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Dedication
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This book is for

Lena Frank,

who told me,

“Ida has to go to high school!”




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

    Author’s Note

Glossary of 1920s Flapper Slang

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher



One

[image: image]

AS FAR AS Ida Bidson was concerned, it was the most exciting day in her fourteen years of life: she was about to leave for high school.

It was September 13, 1925, a bright and chilly Sunday morning, when she stepped out of her log cabin home, high among Colorado’s Elkhead Mountains. Her sun-rosy face, with hazel eyes and a snub nose, had been scrubbed tingling clean with cold water.

She was wearing a long gray dress her mother had made and a tan cloth coat (store-bought) with an added sheep-wool collar. On her feet were ankle-high, scuffed work shoes. Her long brown hair was braided, the two strands tied off with faded blue ribbons. Ma had fastened them with great care. In Ida’s hand was Pa’s battered cardboard suitcase. A knotted length of rope kept it closed.

The night before, Ida had said farewell to the chickens and to Snooker, their old horse; patted a few sheep heads (her family ran a sheep ranch); rubbed the ears of Teddy, their sheepdog; and scratched the rump of Bluebell, their milk cow. Since it had been Ida’s chore to do the daily milking and feeding, she thought of Bluebell as her cow.

Now, as much as she loved them, she couldn’t wait to say goodbye to her human family.

She nuzzled baby Shelby. “Be good,” she told him, and when she kissed his fat cheeks he smiled at her, a wet bubble on his pouty pink lips. Next, she gave a rough hair rumple to her seven-year-old brother, Felix. “Don’t let Pa and Ma do all my chores,” she told him.

“I won’t,” he promised.

“Be extra nice to Bluebell.”

“I will.”

“Say hello to everyone at school.”

“We have a new teacher.”

“Tough on you,” Ida said with a grin.

Finally, Ma and Ida hugged.

“I’m going to miss you a lot,” Ma whispered into her ear.

“I’ll write,” Ida said with a smile so wide her face hurt. “And I’ll be home for the midterm holiday in November.”

“I hope so,” said Ma. “Winter is coming, and the car has no side windows. It’s a long drive.” Reluctant to let her daughter go, she gave Ida another hug. “It’s a huge thing you’re doing, going away to school. Just be yourself, love. You’ll do fine.”

“I will. I promise.”

Pa was already in their Model T Ford, its motor growling steadily after a couple of backfires. Now he squeezed the rubber bulb on the horn attached to the outside of the car. It sounded like a honking goose with a sore throat. “Need to get a move on, Ida,” he called. “You’re expected.”

Ida put the old suitcase behind the seat and climbed in next to Pa. As soon as she pulled the door shut, Felix dashed forward and stood by the side. “Goodbye, goodbye, goodbye,” he chanted.

As Ida laughed, Pa worked the Ford’s multiple clutch peddles, adjusted the throttle, and released the brake. When the car lurched forward, Ida bent around, took one last look back at Ma, and waved.

“Goodbye, goodbye, goodbye,” Felix called as he ran alongside the car, which was bouncing down the driveway. Falling behind, he stopped and yelled, “Goodbye, goodbye, goodbyyyyye!”

As the car swung onto the dirt road that led into the valley, Ida looked through the cracked windshield at the mountaintops that walled in her world. The summit of Sand Mountain was already sparkling with snow. On the other side, Hahns Peak loomed high. By the road, spruce, lodgepole pine, and aspen trees—the aspen with some early golden leaves—were lined up as if to salute her. About a mile from home, they went by seven battered mailboxes used by local families. It was like crossing a border.

Ida took a deep breath. “At last!” she said. “I’m going to Steamboat Springs.” It came out as pure joy. But then, since her last day at her one-room school back in May, it felt like it had taken forever for summer to pass.

Not wanting to wait a moment more, and though she knew the answer, she asked, “How long will it take to get there?”

“Steamboat?” said Pa. “Same as always.”

“It’s too long,” Ida complained cheerfully, wishing she were closer.

Pa said, “Be glad it’s not snowing.”

As they went along the twisty road, now and again Ida saw a house and pictured the people who lived in it. “I feel sorry for everybody who has to stay up here,” she said.

“Oh, I’m guessing we’ll manage okay,” Pa said lightly.

Five miles on, they passed the one-room schoolhouse where Ida had been a student for seven years and then, for the final six weeks of her last term, the secret teacher. Though that was four months ago, she felt wistful. “I loved being a teacher,” she said.

“Hard, though,” Pa reminded her.

“Made me want to be a real teacher.”

“Worth it, then.”

“They’ve hired a new teacher,” Ida informed Pa. “She’s only nineteen. From Wyoming. Guess what?”

“What?”

“They have a lady governor in Wyoming. The first in America.”

“You going to do that for Colorado?”

“Teacher first,” Ida said with a big smile.

“Good plan,” said Pa. But after a few silent moments, he said, “There is something you need to know. We love you wanting to be a teacher. And you sure showed you could do it. But you wouldn’t be going to high school without Miss Sedgewick having invited you to board with her in town.”

Miss Sedgewick was the Routt County inspector of one-room schoolhouses who had discovered Ida’s secret school and let the students continue so they could take their year-end exams. Impressed with Ida, she had offered a place in her house—for free—so Ida could attend high school in Steamboat.

“Steamboat is the nearest high school you could go to,” continued Pa. “But your ma checked; these days room and board in town runs from six to fourteen dollars a week. I don’t think we could have managed that. Thought we’d do better this year. But farms and ranches up here are not doing well.”

“I thought we were okay,” Ida said.

“Were, at first. But farm prices have slid everywhere. The other thing, love, is the jobs you do, the cow, chickens, helping with the sheep, and all the rest. We’ll miss you doing that. Worth it if you do well, though. So, your new chores are to get on with Miss Sedgewick and earn good grades.”

“I know,” said Ida. “And high school is going to be harder than my old school. Like taking Latin. Why do I need that?”

“No idea.”

“I don’t even know where Latin is,” Ida said. “In that letter Miss Sedgewick wrote me, she said I’ll have to take five different classes. Including some kind of mathematics called algebra. Miss Fletcher was good at teaching all our subjects, but she never taught much math. And in Steamboat, each class has a different teacher. That’ll be new.”

“You’re a quick study, love. Won’t take you long to start finding out how smart you are. All I’m saying,” said Pa, “is if you want to stay in school, make sure you do well. And doing well won’t have anything to do with luck. You’ve heard me say it often enough: work, not wishes, whips the job. So, work hard.”

“I will. Promise.”

“Costs lots to run a school,” Pa continued. “They need to know you’re a good student so they’ll continue to welcome you. Sorry to say it, but this may be your best chance.”

“Chance for what?”

“Everything.”

“What if I can’t do it?”

“You’ll be milking Bluebell till you’re eighty.”

Ida laughed. “Then I’ll study till my brains turn purple.”

“Purple sounds right.”

“Pa, what’s the best thing about high school?”

“Don’t know. Never went.”

“How come?”

“Back in Nebraska, where I grew up, we didn’t have much schooling nearby.”

“You sorry you couldn’t go?”

“Didn’t have a choice. But I’ve tried to mind what my father always told me: ‘Use what you have, or you’ll wind up having nothing.’”

“Pa, I’m only fourteen.”

“Guess what’s the fastest-moving thing in the world.”

“What?”

“Time.”

Ida was quiet as they continued to bounce along the rough road. Then she said, “Sometimes Steamboat seems far away.”

“Twenty miles. If you had to, you could walk it. And you’ve visited often enough.”

“Routt County is pretty big, though,” said Ida. “Did you know it was named after John Long Routt, who was governor of Colorado? Twice. And the mayor of Denver. And guess what? Routt County is bigger than the whole state of Rhode Island! Learned all that when we studied Colorado.”

“Always love it when you share your facts,” said Pa with a smile.

“How big is Steamboat Springs?”

“About thirteen hundred people.”

“How many live in Elk Valley?” Elk Valley, where they lived, wasn’t a proper town but rather a spread-out township.

“Not certain,” said Pa. “These days, maybe fifty.”

“It’ll be strange living where I don’t know anyone,” Ida said.

“You know Miss Sedgewick. You and your ma visited her home, where you’ll be staying.”

“But I don’t know her very well. Why do you think she isn’t married?”

“No idea. But she sure has taken a shine to you. Shouldn’t be hard to get along with her.”

“Wish Tom was going to school in Steamboat.” Tom was Ida’s best friend from the one-room schoolhouse they had attended together.

“What made him decide not to?”

“He found a high school in Denver where they’re willing to teach him all about that radio while he has regular classes.”

“Nice for him. I’m guessing radio is going to be big.”

“Think we’ll ever get one?”

“One of these days. Not sure we could get a signal up here yet. Hopefully, we’ll have electricity soon. Then a telephone.”

“Will Felix be able to do all my chores?”

“He’s getting bigger and stronger every day. He’s a hard worker. Just do your job, we’ll do ours.”

After a long silence, Ida said, “Sometimes I kind of feel bad about going off and leaving everyone.”

“Ida, love, as I’ve said, your ma and I never had the chance to get much schooling. Things are different from the time we were your age. Everything is modern. Old ways won’t work. You even need high school these days.”

“It won’t be just high school,” said Ida. “To be a real teacher I’ll have to go on to a teachers’ college. And it’s further away. In Greeley.”

“You’ll get there. Denver,” added Pa, “where Tom is going, is about two hundred miles from here.”

Ida said, “In cities, teachers can make almost nine hundred dollars a year.”

“Probably twice what your teacher here made.”

Ida studied the road for a while. “Pa?”

“What’s that?”

“You think I’ll get any taller?”

“How tall are you now?” Pa replied.

“Almost five feet.”

“Oh, sure. Bet you anything you’ll be taller than your ma.”

Ida, trying to imagine that, smiled.

As they drew closer to town, Ida thought about how more than anything she wanted to go to high school. Didn’t I work fiercely to get here? she told herself.

“Pa.”

“What’s that?”

“When I get back home, I want everything to be exactly the same as when I left. Don’t let anything change. It’s perfect.”

Pa laughed. “That’s easy.”

He swung the car onto Lincoln Avenue, Steamboat Springs’ main street.

They passed Fick’s Blacksmithing, Steamboat Mercantile, Bank of Steamboat, Light’s Clothing Store, Chamberlain’s Pharmacy, and other businesses. Ida had seen all these places before when visiting town, but now that she was going to be living here, everything seemed bigger, more imposing.

And in one glance, Ida saw ten or fifteen people on the sidewalks, more folks than she saw in an entire year back home. Most of the women, she noticed, had bobbed hair. She pulled one of her long braids around and studied the blue ribbon. Are braids going to be okay? It wasn’t something she had considered before. My ribbons are faded.

“Ninth Street,” said Pa, and he swung the car around the corner only to turn again and come to a stop. “Here’s 708 Oak Street,” he announced. “Miss Sedgewick’s house. Time to start your different life.”

Ida took a deep breath. Knowing that her life would not just be different but new was exciting.

Pa pulled a large coin from his pocket and offered it to her. “Here, love, save it for something important.” It was a Peace Dollar, minted to celebrate the end of the Great War. As far as Ida was concerned, it was a lot of money.

“Thank you,” she whispered, and stared at the image of the eagle on the coin. The bird appeared to be a fledgling about to fly for the first time.

Like me, thought Ida, and allowed herself another big grin.
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IT WAS MA AND PA who had built the slightly lopsided log cabin that had always been Ida’s home. Even its windows were odd-shaped, because when they were constructing the house, Ma had found cheap used frames at the lumberyard in town.

Miss Sedgewick’s house could not have been more different: a perfectly square two-story building with white clapboard siding, a covered porch (with a couple of wicker chairs), and a sharply angled roof, plus a slender stone chimney. Two windows, with painted blue frames, were on each floor. Under the high front gable was a small triangular window with blue glass.

On the hard dirt street before the house was a parked car, a Chevrolet coupe, a lot newer than the Bidsons’ Model T.

“Miss Sedgewick is rich, isn’t she?” said Ida.

“You’ll find out soon enough.” Pa untied the cord that held his door shut and shoved it open. As he and Ida got out of the car, Miss Sedgewick emerged from her front door and stepped to the edge of the porch.

She was a tall woman whose black hair was bobbed. She wore a simple blue drop-waisted dress that reached beneath her knees, and T-strap shoes—with modest heels—were on her feet. Her face was pale but, as far as Ida could tell, friendly.

At the sight of Ida and Mr. Bidson, she smiled, gave a little wave, and called out, “Welcome to your new home!”

Pa put a hand to Ida’s back to gentle her forward. “Glad to be here,” he returned.

An eager Ida managed to say, “Good afternoon.”

“It is a good afternoon,” said Miss Sedgewick brightly. “Ida, I am so glad you’ve finally arrived. Do come in.”

Pa reached around and plucked Ida’s suitcase out of the car, then set it down when he and Ida stepped onto the porch.

“There you go, love.” Turning to Miss Sedgewick, he said, “Not to be rude, but I’d best be going. It’s a long drive and my sheep are probably bleating for me.”

“I understand,” said Miss Sedgewick, beaming.

“The missus and I sure do appreciate all you’re doing for Ida. Thanks again.”

“So happy she’s here. I promise to look after her as best I can.”

Ida, suddenly wishing that Pa were not leaving quite so fast, gave him a tight hug.

Returning the embrace, Pa leaned over her. “You mind your manners, sweetheart, and learn yourself a whole lot. Work hard and write a note when you have time. Always know we love you.” He backed away.

Ida—feeling an unexpected twinge of abandonment—watched him crank the car motor, get into the seat, tie the door shut, give her a last loving look, wave, and then drive off.

For a moment she stood gazing after him, thinking, I’m on my own, and couldn’t decide if she felt giddy or queasy.

“Would you like to come in, Miss Ida?” Miss Sedgewick asked gently. She was holding the door open.

Ida picked up her suitcase. “Thank you,” she said, walking into the front room and looking about. Miss Sedgewick’s tidy house was so different from the lived-in clutter she knew at home. She could hardly believe she would be living in such luxury.

But here she was.

It was a spacious, spotless room, the ceiling white, the walls light blue. Two electric light fixtures stuck out from the wall near two framed pictures of flowers. The floor was covered by a dark red rug. There was a couch and, next to it, a standing lamp. A small fireplace. Two chairs before a low table. On the table lay a magazine, the Saturday Evening Post. The cover had an illustration of a boy walking toward a school. He didn’t look happy.

I’m happy, Ida told herself.

Against one wall stood a cabinet with a glass door, filled with books whose titles meant nothing to Ida. All she recognized was a dictionary, an atlas, and a Sears and Roebuck catalog.

Books, she told herself. I guess modern people read a lot.

On top of the cabinet stood a candlestick telephone and a few china figures. On one wall was a photograph of a young man in a military uniform. He had a winsome grin. Ida wondered who he was.

Miss Sedgewick paused before the photo. “That’s Ralph Warren. He and I were to be married.” Her face slipped into sadness. “But that,” she said with a strained smile, “was then. This is now, isn’t it? I guess it’s always best to be content with what you have.”

“My pa,” said Ida, “was just telling me what his father always said: ‘Use what you have, or you’ll wind up having nothing.’”

“Well . . .” said Miss Sedgewick—it came out like a sigh. “Let’s bring your suitcase up to your room.”

I shouldn’t have said that, Ida chided herself.

Miss Sedgewick led her into a small hallway with a staircase. She paused and pointed down the corridor. “I have indoor plumbing. The bathroom is there. The kitchen is here. Do you have a telephone at home?”

“Not yet.”

“There’s always the post. I know you have that. Just two cents a letter. But my telephone number is one-four-five in case you need it.”

“I’ve never used a telephone.”

“Oh my, I must give you a lesson. Can I help you with your suitcase?”

“I’m fine.” Clutching the light case with one hand, the banister with the other, Ida followed Miss Sedgewick up to the second story. There was another hallway with three doors. A blue rug was on the floor.

“My bedroom,” said Miss Sedgewick, indicating a door. “A little guest room down there. And here’s your room.” She opened a white door opposite her own.

Ida stepped into the room. Back home, she shared a large, always messy, sleeping loft with her brother. Here, the orderly space was taken up mostly by a single bed, placed against the wall and perfectly made, covered by a multicolored quilt. The bed’s iron frame had been painted white. Two pale cotton towels hung over the metal footboard. A chair was also there. The sole sash window had a brown shade with a bottom fringe. In one corner of the room stood a little table upon which sat a metal washbasin that held a glass pitcher of water. Over the table was a small, framed mirror. An electric bulb on a black wire dangled from the ceiling.

It’s so neat, thought Ida.

Miss Sedgewick, smiling, pointed. “A closet for all your clothing. I hope there’s enough room. Is there anything else I can tell or show you?”

“It’s very nice,” said Ida, eager to like everything.

“Do you have electricity at home?” asked Miss Sedgewick.

Ida shook her head.

“You’ll love it. The light switch is right here.” Miss Sedgewick turned it on and off. The light bulb flickered. At Ida’s home, they still used candles and kerosene lamps at night.

Ida reached forward and used the switch, something she’d never done before. The burst of light seemed magical.

“Have you had lunch?”

“Yes, thank you,” said Ida, who hadn’t, but she was too distracted to think of food. She was having two thoughts. This is so different. And: I must get on well with Miss Sedgewick.

“Now, I’ve planned for dinner at five. Would you like to rest, or would you enjoy a stroll over to see the high school?”

“The high school, thank you.”

“I’ll give you time to unpack first. Shall we go in an hour? Call me if you need anything.”

“Thank you, Miss Sedgewick.”

“Do call me Gertrude. Or, as my friends do, Trudy.”

Trudy reached for the door, then paused and turned back around. For a moment, Ida thought she was going to hug her, but thankfully (for Ida) she held back. But Trudy did say—a small quiver in her voice—“Ida, I’m so happy you’re here. It’s very special for me.”

“Miss Sedgewick . . .”

“Trudy . . .”

“I shouldn’t have told you what my grandfather said. That wasn’t nice.”

“Well,” said Trudy with a forced smile, “perhaps it’s not always wise to speak everything that’s in your mind. But I’ll be happy to guide you.”

“Guide me?”

“Though Steamboat Springs may be small, as people say, small towns have large eyes and big ears. So, I suppose, being the adult, I may—only if I need to—remind you about . . . oh, the . . . different ways we do things here.”

Her words took Ida by surprise. “Different ways?” she asked.

“You know, what’s considered proper. Up north, where you live, it may be acceptable to . . . but . . . well, down here, caution and sincerity are best for young ladies.”

“I’m . . . I’m just
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