continued, “I been thinking about what story I might tell at the Valentine’s party this year.” 

“You don’t say,” George mused, sipping his coffee, “Why don’t ya tell me and Bruno about it and we’ll see if we like it.” He grinned at Bruno, as sly gleam in his eye. 

“Let me see now if’n I can remember it.” Polly adjusted the coat across her lap and tapped her lips with a finger. “I heard it a long time ago, ya see.” 

Closing her eyes, the old woman began to speak as she set her chair to a steady cadence. 

“A long, long time ago there was this fella,” she began her eyes still closed, “he was a wealthy fella with lots of money and servants and the like and he had two daughters.” 

Polly sipped her coffee, settling into her tale, her blue eyes gazing off toward the high pass of the Rocky Mountains that towered over the town. 

“Now one of them girls was as sweet as pie, ya see, she was kind and all the fellas loved her and wanted to court her in the worst possible way.” 

Bruno set up straight in his seat, making the old rocker creak, and he blushed under his swarthy tan at the distraction. 

“Did her pa let them fellas come courtin’?” 

“Oh my no,” Polly replied. “You see, he had another daughter. This daughter was the oldest and by tradition she needed to wed first.” 

Bruno looked at George questioningly, but the older man only shrugged, so he did not interrupt. 

“The problem was there weren’t one fella anywhere who wanted ta court this girl.” 

“Was she ugly?” Bruno asked, his eyes knowing. 

“No, no, she was a right pretty girl and when she got married her pa’d give her husband some money and some land and such to get them started with.” 

“She sounds like a catch ta me,” George said, hiding his grin behind his coffee cup. 

“What was wrong with her then?” Bruno asked. “You’d think fellas would like a pretty girl with a good dowry an’ all.” 

“The trouble with this other girl was that she was just plain mean,” Polly continued, giving both men a hard glare for their interruptions. “She was always fighting with the servants, and never liked nothin’ no one got her. She especially hated her sister ‘cause all the beaus were interested in her. 

“Well she shouldn’t have been so mean and then some of them mighta’ cottoned to her,” Bruno stated. “No one wants to be with a mean woman,” he added, missing the quick glance George shot at Polly, who shook her head. 

“I reckon she was so used to getting’ her own way,” Polly began again, “that nothin’ ever seemed good enough for her. It was getting’ mighty tough on her pa though, seein’ how he had fella’s left and right wantin’ to marry the younger girl. So, he come up with a plan.” 

She looked at her audience, judging their reactions and noting how they both leaned forward a bit in anticipation. 

“This fella decided that he’d make his oldest girl’s dowry so sweet that someone would come along and take her off his hands, lettin’ his other, sweeter daughter get married and be happy.” 

George and Bruno nodded as if this all made perfect sense. 

“One day a fella come to town to make his fortune and visit an old friend. His friend told him a fortune was to be had if he could marry the harpy folks called Kate. And by gum, that fella decided he’d look the girl over,” Polly continued. “He went a callin’ and he run that girl round and got her so riled up she didn’t know if she was saying yes or no, so’s when her pa asked how they was getting’ on the young man said they liked each other so well they wanted to be married that very week.” 

“Sounds like some places I know of here abouts,” George added sagely, “seems nowadays folks is sure in an all fired hurry to get hitched.” 

“Hush, George Olson and let me finish,” Polly chided. “That young man went on home to get ready but pretty soon he come back and he looked a right mess. He had an old horse, and his clothes was old and not very nice.” 

Polly grinned at the confusion on the men’s faces, but did not pause. “Well that made this Kate girl madder than a wet hen, but while she was spluttering he dragged her to the preacher and they got hitched, then he tossed her on his horse and plum rode off, not even staying for the wedding supper.” 

“And her pa stood for that?” Bruno’s eyes were wide with disbelief. 

“Well every pa’s different, I guess, and he’d had his hands full with that girl for a long time,” Polly said. “Later he brung her back, but not before he took her home to his place.” 

“And they fell in love?” Bruno asked hopefully. 

“No, they had a rough few days. Ya see that fella thought that his little Kate was pretty special in her own way. I mean she was smart and strong, and determined, she just wasn’t nice to no one.” 

“The first night he kept her up all night carrying on about how their bed weren’t good enough for her. He threw the blankets out and stomped and stormed and threatened his serving men.” 

“That don’t sound right,” Bruno said. “A groom is supposed to be loving and kind. He should woo his bride proper like.” 

“Maybe if you have a proper bride,” Polly said, waving a hand impatiently. “Then this fella wouldn’t let that girl eat nothing. He said that the food was so bad he wouldn’t want her to eat none in case she was to get sick.” 

“The men that worked for him was pretty sure the groom had gone plum loco, but little by little that girl realized that she’d been pretty rotten to everyone around her, just like her new husband was bein’ on her behalf.” 

“So, she fell in love with him ‘because he was lookin’ out for her?” Again, Bruno’s midnight eyes were full of hope. 

“Let me finish,” Polly groused, flapping a hand at him impatiently. 

“Finally, after Kate had settled down a mite, this fella decided to go back to visit Kate’s pa, and have that wedding supper. On the way, Kate started thinkin’ how her new husband had been lookin’ out for her so hard, and how he must be tired and such, so maybe she should be a little more agreeable.” 

Bruno smiled, nodding as he waited for the true love part. 

“He didn’t make it easy on her though, even told her the sun was the moon and threatened to go home again, unless she agreed.” 

“Did she?” 

“She did, but then he told her she was plumb crazy, cause everyone could see it was the moon, and that’s when she realized how unreasonable she’d been, how hurtful and mean-spirited.” 

“Did he tell her he loved her then?” 

“No, they went on to the wedding supper and you know, by the time
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