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THE HIDING PLACE

PRIDE BEFORE THE FALL

Chapter 1

Nellie looked back over her shoulder as she made her escape. Her ma’s face was just appearing in the doorway as Nellie turned away. Nellie flinched as she heard her ma’s voice calling her pa’s name.

“Henry!”

Nellie ran faster, knowing she would pay for her actions later, but she simply could not stay in the house for a moment longer. Nellie’s pa would appear later rather than sooner. Although Nellie’s escape hadn’t been perfect, she would at least have a semblance of peace for a few hours. 

Nellie slowed her pace to a walk as she caught her breath, taking joyful gulps of the cooling air. Today, she would see Thomas. She desperately hoped he would be waiting in the wheat fields. He almost always was, but sometimes, she couldn’t break away from her family soon enough. Thomas would have already turned toward home to take care of the chores his family’s farm required. 

Nellie grinned as soon as she saw her overweight friend sitting between the rows of wheat. “Thomas!” she breathed out.

Thomas looked up and gave a friendly wave. “How are you today, Nellie?”

“I’m just fine,” Nellie lied, loving the fact that she could escape her family for a time when she came to be with Thomas. He knew nothing about how her pa and ma really treated her, and Nellie wanted to keep it that way. “Have I kept you waiting long?”

Thomas shrugged. “Not really. I left the cows to graze in the field over yonder. I don’t think they’ll be making much trouble. As we don’t have many cow wranglers in these parts, I think they shall be safe.”

Nellie sat down on the ground next to Thomas, admiring the straight stalks. They seemed to be brave, standing up against the breeze that threatened to ravage them. Nellie threw back her shoulders and imagined how it would feel to stand up so strongly against her parents.

“I believe my sister is going to have her baby any day now,” Thomas said.

Nellie nodded, turning her attention back to her friend. “I hope it is a girl,” Nellie said, clasping her hands around her knees. “I mean, not that boys don’t have their place in this world, but she already has a boy, doesn’t she?”

“That’s right,” Thomas said. “But if it is a little boy, then perhaps Caleb will have a playmate to keep him occupied.”

“You should bring him one day so I can meet him,” Nellie suggested.

Thomas shook his head. “Caleb would never keep his mouth closed, and if you want our meetings to stay a secret, then I don’t think that is a good idea.”

“Fine,” Nellie conceded. “I guess I shall stick to hearing stories about him then.”

“Don’t worry,” Thomas said. “I think Caleb shall grow up to be the kind of troublemaker who always produces a good story.”

Nellie laughed. “Do you have any new ones about him now?”

Thomas proceeded to tell about how Caleb wanted to help his ma in the kitchen, so he put himself in charge of washing the dishes. The problem was that Caleb was so small, he could only take the dishes off the counter, but then he was unable to move them into the water. The result was a few smashed plates before his pa rushed in to stop the disaster.

Nellie laughed as Thomas’s tale. “Do you see them often?” she asked, a bit of longing in her voice as she heard tales about such a happy family.

“Perhaps once or twice a week. Ma usually doesn’t send me, but I like to go over there and be a good uncle to little Caleb. Plus with my sister unable to do so much and her husband busy on the farm, there is always plenty for me to do.”

“Do you want to have a family one day?” Nellie asked, half closing her eyes and imagining what it would be like to live free from her parents.

“Yes,” Thomas answered slowly. “I want to be a pa someday. Maybe it’s strange that a boy wants to be a pa, but I do. Do you want to be a ma?”

I want to escape from my parents, Nellie thought. Not just for an afternoon but for the rest of my life. 

“Nellie?” Thomas said gently, placing his hand on her arm. Nellie shied away from the touch before remembering that she was with Thomas.

“Yes, of course I do,” she said, trying to focus on her time with Thomas and not let herself be distracted with anything else. 

“I guess all girls want that,” Thomas said. 

“I’m not just the same as all girls,” Nellie protested.

“Of course not,” Thomas said. “You’re my best friend.”

Nellie smiled, hugging her knees gently to her chest. “Yes, and you are my best friend. Do you think we’ll still be friends when we’re all grown up?” Nellie asked.

Thomas nodded. “I know we will. Nothing can come between us. Besides, where will you go?”

“What do you mean, where will I go?”

“I mean, the families in our community have been here for years. I know that your family moved here only a few years back, but I know your family shall become one of the community names too. It simply takes time. No family would ever want to leave our community.”

Nellie was quiet. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t have to go to town to know that many of those in the community thought her family was strange. They didn’t go to church, and they prohibited Nellie from attending even though many a family had offered to take her. She knew that many people had already decided her family was not worth nothing. They respected her pa’s corn crop, but they did nothing more than business with him. 

“Thanks for being my friend even when others aren’t,” Nellie’s voice choked up.

“I didn’t have much of a choice,” Thomas said. “When I catch a little thief in my wheat field, I either turn her over to the authorities or keep her secret.”

“Why didn’t you tell anyone?” Nellie asked. “I’d been doing it for weeks by the time you caught me.”

Thomas shrugged. “I could tell you were not a thief at heart. I know people, and when I saw you, well, I just knew.”

“What did you know?” Nellie leaned forward, only a few inches from Thomas. 

“I knew that you were a kind girl, a girl who had been put in a hard situation she had no way of getting out of.”

“Nothing is hard about my situation. We simply hadn’t had time to plant corn that year, and my family was hungry.” Nellie quickly spoke up, anxious to hide the abuse she suffered. 

“Well,” Thomas paused. “Perhaps so. Perhaps I should not have assumed so quickly, but Nellie, I worry about you.”

“You don’t need to worry,” Nellie replied, crossing her arms. “I know how to take care of myself.”

“Well,” Thomas offered, not quite ready to let the subject go. “If you ever need any more wheat, I won’t tell.”

“Thanks,” Nellie whispered. The sun began sinking, and Nellie knew it was too low. She needed to get back or her punishment would be even worse. Thomas’ family would be expecting him to herd the cows back home. 

“Will I see you tomorrow?” Thomas said as he stood to leave. 

Nellie shook her head. “Perhaps on Thursday. I shall get away again when I can.”

“Be safe,” Thomas said gently.

Chapter 2

Thomas went to the wheat field the next day anyway. Nellie had said she wouldn’t come, but Thomas never wanted to take the chance that she would come and he wouldn’t be there. He knew that she needed him. She didn’t need him as a woman needed her lover. She needed him like a lost puppy needed its owner. Thomas would take care of her if she let him. He would hug her tightly and tell her that he knew about everything, that if she would only let him, he could help. 

However, Nellie didn’t show up that day or the next. It was the following Saturday before Thomas saw Nellie again. When he saw her, his heart fell to his knees. She wasn’t walking normally. She was sporting a small limp, but she was trying to hide it.

“Nellie, what happened?” Thomas rushed over and put his arm around her shoulders to help her sit down. She pushed him away, throwing her off balance. Nellie fell into a pile on the ground, and Thomas bent over her, worry written on his face.

“Nellie, please tell me what happened. Are you okay? Where does it hurt?”

For the first time since they had been friends, Thomas saw a few tears trickle down Nellie’s face. He gently wiped them away, Nellie did nothing to stop his movement.

Nellie’s arms were covered in bruises, and Thomas could only imagine what her pa had done to her. Seeing her like this made Thomas resolve not to let her return to her house ever again. Surely his ma, while not approving of their secret friendship, would see Nellie’s need and offer help.

“My pa knows that I’ve been coming out here to meet with you. He doesn’t know who you are, of course, but he knows that I’ve been meeting with a young man.” Nellie paused, and Thomas watched as she wiped her tears away with a dirty fist and set her face into a mask of determination. “He wanted to know who you were, but I wouldn’t say anything. I know he’d been drinking, so later, I sneaked out and dumped out all of the alcohol in his secret storage. Maybe I shouldn’t have, because he found out about that too. Then, he was really mad.”

“Nellie,” Thomas said, his arm instantly going around her shoulders again to pull her close. “I am so sorry that you have had to suffer through this. But I don’t want you to worry. My ma, she can help you. My pa can protect you against your pa. His treatment of you must stop. I can’t continue watching you be mistreated like this.”

Nellie was angry but not with Thomas. She was angry with the world, and that made it difficult for her to even see that Thomas was trying to extend kindness. “No, I’m not going to live with your family. I don’t need anyone.”

She studied Thomas carefully, knowing he had never treated her in any way that was not kindness. Somehow, she still could not bring herself to accept that someone could care about her and not hurt her if she allowed her guard down.

Thomas watched these emotions pass over her face. “I know you are a strong girl. I see it in your eyes, but I don’t want your pa to hurt you worse. Please let me do this one thing for you.” Thomas scrambled for more words that might have a chance of persuading his stubborn friend to agree with him. “You have wanted to meet Caleb. You can meet Caleb. You can meet my sister’s new baby. You can be a part of our family.”

Thomas watched Nellie weaken, and hope grew in his heart.

“No,” she said. “I know I shall never be safe with my pa so close. I must go somewhere he can never find me, and I must go alone. Surely you understand.”

“I can’t say I do,” Thomas answered her. “I don’t see why you want to go on your own when you could have my family taking care of you, and. . .”

“You don’t know that! Your family has never even met me. I know everyone hates my pa. They think I’m just a dirty girl who is good for nothing. I won’t have that for my future. I will be free. I will go somewhere where I can make my own family and no longer worry that someone will hurt me.”

“Nellie, I know you are scared that your pa. . .”

“I’m not scared!” Nellie spat out, pushing herself to her feet. “I am far from scared. I am angry. Why won’t you understand that I need to leave? Why do you want to hold me back?”

“I don’t want anything of the sort. I just want to make sure that you are safe,” Thomas explained. 

Nellie took a broken step back from Thomas, feeling as though everything was crashing down around her. “You’re my friend, Thomas,” she said, the desperation in her voice mixing with fear, even though she wouldn’t recognize it. “I don’t want to hurt you. Please don’t hate me, but I have to do what I have to do. Now, I need to leave.”

“May I hug you goodbye?” Thomas asked gently. 

Nellie gave a short nod and braced herself as Thomas’ arms wrapped around her. Thomas pulled away, knowing she felt uncomfortable with his move but also
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