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    DEDICATIONS


    
      To my cousin Justin Harris whose passing was all too soon.


      Too young was he to pass this life,


      Now a memory in our midst,


      Yet gallantly he faces what,


      Mere mortals have seen in a glimpse.


      He sails beyond our waking eye,


      To drift in dream and thought,


      And when we wish him here so near,


      We know that he would not.


      Smile sweetly child under wings of angels,


      Remind us not to dwell in sadness,


      For we shall see you once again,


      And embrace with hearts of gladness.


      by: J L Mulvihill

      



      Also in loving memory of my good friend and a big fan of my writing, Meralyn Peterson, who was a predominate member of the Clinton Ink-Slinger’s Writers Group. She passed from this world in October 2012. I will always miss my friend and her devotionals.

    

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    I have always loved the sound of the train whistle, especially when I hear it from far away; the moaning echo across the valley gives it a sorrowful sound like a Piper bird calling for its mate. Sometimes I can imagine the sound is a mournful spirit seeking its long lost love. Sad as it may sound, it calms me when I hear it at night and lulls me to sleep, or wakes me peacefully in the early morning. Every two weeks when I hear the train, I know it’s time for Papa to come home. But one morning about five weeks ago, Papa didn’t come home.


    I’m pretty sure my Granny is going to ask me to go to New Joplan to look for Papa. I don’t really mind going to New Joplan, the city is way jigin’, but I’ve never gone to the city alone before, and I’m sure there’s creepers there. Of course Granny will have it all worked out for me to stay with a friend of hers, but I will still have to go it alone. I need to go, though, because I have to find out what happened to my Papa. We ain’t heard from him or the railroad since Papa left for work last; he usually works a few weeks on and a couple weeks off, but this time he’s been gone longer than ever.


    If Papa doesn’t come back, I can’t say what will happen to Granny and me. Granny and I waited four weeks for Papa but when he still hadn’t come home we got worried. Granny decided maybe we should go on into Jasper and sell the eggs and milk like we usually do when Papa comes home. So we hitched up the ponies and loaded the cart up and head into town.


    The town of Jasper is an hour ride from our farm and consists of only a handful of buildings with the essentials. Jasper has been kept alive, just barely, by the locals’ sheer will and the backbone of the proprietors. It’s not really much of anything and there never seems to be any excitement of any sort. Papa once told me that this town used to be on the stagecoach route a long time ago, but when the train started running through New Joplan, people stopped taking the stage so it stopped running through here. For some reason though, some folks, out of habit I guess, just stayed in Jasper, in the middle of nowhere. Papa said that’s why he chose this area to live, because it was in the middle of nowhere and farthest from the reaches of the System.


    When Granny and I got into Jasper we went to the general store where Granny starts her haggling; the owner, Mr. Grim, is a nice enough man and he doesn’t rip us off, but times is hard and Granny is always trying to get the best price she can for the eggs, milk, and produce we sell him. Mr. Grim knows Granny isn’t going anywhere else to sell her stuff; New Joplan is too far and besides, the big city folk don’t care for buying from the farm folk, they’d rather have the Middlins handle that.


    While Granny haggles with Mr. Grim, I like to go over and look at the daily news; Mr. Grim has a stand full of newspapers and magazines and sometimes books that he gets in once a month. I like to see what’s new, even if I’ve been in that same month. Since I hadn’t been in for a while I figured I check the newspaper to see if we missed any big news we need to know about that Papa might be involved in. Last spring the neighbors had told us about an avalanche they heard about up in the Appalachians that had knocked a train off the tracks and down the mountain. Granny and I don’t ever know where Papa goes so we were so worried about him until he got home.


    It turns out Papa had been way south that time, but he told us he knew the engineer on that train and was real sorry for his family. Papa and some of the other railroad employees tried to get the railroad to pony up some money for his widow and kids to live on, but the railroad didn’t really give enough. I don’t know whatever happened to that family. I hate it when I hear about those things, because I can only imagine if they didn’t get enough money then they probably all got thrown in the workinhouse. If there were any babies they for sure were put in the orphanage.


    I hear Papa talk about the System and how it doesn’t have room for poor folk. If you can’t pay for your house, schooling and food you go to the workinhouse and that’s where you stay. What makes things harder is that the schools aren’t free but everybody has to go to school until they’re seventeen and old enough to pick a job. If you haven’t had any schooling then there is little chance you will be able to get a decent paying job. Papa says they need some kind of way to help the poor folks out just until they get back on their feet. But that ain’t the workinhouse. Once you go into one of those places you’re pretty much there for life.


    I heard about some folks who slide under the System and live off the land. They call them hobos or transients or something like that. Papa told me he has seen a lot of them around the train yards hopping the trains to get from one place to the next. Sometimes they will work for food or wages paid under the table, but the System doesn’t like that. The System would rather have the Crushers catch them and throw them in the workinhouse. I wonder sometimes if they don’t have enough people in those workinhouses, and exactly what do they do in there.


    Granny says the women sew clothes and blankets and things like that, and the men make other things like furniture and parts for equipment. Basically anything that has to be made comes out of the workinhouses, and everything is made right here in America. I don’t have a problem with that part it’s just that it don’t seem fair to make someone work there just because they don’t have any money. They don’t even give them any money, just food and a place to sleep. It just doesn’t seem right to me.


    After glancing through the paper in Mr. Grim’s store, I’m glad to see there’s nothing in the paper about a train wreck or anything like that, but there isn’t anything helpful either. I put the paper down and go peruse through the store. I’m just looking at stuff when I look up out the window and see Holder Dan driving up. Granny sees him too, but we’re too late to try to avoid him so I watch as Granny pulls herself up straight preparing to greet him.


    Since Holder Dan is the owner of our land, I guess he is going to want to talk to Granny about the rent money. He’s not a very nice man, and Granny and I can’t figure how or why Papa ever went into business with him. Granny doesn’t like Holder Dan much either, I don’t know why. I used to think it was because he’s the land owner but I think there is something that runs deeper there, something about Holder Dan that just gets under your skin and makes you itch all over. It’s bad enough that he is so tall his suits never seem to really fit him right so he looks like he belongs in a sideshow at a carnival. He always wears a stupid black bowler hat that looks like it’s two sizes too small for his head, and even though he has a healthy amount of hair, he insists on filling it with some nasty smelling grease so it slicks back like it’s glued to his head. His mustache is not much better as he always either has it trimmed too short or not at all in an attempt to create a handlebar look.


    All six feet of Holder Dan comes in the store with that air of confidence that I don’t trust and tips his hat to Granny, “Good day to you, Doris.”


    “Hello Daniel,” Granny says.


    I can smell that nasty grease from his hair, and it make me want to gag, and he’s wearing that stupid dust jacket he always wears over his clothes when he drives his steamer carriage. He just loves showing off that old rust bucket.


    Holder Dan has one them bought steam carriages. He thinks he’s all big time just cause he’s got a steam carriage, but that old things nothing but junk. It may look prettier than the one Papa built, but Papa told me once if you put water and tin together, sooner rather than later it’s going to rot out from under you. That carriage Holder Dan’s got is all tin underneath. Holder Dan told Papa he got his steam carriage from a reputable dealer and that it’s iron-ore through and through. Papa and I just laugh at him, because one day when his engine blows because his tank rotted and the water leaked out, he’ll know better then.


    We have a steam carriage too, but it’s much better than Holder Dan’s or any of the factory-built ones. There aren’t a whole lot of folks around here who have steam carriages, mainly because they are so expensive to buy, but Papa’s so smart he just made one. Now we are the envy of all the neighbors.


    Holder Dan looks over at me and smiles, “Well Abby, aren’t you growing up so fine and pretty, almost a woman now.”


    “Hello Mr. Dan,” I say, but I feel an immediate wave of revulsion by his comment. The way he looks at me and licks his lips like some hungry dog, suddenly makes me afraid, and I don’t know why.


    I turn and look at the glass jars on the shelf beside me just to avoid his eyes because there is something there I don’t remember seeing before, and I don’t like it.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    "Doris, you know the rent is due in a few days; I hope you have it,” Holder Dan says to Granny after he realizes that I’m not going to talk to him.


    “Of course we have it, Daniel. Why on earth would you think otherwise? Don’t we always have it for you on time every month for the last sixteen years?” asks Granny.


    “Well now, Doris. I heard that Bishop hasn’t been home for some time now. If something has happened and you have no income, well you know I can’t just let you stay there on charity alone. I’m a business man I have to make money,” Holder Dan says.


    “What have you heard, Daniel?” asks Granny.


    “Just what I told you, Doris. That Bishop hasn’t been home for a while. Now I see that he’s not with you today as he usually is, and I just assumed then that the rumors must be true. Though I would add, I certainly hope nothing has happened to him.”


    I stand frozen in shock not knowing what to do; we hadn’t told anybody that Papa hadn’t been home, so how did Holder Dan know?


    “Daniel,” Granny says taking a deep breath. “First of all I don’t know what gossip you have been listening to, but you should mind your own business. Second, you will get your rent money as you always do whether Bishop is home or not, and third, you should have a little more respect for your elders. It’s Mrs. Steel to you, not Doris.” With that, Granny stomped out the door.


    Holder Dan stood there watching her leave with a smug look on his face. He knew something about Papa, and I stood there wondering what he knew, and how am I going to get that information out of him. I imagined myself trying to strangle it out of him but realized that would be impossible. Maybe I could grab one of the guns that are for sale behind the counter but then they weren’t loaded. Then I thought about the fact that Mr. Grim must have a weapon loaded and ready behind the counter in case of emergency. I’m thinking about where he might hide it. But none of this would work anyway. I think the only way to get information out of this guy is to do that girly thing that Janet Mueller always does when she wants one of the boys at school to do something for her like sharpen her pencil or get her another milk.


    I’ve watched Janet work her girl magic on the guys, but I have never quite figured out exactly how she does it. Is it the sound of her voice, or the way she moves her body, or the look in her eyes? It has been a mystery to me ever since Janet has learned how to do it. So I’m wondering if I can try this on Holder Dan, but when I look at him and think about being sweet and nice to him, I just want to puke.


    I want so badly to find out what that man knows about Papa, but I’m not about to be sweet and nice to him and I’m not about to blow Granny’s bluff so I run after her, making sure to give Holder Dan a nice meaningful nasty glare as I leave.


    All the way home Granny is quiet and I could see her thinking about what to do. Holder Dan was right when he said if Papa didn’t come home with his pay, we wouldn’t have enough money to pay the rent. Most Holders have been known to give some time for their renters to come up with the money, or even work it off. I’m thinking Holder Dan has something in mind for that land because he seems awfully interested in whether or not we are going to be able to pay the rent or not. I don’t think Holder Dan has done anything to Papa. He’s too stupid. What I do think is that Holder Dan will take an opportunity if it presents itself. The question is: what has presented itself, and what does Holder Dan get out of it?


    Maybe Papa has been thrown in jail for some reason and Holder Dan knows it and won’t say. If that were the case, we could go get him out. Maybe he is hurt and stuck in a hospital somewhere. Of course Papa would get word to us unless he is unconscious. I realize that the only thing left to do now is to go to New Joplan to the railroad yard to see if Papa is there and if he’s not, then see if anyone there knows where he is. There is no way Granny and I both can go. I know before Granny even asks that I have to be the one to go.


    Sitting here in this tree I’m telling myself that it’s not as bad as all that. Besides, I owe Papa. At the age of two, my real parents abandoned me. They left me alone in a boxcar in the middle of a train station. If it hadn’t been for Bishop Steel I’d been put in an orphanage and then shipped off to the workinhouse when I was old enough. Bishop Steel, the man I call Papa, found me in the boxcar where my kinfolk left me.


    Papa works for the Southern Railway as a mechanical engineer. Papa said on the day he found me he had been working on the Nightingale Train at the train yard in Chattanooga when he heard the cry of a baby echoing across the train yard. Papa said he had to walk every stretch of the yard before he finally found the source of the cry was coming from the cutest red-headed, freckle-faced baby he’d ever seen. He said I had been tucked in a pile of cotton in an empty boxcar just screaming my head off. He said he leaned in and said “Hey little Sis, what’s all the hubbub?” I stopped crying and looked right at him, smiled, and then rolled out of the cotton and crawled right to him as if he had always been my Papa.


    The boxcar Papa found me in had the name A B Gale Logs painted on the side. Papa told me he tried to find my real parents but there wasn’t anybody around who would lay claim to me, so he kept me. He named me after that boxcar he found me in and spelled my name just like the sign, A-B-g-a-l-e, minus the log part. My friends just call me Abby. When Papa teases he calls me his little boxcar baby. I guess it’s better than being a box baby.


    I read about these boxes they got in the big cities for girls who find they can’t take care of their babies. They put the baby in the box which is attached to a house or a church or something like that, and then they close the box up and ring a bell and leave. The girl never has to look back, but I wonder if maybe sometimes they do though? I often wonder if my mother looked back.


    Sometimes I sit in this old oak tree by the pond and think about things like why someone would leave their baby. I’m not sure what to make of a person who would leave their baby sitting all alone in an empty boxcar, but then I don’t really know the circumstance that led my parents to do that. Maybe it could be that they forgot me, or maybe they didn’t want me anymore. Lots of folks find that a baby is not such a good idea, but by then it’s too late and they already have it.


    I go through scenarios in my head like what if the Crushers arrested my parents and they didn’t want me to be put in an orphanage so they didn’t say anything about me hoping they could come back and find me again. It is possible they got killed and no one knew I was there, not until Bishop Steel found me. But, he’s my Papa now and I have to find him.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    Our farm stands among a cluster of trees in the middle of an otherwise flattened landscape, where deceptive hills roll away to the west and north while grassy plains spread their impression of emptiness to the east and south. This is my home and has been for fourteen years; a place where hot winds blow up from the south and cold winds blow down from the north. A shade tree here can mean the difference between a scorching grassy desert and an oasis on a bright summer day. The winters are bitter and only consoled by a warm fire and a hot cup of cocoa. Fall is a pleasure of colors, cool breezes, and a plethora of garden feasts, but spring is a deadly companion and dealt with in trepidation.


    Through the battered kitchen door of an old farmhouse, down four paint-stripped steps, and not more than two hundred feet is a natural spring which bubbles up from the ground and flows down into Martin’s Creek. The overflow of the water spreads out to the west of the spring creating a pond just wide and deep enough for fishing on a lazy summer afternoon. Just above the pond is a big oak tree and is one of my favourite climbing trees which, like today, is where I am most of the time.


    Sighing, I put my head on my knee and watch an ant crawl up the tree limb, so small and insignificant, and all alone. I’m glad I’m not an ant, though sometimes I feel like one. The summer air feels much heavier in my lungs today for some reason and it makes it more difficult to breathe. I find myself having to take slow yet deeper breaths just to fill my lungs, and even then it doesn’t seem like I’m getting enough oxygen. I turn around and look at the house. From my vantage point I can only see the kitchen side of the house and one of my bedroom windows. I can’t see the front of the house except for in my mind’s eye because I know it’s there.


    At the front of the house is a big porch that overlooks some rose bushes that Granny planted long ago in her younger days; I often see her trimming them while in deep thought. I wonder if she is thinking about her youth. Past the rose bushes and the front yard is a dirt road that leads to the main road which goes west to east. If I were to go west I would end up in Jasper, and if I keep going west I would eventually end up in Kansas. But If I go east down the road I will end up in the big city of New Joplan where the train station is and where Papa works and that is the direction I will go tomorrow morning.


    Traveling to Jasper is one thing, it’s only a couple of hours gone but going to New Joplan is about half a day there and half a day back, so really I would have to spend the night and come back the next day. I turn back toward the back forty of our lot and the barn where Papa’s workshop is, and I’m wondering if maybe Papa is just hiding in there.


    I climb down from the tree and make my way across the garden and the chicken yard to the barn and inside. I stand there for a moment just looking at the door to Papa’s workshop. If I could just wish him home, close my eyes and he would be on the other side of that door tinkering around. On a whim I try the doorknob,but it’s locked and I can see the bolt on the outside so I know he isn’t in there. I kind of have a funny feeling in my stomach like something is powerfully wrong. The feeling is so strong it almost makes me sick. I head back to the house to see how Granny is doing and to tell her that I’m ok with going to New Joplan tomorrow.


    I find Granny standing in front of the big window in the common room. She’s just staring out to the east and doesn’t acknowledge that I’ve even come in the door. Finally I ask, “Granny, are you alright?”


    “That remains to be seen, AB’gale,” says Granny.


    Granny usually calls me Abby except when she is angry or serious about something. I don’t see why Granny would be angry with me so I guess she is about to tell me something serious.


    “You know I told you my kin came from the Appalachians yonder,” Granny says as she nods with her head in the direction of the east.


    I can’t see the mountains from our house but I know Granny can see them in her mind, and I know they are there, very far and to the east of us. So I stand beside her and look out the window too as if I can see them as well, and Granny puts her arm around me and hugs me close.


    “If ever there were any trouble, AB’gale, you go east and find my kin, they’ll take care of you,” says Granny.


    “Where Granny?” I ask. “The Appalachians are so big I wouldn’t know where to go.”


    “Sugar Creek,” says Granny. “Right in the heart of the mountains of West Virginia.” Granny says this in a kind of dreamy state of mind like she has gone back in time. I stand quietly and I wait until she comes out of her dream and back to reality.


    “Well now,” says Granny. “That’s just in case, but that won’t be necessary will it?”


    “No Ma’am,” I say, hoping Granny is right about that.


    “I think maybe you need to go to New Joplan and see what’s holding your Papa up. Do you think you can do that, AB’gale?” asks Granny.


    “Yes Ma’am, I can do that. I came to tell you I would, but I’m worried about you. Will you be alright by yourself, Granny?” I ask, trying to hold back the excitement in my voice because suddenly I’m looking forward to going.


    “Of course, dear. I’ll be fine. I just don’t fancy such a long trip like. But you must be careful now AB’gale. There are dangers along the road and you must be very clever. Do you understand me?”


    “Yes Ma’am, I understand,” I say to Granny. “I won’t talk to any strangers or stop along the way.”


    “Very good, now I’ll write a letter to a friend of mine who will let you stay at her house. Her name is Ms. Brauner and she runs a boarding house on Peach Street just off of Maine Street on the south end. She knows your Papa too, so she might be able to help you find where he’s gone if he’s not in town,” says Granny. “You go on upstairs and pack your bag for an overnight stay.”


    “Yes Ma’am,” I say as I head toward the stairs trying to keep my pace at a walk when I really want to run. I know this is a serious thing for someone my age to do. I know it’s a big step for Granny to trust me to go that far from home on my own. This is very important, but I just can’t help but be a little giddy and excited about going out to the big city all by myself. It’s like I’m a grown woman now with responsibilities to the family. It’s my job to find Papa and bring him home and, exciting or not, I have to take this seriously, but there is no one telling me I can’t enjoy myself while I’m doing it.


    In the morning, Granny gets everything together while I saddle up Fidget. There really isn’t any reason for me to take the cart and Fidget is faster and sturdier on her feet than Idget. Fidget and Idget are twin ponies. Papa bought them at an auction one year. Papa said that twin ponies is a rare thing. Other than the fact that they are twins there really isn’t anything special about them except they are my friends and are more loyal than dogs are. I usually ride Fidget to school in the fall so she is used to me riding her. The only problem with not taking the cart is that it’s a four-hour trip. I am so wishing I had Papa’s steam-carriage; I’d be there in two hours, an hour and half tops. Papa taught me how to drive it one summer while he was on a sabbatical for a month.


    That summer Papa not only taught me how to drive, but we made this little toy squirrel too. It looked just like a real squirrel, only it was made out of brass and watch parts from bunches of old watches Papa found. All you had to do was wind it up and it would walk a few steps and then bend down and pick something up. Of course we had to make sure we placed the object, usually an acorn, right in its path so it could pick it up. The real squirrels were scolding from the trees above because they thought it was stealing their acorns. It was great fun and I have to smile thinking on it. Then I worry again because I guess if I had the steam-carriage I’d have Papa and I wouldn’t need to be going to New Joplan.


    Granny has put together some food so at some point I’ll stop for a rest so that might really put me at more than four hours. I’m calculating the time in my head and Granny hands some money for the trip. It’s the money from the eggs and milk we sold in Jasper. I know this money is all we have right now until we find Papa. “Granny, are you sure?” I ask.


    “Of course, you’re going to need a little money to stable the pony and maybe for some food or something. You just never know what is going to come up AB’gale, so take it.”


    “Granny ,it’s all the money we have right now,” I pleaded.

    “Don’t be silly girl, don’t you think I have money put away for emergencies?” says Granny and smiles at me. “Now take it and use it wisely.”


    I take the money and put it deep in my pocket. I’m wearing my trousers for riding which have lots of pockets. They can get real hot in the summer so I usually just wear my shift with them but Granny doesn’t approve so I have to put on my bodice, which is hot too because though it only buttons to the waist, it’s a long tunic and hangs down to my calves. The material is made of thick brown cotton and though it’s good in the cooler seasons, in the summer it’s just as hot as wearing wool.


    “Don’t worry Granny, I’ll find Papa and bring him home,” I say because I don’t know what else to say.


    Granny just nods her head, hugs me, and says, “I know dear. Now be careful.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    By the time I head out the sun has just spread its lovely rays over the land casting a yellow glow on the road. I feel like I’m someone in an adventure book traveling down a golden road on a quest to a great city. But the ride is long and unfortunately not nearly as exciting as it would have been in an adventure book. I keep looking around thinking I will see something of interest but there really isn’t anything to see for miles around.


    As the day starts to warm up I’m feeling hot and sticky and, deciding that there really isn’t anyone around to see me, I take the hot bodice off and drape it across the pony in front of me. It’s not like I’m naked or anything, my stay is not see through. I swear the parents and grandparents always make such a fuss about what’s proper and all when what’s really important is what’s comfortable. I mean shouldn’t a person be comfortable and happy rather than have to worry about the proper things to wear, or the proper way to do this and that?


    After a couple of hours of riding I’m ready to stop for a rest. I find a little tree by the side of the road and stop. The area seems a bit trampled as if this is a normal stopping place for most travelers. I give Fidget some water from my canteen and one of the apples Granny had given me and then let her graze a bit while I eat another apple and a muffin. Granny makes the best muffins in the world; they seem to just melt in your mouth.


    I guess I probably take a little longer of a rest than I should have, but the shade feels so nice and a small breeze skims across the tops of the tall grass shaking up the cicadas and causing them to buzz in waves with the breeze. Had I not been on a mission I probably could have fallen asleep right here under the tree. Reluctantly, I get up. It isn’t as if I don’t want to go, I’m still excited about the trip, it’s just that I hate responsibility sometimes.


    I get back on Figet, determined now because if I can just find Papa then everything will go back to the way it used to be. I will probably find him in town and he will tell me everything is ok and he’ll take me to dinner at one of those fancy restaurants and we will spend the night at the Conner Hotel and come home the next day.


    Three and half hours can be a long time on a road that goes through a land that’s as flat as a flapjack. I have time to think about everything including anything that could go wrong. I of course think the worst now, like what if Papa is dead and the railroad people just have not had the time or maybe even the courage to let us know yet. This horrible thought gets me all worked up to the point that I start to cry a little. I have to keep telling myself that it’s just a what-if-thought and it’s not real, nothing bad is going to happen and there is a logical explanation for Papa not coming home.


    Just before I get into New Joplan I stop by the creek so I can wash my face and freshen up a bit before I put my bodice back on and look presentable. There are a few trees around this spot just around the bend from the town and a perfect place to stop and get to the water in the creek. Without thinking I go straight for that water, splashing it on my face, arms, and neck to get the dust from the road off me. I opened my eyes to find myself face to face with a snake and my heart skips a beat. The snake is holding perfectly still and I try very hard not to move myself or take my eyes off of it. I can tell by its big fat body and triangular head that it must be a water moccasin. I barely have enough time to register this to my brain before the viper opens its mouth and lunges at me.


    I’m thinking that this is the end of me, and I’m regretting forgetting my training that Papa gave me about checking the waters before going near them. I had no time to move or even think about moving when that snake struck out at me, but just as quick as it went for me it fell short about a quarter inch from my face. Suddenly it’s writhing and squirming around in front of me, and at that point I have the sense enough to scoot back away. That’s when I see that big black boot standing on the snake’s back. I follow that boot up the leg and torso and finally to the face of a man standing there smiling at me.


    “Well, ain’t you gonna get up?” the man asks me.


    I jump up right quick and dust myself off and look at him. “Yes Sir,” I say. “Thank you Sir, I think you just saved my life.”


    “Well now, if that were true then you would be my slave now wouldn’t you?” the man asks laughing. “In some societies if someone saves your life then you owe them that life,” he says.


    All I can do is stare at him in horror. I am not going to indenture myself to a complete stranger for saving me from a snake. Then I realize that Papa saved my life when he took me in as a baby and that I owed my life to him. “I’m sorry Sir,” I say. “I already owe my life to someone else right now; I don’t see how I can owe it to more than one person at a time.”


    The man strokes his long white beard, considering this a moment. He seems like he must be traveling with a circus or something because his clothes are extraordinarily colorful and, to be honest, look a bit out of place for everyday attire. He wears big thick black boots which I am quite thankful for at the moment, and black and white pin striped pants with a white shirt, a yellow vest, and a red bow tie.


    “Well,” he says. “I guess you’re right, little lady. I guess we will just say you owe me a favor which you can pay me back someday when I am in need.”


    “Yes Sir,” I say. I am slightly relieved but only for the moment, for who knows what sort of favor this stranger will ask of me.


    “Allow me to introduce myself,” the man starts. “I am Oliver T. Clark, at your service. The T stands for tedious, or so my wife has told me,” he says, extending his hand for me to shake.


    The snake is still wriggling beneath his boot, and I feel it is still too close for my comfort. He must notice my gaze at the snake instead of taking his hand because he recognizes immediately my trepidation.


    “Pardon me Miss, while I remove our friend from the equation,” he says bending down and grabbing the snake by the nape of the neck.


    “Oh please don’t hurt it. It’s not the snake’s fault; I startled it,” I plead.


    “Yes, I realize that. Don’t worry. I won’t hurt a scale on its head; I merely want to milk it while it’s angry, if you don’t mind. What did you say your name is?” he asks.


    “I didn’t. It’s Miss Steel,” I say, watching the snake now wiggling angrily in his hand.


    “Well Miss Steel, would you like to come with me and watch me milk this lovely specimen?” he asks.


    “No thank you, Sir,” I say. I know better than to follow a stranger into the woods and especially on the pretense of milking a snake. I have never heard of such a thing. “I have to be going now, but thank you again for saving me from the snake, Mr. Clark,” I say, and I quickly run back to Fidget before he can say another word.


    I get back on Figet and as I head around the bend to town I turn back to see Mr. Oliver T. Clark, but he’s gone already and nowhere to be seen. A stranger man I don’t think I have ever seen.

  


  
    CHAPTER 5


    New Joplan is a huge city. Papa has taken Granny and me there a few times and it’s really the tops. It has everything a body could need or ever want. There are stores that sell just about anything you want if you have the money to buy it. I like to walk through the stores to see the different styles of clothing they display on wooden dummies, or go to a hat store to try on the different hats.


    The people in New Joplan ride bikes in the big park near a lake where they have boats that look like big ducks. Papa took me on one of these boats once; you have to paddle them yourself with your feet but you can go all over the lake. While we paddled he told me about a bigger city on the East Coast called Bostantonia where they have bigger boats that look like swans and they paddle you around instead of you having to do all the work.


    But my favorite part about New Joplan is the huge library which sits up on a hill overlooking the river. It’s the biggest library I’ve ever seen; a person could fit our school library, which is really part of the closet, into that library probably five-thousand times. I love books and I figure I could probably live in that library if they would only let me.


    Another keen thing about New Joplan is that there are so many different places to eat. I can’t even imagine how the people who live here can afford to eat at these places very often. I asked Papa how they could get so many different kinds of food here in one place and he told me that because of the railroads and steam carriages a lot of ingredients could be special ordered. If it couldn’t be found here in the states then it could be ordered and brought in on the steamships from all over the world. Papa said that one day the world would be smaller because we would have a better way of reaching out to one another.


    In Jasper not everybody has a steam carriage, mostly holders and some of the more wealthy ranchers, and of course the Lawmen, or Crushers, as we call them. In the streets of New Joplan there are steam carriages everywhere. In fact there seem to be more than the last time I had been here. There’s a trolley too that goes up and down the streets, and people walking everywhere. I guess one could say that New Joplan is a real bustling city.


    I decide that all this commotion and noise is probably too much for Fidget; I see a livery on my way into town so I turn back to take Fidget there. I know the train station isn’t too far into town and I can walk to it, so leaving Fidget here seems best. I look for the man in charge of the livery and see a stooped and gnarled man hobbling over to me.


    “You want to board your pony?” he asks in a loud gruff voice.


    “Yes. How much is it?” I ask.


    “Five dollars a day or thirty for the week,” he replies, spittle dangling from his lips as he speaks to me. His cloths are old and faded and he reeks of manure.


    “Five dollars a day? That’s robbery,” I say.


    “We’re the only livery left in town, take it, or leave it,” he says with a cheery grin on his face that just doesn’t look right.


    “Fine,” I say, “but you better brush her and make sure she gets enough to eat.”


    “No worries Missy, ponies don’t eat much,” he says, holding out his hand for the money.


    “In advance?” I ask in astonishment.


    “At least a day’s worth,” he replies still wearing that eerie looking grin.


    “Fine,” I say, handing him the money.


    I watched as he takes Fidget to her own stall, and assured she will be taken care of I leave for the train station. It’s a lot farther than I remember, and I have no idea what time it is but the heat of the day and the position of the sun make me feel like it has to be midafternoon or maybe even closer to suppertime. The snack I had earlier is long gone and my stomach begins to growl. Stupidly I left the remainder of the food in the saddlebag with Fidget.


    Finally I see the train station and make my way through the big arches and inside. The station is much grander than I remembered it with marble floors, mirrors, and paintings on the walls depicting scenes of fox hunts and ladies and gents having picnics in the parks. Looking around I see ladies dressed up in their traveling clothes with their bonnets and gloves on, and gentlemen wearing top hats and carrying canes. One would think they were all going to a ball or something.


    I stop in front of one of the mirrors and realize how much I stick out in a crowd like this. I try and pull back my wild red hair and pin it in a bun like Granny once showed me so that I look older. But without a hat or bonnet I think the effort it futile. Then I button down my bodice so it looks like I’m wearing a dress instead of riding pants. I look down at my hands almost wishing I had gloves like a real lady. I look back in the mirror and sigh. At fifteen I guess this is as good as it gets One day I will look more like a lady than a little girl, but for now I at least don’t look road bitten.


    I bypass the ticket booth and slide out the back side door that Papa showed me once long ago, that the employees use to get to the yard. The yard is another obstacle and much more confusing. There are a lot of people bustling around doing stuff. Finally I see three men standing together talking that look like they might be important people for the railroad company and could help me. Two of the men look like old teacher types, and one is wearing a conductor’s uniform and has got a conductor’s hat on with tufts of grey hair poking through. The other guy is wearing a plaid suit with one of them stupid bowler hats all the old businessmen wear and he’s got short grey hair too. The other guy looks a bit younger and has on a black and white pinstripe suit, and a black Fedora. I decide to ask them if they know my Papa.


    “Excuse me; I’m looking for my Papa?” I say to the men with as big a smile as I can manage. The three men looked up at me in surprise.


    “Miss?” one of the gentlemen says to me questioningly as if he didn’t hear me correctly but tipping his conductor hat to me cordially as he did so.


    “I’m looking for my Papa,” I repeat.


    Before the conductor can say another word the gentleman in the pinstripe suit quickly bows to me saying, “I would be glad to assist you, my dear lady, if it would please you to tell me your father’s name.”


    I realize how awkward this is since I hadn’t told them my name and that we are complete strangers. I’m confused as to how I should proceed because Granny told me it’s not proper for a young lady to introduce herself to young gentlemen, but then telling them Papa’s name would be alright, besides, how else can they help me? “Bishop Steel is my Papa,” I say smiling at the gentleman. He’s sort of handsome with dark brown hair trimmed into his sideburns. He holds a walking stick with an ornate handle that looks like the head of a dog or lion or something.


    The other gentian, who has been standing silently, exchanges a nervous glance with the conductor which does not go unnoticed by me, but the other gentleman doesn’t seem to take notice or at least pretends not to. I wonder what the other two fellows are thinking and what they are hiding or why they don’t say anything.


    “Please, allow me to assist you in your search Miss Steel?” the gentleman says in a questioning tone but quickly continues as if he was satisfied by my lack of response or correction in his assumption in addressing me.


    I suddenly realize that he has been staring at my hands and it occurrs to me that he might have been looking to see if I have a wedding ring on. Though I am only fifteen I do look a little older for my age. I’m a little flattered by this and think perhaps maybe I could use this to my advantage if I only knew how, but this again is not something I have learned on the farm. I suppose that this is something I will have to learn on my own just like Janet Mueller; so I smile back at this handsome gentleman and let him think what he wants for the time being.


    “I am sure with two people in the search your father will be found expediently,” he says, taking my hand and placing it respectfully on his arm. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Mr. Martin and this is Mr. Evans the train conductor and Mr. McNally the station master,” he says, gesturing to the two other men standing there silently watching the exchange.


    “How do you do Sirs,” I say politely to the men. “If you work for the railroad then you must know my Papa, Bishop Steel.” I turn my attention to the conductor and station master.


    “Bishop Steel you say? No, I’m sure I’ve not heard that name before,” says Mr. McNally.
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