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Yet now our flesh is

as the flesh of our brethren, our

children as their children:

and, lo, we bring into bondage

our sons and our daughters

to be servants, and some of

our daughters are brought unto

bondage already: neither is it

in our power to redeem them;

for other men have our

lands and vineyards.

 


Nehemiah 5:5

 


 



Chapter One

“Marriage of true minds...”
Freddie grumbled as he gazed at the row of red, calf-bound volumes.
“Marriage of...”

He pulled a book off of the shelf and whipped
through the pages, heedless of the fine paper and the ash that
floated off the cigarette whose holder was firmly clamped between
his teeth.

“No. No. Ah. ‘Let me not to the marriage of
true minds admit impediments...’” He read the rest of the
sonnet and smiled.

Kathy would like that one. Freddie closed his
eyes and tried to recite the words.

“Sir,” said Roberts, the valet, from behind
him. “Your car is ready.”

“Thank you, Roberts.” Freddie looked at the
book and sighed. Perhaps between
the light of the stars and the city, there would be enough to read
by. He slipped the volume into the inside pocket of his light gray
summer wool suit jacket, checked his vest pocket again, and left
the apartment.

In the cream-colored Cadillac, he left his
cigarette case and lighter on the dark brown leather seat beside
him. The top was down, and the last lingering traces of another
sweltering day in New York City wrapped around him as he pushed the
starter. He checked his vest pocket again for the ring that he knew
was still there, then pulled into traffic.

Dodging flivvers and buses, he yanked the
butt of his cigarette out of the holder and tossed it onto the
street. A new cigarette was fitted and lit in seconds. The action
was barely soothing. He was smoking too fast, and he knew it. Then
again, he felt he had the right to. He again touched the ring that
waited in his vest pocket.

He’d planned the evening carefully. They
would dine casually at a small Italian restaurant in the Village
where the food was excellent and the proprietor served wine as if
there were no such thing as Prohibition. Then a pleasant drive
along the East River to a spot north of town where one could look
back and enjoy the beauty of the city lights, but still be quite
alone. And there, on July ten, nineteen hundred and twenty-five,
Freddie Little would try his damnedest to convince Kathy Briscow to
become his wife.

Kathy had every reason to refuse him. For
her, marriage meant a loss of self so profound it only started with
the loss of her name. Unfortunately for Freddie, it was that same
independence that made her so attractive to him.

They’d been going out together for over six
months, supposedly as friends. But even Kathy had been calling him
her beau for at least four months. Of late, there was a decided
tendency to get rather overheated when alone together. The previous
Saturday had been the worst.

They were celebrating the Fourth of July at a
private picnic in the country. An accident with a strawberry pie
had led to some intense necking and even petting before Freddie
abruptly called a halt.

“Freddie, it’s time we were lovers,” said
Kathy, blunt as always.

“I think not, Kathy.”

She smiled softly. “I’m not talking about
easy pleasure, to be taken lightly. Freddie, I love you.”

“And I love you.” Freddie took her hand and
lightly caressed it, marveling at how easily the words had come.
“Which is precisely why I will not take you as my lover.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Kathy, dearest, you have a dream of coming
together as equals. With no promises or contracts, if something
goes wrong, as it could all too easily, you will have no recourse
to the courts or social conscience. You will be defenseless, and
that is not equal.”

Kathy hadn’t argued back, not that she’d
agreed. She merely knew the futility of trying to change his mind
on that issue. It had put a significant damper on the afternoon,
although they still stayed out quite late that night.

Something had to be done. Freddie had always
known marriage was the best answer, a marriage in which they
defined the terms of their relationship, in which they were equal
partners, and at long last, he felt ready to do it.

He lit another cigarette and touched the ring. At least, he was fairly
certain he was ready. By the time he stopped the car in front of
the brownstone on East 9th, he was not at all certain. He checked
his watch. Three minutes after seven. Kathy was probably in the
parlor of the boarding house, wondering why he was late. He forced
himself out of the car and up the stoop.

Mrs. Lynne, the landlady, was surprised to
see him.

“Mr. Little!” she gasped. “That’s right, it’s
Friday. Kathy!”

She pounded up the stairs, fluttering and
dithering, as fast as her chubby little legs could carry her.
Puzzled, Freddie put his panama on
the hat rack. Kathy had never forgotten a date before. Curses, in
Kathy’s voice, floated down from the fourth floor. Mrs. Johnson,
another tenant in the boarding house, came out of the parlor
shaking her graying head.

“Good evening, Mr. Little,” she said, then
looked upstairs. “Poor thing. Not that I approve of such language,
but she’s been in such a state since the telegram arrived.”

“Telegram?” asked Freddie, fearing that he
knew. “From whom?”

“Her mother,” said the widow. “It must be
serious.”

Freddie nodded. It had to be. Kathy’s parents
were dirt poor farmers living someplace in Kansas. Mrs. Lynne came
dithering back down.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Little. The poor girl’s not
thinking straight,” she said. “She’s so busy packing.”

“Packing?” Freddie started up the stairs.

“Mr. Little! I can’t have you up there,”
shrieked Mrs. Lynne. “I told her that.”

Freddie ignored her and took the stairs two
and three at a time. Kathy was indeed packing her clothes in a
trunk when Freddie got to the doorway. She was wearing a dark blue
cotton dress, with blue gingham cuffs on the sleeves and the
collar. Technically a day dress, Freddie knew it was Kathy’s best
one and her favorite for less casual evening excursions.

“What’s the matter?” he gasped. “You got a
telegram from your mother?”

Kathy nodded and wiped a tear from her cheek.
“It’s Pa.”

She swiped the yellow paper off the bureau
and handed it to him.

“Pa ill, stop,” it read. “Please come
quickly.”

“It doesn’t say it’s serious,” said
Freddie.

“For heaven’s sakes, Freddie,” Kathy snapped.
“There’s two words there she
didn’t need!” She started sobbing. “Oh, hell, you wouldn’t know. Ma
wouldn’t wire me in the first place if it weren’t serious. And she
wouldn’t use please or quickly. She’d know I’d know it was that
urgent. She’s got to be awful upset, and that can only mean one
thing. Pa’s dying.”

Overcome, she sank onto the bed. Freddie slid
next to her and put his arms
around her.

“There, there,” he said soothingly, and
kissed her hair. “You don’t know that he is.”

“He’s fifty-nine years old. That’s not young,
Freddie. And Ma’s last letter, she was worried. I got it yesterday.
Things haven’t been going well on the farm. She won’t say what,
exactly, but Pa took a ducking in
the creek last week and took cold from it, and if his heart goes
bad...”

“You don’t know that it is.”

Kathy got up abruptly. “I’ve got to keep
packing. The train leaves at ten.”

“The train, eh?” Freddie did some
thinking.

“Oh, damn. I forgot about tonight.” Kathy
wrapped up a summer shift and shoved it in the trunk. “I’m sorry,
Freddie.”

He smiled. “No apology needed. It’s perfectly
understandable.”

She looked at his light wool suit. “At least
you didn’t make any reservations. You don’t have tickets anywhere,
do you?”

“None. And I would have gladly put them aside
if I had. Please, don’t waste any time worrying about my
evening.”

“Somehow, I knew you’d say that.” Kathy’s
smile was weak but grateful.

“When do you plan to arrive in Kansas?”

“I’ll get to Topeka Sunday morning. Then I
have to catch a local into Hays. With luck, I can get the morning
train and be there by two thirty.”

“Hays is how far from New York?”

Kathy frowned as she looked at him. “About
fifteen hundred miles. What are you getting at?”

“What if I could have you at your parents’
farm by...” Freddie did some calculating, “...Saturday
evening?”

“How on earth could you...?” Kathy suddenly
shook her head. “Oh, no. You’re not getting me into that plane of
yours.”

“That’s a whole day sooner you’ll be
at your father’s side.”

Kathy wavered. “There isn’t room for my
trunk. I’ll need that.”

“There is room for a valise or two.” Freddie smiled. “Just pack what you’ll
need for a couple days, and we’ll send your trunk by train. It will
also be a lot cheaper.”

“And what good will it do me or my parents if
I end up mangled in bits and pieces in a haystack in Ohio?” Kathy
tossed a pile of step-ins and camisoles into the trunk.

“My plane is perfectly reliable, and I am
more than an able pilot.” Freddie put his hand on her shoulder.
“Your mother did use two words she didn’t need to.”

Kathy trembled. “You bastard,” she
whispered.

“Have you bought your tickets yet?” he asked
softly.

“Not yet.”

“I’ll make a phone call or two first. I’m
certain my sister can arrange to loan you some flying gear. Why
don’t you finish packing?”

“Freddie, are you sure it’s safe?” she asked
in a small voice.

“Very sure, or I wouldn’t have offered.” He
kissed her cheek and left.

Downstairs in the hall, Freddie sent Mrs.
Lynne to help Kathy. The other tenants were elsewhere, for once.
Freddie called his apartment first
and had Roberts pack a trunk and valise for him. Then he called a
shopkeeper who was quite happy to fetch things at odd hours for a
price. Not that price mattered to Freddie. Being fabulously wealthy
did have its advantages.

But it had made things awkward for Kathy on
more than one occasion. She was a working girl, a junior editor at
a publishing house, and quite proud of having achieved that much.
She and Freddie had an understanding that he would assume the cost
of whatever they did together, but even that had its limits.
Freddie’s sister, Honoria, had at least solved the clothing problem
by “loaning” Kathy dresses for those occasions when Freddie wanted
to take her places that required evening dress. As Honoria was tall
and slender like her brother, and Kathy wasn’t, there was no hiding
the fact that Honoria actually bought the dresses for Kathy. But it
was politely ignored.

Freddie took charge of Kathy’s trunk after it
was filled, and put it in the back seat of the car. He put her
valise there also, then seated her in the front with him, and they
left.

“Freddie, why aren’t we going straight up to
Grand Central?” Kathy asked, as he
turned onto 23rd.

“Because we shall have to detour to my
place,” Freddie explained. “I have a trunk to pick up, not that I’m
presuming upon your parents’ hospitality. There must be a hotel or
something in your little town. In any case, it wouldn’t be very
kind to drop you there and not remain to bring you back.”

“Don’t you have appointments or
something?”

Unlike Kathy, Freddie did not have to work,
and didn’t, except as a writer.

“Nothing I can’t cancel, and be happy to at
that,” said Freddie. “And I’ll be bringing my book with me, so you
needn’t harass me about letting it go.”

Kathy snorted. She had edited Freddie’s first
novel, which was to be printed soon, and had all but nagged him
into writing a second.

“But that does remind me of a curious aspect of this adventure,” he
continued. “What about your job? I can’t imagine you just flying
off and leaving it, no matter how dire the circumstances.”

“I contacted Mr. Healcroft, and he agreed to
let me take a vacation.”

“He did?” Freddie’s eyebrows lifted in
amusement.

Kathy shrugged. “He seems to feel obligated
to be kind to me. For the moment, I’m glad.”

Freddie nodded. The trunk and valise were
waiting in the apartment lobby. The doorman loaded them, and soon
the luggage was duly dispatched to
the train station.

“Well,” said Freddie as they left the ticket
counter. “Shall we find ourselves a bite to eat?”

“Aren’t we going out to the airfield?” asked
Kathy.

“We don’t have to immediately. The inn won’t
give our rooms away.”

“What inn?”

“The inn at the airfield. It’s a lovely
little place, but the food is terrible.”

“Aren’t we leaving tonight?” Kathy’s voice
became strained.

“Of course not. I can’t fly in the dark.”

Kathy panicked. “You tricked me! I thought
you said we’d get there tomorrow.”

Freddie grabbed her shoulders. “Now, now.
Calm down. We will. I figured the time leaving tomorrow morning. We’ll be taking off at dawn. We
should get there in time for dinner.”

“Oh.” Kathy sniffed.

“Here.” Freddie handed her a handkerchief.
“It’s clean.”

“Thank you.” Kathy dabbed her eyes and wiped
her nose. “I’m sorry, Freddie. I should have trusted you.”

“My dear, you are overwrought, and deservedly
so. Let’s get some food into you, and then we’ll head out to the
inn. We’ll both need a good night’s rest.”

Kathy nodded. But at the inn, she couldn’t
sleep. Putting on her red artificial silk dressing gown, she
slipped down the hall to Freddie’s room. Dim light shone under the door. She knocked.

“Yes?” he called quietly.

“It’s me,” she hissed. “I can’t sleep.”

Freddie opened the door. “What’s the
matter?”

“I’m frightened.” Kathy slid in.

He was wearing his shirt and pants. In spite
of her fears, Kathy couldn’t help admiring the tall, lean figure
that was all arms and legs, the soft, strawberry blond hair that
was usually slicked down, but had gotten rumpled since he’d left
her in her room.

“Kathy, I promise, I won’t let us crash,” he
said soothingly.

“You would have to mention that.” Groaning,
she sat on the edge of the bed.

Freddie gazed at her fondly. Even worried,
Kathy had that spark of liveliness that made a face and figure that
should have been plain quite beautiful. Her brown hair was cut to
her chin, after the current fashion. But her figure had a little
healthy padding, and she had real bosoms. Quite squeezable bosoms,
as Freddie had found out to his everlasting regret and joy. His
fingers itched, but he chased such thoughts from his mind. Now was
not the time.

He sat down next to her. “If not tomorrow,
what are you worried about?”

“Pa.” The tears trickled down her cheeks.
“Freddie, I haven’t seen him in six years. I couldn’t afford it,
even if I could have gotten the time off from work. What if I never
see him again?”

“Then you’ll just have to rely on your
memories of him.” Slowly, Freddie put his arms around her. “It will
hurt a great deal, but time does heal.”

“I suppose you’re right.” She shook her head,
then nestled in. “It was so hard when Grandma Briscow died. She
lived just long enough to see the Eighteenth Amendment passed. I
was in New York by that point. Ma said not to come back for the
funeral, which made sense. She died so suddenly, what could I do
for her? I hope I make it in time for Pa.”

“You’ll get there as fast as I can get
you.”

“Freddie, why are you doing this for me?”

He kissed her hair. “You know why.”

She looked up into his soft green eyes. “You
really do, don’t you?”

“Amazingly enough, yes.”

Her eyes filled. “I’m really glad you’re
here. I don’t feel quite so helpless anymore. This afternoon, I was
wishing you would come with me, but I couldn’t ask because I didn’t have the right to. Damn
you, Freddie.”

Freddie winced inwardly. Kathy only cursed
when the two of them were alone together, and usually only when she
was emotionally overwrought. He often heard worse from his male
friends and chose not to make an issue of it.

“And I want so badly to be your lover,” Kathy
continued. “But you’re right. As long as I don’t have rights, we
can’t be equals. Lord. What would Pa think of me, if he heard me
like this?”

“He’d probably come after me with a shotgun,”
chuckled Freddie.

Kathy laughed sadly. “He just might. He’s an
Old Testament man and one stubborn
old mule. Won’t take a mortgage on the farm, and he’s got more
acres than he can work. But he won’t take a mortgage to buy
anything. All the new machines, he paid cash for.”

“Given how badly crop prices are doing, I’d
say he’s pretty smart.”

“He’s that, all right. Self-taught, but he’s
quite a student. He taught us to read before we were five. He
always told me the good Lord had given me good brains; it would be
a sin and a shame if I didn’t use them. I don’t know if he meant
for me to be an old maid. But he was pretty proud when I told him I
was going to New York to work after college instead of coming back
to Hays and waiting around to get married.”

“It’s a good thing he was. It would have been
interesting to see him try to keep you at home. You come by your
stubbornness honestly.”

“Pa can out-stubborn me any day of the
week.”

Freddie laughed. “This I will have to
see.”

“Freddie, you don’t like it when I’m
stubborn, do you?” Kathy sniffed.

“If you’re disagreeing with me, of
course I don’t. You don’t like it
when I get stubborn. But I do respect it, and I admire your
tenacity.”

“That’s only a nice way of saying I’m
cussed.”

“I wouldn’t have you any other way.”

“You won’t take me, either.” Kathy got up.
“It’s just as well, I guess. It’ll save me a lot of explaining to
Pa, assuming I get there in time. Thank you, Freddie.”

“You’re welcome, Kathy.” He stood.

There was an awkward pause. Slowly, he pulled
her to him and softly pressed his
lips against hers. The warmth grew with quiet sighs.

“If you’re going to kiss me like that, the
least you could do is take me to your bed,” Kathy whispered.

“Then you had better start kissing me like a
brother because I cannot help what
you start.”

 


 



Chapter Two

The jump from the peaceful
shadows of a new morning to the bright flood lights of the hangar
made Kathy’s eyes recoil. She blinked several times to adjust.
Freddie, whose hand had triggered the switch, merely stood and
gazed. Here, at last, were his two
greatest passions: Kathy, and a customized dual cockpit Curtiss
biplane with wing surface radiators and a D12 engine. He’d told
Kathy at length of the hours he
had spent with the designers at the Curtiss factory, developing the
plane. There was no other like it that he knew of.

Kathy shivered, unaware that she remained the
greater object of Freddie’s passions. She watched as Freddie made a
point of checking everything twice on the biplane. He was clad in
tan serge pants and boots, although in deference to the heat he’d
laid aside his worn, leather flying jacket. Kathy was only
marginally convinced they’d arrive in Kansas in one piece. Freddie
even explained the principles of air flowing over wings and lifting
them, demonstrating with a piece of paper. Kathy said that was all
right for paper, but not for some big heavy monster.

She shut her eyes the moment the propeller
caught and grabbed tightly onto the sides, and didn’t open her eyes
until Freddie assured her over the roar of the engine that they
were safely airborne. She looked over the side of the plane and
almost lost her breakfast.

Then the plane bumped. Kathy screamed.

“It’s just an air pocket,” Freddie yelled.
“Perfectly normal.”

“Like hell,” Kathy grumbled, hoping Freddie
hadn’t heard her curse. She readjusted the blanket that Freddie had
tucked over her lap. She wore a leather jacket and helmet with
goggles but had on her other best
dress underneath, a flowered cotton lawn with white dotted trim on
the collar and sleeves.

Freddie was behind her, in the second
cockpit. Kathy watched the stick in front of her move as if by
magic. But it was Freddie’s hand that moved it, from his
controls.

Two hours later, they landed to refuel at a
small roadside gas station. The garageman seemed rather bemused to
be selling gasoline to a plane instead of a car. Freddie chatted
with him amiably while Kathy used the garageman’s toilet.

Flying was cold, windy, noisy, and bumpy, and
she didn’t like it at all. She tried to console herself with the
thought that she would arrive that much sooner at her father’s
side. It was small consolation.

They made their third landing at one o’clock
in the afternoon for lunch, in a field somewhere in Indiana. Kathy
wasn’t sure where, and cared even less. She was stiff and sore from
hanging on so tightly and tired of
being cold.

“You seem less than happy with the
experience,” observed Freddie.

“I don’t want to sound like an ingrate, but
it’s awful.”

“If it will make you feel any better, we’ve
already passed your train.”

“I almost wish I were on it.” Kathy shivered
and tried to blink back her tears.

Freddie handed her a hip flask. “This ought
to warm you up.”

“Oh, wonderful. You’re drinking, too.” Kathy
still took the flask and drank.

“Not me, for once. I prefer to stay
clear-headed when I’m flying.” He smiled at her sorrowfully. “You
know it might help if you relaxed a little. It can’t be very
comfortable staying clenched up all that time.”

“Somebody’s got to hold that plane together.”
Kathy took another hit from the flask.

Freddie laughed. “It’s doing perfectly well
on its own, Kathy. But do as you like.”

Kathy did manage to relax a little, even
looked over the side once without getting nauseated. A thunderstorm
grounded them for an hour south of Springfield, Illinois. Kathy
turned peevish until Freddie reassured her they would still be in
Hays before dinner. After they refueled in Topeka, Freddie dipped
the plane more and more often to check his location. The sun
started down towards the horizon.

“I thought you’d said we’d be there
by dinner,” she yelled at
Freddie.

“What time is it?”

“Close to seven.”

“We just passed Lincoln, Kansas. How far is
that?”

“I think a hundred miles.”

“We’ll make it.”

Kathy groaned. “Freddie! We eat at six out
here.”

“Oh. I meant dinner in New York.”

“Obviously.” Kathy cringed.

Freddie was used to being pampered with
servants and valets. Anything he wanted was his, and if it wasn’t
at his fingertips, all he had to do was pick up a telephone.
Kathy’s parents did not even have a telephone at their house. Or
electricity. And they had only recently gotten indoor plumbing.
They were as likely to go to town with a wagon and a team of horses
as they were in the Model T truck Pa had broken down and bought,
used, a couple years after Kathy had graduated from college.
Freddie was in for some shock if he ended up staying at the house,
and crisis or not, Ma would want him where she could keep an eye on
him.

Freddie swooped down one last time.

“We’re over Hays,” he announced over the rush
of the wind.

“Right. There’s the old fort.”

“How do we get to your parents’ place?”

“Follow the road to the dirt fork, and hang
to the right. They’re about six miles out.”

“That look like it?”

Kathy looked down at the white, two-story clapboard house, with the battered red
barn and nearby tool shed. An empty, green pasture surrounded the
back part of the barn, and beyond that, fields spread out, filled
with wheat turning from green to gold. The outhouses were gone, but
Kathy could see where they’d been. A young boy came running from
the side porch, looking up and waving at the plane.

“That’s my parents’ place!” called Kathy.
“That’s got to be Gammers.”

“Who?”

“My brother, Gamaliel. He was five when I
last saw him.”

Freddie circled around over the farm. “I’m
going to land on the road. See any
cars coming?”

“No.”

Freddie took the plane down. Kathy cringed at
the final bump. But they were down, and Freddie shut off the motor
as they drifted up to the front gate. Kathy bolted out of the plane
before Freddie could help her.

A blast of buckshot sent her scurrying back.
Freddie scrambled behind the plane. Kathy ripped off her flying cap
and goggles.

“What in tarnation is going on here?” she
screamed.

“It’s a lady!” an adolescent voice cried from
behind the corner of the house.

“Who’s that?” Kathy called, approaching
carefully. “Isaac? Gideon?”

“Damn it, Kathy,” yelped Freddie. “Get back
before they blast you!”

“Kathy?” A young man in his mid-twenties came
out from behind the house, a slight limp rocking him back and
forth. He wore dusty, dark trousers with suspenders over his open
shirt, with the sleeves rolled up. “Kathy! What are you doing in
that get-up?”

“Joshua!” Kathy ran towards him. “At last.
Aren’t you supposed to be in California? And how’s Pa?”

Three other boys came out, the smallest
holding a double barrel shotgun. They all had Kathy’s face and
brown hair, but the smallest, a boy of eleven, had a preponderance
of freckles. All of the boys wore overalls in varying states of
dirtiness and repair. Kathy realized that the only brother missing
was Abraham, who was presumably still on the train from Boston.

“I’ll be. It is Kathy,” said the oldest of
the three, a stocky youth just shy of manhood. His overalls looked
the newest but had a long streak
of grease down the front. His dark shoes were scuffed, but almost
new.

“Uh-uh,” insisted the youngest, setting his
bare feet in a stubborn stance. His shirt was gray and worn, and
his overalls faded and threadbare, with the bottom hems fraying badly. “Kathy’s got long hair.”

Kathy finished embracing Joshua and grabbed the youth.

“Gideon!” she crowed. “My god, you’ve grown.
And Isaac, good lord, you were eight when I last saw you. So how’s
Pa?” Kathy hugged the middle boy, a fourteen-year-old, as well.

The youngest boy still looked at her
suspiciously. Joshua laughed and rumpled his hair.

“Gammers, this is your sister, Kathy. We
promise you.”

“Gam, I cut my hair in New York,” Kathy
explained as she hugged him. “Everyone’s doing it there. How’s
Pa?”

Gam pointed
the gun at Freddie, who was kicking wooden blocks under the plane’s
wheels.

“Who’s he?” the boy demanded.

Kathy waved Freddie over. “This is my friend
from New York, Mr. Freddie Little.”

“You’re Mr. Little?” Isaac gushed happily.
“Boy, won’t Pa be happy to meet you!”

Freddie flushed a little.

“I’m sorry.” Kathy turned to him, blushing
furiously herself. “My uncles must have been exaggerating
again.”

Freddie nodded. “So I gathered.”

“These are my brothers.” Kathy pointed them
out. “This is Joshua, Gideon, Isaac, and Gamaliel. We’re missing Abraham. He’s probably
on the train still.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, gentlemen.”
Freddie started to offer his hand.

The younger boys looked at him as if he were
doing some weird ritual. Joshua laughed and shook Freddie’s hand
vigorously.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Little,” he
said, grinning. “These young’uns just don’t know about fine city
manners.”

“Boys?” called a woman’s voice. “What’s going
on out there?”

“Ma,” said Kathy softly, then louder. “Ma?
It’s me, Kathy. I got here a little earlier than I thought.”

Kathy’s mother came from a huge clan of New
York Irishmen, which she had left to marry Kathy’s father in
Kansas. Freddie had met several of Kathy’s aunts and uncles in New
York. The Callaghans tended to be stout, especially when they were
living well. Mrs. Katie-Marie Briscow had the family padding, but
years of hard work had left her somewhat leaner than her siblings
in the city.

Her face was worried, and her dusty brown
hair was pulled back into a bun. Her cotton dress was simple,
waistless and faded to a light brown with a hem that reached her
ankles and sleeves she had rolled up to her elbows. Her apron was
tied at her natural waist, with the bib pinned to the top of her
dress, and she wiped her hands on it as she came off the side porch
from the kitchen. Then she stopped and gazed at her daughter as if
she were not sure what she was seeing.

“Kathy,” she said at last.

The two women ran to each other and hugged.

“How did you get here?” Katie-Marie asked.
“Look at you, and your hair. Oh, Kathy, darling, what did you do to
your beautiful hair?”

“I just cut it, Ma. All the girls do in New
York. They don’t take you seriously if you don’t.”

Katie-Marie hugged her again. “Well, don’t
let me be nagging at you. I’m so glad to see you.”

“I started packing the minute I got the
telegram. How’s Pa?”

“Fine.”

“What?” Kathy’s jaw dropped.

Katie-Marie laughed. “Dr. Scofield told me to
wire you and Abraham yesterday when he was so sick. It was the
pneumony. But the crisis came this morning and durned if
the old cuss didn’t face it down and keep living. He’s been
sleeping most of the day. But the fever’s broke. Dr. Scofield says
he ain’t seen the like of it. We were all certain he was done for,
and praying he’d hang on just long enough for you and Abraham to
get out here.”

“Then he’s all right?” Kathy reeled with the
relief. “Thank heavens! I was so worried. Oh, d—! I didn’t have to
get into that stupid plane after all.”

“Plane?” Katie-Marie looked over and saw the
biplane for the first time. “Lord have mercy, is that how you did
it?”

“Yes.” Kathy blushed. “My friend. It’s his
plane. Freddie. Um, Ma, this is Mr. Freddie Little. Freddie, my
Ma.”

Freddie walked up and took Katie-Marie’s
hand. “It’s a pleasure, Mrs. Briscow.”

“Well.” Katie-Marie stepped back, surprised
but pleased. “Mr. Little. Thanks be for that. I tell you, we’ve been wanting to meet
you.”

Freddie chose his words carefully. “Mrs.
Briscow, perhaps you should be aware that there seems to be an
ongoing misunderstanding among your relatives in New York.”

Katie-Marie laughed. “I know all about that.
But when my Kathy starts writing me about a gentleman friend, he’s
someone I want to meet.” She put her arm around Kathy, who was
blushing even more furiously, and took Freddie’s arm. “Now, have
you two been flying all night and all day?”

“Just since this morning, Ma,” said
Kathy.

“Have you had your suppers yet?”

“Now, Ma, don’t go troubling yourself fixing
up a lot of food.”

“It’s no trouble. We’ve plenty from
ours.”

Freddie paused. “Should I get my plane off
the road?”

“There’s no rush,” said Ma. “But if it’ll
make you feel better, why don’t you put it next to the barn there.
Joshua, you come inside with us. Gideon, Isaac, Gammers, you help
Mr. Little. Kathy, Joshua has someone inside you’ll want to
meet.”

The someone was just putting away the last of
the pots from dinner. Her hair was fair, as was her skin, and her
figure was slender, with full breasts. Her simple peach dress was
new, but she wore a faded brown full-sized straight apron with
wide, scalloped edges over it. Joshua went proudly to her side.

“Kathy, this is Betty,” he said. “My
wife.”

Kathy gaped,
then turned to her mother. “Ma...”

“He didn’t write us, either,” said
Katie-Marie, chiding but not unhappy.

“It sort of slipped my mind,” said Joshua,
with a sheepish chuckle.

“A year and a half and a baby, and it slips
your mind.” Katie-Marie shook her head. Kathy just barely caught
the skeptical glint.

“A baby?” Kathy noticed the basket rocking
slightly in the middle of the kitchen table.

“Yes,” said Betty, blushing and becoming red.
She picked the infant up. It was wrapped in a blue cotton baby
smock and matching bonnet and wore baby stockings up the length of
its legs. “This is our son, Jacob Wallace Briscow.”

“We’re calling him Little J,” said Joshua.
“So as not to confuse him with Pa.”

“He’s beautiful,” said Kathy, trying to sound
more enthusiastic about the baby than she felt.

The infant was about two and a half months
old, and promptly spit up. Betty wiped him up with a rag from the
basket, while Joshua grinned as if the little beast had just said
his first word. Kathy hoped she would not be invited to hold him.
She’d done enough of that years before, helping to raise her
younger brothers. Katie-Marie bustled about getting food.

While the kitchen was huge, it was a cozy
place, with a large rectangular table in the middle covered by a
red-checked oilcloth and surrounded by chairs. The cast iron
wood-fired stove took up half of the back wall, with the new water
boiler above it, and on the other half were two small wooden
worktables flanking a gigantic washbasin. Red gingham curtains
covered the base, and Kathy noticed that there were new water
spigots over the deep, white porcelain sink. Cupboards with
yellowed whitewash and a couple dark wood breakfronts lined the
remaining walls, with an icebox tucked into the corner. An
eight-day clock ticked peacefully over the icebox.

“Joshua, I can’t believe it,” said Kathy,
looking around and absently noting that so little had changed in
the years since she’d left. “What are you doing out here as it is?
Don’t you need to be in California with your oranges?”

“This time of year, the groves can take care
of themselves.” Joshua plopped into a chair. “I promised Betty a
honeymoon, and this is the first chance we got. Figured what the
heck, and packed her and the kid
into the car and took off. Got here about a week ago, before Pa got
sick.”

“You
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