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Prologue

The first part of our winter, November and December of 1955, was mild in South Dakota. The temperatures were above normal, and the few snowfalls were light. But when the new year began, it became a winter that I would never forget.




Chapter 1

When the first snowfall of January came, it was sudden, heavy, and thick—giant wet flakes sauntering down, creating a curtain of white.

On the playground during noon recess we had noticed the heavy air and a dark, threatening mass of clouds to the northwest. Mrs. Kelly, our fifth- and sixth-grade teacher, was outside with us, watching the clouds. Her wrinkled brow reflected her concern.

I, too, was worried. The deepening gray in the sky signaled the possibility of a big snowstorm that would cancel school and keep me at home to work on our cattle farm.

“What’s the matter, Rachel?” my friend Winnie Powers asked. “You look so disappointed.”


“If this turns out to be a big storm, I’m going to be stuck at home on the farm for who knows how long. I don’t like farm work in nice weather, and I dread it in nasty weather!” I paused for a breath. “I like school. I like being here. I like being with you and the other sixth-graders. The fifth-graders, too.”

“Sorry about that,” Winnie said. “If you lived in or near town, you’d love snow days. We have a lot of fun sledding, skating, and dueling it out with snowballs.”

“Yeah. I can imagine the fun I’m going to miss while the wind is whipping ground corn in my face.”

She tried to console me. “Well, maybe it’ll be a little snowstorm.”

After recess, a messenger from the school superintendent’s office knocked on the classroom door. I held my breath when Mrs. Kelly went to open it. Twenty-three fifth- and sixth-grade pairs of ears tuned in to the voice outside the door. It said what I feared. “We’re going to dismiss . . .”

At those words, many in the room clapped their hands—softly. Mrs. Kelly would not tolerate rowdiness. Winnie stood and motioned for silence in order to hear the rest of the message. “. . . phone call from the sheriff’s office in Faulkton, warning of heavy snow approaching north-central South Dakota.” We leaned forward in our seats toward the voice. “Several inches are already on the ground in Bowdle . . .”

Bowdle is only about fifty miles from Cresbard! I thought.

“. . . and traffic is not advised. As soon as all the bus drivers are in, we’ll ring the dismissal bell and the kids should go immediately to their buses or home.”

“This doesn’t surprise me,” Mrs. Kelly replied to the unseen messenger outside the door. “The weather forecast didn’t sound good on the radio this morning.” When she closed the door, we sat back in our seats, waiting for her announcement.

“We will be dismissing early,” she said. Her voice, usually calm, sounded urgent. “There’s some heavy snow expected, and we want to get you home before it starts, so clear your desks and be ready when the bell rings. As soon as the buses are lined up, we’ll dismiss.”

I raised my hand. After Mrs. Kelly nodded to me, I asked, “Do you think we’ll have school tomorrow?”

“That depends on how much snow we get, Rachel.”


“I hope not very much,” I replied softly.

She smiled. She knew how much I loved school and everything about it.

“Look! It’s starting!” Lance Cooper exclaimed. All heads turned toward the wall of windows.

“Look at those big snowflakes!” Melissa Powers, Winnie’s cousin, said.

We all started toward the windows for a closer look.

“Remain in your seats, boys and girls!” reminded Mrs. Kelly. Everyone sat down except Lance, who often tried to get away with stuff. He stayed by his seat near the window but continued to stand, looking out, then sitting down just as Mrs. Kelly started to reprimand him. “Lance . . .”

A minute of quiet waiting followed. The ticking of the clock was the loudest sound in the room.


  Claaaang!


The sound of the bell hammer hitting against its metal casing in the hall startled us.

Mrs. Kelly took a final survey of her students to make sure we all were ready for dismissal. “Row one, you may go,” she said.

“Row two.” All the fifth-graders rose and walked out.

“Row three.” My row got up. “And row four.”


We hurried down to the stairway landing, where our coats hung on metal hooks above our boots. It was hard to keep our excited, anxious voices down as we put on coats, caps, scarves, and overshoes.

I zipped up my gray wool jacket with its fur collar and embroidered front edges—a hand-me-down from older sisters—Carol, fifteen, and Kim, thirteen. I tied my plaid wool scarf under my chin, pulled on my overshoes, and zipped them to the top of the fur trim a few inches above my ankles.

Those of us who were band members grabbed our instrument cases. We were supposed to practice every night for a big concert coming up in Chicago next year. I grasped the handle of my coronet case so it wouldn’t slip from my hands when I ran to the bus.

Mrs. Kelly stood at the top of the stairway by the classroom door, making sure we got off okay. “Goodbye, Mrs. Kelly,” we all called up to her.

“Hope to see you tomorrow,” I added.

“I hope so, too.” She smiled briefly, and then the worried look returned to her face.

We didn’t run down the stairs to the first floor, but we weren’t exactly walking, either. We passed third- and fourth-graders on their way to the door. Outside, we saw the five buses, with their motors running, lined up on the west side of the schoolyard.

Everyone took off, running toward the buses. Some of the older kids leaped over the board fence, and some of the younger ones took a shortcut under it, disregarding the safety rule of going only through the walkway opening.

The snow was already more than an inch deep, and footprint pressed upon footprint created a path of packed, slippery snow that narrowed at the gate.

I was almost to that point when a powerful whomp hit me on the back. Wet snow splattered over my shoulders and melted around my neck.

“Wha . . .” Stunned, I turned around and ducked just in time to avoid the next snowball hurling toward my head. In the heavy falling snow I could barely see the culprit. I should have known! “Just you wait, Lance Cooper!” I yelled to him as he left the schoolyard with the town kids who walked home.

He laughed, not intimidated at all. “Wait for what, Rachel Johnson?” He tossed another snowball that fell short. Then he turned and strolled down the street toward his house.


I would have to wait to seek my revenge another time.

For now, I was concerned about how long it would take to get home. The houses near the school had faded into faint rectangular forms, almost invisible through the white world of falling snow.



Chapter 2

“You boys are going to wish you had galoshes on!” Les, our bus driver, said when a couple of the high-schoolers, wearing wet loafers, boarded.

“Galoshes are so uncool, Les,” one answered. “Besides, we didn’t know it was going to snow today.”

“It’s winter.” Les smiled. “It snows in winter—and this is going to be a big snow, they say. Can hardly see the houses over there.” He pointed toward the houses half a block away.

When it looked like all the kids were boarded on the buses, Les swung the handle that closed the door halves together. “Everyone seated!” he commanded, and he checked in his rearview mirror to make sure before he disengaged the clutch and rolled out behind the other buses.


I waved when I saw Winnie and Melissa’s bus turn left. Winnie lived only a half mile east of town, and Melissa lived half a mile north of Winnie. I couldn’t see if they waved back—the space between the buses was too white.

They will be home soon. But not me, I thought. I was envious that they would be able to get together and have fun if there were no school tomorrow. Susie, my little seven-year-old sister, who was in second-grade and huddled next to me, wouldn’t be nearly as much fun as Winnie and Melissa. Winnie and Melissa will probably get to go tobogganing with Lance and Darren like they did last weekend. Lance was a pill, but Darren Baxter was one cool guy.

I looked out the window over Susie’s head. Our bus traveled south down Main Street. Only a few cars were in town, and most of those were parked in front of the mercantile store, the grocery store, and the gas station. We drove beneath the Christmas lights that crossed the main intersection downtown—still up, though Christmas was more than a week ago. We left Main Street, the grain elevators, and the livestock sale barn at the edge of town and traveled the mile to Highway 20, the east–west main gravel road.

The snow was so thick in the air that I couldn’t see Herbie Conlon’s hangar and landing strip, though they were only about a hundred feet from the road, in the alfalfa field paralleling it.

When Les turned the bus onto Highway 20, the tracks left behind on the road were firmly pressed into deepening snow. Distinct patterns from the tire chains left large chain-link depressions in the center of the tire tracks. The power-line poles along the road were packed with snow on the north sides. Everything was white, and it was hard to see the road between the ditches that ran alongside it.

At the pace we were going, it would take a long time to get home. Our farm was only eight miles from town, but the bus route would cover twenty miles and six stops before Carol, Kim, Susie, and I were dropped off. We had gone only one mile so far.

After each stop, the footprints left by the kids getting off were deeper than the stop before. If the farm was down a lane, the house might not be in sight.

At the Kahn farm, where one very small boy and girl lived, Les opened the door and peered out. He hesitated, as though he didn’t want them to get off. I looked out the window and saw nothing but swirling snow. How will they find their house?


“Dick! Devon!” Les beckoned to Dick Mackey and Devon Hart. The two oldest boys on the bus hurried to the front.

What does he want them for? I wondered.

In the whiteness, something appeared to move toward the bus. The something turned gray and started to resemble a person. Then the solid form of a heavily clad figure emerged.

“Les!” a voice called. Les opened the door.

“Karl! Boy am I glad to see you!” Les exclaimed when Mr. Kahn stepped inside the bus. “I didn’t feel right about letting your two little ones out in this snow without your house in sight. I was thinking of sending Dick and Devon to make sure they got to the door, but then I’d have to worry about them, too.”

“We heard the radio announcement about school letting out early,” Mr. Kahn said. “I was waiting earlier, but when you didn’t come, I went back to the house to see if the radio had further news.”

“It’s been slow going,” Les said. “The snow is getting deep. Okay, Chip and Megan, you can get off now.”

“Good luck to you, Les!” Mr. Kahn said, and he stepped down from the bus with Chip and Megan. Holding each child by the hand, he headed back toward his house. The bus pulled away slowly, and Mr. Kahn, Chip, and Megan disappeared into the whiteness.

Now there were three more stops and eleven more miles to our farm. At the next stop, to my surprise, the snow was lighter. I could see that house even though it was a distance from the road.

My ears perked up when I heard Carol, who was sitting with Maureen Mackey behind Susie and me, say, “This storm reminds me of the end of Giants in the Earth.”

“You’re reading that now in English class, huh?” Maureen answered. “We read it last year, too.”

“Would you have gone out in that storm, like Per Hansa did, if you thought you couldn’t survive it?” Carol asked.

“I don’t know. If he hadn’t gone, can you imagine how his wife, Beret, would have felt about him if their friend Hans Olsa had died without a minister? She was so sure that he would die in sin and go to hell.”

“It was evident that Hans Olsa was going to die, but only possible that Per Hansa would,” said Carol. “Beret might never have forgiven him.”

“How sad the ending was,” Maureen said. “I almost cried when I read that they found Per Hansa in the spring, sitting with his back against an old haystack. Dead. His skis still on.”

“I would have preferred a different ending . . .” Carol shook her head.

I would, too! I thought, not waiting for her to finish.

“. . . but things were tough for the Norwegian immigrants in the late eighteen hundreds.”

“To think that Giants in the Earth was set right here in South Dakota,” added Maureen.

Carol nodded. “The author was Norwegian, and he visited his uncle in South Dakota. We still have a lot of Norwegian descendants today, especially in the southeastern part of the state.”

That explains those funny names, I thought. Per Hansa. Hans Olsa. They’re Norwegian names!

What relief I felt when I next looked out the window. The snow had stopped—almost as suddenly as it had started. Travel was still slow, but we could see the road, and that helped our speed.

I began to relax. Susie, too, for she no longer pressed against me in the seat. There was even a little space between us.


The Mackeys were the last ones off before us.

“Okay, girls,” Les said, looking in his rearview mirror at us as he left the Mackey farm. “I should have no problem getting you home.”

“Good!” Susie said.

Relieved, I smiled at his reflection. Carol and Kim sat back in their seats.

“I wonder if Mom got home,” I said. Fifteen-month-old Matthew had been crying and pulling at his ear in the morning, so Mom was taking him to the doctor in Faulkton.

“I hope Dad got home from the livestock sale,” Carol said. “The road won’t be cleared in time to take the car, so I’ll need him to take me to town in the truck. I promised Gretchen that I would be there tonight for cheerleading, and the basketball bus leaves at five-thirty.”

“That seems like a silly promise in weather like this,” I said. “Promises are sacred. They are supposed to be saved for important things.”

“Well, who are you? Little Miss Know It All?” Kim mocked.

“Just putting in my two cents.”

“It’s more like one cent.”


“Stop putting me down, Kim—”

“It was a silly promise,” Carol interrupted. “But Gretchen is my best friend, and the other two cheerleaders weren’t sure they could make it in.”

“Gretchen lives in town, so it’s easier for her to get to the bus,” I pointed out.

“Yeah, like that isn’t obvious?” Kim snickered.

“Hey, leave me alone!”

“I wouldn’t want to cheerlead by myself,” Carol said, “so just in case no one else shows, I will.”

Carol was such a loyal friend to Gretchen. I wondered if Gretchen would have been that loyal to her. And Carol had character. If she made a promise, she kept it. That was one of the qualities—along with her nice personality and her athletic ability—that got her elected to the cheerleading squad. Kim, too, as a junior high cheerleader. Making the squad next year, when I would be in junior high, was one of my dreams.

At our mile turnoff, I noticed car tracks in the snow that had turned in from the road to Faulkton. I didn’t see any truck tracks from the other direction.

Most likely, Dad had not made it home.



Chapter 3

When Les turned into our lane, there was, again, only one set of tracks. He drove up on the cement drive to the garage, just as the car tracks had, but the tracks disappeared under the garage door.

When the bus stopped, Susie was first to the door. “It’s cold!” she said.

“The temperature has definitely fallen,” Les said.

I felt it, too. I checked the thermometer near the house door. “Fifteen degrees!” I called to Les.

“That’s thirteen degrees colder than when we left school. That’s quite a drop,” he said. “Good night, girls!” he called before he closed the door and backed away.

The bus had no more riders, so Les could return directly to school on the county road.


Blackie came bounding out of the chicken coop when he heard our voices.

“Sorry, Blackie! No time for petting today,” I apologized. I wanted to see how Mom and Matthew were.

“Hi, Mom! How’s Matthew?” I asked when we walked into the kitchen.

“He’s sleeping,” she said in a low voice. “Don’t wake him, Susie,” she warned when Susie headed for the bedroom where his crib was. “He’s been fussy, but the doctor prescribed some medicine for an ear infection that also makes him sleepy, and the sleep’s good for him.”

“Did you have to drive in the storm, Mom?” I asked. “We could hardly see out the bus for the first few miles.”

“I heard on the radio that school was getting out early. The snow was heavy in Faulkton but must not have been as heavy as you had. I’m glad we have the Oldsmobile. It’s a big car and hugs the road well, but I had to go slow. There were times when I thought it would get stuck on me.”

“I hope Dad gets home soon,” Carol said. “I promised Gretchen I’d make it tonight for cheerleading.”

“Silly promise,” I said.

Carol ignored me, but Kim didn’t. “You already said that, Rachel!”


“Girls!” Mom scolded. “Carol, if there was snow toward Aberdeen, like there was in Cresbard, Dad could be late,” Mom pointed out.

“The bus leaves at five-thirty!” Carol insisted. “If Dad’s not here at four-thirty, I’m taking the car.”

I looked at the clock above the window. So did Mom. The hands pointed to 3:45. Daylight was beginning to fade.

Mom was upset by Carol’s determination, and I wondered what she would do.

In the silence of that moment, waiting for Mom’s ultimatum, we heard a dreaded winter sound.

“The wind!” Mom gasped.

Looking out, we saw thick white wisps. The wind was sweeping the snow across the fields. If that kept up, drifts would form across the road and block it. Dad would have to drive slowly. If there were whiteouts, he’d have to stop until he could see out the windshield again.

“Even if Dad makes it by four-thirty, I don’t think he
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