
 

1 
 

  



 

2 
 

Bess 
Into the Wind 

 
Charles Cranston Jett 

 

 

  



 

3 
 

Chapter One 

July 1916: Near Haley, North Dakota 

The sun beat down relentlessly on the prairie between Bess 

Parker's homestead and the Teepee Buttes to the west. The same sun 

that was responsible for sprouting the new grass in the spring was 

now busy turning the wands of waist-high prairie grass a light golden 

hue. The royal blue sky was high with a few puffy clouds floating lazily 

toward the east, and the afternoon heat shimmered over the waving 

grass in the light gusting breeze. To the west, a few tumbleweeds 

danced along the broad pasture. Another hot summer day, Bess 

thought, as she stepped out of the sod house to fetch some eggs from 

the chicken coop just behind the shed. 

Bess's children--six-year-old Marion, five-year-old Helen, and 

three-year-old Billy--were playing on the dirt pile near the shed. Bess 

smiled as she watched them roll down the pile, kicking up dust and 

dirtying their faces. Her youngest, six-month-old Sidney, also known as 

Tip, was inside the house sleeping in his crib. 

Suddenly Helen jumped up and raced down the hill toward the 

well. "Hiss," she exclaimed with excitement. Without hesitation, Bess 

dashed forward to catch the little girl to see what she was chasing. 
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"Hiss!" Helen shouted again as she pointed toward a huge snake 

that was slithering swiftly away. 

Hiss was a harmless bull snake, usually coiled in a corner of the 

shed on a bed of hay and was almost a pet that the children loved. But 

that snake is not Hiss, Bess thought with alarm, as she caught up to 

Helen and grabbed her arm. And she was right. A rattlesnake was 

coiling up near the well. The serpent was a light brown to green color 

with a yellowish belly and dark oval blotches like crossbands on its 

back. Its steely green oval eyes, the flickering forked tongue, and the 

unmistakable buzzing sound of the rattle signaled that the snake was 

angry . . . very angry. 

"That is a rattlesnake, Helen," Bess said sternly while drawing 

her breath. "They're bad! Really bad! They will bite you! Get away! 

Now!" She tightened her grip on Helen's arm and jerked her backward 

to a safe distance. 

Rattlesnakes were common on the western prairies of North and 

South Dakota, but Bess had never seen one so close to the house and 

had never seen one so big. One bite and its poisonous venom was 

lethal. Slowly she gripped Helen's hand and led her back up to the dirt 

pile by the shed where Marion and Billy were staring in wonder. In a 
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stern voice, Bess said, "Stay here!” Then she dashed into the shed, 

grabbed the garden hoe, and ran back down toward the well. 

The snake was tightly coiled up by the well, basking in the heat of 

the sun, its forked tongue flicking in the air every few seconds. The 

serpent had stopped shaking his rattle, but Bess knew that if it sensed 

danger, the rattle would start buzzing again. Bess's heart pounded as 

she calmly gripped the hoe, raised her arms, then slammed it down--

chopping again and again at the snake. After a few blows, she'd severed 

its head. Only then did she breathe a sigh of relief. 

The rattlesnake was nearly four feet long, and quite fat. Bess 

shivered at the thought of what might have happened if she hadn't 

been outside when Helen began to chase the lethal serpent. Prairie 

rattlesnakes were quite common in this area and most people never 

were aware that at any time one might be no more than twenty feet 

from one of the deadly critters. A cold chill crawled up her spine. 

Bess wiped the sweat from her brow. Her arms and hands shook. 

After she caught her breath, she walked back up the hill to the shed 

where the children were playing. "Never chase a snake," she said to 

them, shaking her finger. "Hiss is good, but the others are bad. 

Dangerous. Never chase them!" 
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"I'm sorry, Mama," Helen said. "I won't do it again." Her brown 

eyes peered up at Bess. 

"Yeah! You could've been bitten!" Billy chimed in. 

"It's okay," Bess said. "Just be careful. It's not safe." 

Bess put the hoe back into the shed, grabbed a shovel and an old 

empty burlap gunnysack, and headed down the hill toward the dead 

rattler. She shoveled the snake into the sack and carefully put the 

severed head in with the carcass. Afterward, she dug a hole about two 

feet deep in the soft dirt behind the chicken coop, put the bag in the 

hole, filled it up with dirt and stomped on it. Then she found a large flat 

rock and placed it over the buried serpent. 

Rattlesnakes were only one of the many dangers on the prairie. 

She rubbed her hands together, breathed a sigh of relief after disposing 

of the snake, and walked over to the small bench beside the root cellar. 

She sat down and rolled a cigarette—with Bull-Durham tobacco her 

favorite. As she saw the children play, she drew in a deep puff of the 

fresh tobacco, her memories drifting away with the cloud of smoke. 

The summer of 1916 marked the eighth year since Bess had 

ventured west from her childhood home in Cando, North Dakota, to 
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homestead in far southwestern North Dakota. Ever since she 

remembered, she had always wanted to be a rancher. 

When Bess was a child, she enthusiastically helped Papa on their 

farm. She loved the smell of fresh-cut wheat and how the air carried 

speckles of dust from the nearby fields where other farmers planted 

their crops. Papa was the manager of the grain elevator in Cando--the 

place where farmers brought their harvested grain--and he always 

encouraged Bess to learn all she was able to know about farming and 

ranching. 

"You gotta have a plan, my Bessie!" he'd always said. "Take 

chances. Smart chances. Like when sailors are out on the ocean, they 

often have to sail into the wind. In this life, you have to learn to sail into 

the wind." 

When Bess started high school, she had a plan--a plan to learn 

about ranching. She spent many hours in the Cando public library 

pouring over documents and books--learning about the Homestead Act 

of 1862 which stated that any adult who had never taken up arms 

against the United States government could apply for a homestead--

160 acres of land—as a grant. If the homesteader proved that he or she 

had made "improvements" on the land over a five-year period, he or 
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she would receive permanent ownership of the land. The act was 

aimed at any citizen--male or female--who was at least twenty-one 

years old. That's me, Bess thought. Homesteading is what I want to do! 

And she did it! In 1908, right after Bess had turned twenty-one, 

she had become eligible for a federal homestead grant and had set out 

on her adventure--a single woman traveling alone and heading west 

toward the vast expanses of the unknown. But she had been prepared. 

She had had her plan. She'd secured her federal homestead grant and 

the adventure had begun. And she had become successful--at present 

through successful acquisition of land other homesteaders had 

abandoned--she now owned 1,440 acres of good ranch land. 

During those eight years since Bess homesteaded and proved up 

on her land about a mile just south of Haley, North Dakota and 

bordering the North and South Dakota state line, she had witnessed the 

slow transformation of the virgin prairie into fenced-in pastures and 

broad stretches of plowed ground where the wheat, oats, and flax were 

now waving in the breeze like a light tan lake. Beautiful, like what one 

might see on the ocean, she thought as she sat there smoking her 

cigarette and gazing west toward the Teepee Buttes and the vast 

undulating prairie. She never grew tired of the lulling and hypnotic 

wave-like motions of the tall prairie grass and the wheat. 
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Over near the dirt pile she heard a shout. "Don't do that!" Helen 

screamed at Billy. He was dangling a slimy worm in front of her face. 

Bess chuckled. Billy was always teasing the girls. Of all her 

children, Billy reminded her of Doc the most. He had the same wide 

blue eyes and crooked smile. 

It had been three weeks since Doc had left and Bess couldn't be 

happier. It felt like a giant weight had been lifted and floated away. 

Soon after Bess had arrived in the west, she'd met Doc who drove the 

wagon carrying her supplies from Dickinson to Haley. His birth name 

was Chris Stewart and he had come to Haley from Galesburg, Illinois 

just before 1900. Shortly after he arrived in Haley, a man traveling 

through town had fallen off his horse and Chris had helped set the 

broken leg, thus earning him the nickname "Doc." Doc was a handsome 

man--tall, slender with a full head of bushy brown hair, and sky-blue 

eyes. A memory I would just as soon forget, thought Bess. 

Back then, it was all so promising. In 1909, Bess was twenty-two 

years old and the world was hers to take. Her friendship with Doc 

flourished. They attended local baseball games together and she 

frequently hosted him for supper. Soon it became clear that his 

affection for her was becoming serious, but Bess had a secret: she was 
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not attracted to men; instead, she was physically attracted to women. 

All her life Bess understood she was different from her friends and 

classmates. Whenever her girlfriends would become excited about 

boys, Bess found solace in working in the field. It wasn't until she 

headed out west did she comes to terms with the fact that she was 

attracted to women--physically and emotionally. 

"Linda," she whispered. She shook the thought away and focused 

on her children. Helen and Marion were chasing Billy around now. If 

she had to thank Doc for anything it would be her four beautiful 

children. 

At the time, she was quite fond of Doc. She'd gone through 

heartbreak with Linda and an unspeakable tragedy, and she'd drawn 

the conclusion that what she needed at that moment--being alone on 

the prairie--was security. So, when he'd popped the question of 

marriage, it seemed more like a business arrangement for her and a 

way to garner some security and not be alone. To be frank, she enjoyed 

his company and figured that she would grow to love him. And she did 

eventually love him . . . in a plutonic way. It had been silly of her to 

think that deep inside she could suppress who she really was. She'd 

spent many lonely nights in her marriage lying next to a snoring Doc 
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while her heart and soul were at conflict and her real physical needs 

unsatisfied. 

After they wed, Doc spent time on his ranch about ten miles 

away raising workhorses while Bess raised sheep and cattle on her 

homestead. For a while they prospered--becoming financially secure--

but then mechanization initiated the decline in Doc's horse business. 

The grain farmers switched to tractors, which created virtually no need 

for workhorses to pull plows and other equipment. More people were 

getting automobiles, so the need for horses to pull buggies was also in 

decline. 

When Marion was born, Bess's world had been turned upside 

down . . . in a good way. She'd taken on a new role as mother, and she 

and Doc had become somewhat closer in terms of shared ideals. They 

were in this together . . . or so she'd thought. A year later, Helen 

entered the world, and Doc became withdrawn and quiet. Every so 

often he would bounce the girls on his legs or chase them around the 

room pretending he was a scary monster, and it was in those moments 

where Bess caught a glimpse of the old Doc, the Doc who smiled and 

laughed. When Billy arrived two years later, Doc had a spark in his eyes 

at the joy of having a son, but that, too, soon waned and something 
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dreadful entered their lives. Whisky. By the time Tip was born, Doc had 

become a drunken mess. 

Over the last three years of their seven-year marriage, Doc had 

been a regular at Kiley's bar in Haley. He would come to the homestead 

drunk as a skunk late into the night, say little, and leave early the next 

morning without so much as a good-bye. He seemed to have no 

interest in Bess or the children. Last fall, he'd been accidentally shot in 

the leg after a drunken brawl at Kiley's, and that had been the last 

straw as far as the marriage was concerned. Bess was fed up with the 

drinking. The day Doc had finally left, he quietly said, "I'm not the man 

I used to be." Bess noticed the sadness in his eyes and his voice, the 

only part of him that she recognized. He'd left a broken, hollow man 

with a severe limp and she had no doubt that he would be crippled for 

the rest of his life. He returned to his original home in Galesburg, 

Illinois. 

Every emotion swarmed through Bess in the days after Doc had 

left--frustration, anger, sadness, triumph, relief, failure, hope. She was 

terrified of being a single mother with four small children, and she 

cursed Doc up and down from dawn to sundown. But one thing Bess 

always prided herself on was her inner strength and resolve. If she 

wanted something, she would get it, even if that mean getting her 
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hands dirty. Raising four kids alone would be a challenge, but Bess was 

confident that she would pull through . . . especially when things got 

tough. So, with a spring in her step, Bess had filed for divorce right 

after Doc left and changed her name from Stewart back to Parker Now, 

she and her four young children were alone, but they were Parkers. 

"Nothing stops a Parker," Bess said as she stubbed out her 

cigarette in the dirt. She stood and stretched her limbs. It was a 

beautiful summer day as the Parker children's laughter floated away 

with the breeze. 
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Chapter Two 

 

Bess stepped inside to seek refuge from the hot June sun. The 

living room was the largest room in the house and a major part of the 

original sod structure. It was large--about twenty feet by twenty feet--

with a half wall on the north side separating the living room from the 

bedroom used by Bess and Doc. 

When Bess arrived in 1908, she had built the sod house, a shed, a 

sturdy corral, and a chicken coop with the help of Brian Feist, the local 

lumberyard owner, and his helper, Ken Fisher. She also had a good 

well, a root cellar to store vegetables and provide emergency shelter 

from the occasional severe thunderstorms, and the required outhouse. 

Mr. Feist had advised Bess to shave the walls and applied a white 

plaster to cover the sod to minimize the dirt as did the wooden floor. 

Mr. Feist and Ken Fisher had installed the wooden floor after the soil 

had cured. 

The main room served as a living room, kitchen, and dining 

room. The black cast-iron coal-burning stove was to the right of the 

door, the combination kitchen-dining room table was to the left by the 

window opening to the west, and the large sofa and sitting chair sat 
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across the room to the left. To the left on the north side of the house 

and past the kitchen table was Bess's bedroom, and to the right of the 

stove was the entrance to the extension with the three small bedrooms 

for the children. It was small, but cozy, and Bess wouldn't have it any 

other way. 

After peeling and chopping the potatoes, Bess stepped out on the 

porch, glanced to the left toward the shed, and called the children. It 

was getting late and she wanted to keep an eye on them as she 

prepared supper. 

The last three weeks since Doc left had been quite pleasant, 

especially the quiet nights after the children had gone to bed. Time to 

rest, clear my thoughts, and think about the upcoming day, she thought. 

It was so much better than waiting around for Doc to show up drunk 

and cause a ruckus. Truth be told, Doc hadn't been mentally or 

emotionally available in their lives for a long time. 

The kids hurried inside and Bess told them to be quiet, as Tip 

was still asleep. Giggling, their hands dirty, they rushed over to the 

sink. Just then, the sounds of a baby crying signaled that Tip was 

waking up. 
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"Helen, please take Tip out of the crib. I have to get supper 

started," Bess said with a sigh. "Marion, will you help me?" 

Bess grabbed the chicken carcass--it'd been de-feathered and 

gutted--and began to cut it up into the pieces suitable for frying. As she 

cut off each piece, she handed it to Marion. "Put the flour on. It already 

has the spices you like. When you done, place them on this plate and I'll 

put them into the frying pan." 

Helen came into the room holding Tip, who appeared fussy and 

tired. She placed him into a small basket propped up to see what the 

children were doing. Then Helen sat on the floor next to Billy who was 

playing with wooden blocks. 

"I'm done," Marion said proudly. Her hands were covered with 

flour. 

"Thank you, sweetie. Now wash your hands and go play with 

your brothers and sister." 

Marion dashed over to the sink, stood on her tippy-toes, and 

dipped her hands into the standing water. Then she rubbed the bar of 

soap, dipped her hands in again, and wiped them on a nearby towel. 
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Marion was six years old and would be starting school in 

September. She was tall for her age, had long brown hair Bess had 

braided, and she was always smiling. Her smile and her sparkling 

brown eyes would light up any room. She enjoys being the oldest, Bess 

thought. She glanced over at the framed portrait on the east wall. She 

had mixed feelings as Doc wasn't in the photo--he was drunk at the 

time and had become distant from the family. It had been taken a year 

before Tip was born. 

They grow up so fast, she thought. 

 

1915: Marion (left), Helen (center), Billy (right), and Bess (top center) 

Helen was five years old and very bright for her age and the 

teacher in Haley, Mrs. Gunderson, said that she should start the first 

grade along with Marion. She wasn't quite so tall as Marion, but like 
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Marion, she had long brown hair falling to her shoulders. Her forehead 

was always furrowed, as if she was always focused on whatever she 

was doing.  

Billy was three years old and was always smiling and laughing at 

almost anything. His hair was light brown and slightly curly, and he 

was always at Helen's side doing whatever she was doing. Those two 

have bonded so well, Bess thought as she delicately placed a drumstick 

into the frying pan. 

Helen and Billy were showing Tip the wooden blocks that Jim 

Edgar, the hired man, had made for them and Tip gazed in 

wonderment, his hands and feet wiggling in excitement. Billy always 

had trouble saying the name Sidney. Instead Billy called him Tip for 

reasons Bess didn't fully understand, but a few weeks ago, the girls 

started using the nickname as well, and it stuck. 

Billy was energetic, although both Marion and Helen enjoyed 

maintaining a rather motherly relationship toward him. Bess wished 

she had the ability to spend more time with them, but trying to keep 

the homestead working occupied a lot of her attention. 

"Supper's almost ready," said Bess. "Helen, why don't you help 

Marion set the table. I'll go get Jim." 
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Jim Edgar was a godsend. He was quite old--probably in his mid-

seventies--but he was excellent with the sheep and cattle, and the 

children loved him. Jim had been working as a sheepherder and 

general handyman for Bess at the homestead for four years. Bess didn't 

know what she would do without him. 

Jim's constant companion for the last four years had been the 

seven-year-old German shepherd Bess had named Bismarck. In the 

spring of 1909, she obtained the dog from the Lees who'd lived in the 

west on the east slope of the Teepee Buttes shortly after an intruder 

had broken into her home during the night and tried to attack her. 

Fortunately, she'd fended him off with her pistol and rifle, but that 

night a sense of vulnerability and dread engulfed her and almost broke 

her spirit. Tears burned her eyes as she thought of that awful night--

the way the man smelled of tobacco, how frightened she'd been--and 

she never wanted her children to experience the same type of fear or 

vulnerability. Bismarck became not only a guard dog but an excellent 

sheep dog as well. 

Bess went outside and called Jim, who was feeding the horse, 

Annabel, in the shed. "Supper's ready, Jim," she yelled. He lived down 

past the well in a sheep wagon--a converted prairie schooner that was 

winterized complete with a stove, cupboards, bed, and closet. The 
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sheep wagon was mobile and moveable from place to place on the 

ranch depending on the time of year and where the sheep were 

pastured. From time to time Jim would watch the children if Bess went 

into Haley for supplies, tend to other business, or if she wanted to walk 

up to the top of the hill behind the house, roll a Bull Durham cigarette, 

and have some quiet time to think as she gazed out over the vast 

prairie landscape. While he never said anything outright, Bess got the 

impression that Jim never did like Doc. 

Supper was always fun with Jim telling stories and making the 

children laugh as they gobbled down the tender fried chicken, green 

beans and home-made bread. 

"Tell us the one about the one-legged coyote," said Billy as he 

licked his fingers. 

Bess had heard the story many times. Most likely he made it up, 

she thought. 

Jim smiled. "His name was Gus,. At least that's what folks called 

him. Had one leg he lost when he either got it caught in a wire fence or 

somebody shot him. I don't know." Jim went on to tell the children how 

funny the coyote appeared as he bounded along on three legs. 

"Did he catch anything?" asked Billy. 
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"I only saw him once. People said he was always with other 

coyotes and just bounded along behind 'em. Ate what they caught, too, 

but folks never did say Gus caught anything himself." 

"Show us how he ran," said Billy with a smile. 

Jim used his hand with three fingers outstretched and bounced it 

across the table with an exaggerated up and down motion. The 

children squealed with delight. 

"Those beans are great, Bess," said Jim. "How do you make 'em?" 

"My Mama back in Cando showed me how," said Bess. "They're 

Southern style, so she said. You cook some chopped up bacon in a pot, 

then put in the onion slices. When the onion is clear and you've got a 

lot of grease, you pour in some tomato sauce and water. Then you 

simmer the beans for two hours. I also like to put a little garlic in it, 

too." 

"Love 'em! Kids do, too!" 

"Apple pie!" said Helen. Helen always enjoyed dessert the most. 

Bess served each of the children a small slice of apple pie made 

from Mama's recipe, but she didn't put the rum sauce Papa liked on the 

pie. 
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After supper, when Bess had put the children to bed and Jim had 

returned to his sheep wagon for the night, she sat at the table and 

wrote in her diary, a longstanding habit of hers since she started 

homesteading. It kept her company, to be with her own thoughts, as 

well as a means of keeping track of what she was thinking and what 

was going on around the homestead. 

She picked up a small stack of letters and leafed through them. 

Her heart fluttered as she reread one of the letters she had received 

two weeks ago from her mother and father, Nellie and Giles Parker. 

Her parents would be moving to Haley at the start of lambing season 

near the end of March or so, in the spring of 1917. Bess was excited. 

Not only did she miss her parents terribly, but also her children would 

have the opportunity to be around their grandparents. 

In 1914, her parents had moved from Cando, North Dakota, 

where Bess grew up and where Papa had managed the local grain 

elevator, to Conrad, Montana, where Papa was now managing another 

elevator. Papa and Mama were in their fifties, and in the letter, they 

had expressed concern about Bess and the children now that Doc had 

left. Papa was going to leave his job and he and Mama would move to 

Haley to help her run the ranch. Bess was delighted with the thought of 

their joining her in Haley. Glad the idea came from them and not from 
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me, she thought. Bess always had pride in the independent streak that 

Papa always said she had. 

She leaned back in her chair and sighed. A cool breeze blew 

through the window, ruffling her hair. In the room adjacent, her four 

children slept. She listened to some light snoring, hoping they were 

dreaming sweet dreams. This was her life now--a single mother of 

four--but she had never been one to back down when things got too 

challenging. It only made her stronger--more focused. 

Bess Parker was ready. 
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Chapter Three 

 

Stocking up supplies for the winter was something Bess learned 

should be done in August, and that task required her to get the 

assistance of Mrs. Collins to stay with the children for a day as she took 

the wagon into Haley. It was too much of a task to ask Jim Edgar, as he 

would be watching the sheep and cattle. 

Mrs. Collins arrived at the homestead a week later promptly at 

eight on a warm morning in late August. "Mornin', Bess," she mumbled 

as she walked through the door. Mrs. Collins was a plump woman, in 

her fifties, and she rarely smiled. She was good with the children 

though, and insisted on discipline. 

Bess was aware that the children--particularly Marion and 

Helen--didn't look forward to Mrs. Collins's visits because she "makes 

us work," as Marion had complained. While Bess never talked to Mrs. 

Collins about her having the children do chores around the house, she 

liked knowing Mrs. Collins was firmly in charge and, better still, the 

house was always clean whenever Bess returned. Better she should 

teach them how to do housework, Bess thought with a smile. 
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"Sorry about Doc," Mrs. Collins said quietly as though she didn't 

want the children to hear what she was saying. 

"He went back home where he came from, Galesburg, Illinois." 

"For good?" 

"Yep!" It's good to say that out loud, thought Bess. Now that Mrs. 

Collins understood Doc wouldn't be coming back, Bess was confident 

everyone else in town would soon be aware of the fact. It wasn't that 

she was refraining from telling anyone-- word just spreads rapidly in a 

town as small as Haley. 

“Marion and Helen starting school next week?”  

“Yes – first grade. They’re excited.” 

“They’ll be good students,” said Mrs. Collins. “I’m sure.” 

"I'll be back by mid-afternoon," Bess said. "Got lots to pick up. 

Need anything?" 

"I'll be fine," Mrs. Collins said without looking up. 

Bess hitched up the wagon. During the late summer, Bess headed 

into town to get supplies for the winter. Preparing a homestead for the 

winter was no easy task. During the colder months, it was difficult to 
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travel into town even though Haley was only slightly over a mile away. 

If it wasn't muddy because of the frequent cold rains of October, the 

snow would be difficult to navigate with the wagon. Fortunately, 

however, the steel bridge over the Grand River was sturdy and was 

built to replace the original bridge that had been washed away during 

the great flood in the late summer of 1908 shortly after she arrived. 

The bridge saved her from having to ford the river about half a mile 

upstream. 

This year, they needed the staple items such as oatmeal, sugar, 

flour, salt and pepper, and some linens to replace two of the torn 

sheets the children had destroyed while playing. She needed a dozen 

canning jars for the tomatoes and vegetables from the garden as she 

always did the canning in September and stored the jars in the root 

cellar. 

As she headed into the Currie Hardware Store Bess wondered 

why the store was so dark inside. The windows in the front were quite 

small and didn't let much outside light inside, and the dark wooden 

floors and walls of the store 

Mr. Currie's wife, Sarah, was always bringing pastries and other 

baked goods she made at home, and Bess could sense the familiar 
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aroma of cinnamon wafting from the back of the store. Those pastries 

are the source of her plump appearance, Bess thought as Sarah waddled 

up the aisle--her arms full of goodies. 

The general store had been a godsend for Bess ever since she 

came to Haley. It was the focal point of the small town, serving not only 

as a hardware store with essential tools, but stocking nearly everything 

a homesteader might need. They had shelves filled with everyday 

items: food, household, linens and fabrics, tinctures, even fresh fruit on 

occasion. Mr. Currie also served as the town postmaster. 

Maybe they have the butter churn Mr. Currie told me about, she 

thought. He had described it as a small wooden barrel that could be 

placed on the table where you could turn the crank. It seemed much 

easier to operate than the old style with the handle on the top to pump 

up and down. Perfect chore for the girls, thought Bess. And for Billy. 

Bess browsed the two wide aisles, placing the items she needed 

into her basket. When she approached the register, Mr. Currie greeted 

her with a smile. 

"Hiya, Bess," he said. "How ya doin' today?" His white hair was 

thinning on top and he wore thick black glasses. Always dressed in 

dark pants, white shirt, and a dark rust-colored apron, Mr. Currie wore 
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a green eyeshade making him appear more like a clerk in a railway 

station than a hardware store proprietor. 

"You have the butter churn?" asked Bess. "The one you told me 

about." 

"Sure do," he said. "Over here." Mr. Currie walked to the end of 

the counter where the two remaining butter churns were stacked. 

"Goin' fast," he said. "These are the last two." 

Bess smiled. "I'll take one," she said as Mr. Currie picked it up 

and carried it back to the counter. 

She purchased a bushel of apples because the children loved 

apple pie. A few oranges were also on her list, but not many because 

they didn't store well despite being cool in the root cellar and generally 

they weren't available. "Six oranges, too," she said. 

As Mr. Currie was ringing her up, she glanced at several of the 

homesteaders browsing. They didn't say anything to her, but smiled 

and turned their heads sideways at her as though they knew 

something--Probably that Doc had left town, she thought. Bess was 

aware the townsfolk would think it highly unusual for a single woman 

with children to manage a ranch--and a rather large one with livestock 

as well. But Bess didn't care what they thought. If anyone were to ask, 
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she would have told them the plain truth: Doc had gone home to 

Illinois. They'll find out soon enough from Mrs. Collins. 

"Well, you take care, Bess. Tell the children I said hello," Mr. 

Currie said. He turned and picked up three sweet rolls Mrs. Currie had 

placed on the counter and put them in a paper bag. "Take these to the 

kids," he said with a smile. “They can celebrate their first year of 

school!” 

"Thank you. They'll love 'em! I'll tell them they're from you!" 

Such a gentleman, Bess thought. 

It was nearing one o'clock when Bess finished and loaded her 

supplies in the wagon. Got all I need, she thought with satisfaction. The 

new butter churn, too, and oranges. That'll please the children, 

particularly Billy. She then went to the creamery where she delivered 

eight dozen eggs to complete the supply journey.  
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Chapter Four 

 

During the first week of September, a long-awaited time had 

arrived. Marion and Helen would be entering school for the first time. 

Bess took the girls to school in the wagon while Jim Edgar watched 

Billy and Tip in the house. Mrs. Gunderson, the teacher, welcomed the 

girls who were bubbling with excitement.  

Mrs. Gunderson was an elderly woman—probably in her sixties, 

Bess thought. She was short—when she stood beside Bess, her head 

was barely as high as Bess’s shoulder. She wore a small pair of glasses 

that were perched nearly on the end of her nose and did not exude 

cheerfulness. To Bess, she seemed like she was all business and not at 

the school for fun. But she had a reputation for being thorough and 

attentive to her students. 

Bess left Marion and Helen who ran over to join a group of 

students who looked like they were at the same grade level. Knowing 

that Jim was watching Billy and Tip, Bess cut her visiting with Mrs. 

Gunderson short and headed back to the homestead. 

*   *   * 
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September was cold but there were no killing frosts. During the 

past week, the rains crept in and the temperature dropped to near 

freezing. The rain fell slow but in a steady, weepy fashion--A cold 

soaker, Bess thought. The persistent rain lasted for three days and 

nights, turning the dirt path toward Haley into a sea of mud. It was 

penetrating--the sort of cold that passed right through a coat and 

clothing to the skin. 

The last week brought relief--the warm Chinooks--perfect 

weather for gathering the vegetables from the garden. Shortly after 

breakfast, on Saturday, Ken Fisher brought a wagonload of lignite coal 

and put it in the coal bin between the shed and the house. "I think this 

will be enough coal for the winter, Bess," he said. "More this time than 

last year because the Almanac says the winter's going to be a rough 

one. Don't know if they're right or not, but a person's gotta be 

prepared, I reckon." 

Ken Fisher, a tall, lanky and handsome man with dark wavy 

brown hair and bright blue eyes was a handyman capable of doing 

most anything and he was always dependable. Ken and Brian Feist, 

who owned the lumberyard in Haley, had built the sod house, the shed, 

and the corrals. Ken and his wife, Sarah, had become two of Bess's best 

friends. Bess had taken care of their small child several times, and 
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there had been times when Sarah was kind enough to look after her 

children when Bess needed to go into Haley. They were good 

neighbors. 

"How're Sarah and Izzie?" asked Bess. The little Fisher boy's 

name was Isador, but his nickname was Izzie. 

"Sarah's good. Izzie's gettin' big! He had a bad cold the week 

before, but he's better now. How're the kids?" 

"Keeping me busy," Bess said. "Marion and Helen have just 

started school and they enjoy it—even though Mrs. Gunderson is 

rather strict.” 

“People say that Mrs. Gunderson has taken ill,” said Ken. “She 

had some sort of accident. Maybe broke her hip. They took her to 

Dickinson to the hospital up there. They got a substitute already so it 

won’t affect school.” 

“I didn’t know that,” said Bess. “The girls didn’t say anything.” 

“Happened late yesterday—on Friday,” said Ken. “Mr. Currie told 

me. Substitute is a young woman from Stranton. She’s comin’ down 

here today and will live with the Curries. Name is Miss Matthews.” 
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That name, Matthews, rings a bell, thought Bess.  “Wasn’t she at 

the social this past July? Name is Anna. Young woman. Very pretty. I 

visited with her.” 

“That’s the one,” said Ken. “Lucky the Curries know her and were 

able to get her to come down and help. Don’t know how long she’ll be 

here—depends on how fast Mrs. Gunderson recovers, I suppose.” 

Anna Matthews, thought Bess with a rush of excitement. At the 

social, we visited for about an hour and she lives up in Scranton. We 

agreed to get together sometime in the future—probably during one of 

my infrequent trips to Scranton—but she’s here? Now? Staying with the 

Curries?  

“You say that Mrs. Gunderson broke her hip? That’s pretty 

serious.” 

“That’s what they say,” said Ken. “Mr. Currie said it’s gonna take a 

long time for her to heal up.” 

Bess felt sorry for the elderly teacher, but that was countered by 

the excitement about Anna Matthews. I don’t want to wish anyone ill 

health, thought Bess. I hope Mrs. Gunderson heals rapidly. Then she 

paused. Or do I? She felt guilty at that thought.  
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When Ken left, Bess’s mind raced with the thought of Anna 

Matthews. She filled the coal bucket with fresh lignite coal, took it into 

the house, and placed it by the stove. The stove was warm but it always 

needed to be fired up in the morning. Bess was amazed at how warm 

the sod house could be during cold weather; almost a foot and a half of 

sod was good insulation. Mr. Feist took great care in putting on the 

roof. Some of the sod houses leaked, Bess knew, but not this one. Mr. 

Feist had built the roof with a slight slant toward the front, and he put 

double layers of tar paper on the roof before putting on the sod cover. 

The roof sod was cut a little thinner than the walls so as not to be too 

heavy. The only problem with the sod roof was keeping the children 

from climbing on it. 

Bess and Marion finished the dishes and Marion and Billy were 

playing with the wooden blocks with Tip. "Can we do school?" Marion 

asked as she charged into the living room with the blackboard and 

propped it up in front of the sofa. 

Shall I tell the girls about the new teacher? Maybe it’s best to just 

let them find out on Monday. She scratched her head. I’ll wait, she 

concluded. 
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"Of course we can do school," said Bess. The children sat down in 

front of the blackboard--anticipating the fun. 

After almost two hours of writing numbers and words on the 

blackboard, Bess fed the children and Marion and Billy continued to 

entertain Tip. 

"Come on, sweetie," Bess said to Helen. "Let's go work in the 

garden." 

As they walked to the garden with their pails, knife, and small 

shovel, Jim came out of the shed. 

"Might be a long winter, what with the cold we had earlier this 

month," Jim said as he closed the shed door and headed back to his 

sheep wagon. "Nice day, though. Chinooks." 

"Thankfully," Bess said. "Trying to gather all the tomatoes I can 

before the frost." 

"Comin' soon," said Jim. "Cattle are bunchin' up a bit. They got a 

sense the cold is coming." 

"We’re gonna male tomato pickles," Helen shouted proudly. 

"Mama, how do you make pickles?" 
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"With green tomatoes, Helen," said Bess. "Wash 'em, slice 'em, 

and boil 'em with salt, vinegar, and some spices from the Watkins 

man." 

"Green tomatoes?" Helen asked. "Not all are green. Some are 

bright red." 

"Eat the red ones raw, but we make the pickles with the green 

ones. You'll see. We'll put them in jars and store 'em in the root cellar." 

"Can I help put 'em in the jars?" 

"Sure, Helen. You can help put them in the jars when they're 

ready. But you must be careful. They will be hot right off the stove. You 

pick the green ones, and I'll pick the red ones." 

Helen giggled with delight as she delicately plucked the green 

tomatoes from the vines. They were a little wilted from the cold, but 

they hadn't frozen. That made it easy for Helen to pluck the tomatoes 

from the stems. When Bess and Helen finished, they had two small 

buckets of medium-sized green tomatoes that were ready to make 

tomato pickles and a large bucket of juicy red tomatoes. 

"Can you carry one of the buckets?" Bess asked. 
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Helen eagerly grabbed the handled. "Uh-huh," she said, 

struggling a bit. The bucket was not completely full, nor was it heavy, 

so she dragged it toward the front entrance of the house. 

When they were at the front door, Bess helped Helen take off her 

shoes and wipe off the caked mud. Helen dashed into the house in her 

stocking feet shouting with joy, "I'm going to make pickles!" 

Bess cleaned the mud off the two buckets and brought them into 

the house by the stove where she put the tomatoes into a small 

wooden tub. "We need to wash them now." Bess took the two buckets 

down to the well where she filled them, brought them back into the 

house, and poured the water from one of the buckets into a large 

cooking pot on the stove to heat it. 

Marion moved Tip over near the tubs where they would wash 

the tomatoes so he could see. "He'll get cranky if he can't watch," she 

said. Marion and Bill came over to join Helen, and the three of them sat 

down beside the tub of green tomatoes, making sure they didn't block 

Tip's view. 

With their tiny hands, they slowly washed each tomato in the 

bucket of fresh water. Tip appeared fascinated and clapped his hands. 
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Helen gave him a small green tomato which he immediately put to his 

mouth. "Too big for him to swallow," Helen said. 

"Clean 'em good," Bess said. The children had fun as they washed 

the tomatoes. 

Bess sliced the clean tomatoes thinly and put them into a bowl 

along with six sliced large onions. She added a tablespoon of each--

whole cloves, allspice berries, celery seeds, mustard seeds, ground 

mustard, and whole black peppercorns--into the simmering water on 

the stove. She added three cups of white vinegar, three cups of brown 

sugar, and a half cup of salt to the mixture and let the concoction come 

to a slow boil. 

"Stay away from the stove," Bess said. "Mama has to get more 

water from the well." She took the two buckets and went down to the 

well. A light rain began to fall, and the sky in the west over the Teepee 

Buttes was darkening. Storm's coming. A big one. 

She rushed back to the house with the heavy bucket of water, 

poured the water into a large pot and put it on the stove. She placed 

eight one-quart glass mason jars into the water along with the lids. 

Mama had taught her how to can foods. Her mother had said, "You boil 

the glass jars along with the lids and rubber seals. Then you pour the 
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food into the jars with about a half-inch space between the top of the 

liquid to the lid of the jar. When that’s done, you put on the lids and 

tighten them so there are no leaks." 

Bess put the sliced tomatoes and onions into the hot spiced 

water on the stove and let the mixture cook for about thirty minutes. 

She carefully took out the hot mason jars one by one, filled each with 

the tomato-and-spice mix, and tightened the lids on each jar, setting 

each aside to cool. 

"Don't touch the jars," she said to the children. "They're very hot. 

Now Mama's going to make supper." 

There was a pot of warm beans with salted pork slices on the 

stove. Yesterday, she'd soaked the beans, and a few hours ago she'd 

added in the pork. She heated up the dish, took the dish off the stove to 

let the stew cool so that it would not be too hot for the children. She 

had made enough stew so that it could be stored for a day or two in the 

root cellar without spoiling. 

"Bean stew," Marion shouted as she, Helen, and Billy dashed to 

the table for supper. 

"Not too hot and not too cold," Bess said with a smile. 
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"Goldilocks!" Billy shouted as he remembered his favorite story. 

"Just right!" He grinned broadly, climbed up on his chair, and waited 

for his supper. 

Marion and Helen took their places at the table. "Can we have 

school after supper?" Helen asked anxiously. 

"Let's spell," Marion said. 

"I wanna read!" Billy shouted. 

Bess sighed. "We'll have school, but first we'll have to clean the 

table after we have supper." She lifted Tip up to the high chair that Jim 

had built for him. Tip was a particularly active child. His bright blue 

eyes and curly hair mirrored his bubbly personality. 

The children ate their bean stew in silence. They used the chunks 

of the bread that Bess made to soak up the hot bean broth the way that 

Bess remembered Papa doing at home. The bread was like a sponge 

that absorbed the delicious "sauce," as Helen called it. 

When they finished supper, Marion helped to clear the table, and 

Helen and Billy brought in the small blackboard from the bedroom and 

set it up on a chair. 
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For the next hour, Bess gave the children words to spell, and 

Helen and Marion wrote them clearly on the blackboard. Billy had a bit 

more trouble writing—occasionally becoming frustrated and just 

scribbled. Bess went through the alphabet and had each of the children 

repeat the letters. 

"Okay, it's bedtime," Bess said. 

"No!" Billy shouted as he grabbed a piece of chalk and tried to 

write a word on the blackboard. 

"Bedtime, Billy," Bess said firmly. She admired her son's stamina 

and eagerness to learn. 

After the children had been tucked into bed, Bess turned off the 

kerosene lamp in their room and checked that Tip was snug in the crib 

that all the children had used when they were his age. 

With a sigh, Bess down at the table in the kitchen. It had been a 

long but productive day and she pulled out her sack of Bull Durham, 

rolled a cigarette, and wrote a letter to Mama and Papa. 
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Chapter Five 

The following Monday, Bess took Marion and Helen to school—

eager to visit with the substitute teacher, Miss Matthews. I hope she’s 

the woman I remember, thought Bess.  

The thought of seeing Anna Matthews again made Bess confront 

the many different emotions swirling around in her brain and body, 

most notably the thought of being intimate with a woman again and 

how such intimacy brought her comfort. I'm different, she reminded 

herself. I don't know why, but I've always been different. Ever since Bess 

was in high school, she'd realized something was different about her 

feelings, but she didn't know what. It wasn't until she met Linda was 

she was able to piece together what she'd understood about herself. 

The problem, however, was simple. When I met Anna Matthews at the 

social, she made me think about Linda. And I don't like to think about 

Linda because it makes me sad. 

Bess recalled the day eight years ago when she headed west on 

the Northern Pacific train from Jamestown to Dickinson, North Dakota, 

and encountered a beautiful young woman, Linda Herbert. Linda was 

on her way from Minneapolis to visit her relatives in Miles City, 

Montana. 
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Bess never fantasized about boys like her friends did, so she 

didn't think about it nor did she have any desire to do so. She'd much 

rather till the soil, work with her hands, and herd the sheep on her 

parents' farm or go hunting with Papa. So, when she met Linda, it was 

as if everything had finally fallen into place--like something magic had 

happened--something entirely new. Exciting, she thought. Never had 

she been so comfortable in someone's embrace. Her heart felt different, 

though--unlike anything she had ever experienced before. I fell in love, 

she thought. 

The schoolhouse was situated like a proud white monument on 

the side of the hill north of the road leading out of town. Bess stopped 

the wagon in the large school yard where there were posts which she 

could use to tie the horse and wagon. The children jumped out and ran 

to join their friends as Bess walked slowly toward the front porch of 

the school house. She was excited. 

Anna was standing in front of the stairs at the entrance talking 

with a man and a woman. Parents, Bess figured. When Anna finished 

her conversation she looked at Bess—paused—and flashed a broad 

smile. Her eyes were sparkling. She was wearing a long light blue dress 

and a white scarf. Her light brown hair was pulled into a neat bun, her 
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high cheekbones complemented her beautiful eyes, and there were 

hints of delightful freckles on the bridge of her button nose. 

“Bess?” she said. “So good to see you.” Anna walked up to Bess 

and shook her hand.  

“Anna,” said Bess. “I heard the news that you would be 

substituting from Mrs. Gunderson. I’m delighted!” 

“Yes,” said Anna. “Mr. Currie came up to Scranton late on Friday 

and asked me to come. I’m excited.” 

“How long did he say you would be substituting?” 

“Well,” said Anna, “he hinted that it might be full-time. 

Apparently Mrs. Gunderson’s injury is quite serious.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Bess.  

“I certainly enjoyed our visit this past summer, Bess,” said Anna. 

“We talked about getting together—but Scranton is quite a distance.” 

She was struck by Anna's beauty--that she reminded her of the 

photos of the beautiful women posing in the magazines or catalogues. 

Anna was in her late twenties, Bess guessed, and could put all those 

women to shame. 
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“How many students do you have?" 

"Seventeen. Mostly grades one through six, but two eighth-

graders--the Paulson children. They'll be going to Scranton next year 

for high school." 

Bess and Anna talked for about five minutes until a horse and 

buggy pulled into the schoolyard and stopped about thirty feet from 

them.  

“Maybe you can come over to my homestead for supper 

sometime,” said Bess. “Perhaps next Sunday? Only if you feel well-

settled.” Bess smiled. 

Anna looked to her left at a couple walking up to them. "More 

parents," Anna said with a sigh. She turned back to face Bess. “I would 

love that! What time is best on Sunday?" 

"One o'clock?" 

"Perfect. See you then, Bess." She reached out and shook Bess's 

hand. 

"Bye, Anna," Bess said. She got into her wagon and headed back 

toward the homestead. A strange, enjoyable rush washed through her 

body as she made her way home. Anna's hands were so soft--her 
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fingers long and slender--and when they touched hands, it was as 

though Bess had received a mild electric shock. It was thrilling. 

In the evening after supper and after putting the children to bed, 

Bess lay awake in her bed staring at the ceiling. Anna reminded her so 

much of Linda. 

Linda . . . In times of quiet, Bess's thoughts always returned to 

Linda. The feelings of love. The feelings of physical attraction. The 

feelings of hope. And then . . . the sadness. 

On the day she met Linda, they'd spent hours on the west-bound 

train across North Dakota chatting as if they had known each other all 

their lives. When they arrived in Dickinson, Linda suggested she stay 

with Bess for a couple of days to help her choose a suitable homestead 

site at the land office, as well as to purchase supplies at the hardware 

store and to make perhaps her most important purchase--a horse. 

Linda made my heart sing. Bess had an immediate attraction to her. 

They'd shared a bed in a nice room in a small hotel, dined together, and 

had an immensely enjoyable time exploring the town and attending to 

the tasks Bess needed to accomplish. 

Over the course of three nights, they had become quite intimate 

with one another. The kisses and the hugging and caressing . . . Bess 
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had never had such an experience before, emotionally or physically. 

She'd fallen in love with Linda, even in such a short time. She 

remembered with fondness Linda's beaming smile and pleasant voice. 

And her blue dress matching her blue eyes. Something had happened 

in those days they spent together. Something wonderful. At last Bess 

acknowledged what she'd understood all along but had stifled all those 

years: I’m attracted to women. 

But it didn't last. Linda traveled west to Miles City while Bess 

traveled south to Haley with her supplies. They had agreed to meet 

again in September, but when Bess had gone to the train station in the 

town of Bowman about thirty miles northwest of Haley to greet her, 

Linda was nowhere to be found. 

The following week, after Bess had thought Linda just didn't 

want to see her. But a week later, Bess received a shocking letter from 

Linda's aunt. Every time Bess thought about the letter, which was 

tucked away at the bottom of her letterbox under her bed, she relived 

the terrible moment when she'd first read it, the icy shock crawling 

through her veins. And she would cry. Linda, the beautiful woman who 

had touched Bess's heart in such a deep and meaningful way, had 

perished in a fire. 
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A stiff wind blew through the window and a slight chill brought 

reality into the room. She was in the here and now--by herself in her 

bedroom. Linda and Doc were gone. They were memories. At times she 

felt alone even though her four children were sleeping soundly in the 

addition across from the main room. 

But then she thought about Anna. Anna! 

With a smile on her face, she soon fell asleep. 
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Chapter Six 

 

Anna arrived on horseback on the following Sunday afternoon. 

The children were playing in the dirt pile beside the shed with Jim 

keeping a watchful eye on them. When the children saw her arriving 

they ran toward her as she dismounted. 

"Teacher Anna!" they shouted. 

Anna laughed. "Hello, children," she said. "Are we going to have 

fun today?" 

The children cheered. 

"We will make some time for fun, but first Mama and Anna are 

going to chat inside," Bess said. 

Anna and Bess spent the afternoon sitting in the living room on 

the sofa talking about Anna's school and her reasons for coming out to 

this part of the country. 

"My mother and father moved from Wisconsin to the Scranton 

area ten years ago to homestead," Anna said. "After I finished college, I 

came out here to be with them. In Wisconsin, my parents operated a 
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small dairy farm but wanted their own land, so they came here because 

of the Homestead Act." 

"Did they own the dairy farm?" Bess asked. 

"No, just operated it. They wanted to own their own place." 

"I like them already," Bess said with a smile. Homesteaded just 

like me. 

"They initially tried to prove up on their land by growing wheat, 

but summers were too dry and the land where they homesteaded was 

not very good. So, three years ago they purchased some milk cows--

about twenty Holsteins--and started to make a go of it in the dairy 

business." Anna paused for a moment. "I was engaged to a man who 

was a college teacher, but we broke it off because I didn't want to live 

on the East Coast. He planned to teach there. So, I've been out here for 

two years and have been helping my parents on the dairy farm." 

From the looks of Anna's delicate hands and long fingers, it 

didn't appear that her work involved any outside activities. Bess 

looked at her own hands; they were slightly rough and calloused, but 

she didn't mind. "Do you play the piano?" Bess asked. 
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"Oh yes. My mother and father have a piano. My job on the farm 

included tending the garden and giving piano lessons to about a dozen 

children who lived in Scranton and on surrounding farms." 

"I play the piano too," Bess blurted with delight, remembering 

the times in Cando when she would routinely play Papa's favorite 

songs. She wondered if Mama and Papa might bring the piano with 

them when they moved to Haley. It would be nice to have some music 

in the house, she thought. "I would love to hear you play," 

"I would love to enjoy your playing the piano as well." Anna 

smiled. 

Suddenly the children bolted into the house in excitement and 

rushed over. 

"We go to school now," Marion said with enthusiasm. "Mama 

teaches us!" 

"School?" Anna's eyes were wide. 

"I do," Bess said. "We have school every evening after supper. 

And sometimes during the day too." 

Marion ran into the bedroom and came back into the living room 

with a small rectangular blackboard inside a wooden frame. White 
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chalk dust was smeared all over it even though the children had 

attempted to dust it off from time to time. Marion placed the 

blackboard in front of Anna and Bess and propped it up with a chair 

from the table. 

"That's our school," Bess laughed. "When I do dishes after 

supper, Marion and Helen pretend they are students in school. Billy, 

too! We write the alphabet, words, numbers, count, add, and subtract. 

They are very good students." 

"What a good idea," Anna said. “I can tell why they seem to be 

ahead of the others in school.” She looked at Marion and Helen. 

"Learning is fun! You have a good teacher too!" 

"Yes, we do," Marion responded. 

Helen jumped up and stood in front of Anna, then counted from 

one to ten. Not to be outdone, Marion then did the same, except she 

counted to twenty. 

All the while, Anna was smiling. "You're excellent students!" 

Marion and Helen grinned broadly and jumped up and down with 

delight. 



 

53 
 

"I'm a student too!" three-year-old Billy said, puffing up his chest. 

He couldn't count yet, but he showed Anna a book about Uncle Wiggly, 

the rabbit gentleman, and told her that Mama was reading it to him. 

"Billy wants to be a reader," Bess said, "and he tries. Not long ago 

when I was reading to him, he took the book and said with 

determination, 'Now I'll read!' Then after he looked at several pages, he 

turned to me and said quietly, 'Mama, it's all P's and G's.'" Bess and 

Anna laughed as Billy nodded his head with enthusiasm. 

Dinner was delightful. Bess had fried the chicken the way Mama 

taught her and cooked some potatoes and beans she had stored in the 

root cellar. The children loved having Anna as company. After supper, 

Bess put Tip to bed. Billy was next, and then the girls got themselves 

ready for bed. Once it was quiet, Bess and Anna had some precious 

time alone and sat side by side on the living room sofa. 

"Sorry to learn about Doc," Anna said hesitantly. 

Bess sighed. She didn't want to talk about Doc, but it had to come 

up at some point. "That was coming for a long time," Bess said . "He'll 

be happier now that he's back home in Illinois." Bess told her that her 

mother and father would be coming to Haley in the spring. 

"You have Jim Edgar to help, yes? I understand he's a good man." 
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Bess was surprised that Anna seemed to know so much about 

her. "Yes, and I don't know what I would do without his help. But I 

think he's getting tired of all the work--age, I suppose--and he 

suggested that my parents could come live on the ranch. He said he 

wants to visit his family--they live somewhere out west. Jim's been 

wonderful to me through all this, though, and he reassured me he 

would stay as long as I need him." 

Bess and Anna talked for another half hour or so, laughing and 

enjoying each other's company. When Anna prepared to leave, Bess 

was tempted to hug her, but she didn't want to make Anna feel 

awkward. She liked their budding friendship and didn't want to risk 

anything. She was confused. There were times when Anna's gaze 

lingered too long, but Bess wondered if that was all in her imagination 

because she wanted to believe there was something more. By the end 

of the night, Bess thought that any hopes for developing something 

more than a simple friendship with Anna might be more of a fantasy 

than reality. 

As Anna rode off, Bess watched as she disappeared into the night 

toward Haley. Her mind raced. Feelings that she hadn't experienced for 

years began to emerge as a wave of emotion swept through her body. I 

need a cigarette. 
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Bess rushed back into the house, went to her bedroom, and 

grabbed the little Bull Durham tobacco pouch and the cigarette paper. 

She hurried back outside and looked toward Haley to see if she could 

get a glimpse of Anna riding away. She couldn't and shrugged with 

regret. She rolled a cigarette, lit it, and looked westward to toward the 

Teepee Buttes in the distance. I need to get in touch with my feelings, 

she thought. 

She stood in silence for a few minutes. Eight years ago, Bess had 

accomplished what she had set out to do when she left Cando. She had 

her homestead and a working ranch. She had four small children, 

although that wasn't part of her plan. But she'd neglected her heart. 

Linda had touched her heart and that was the first time in her life that 

she ever experienced such a feeling of love on an emotional, physical, 

and spiritual level. She would never blame Doc for suppressing those 

feelings, as she had loved him at one point, she had agreed to marry 

him, and he had given her four beautiful children. But damn it 

wonderful getting in touch with who she was after all these years, even 

if it meant having an innocent crush on Anna. 

She looked up to the stars shining bright in the blackness of the 

clear warm night. The ghostly white Milky Way stretched across the 

sky from north to south. As she stared at the seemingly endless star-
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filled sky, she noticed two faint streaks of light crossing the dark 

cosmos. When she was younger, Papa had told her that shooting stars 

were not stars; they were meteors from outer space falling into the 

atmosphere and burning. But maybe they have the answer. Maybe the 

answer is out there, she wondered. Bess felt so utterly and hopelessly 

alone. I wish I could tell someone that I'm different. Nobody--not even 

Mama and Papa--would understand. 

She put out the cigarette and walked inside, went to bed and 

drifted off to sleep. Time passed at a snail's pace, and she found herself 

in Bowman waiting for the arrival of the Milwaukee Road passenger 

train from Miles City. And as the train pulled to a stop at the station, 

Bess waited for Linda to step down out of the car. 

And there she was! Her blue dress and flashing eyes with that 

familiar broad smile, Linda stepped off the train, threw her head back, 

and laughed with joy. Bess rushed toward her, reached out her hand to 

touch her, but her eyes snapped open and she was alone in the dark. 
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Chapter Seven 

October warmed up a bit, and the leaves on the few trees down 

by the river changed to beautiful colors--red, yellow, orange, and 

brown--but by the middle of the month, the trees were bare. The scent 

of fire filled the air, as Bess replenished the coal in the cast-iron stove 

to warm the house. Anna would be visiting on the coming Sunday, so it 

was time to plan. 

Bess had been watching the ducks and geese flying south every 

morning and decided on Saturday morning before Anna's visit to try to 

bag a couple of ducks for Sunday's supper. So in the early afternoon, 

she loaded up her double-barreled twelve-gauge shotgun and set out 

for the stock dam on the lower pasture where Jim told her the ducks 

were landing. The stock dam was dug on the east side of a small rise on 

the north end of the pasture, so she decided to walk, leaving Bismarck 

at home. 

Papa had taught her how to shoot when she was in her early 

teens--how to lead the duck before shooting, how to creep up on a 

pond, and how to react when the birds rose up out of the water. "Take 

a deep breath, flush the ducks and pick the lead bird," he said. "Take 
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one shot, lower the barrel and pick another. Don't rush it. You'll have 

time." 

Bess followed Papa's advice about hunting birds and it generally 

worked with the ducks, but pheasants were another matter. To get a 

pheasant, she had to walk slowly through the brush, and every now 

and again she had to make a noise to flush them out. They flew lower 

and flew faster than ducks, so they were harder to hit. She was quite 

good at it, though, and whenever she went out for pheasant, she always 

came back with at least one. 

Walking down the homestead pasture and over to the base of the 

little hill that was between her and the stock dam took about fifteen 

minutes. Before Bess began the slow and quiet climb up the small hill, 

she checked the shotgun to ensure that it was loaded and cocked both 

barrels. Then she began the slow creep up the small hill being careful 

to not make a sound. Ducks got spooked easily and would fly at the 

slightest noise. Near the top as she was crouching, she put the shotgun 

to her shoulder, took a deep breath, and rose up. Not too fast. They'll 

get spooked anyway--better not rush it. 

As Bess came to a full stand, she saw six ducks--mallards--on the 

pond about thirty yards away and they immediately rose in flight 
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toward the south. She aimed at the lead duck, pulled the trigger, and 

shifted her finger to the second trigger, aimed at the second duck, and 

fired. The two ducks dropped on the prairie grass just beyond the stock 

dam. "Success!" she exclaimed. "Thank you, Papa!" 

She paused, ejected the shells, put them into her pocket and 

walked around the stock dam to pick up the birds. Mallards were the 

most common duck and had a distinctive gleaming green head, thin 

white ring around the neck, gray flanks, black tail, and dark brown 

back. This is gonna be good eating! Bess thought. The children will be 

excited, and so will Jim. 

She picked up the two dead ducks and placed them into her 

gunny sack and walked back to the house in about twenty minutes. Jim 

was coming out of the shed when she arrived. "Got two," she said with 

a wry grin. 

"Less than an hour this time," said Jim. "Duck for supper?" 

"Duck for supper tomorrow, Jim! Anna will be here. Roast beef 

tonight." 

"It will be nice to see Miss Matthews," Jim said. "She's becoming 

your good friend, Bess. A nice lady. Just like you!" 
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Bess giggled. "Yes, she is. And the children love her." 

Bess spent the next hour preparing the ducks for the dinner as 

Marion and Helen watched with curiosity. "Cooking ducks is different 

from frying chicken," she said. She finished plucking all the feathers off 

and gutting both ducks. She rinsed them, put the giblets aside, removed 

the excess fat, and trimmed the floppy neck skin. 

"Now," Bess said, "you have to slightly cut the skin with the tip of 

the knife like this." She began to prick the skin all over the duck. 

"Why do you have to do that?" Marion asked. 

"To let the fat out and let the flavors get together." In truth, Bess 

didn't know why it was done this way, but it was how Mama had 

taught her. "Just prick the skin--don't cut into the meat. See?" 

When she finished, she patted the ducks dry with a soft kitchen 

towel. "Now we have to add the spices." 

"What spices do you add?" Helen asked. 

"The recipe your Grandma used was to mix five spices," said 

Bess. "You want strong flavors so you can have sour, bitter, sweet, 

pungent--that means strong and salty. My mama used spices she got 

from the Watkins man. One teaspoon of each." Bess gathered the 
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spices. "Anise--that's a licorice taste, cloves, cinnamon, pepper, and 

fennel seeds." 

Bess measured one teaspoon of each into a small bowl and mixed 

them thoroughly, then she spread the five-spice mix over the ducks 

and into the cavities. "Now you add some salt," she said as she placed a 

teaspoon of salt into each of the cavities. "And now for a surprise!" 

Bess reached down beside the stove and picked up a paper sack 

that had six beautiful oranges. "I got these yesterday from the Currie 

store. Each of you can have one after I've prepared the ducks." The 

children squealed with glee. 

Bess placed three large oranges on the table beside the ducks 

and took out three more oranges. "I'll grate the sides of these three 

oranges and take of some of the orange on the outside," she said. 

"That's called orange zest--it gives an orange flavor. I'll mix the zest 

with garlic and ginger powder." 

Bess grated the oranges, added a teaspoon of garlic and ginger 

powder to a small bowl, and mixed all the ingredients together. With 

the girls' help, they rubbed the mixture inside the duck cavities. After 

they finished, Bess cut the three oranges into quarters and put six 

orange quarters into the cavities. 
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"Are we going to have these ducks tomorrow when Miss 

Matthews is here?" Marion asked. 

"We are, indeed," said Bess. "Now I’ll sew up the cavities, wrap 

up the ducks, and put them in the root cellar where it’s cool so they will 

be ready for tomorrow. You want the ducks to rest for a while before 

you cook them. That lets the spices and oranges go to work." 

When Bess finished trussing up the birds, she wrapped them in 

damp flour sacks and headed down to the root cellar. Afterwards, she 

smiled as the children relished their oranges—hands clapping and 

chins glistening with the fruit juice. 

* * * 

A short time after noon on Sunday, Anna arrived. The day was 

warm, the sun was bright, and the cloudless sky appeared cheerful 

accented by a few high, wispy threads far off to the west. Anna was 

beaming. "I'm so glad to be here with you," she said as she embraced 

Bess in a hug. 

Bess's cheeks flushed. "Oh, I'm so happy that you are here." 

Helen ran up to Anna. "Can we do school now, Miss Matthews?" 
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"Helen, we'll do school later," said Bess. "Miss Matthews and I are 

going to go for a walk." Bess turned to Anna. "Such a nice day. Let's 

take a walk up to the stone johnnie." 

"The object on top of the hill?" Anna asked. "I can see it all the 

way from Haley. 

 

Stone johnnie 

"Yes, I built it over the years." Bess turned to Marion and Helen. 

"We'll be up on the hill for a little while. Keep an eye on Tip and Billy. 

Tip's asleep. If he wakes up, call me, okay?" 

Bess put on a light jacket and together she and Anna made the 

short uphill climb to the top of the hill behind the house where Bess 

had erected the stone johnnie. 
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Bess pointed to the neatly stacked pile of flat rocks. "This is my 

stone johnnie. Sort of a friend, I guess. I come up here from time to 

time to look over the land and have some quiet time to think." 

The stone johnnie was a pile of flat rocks--primarily light tan 

sandstone rocks--that were littered around the sides of the hill. It was 

about four feet by four feet and stood five feet tall. Arranging the rocks 

when building the johnnie ensured that it would be sturdy and not 

blow down by the high winds that often accompanied the frequent 

thunderstorms. 

"This is pure solitude, Bess. I can see why you enjoy it." Anna ran 

her hand along the stone johnnie. "I've seen these on the tops of quite a 

few hills. What are they for?" 

"Sheep herders build them. It gives them something to do, I 

guess, when they're herding sheep," Bess said. "For me they are fun 

and serve as a landmark of sorts. There are some that I recognize when 

I go up to Dickinson. Near New England." 

"They don't have any religious significance?" 

"Not that I know of," said Bess. "I built this one for the fun of it. 

Now he's sort of a silent friend. I can come up here and think." Bess 

pulled out her Bull Durham tobacco and rolled a cigarette. 
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"Good place to have a smoke, too!" Anna laughed. "I never 

started smoking." 

"I started when I was married to Doc. Smoking is a bad habit, I 

suppose." 

The sky was clear with little wind. Anna and Bess gazed out over 

the vast prairie that had turned the beautiful tan color of the ripe 

prairie grass. A warm breeze was blowing, so Bess and Anna turned 

into the wind. 

"So refreshing! Are you religious, Bess?" Anna asked. 

Bess thought for a moment. "Not really," she said, hoping that the 

conversation wouldn't lead to a disagreement. "I believe in morals and 

ethics, but I find some of the things I hear in church hard to believe. 

What about you?" 

"My feelings, too," Anna said. "Morals and ethics make sense. In 

college I read a lot about Thomas Jefferson and what he believed." 

Bess was relieved. "I read about Jefferson, too, but not in college. 

He wasn't a Christian. At least he wasn’t an evangelical or 

fundamentalist.” 
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"He was a deist," Anna replied. "That means he believed in 

something that created everything, but a deist doesn't believe that the 

creator gets involved in administering things other than through 

natural laws. That makes sense to me. I don't believe in the 

supernatural." 

"Neither do I," said Bess. "My father always taught me how to 

think logically, that you must draw conclusions on real evidence--

things that can be shown as being true. If things are true, you can 

expect that your conclusions will be true." 

"I agree," Anna said. "Conversely, if what someone says or 

proposes isn't based on solid evidence, you can draw whatever 

conclusions you want. The conclusions can be either true or false. That 

is what happens when you base what you think on faith.” 

"By faith you mean that you hope something is true? You accept 

it as being true without proof?" 

"Exactly," said Anna. "I suppose this explains why there are so 

many different religions in the world. People believe what they're 

taught in church or from their elders even though it can't be shown to 

be true. And all the different religions teach different things in their 

churches." 
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"I'm trying to teach my children the value of making sure that 

what conclusions they draw are based on something that is real," said 

Bess, " and it is the reason why I don't take them to church on Sunday." 

Anna smiled and took Bess's hand. "There's one good thing that 

happened to me by going to church," she said. 

"What's that?" Bess asked. 

"I met you!" Anna said. "We met at a church social." 

Bess fought an impulse to put her arms around Anna and hug 

her. "I'm so glad we met." she said in a low voice. 

Anna's arms wrapped around Bess's neck and she rested her 

head on Bess's shoulder. "It's wonderful . . . so good to be with you," 

Anna whispered. 

What started out as a hug evolved into an affectionate embrace. 

Their cheeks touched and Bess sensed an internal warm glow unlike 

anything she had experienced since her last night with Linda in 

Dickinson. Neither Anna nor Bess said anything for a few moments, but 

Bess's mind was spinning. What am I doing? Do I dare go here? I 

wonder if Anna feels the same. 

"Mama," a distant voice shouted. "Mama! Tip's awake!" 
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The sound of the voice jolted Bess from the pleasure of Anna's 

embrace. She quickly turned around and yelled down the hill, 

"Coming!" She turned to Anna who was laughing. "Babies are most 

inconsiderate," she said with a smile. 

Bess didn't want to move--the embrace was so pleasant--so 

much needed. A few moments later they walked down the hill toward 

the house in silence. Bess couldn't escape the glow of Anna's touch and 

what would have happened had they not been interrupted. Bess had 

made up her mind about her relationship with Anna, that Anna's 

stolen, lingering glances were a figment of Bess's imagination. But their 

moment on the hill said otherwise, and Bess's insides were stirring. 

When they went inside, Marion had already taken Tip out of his 

crib and placed him in the little propped-up basket. The little boy was 

certainly ready to eat! Bess prepared the bottle and gave it to Marion 

who then cradled Tip in her arms and fed him. Bess went to the root 

cellar and fetched the two ducks she had prepared the previous day 

and placed them in the oven to roast. "Slow roast for two hours," she 

said. "Makes 'em tender." 

"Can we do school now?" Helen asked. 
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"Of course," said Bess. Helen raced to the children's bedroom to 

get the small blackboard. 

As the room filled with the delicious smell the roasting duck, 

Anna and Bess led the children through adding and subtracting games 

as well as writing words on the blackboard. Near the end of the 

lessons, Billy successfully printed his name on the blackboard. "I did 

it!" he shouted. "I can do it!" 

Dinner was everything Bess could have imagined. The food was 

delicious--duck with fried potatoes, stewed tomatoes, and fresh bread. 

Anna was wonderful company. She made the children laugh with silly 

stories about animals, and she described an exhilarating conversation 

about Herman Melville's Moby Dick—a book that Bess now wanted to 

read—and Henry David Thoreau's gorgeous prose in Walden. Bess 

always liked to read, but being a single mother and taking care of a 

homestead didn't leave much time for such a luxury. But after listening 

to Anna speak so prolifically about fiction and nonfiction books, she 

wanted to make it a point to find time to do something so meaningful 

and stimulating. 

After the dishes had been cleared and washed, Jim Edgar offered 

to watch the children so Bess and Anna could have some alone time. 
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"Let's go visit the stone johnnie again," Anna said with a smile. 

When they stepped outside, the crisp air was refreshing. The late 

afternoon was still warm, and long shadows of the Teepee Buttes 

began to creep toward Bess's homestead. They walked up to the stone 

johnnie in silence. When they reached the top, they stood there and 

appreciated the quiet for a few moments. Bess loved this time of day, 

when the sun was beginning to set and the sky took on various shades 

of color. 

"What a beautiful evening," Bess said. 

"Yes, it is," Anna said. "I think everyone should take some time 

out of each day and appreciate the nature around us. You are so lucky, 

Bess, to have this view! I have a beautiful view of the Teepee Buttes 

from my place in town, but nothing like this!" 

"Well, you are welcome to come up here as often as you like," 

Bess said. 

"This is so peaceful and quiet. I feel so bad for the men in Europe. 

The war." Anna said. 
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"The war is crazy," Bess said. Every time she went into town, 

Bess tried to keep up with the news of the war. "I have trouble figuring 

out who is fighting who." 

"I know. The war is very confusing. Things started happening 

and then people had to figure out who they would be going to war 

against." 

From what Bess had learned in town, the Archduke Francis 

Ferdinand of Austria was shot and killed in Serbia in 1914. Soon 

Austria-Hungary, with the backing of Germany, declared war on Serbia. 

But Serbia had a treaty with Russia, so Russia declared war on 

Germany. To make the situation more complicated, Russia also had a 

treaty with France, so Germany and France declared war on one 

another. The British were left scratching their heads trying to figure 

out who they should be fighting. That was settled because Germany 

violated Belgian neutrality, so England declared war on Germany. 

"Strange, isn't it? All those treaties were very tangled and led to 

the massive war that's raging in Europe. At first, no one knew which 

country they should declare war on!" 

"Aren't the royal families of those countries related to one 

another?" Bess asked. 
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"Yes, in a complicated way. They're cousins and the whole thing 

reminds me of a family feud." 

"Well, thankfully we're not in it," said Bess. "I haven't heard 

much except things seem to be stalled in France and they are all in 

trenches shooting at one another." 

"Even worse, they're using poison gas--chlorine and phosgene." 

Bess knew about the latest gruesome turn in the fighting tactics 

and that phosgene smelled like fresh-cut hay, but it was deadlier than 

chlorine. It was made of carbon monoxide and chlorine, and the 

Germans and the British were using it as chemical warfare. 

Bess shivered. So far, President Woodrow Wilson continued to 

ensure the American people that they would not enter Europe's war, 

but Mr. Currie seemed to think otherwise. Italy had entered the war 

against Germany in July, and there were horrific battles--one at Verdun 

that was still going on in the east central part of France just south of 

Luxembourg. Another battle was raging at the Somme River north of 

Paris near Belgium. Every time Bess read about the war, she couldn't 

help but think about Billy and Tip being shipped overseas when they 

came of age. The thought made her shudder. 
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"Let's just hope that we stay out of it," Bess said as she crushed 

out her cigarette on a flat stone. 

"Yes, indeed! Thank you for a beautiful day, Bess," Anna said. 

"Let's do it again. I look forward to seeing you. And like I said, 

you can always come visit and enjoy this view when you feel like you 

need to quiet your mind." 

Anna stepped closer and put her arms around Bess, hugging her 

tightly. "And I so look forward to being with you," said Anna. 

Bess put her arms around Anna and they stood in silence in a 

warm embrace. 

After a few moments, Anna broke the silence. "I'd best be getting 

back to Haley School and get ready for tomorrow. I'd rather stay here." 

She laughed. 

"Would you like to come over next Sunday?" said Bess. 

Anna smiled. "Absolutely! Next Sunday for sure." 

"Probably chicken--not duck." 

"Anything is fine," Anna said. "I just enjoy being with you." 
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And with that, they headed back down the path to the house, and 

Bess had an extra bounce in her step. 
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Chapter Eight 

 

Once November hit, the weather plunged into a deep freeze and 

snow accompanied by a fierce wind came with a vengeance. It started 

during the night on the first Tuesday in November when the howling 

wind woke up Helen. 

"Mama, I'm scared," the little girl said as she crawled into bed 

with Bess. 

"What you're hearing is just the wind," Bess said. 

"It sounds like it wants to blow us away," Helen muttered. 

"The winter is coming, Helen." 

"It’s gonna get cold?" 

"Yes, dear," Bess said as she hugged Helen. "Don't worry. We're 

safe." 

The wind continued to howl during the night and was still 

pounding on the house when the children woke up in the morning. 

Outside was a swirling storm of silver crystals blowing almost 

horizontally from the southwest over the Teepee Buttes. Bess fixed a 
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warm breakfast of eggs and bacon for the children. She dreaded the 

thought of going out into that fury to check on the shed and to see if Jim 

was all right. 

"Marion, you and Helen watch Billy and Tip," Bess said. "I have to 

go out to the shed and talk to Jim." The children agreed. 

Bess put on her heavy coat, stocking cap, and wrapped a gray 

woolen scarf around her neck and over her face. When she opened the 

door, the rush of cold air burst into the room; Bess stepped outside and 

closed the door as quickly as she could. She anticipated the coldness 

and the tiny blowing ice crystals stinging her forehead, but she hadn't 

realized how forceful the wind would be and how the blowing snow 

was so blinding. All she managed to do was to bow her head until her 

chin almost touched her chest, lean forward into the wind, and walk 

toward the shed. 

The snow was beginning to drift on the sides of the fence away 

from the direction of the howling wind, but it had not drifted in front of 

the shed door. She opened the door, went inside, and found Jim Edgar 

feeding the horse, Annabel, and the cow. "Wind's frightful outside," she 

said as she shut the door. 
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"Yup," Jim said as he pitched some hay into Annabel's stall. "A 

real howler." 

"You okay in the wagon?" 

"Tight as a drum," Jim said. "Stove keeps the wagon warm and 

she's tight all around. Rocks back and forth a bit and sometimes I think 

I'm in a boat at sea, but we've got her tied down real good." 

"You come to the house if the wind really gets bad, Jim," Bess 

said. 

"Sure, Bess. I gotta go check on the sheep and cattle now. Looked 

'em over earlier this mornin' and they're fine. They're in the corrals." 

"Thanks, Jim." Bess struggled to open the door and face the cold 

wind and blowing snow once again and Jim gave her a hand. "I'm going 

back to the house. Please let me know if you need anything." 

"Keep the kids warm," Jim said. 

"I'll be back out later to gather the eggs," she said. Then she 

stepped outside and shut the door. 
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The howling wind was piling up the snow in drifts down the hill 

and toward Haley. The swirls of the ice-white dust down by the Grand 

River glittered in the sunlight. 

As Bess crossed the yard and stepped into the house, she closed 

the door to preserve the warmth of the room. The kids were safely at 

play and Helen was trying to sing the song, "Over in the Meadow," to 

Tip. They were going to be housebound for a while. What am I going to 

do? 

"Want to have school?" Bess asked. 

"Yes!" the children shouted in unison. 

After an hour of school, Bess sat down at the table with her diary 

and paper to write a letter to Mama and Papa. She rolled a cigarette 

and inhaled the tobacco into her lungs. 

Bess didn't write in her diary every day. Instead, she treated it 

more as an occasional attitude journal—what she was thinking at the 

time, what she wanted to do, and her inclinations about different 

things. Doing this was useful for her to help steady her mind over time, 

and she could go back and see what her attitude was about something 

and then compare that the present. This practice had been particularly 

helpful when she was faced with the almost daily dread of Doc's 
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drinking. Her attitude diary solidified in her mind the need to divorce 

him, and when the time came, the decision was easy to make. 

Now she put pen to paper about Anna and her thoughts about a 

relationship that, hopefully, was just in its infancy. Bess was conflicted 

between her desire to be closer to Anna and the fear that she might 

suffer the same kind of loss with Linda in 1908. Anna seemed to draw 

Bess to her like a moth to a flame; some simple undeniable and 

powerful force drew not only her mind but also her body close to this 

beautiful woman. 

Most women were attracted to men. But not Bess . . . never, not 

even to Doc. When she and Doc had intimate relationships, she saw it 

as a woman's duty to build a family--not a desire to have sex with a 

man. In fact, the first time a boy tried to kiss her at the annual high 

school dance, she had a sensed repulsion and pushed him away. This 

was totally opposite being near Linda and now with Anna. Her 

attraction to other women was not normal, Bess knew. But it was real. 

She had tried to find out about feelings like this from books in the 

Cando library when she was in high school—secretly, of course. And 

from the little that she did find, such feelings were taboo. It was her 

dark secret . . . so dark, in fact, that Bess had never told her parents, or 

anyone for that matter, about her attraction to women and not men. 
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What would she tell her parents when they came to live in Haley in the 

spring? What if her relationship with Anna blossomed into something? 

And what about the children? What would they think? How could 

she hide her feelings about Anna from them? She already thought that 

Jim was suspicious about her feelings, but she didn't know and didn't 

talk about it. She didn't want to care what anyone thought. 

Bess was an only child, and when she was younger, she'd always 

longed for a sibling . . . not a brother, but a sister. Oh, how she yearned 

to have someone, anyone, to share these thoughts and feelings. It was a 

lonely existence, but at least she could find a friend in her diary. With a 

heavy heart, she poured out her feelings on the page until the night 

turned dark and all was quiet. 

* * * 

The month of December went by with almost no break in the 

routine. Jim watched the children whenever Bess went into Haley on 

the occasional day when the weather was clear to take eggs to the 

creamery or to purchase any needed supplies such as flour. Crossing 

the Grand River was no problem because the iron bridge was open and 

not blocked by any drifts. 
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Going into town was a way Bess could get some relief from being 

housebound. Even seeing just one person made a difference. She liked 

visiting the Currie Store. Usually there were three or four 

homesteaders there, and she enjoyed engaging in conversation. 

As Bess walked into the Currie Store, she felt somewhat 

disappointed that the store was empty. Mr. Currie, as usual, was busy 

stocking shelves. 

"Mornin', Mr. Currie," Bess said. 

Mr. Currie turned around and peered from under his green 

eyeshade. "Mornin', Bess." 

"I need some salt pork and a couple of those tubs." Bess pointed 

to the silver tubs stacked beside some buckets. "They'll be bathtubs for 

the kids." 

"They're good for that," Mr. Currie said as he took two tubs from 

the stack and put them on the counter. "Kids okay? Too cold to be 

outside." 

"The kids are fine," Bess said. "Housebound, though. I've been 

holding school to keep 'em busy. Jim Edgar watches 'em when I come 

into town." 
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"School?" 

"I'm teaching them the alphabet, how to read and spell some 

words, numbers, things like that. The kids love it and it passes the 

time." 

"That sounds like fun. I don't know if you're interested, but we're 

getting the Bismarck Tribune now." Mr. Currie picked up a newspaper 

and handed it to Bess. "It comes daily most of the time, but sometimes 

it arrives a day or so late. The Tribune is a good way to keep up with 

what's goin' on in the world." 

Bess took the four-page newspaper and looked over the front 

page. "Lots of news about the war over there," she said. "I'm glad we're 

not in it." 

"The war’s pretty bad," Mr. Currie said. "President Wilson said he 

would keep us out of it, at least that's what he said before the election. I 

don't know if he can do it." 

Bess leafed through the pages. "Sure is quite a bit about the war." 

Mr. Currie brightened up. "There's a lot about the war, but the 

paper has other news too. I found an interesting story about a new 

kind of store called a 'supermarket--a different kind of layout. There 
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are shopping carts and people pick up what they want. No counters. 

Got what they call 'checkout stands.' One opened in September way 

down in Memphis, Tennessee. There was a story about it in yesterday's 

paper." He reached over the counter and gave Bess a copy of the 

previous day's paper. "Second page, right there." He pointed to the 

story. 

"What'll they think of next?" Bess said as she read the short 

story. "Have you seen Anna lately?" she said, changing the subject. 

"The schoolteacher? She was in earlier this morning. Says she's 

going up to Scranton to see her folks for Christmas." 

Bess nodded. "Marion and Helen are excited about starting 

school next year. They like Anna." So do I, she thought, and a rush went 

through her body as she imagined the beautiful, young woman with the 

flashing blue eyes. 

"Storm's coming, Bess," Mr. Currie said. "I can feel it in my bones. 

Paper says something might be comin' in from the west." 

"We need more snow like we need a headache," Bess said, glad 

that the subject had changed. 
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"If you want, I'll get copies of the Bismarck paper and keep them 

for you," Mr. Currie said. "Only a nickel apiece." 

"I'd like that," Bess said. "Thank you." 

"And here's your Bull Durham. Box of twelve like you ordered." 

Bess paid Mr. Currie for the salt pork, tubs, tobacco, the two 

papers, and she then bundled up and rode back to the homestead. 

* * * 

Mr. Currie's feeling that a storm was coming proved to be true, 

because the next afternoon the snow started and didn't stop for two 

full days. There was little wind, however, and the snow didn't drift, but 

it was about a foot deep on level ground, and that made it somewhat 

difficult to trek down to the well and back. 

Fortunately, the well water didn't freeze, and to prevent it from 

freezing, Bess had covered the well with a circular wooden slab that 

Jim had made for her. If any ice did form on the water at the bottom, 

Bess would drop the bucket sharply to break it up before it became too 

thick. 

When Christmas came, gifts arrived from Mama and Papa by 

mail. Mama had made a nice dress for each of the girls and a pair of 
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trousers for Billy. Just before Christmas, Bess had purchased three 

large oranges from the Currie Store because Mr. Currie had a special 

shipment that came from Florida. She put the oranges into the 

stockings that Mama had made as well as some nuts and candy. She 

also put a nickel at the bottom of each stocking. The children were 

delighted. 

On Christmas night after the children had gone to bed, Bess 

pulled out her diary and read over her thoughts for about an hour. 

Eight years on her homestead. Successful financially, too, because she 

focused on livestock and not on the grain crops that required 

expensive equipment. The only expenses that she incurred regularly 

were for staples such as flour, tools, and coal. She raised all the meat 

she needed--chickens, mutton, and beef--and she could shoot 

pheasants and even ducks. Maybe an antelope someday, she thought. 

More than ever, Bess felt a sense of accomplishment. Papa will be 

very proud of me. She'd earned her success on the homestead through 

hard work. She was free of debt and had no problem putting food on 

the table to feed four hungry children's mouths as well as the hired 

man. And during the past three years she'd done it without much help. 

Bess Parker was truly free. 
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Chapter Nine  

 

 

By the time New Year's Day 1917 arrived, Bess and the children 

were snowed in from the heavy storms of late December. Shortly after 

the new year, the temperature dropped to zero and below, and the cold 

didn't break until late January. 

Bess and the children were housebound except for her daily 

ventures out to the shed and chicken coop, helping Jim whenever 

possible, and making the cold ride into Haley for necessary supplies. 

Bess and Jim kept the sheep and cattle in the enlarged corrals and the 

expanded shed so Jim didn't have to venture too far from his cozy 

sheep wagon. Bess continued to hold school every day with the 

children and only occasionally let them go outside and play in the snow 

when it wasn't too cold. Anna came to visit twice in January for long 

Sunday afternoons. 

In mid-February, the cold snap broke and temperatures went 

above freezing for a few days. Bess had a stroke of luck when the 

banker, Elmer Thune, rode out to her place and told her that three 

quarter sections in the same section as her homestead--each 
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containing 160 acres--had been abandoned and that she could have 

them by paying the back taxes. 

"I don't know if you want to do this, Bess, but this land fits 

perfectly with what you've got," Mr. Thune said. "It would really add 

value to your ranch. Ain't been plowed up, grass is good, pasture's 

fenced in, and the property is right in front of you." 

"I'm all paid up on my property," Bess said. "I would have to pay 

the back taxes?" 

"Yep," said Mr. Thune. "Only the back taxes." This was the same 

situation when Doc and Bess had secured the two full sections east of 

the homestead. 

Bess agreed to pay the back taxes, and early the following week 

she went into the bank offices in Haley to visit with Mr. Thune and to 

secure the title to the three abandoned quarter sections. This added 

480 acres to her property, so she now owned three full sections of land 

totaling 1,938 acres. 
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Bess Parker’s land – 1917 (New acquisitions in hashed squares) 

After Bess finished her business at the bank, she went to the 

Currie Store to purchase some supplies when she saw Anna at the rear 

of the store. She walked over. "Anna! A warm day for a change! How's 

school going?" 

"Oh, hi, Bess," Anna said as she looked up from the Bismarck 

Tribune she was holding. "School is fine, but we've had some closings, 

as you may have heard. The weather, you know . . . snow." She pointed 

to the newspaper with a glum look on her face. "I've been reading 

about the war in Europe. This is so frightening." 

"What does it say? I didn't get a copy yet this week." 

"Well, it says that we've broken off diplomatic relations with 

Germany, and the army under General Pershing has left Mexico where 
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they were looking for that bandit, Pancho Villa. Never caught him, 

though. Who can tell what's going to happen." 

"I'll have to read it," Bess said. 

"And there's been some trouble for the Muellers," Anna said, 

changing the subject. "Real trouble." 

Bess gasped. "The Muellers? Are their children okay?" 

Gretchen and Hanna Mueller were the twin daughters of Gretta 

and Adolph Mueller. They were friendly German immigrants and lived 

in the Haley area for almost ten years. Adolph was tall and burly with a 

dark brown mustache and a ruddy face; he was always so friendly to 

everyone. Gretta was a portly woman, the result of her good German 

cooking. 

"Gretchen and Hanna were fine before Christmas," Anna said. 

"They were in school all during the fall, but they didn't enroll after the 

new year. Mr. Currie said they've moved away." 

The Mueller family was well liked in town. Adolph, a successful 

farmer, had a reputation for plowing straight furrows, which was 

difficult to do. Typical German precision, thought Bess. The two girls, 

Gretchen and Hannah, were a year older than Marion and were in the 



 

90 
 

first grade. In the spring of 1916, their eighteen-year-old son, Hans, 

had finished high school in Scranton and had gone back to Germany for 

the summer. When news spread that Hans had joined the German 

army to fight for the fatherland, people in Haley had begun to talk 

about where the Mueller family's loyalty might lie. Ever since the war 

had broken out in Europe in 1914, there had been growing negative 

sentiments of German immigrants all over the United States and 

especially in the big cities. 

"I'm sorry to hear that they've moved away," Bess said. "They're 

nice people. Do you know where they moved?" 

"Somewhere east, so I heard. Illinois maybe." 

"Come over this Sunday if the weather is nice?" 

"I'd love to, but I'll be in Scranton with my folks. Sunday is my 

father's birthday. But maybe the following Sunday?" 

Bess tried to hide her disappointment. "The following Sunday 

will be fine. The children will be delighted to see you!" 

"Sounds wonderful. It will be fun to be with the children. And I'm 

sure we'll hold school!" Anna smiled. 
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"Oh yes," Bess replied. "Every day. With the snow, keeping them 

busy has been a challenge, and school is the way I've tried to do it." 

Anna laughed. "Marion and Helen will be ready in the fall. I think 

they both should begin at the same time. They're well prepared." She 

gently touched Bess's arm. 

Bess gulped and looked around the store, wondering if anyone 

had seen her, and then she felt silly about her self-consciousness. She 

had the urge to hug Anna, but held back. They were just two friends 

saying hello to one another. "The following Sunday?" 

"Early afternoon," Anna said. 

As Bess rode back to the homestead, a warm rush of excitement 

charged through her. Every time she saw Anna, her feelings grew, and 

she wondered if it was too late to box them up. She sighed. All she 

could do was dream about a wonderful, intimate relationship with 

Anna. 

* * * 

Anna arrived at Bess's homestead on a warm Sunday afternoon 

in February, the third warm day in a row. "River's up. Ice is flowing and 
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the bridge is solid, but a little scary to cross." Anna said as she met Bess 

at the door. 

"The bridge washed out the year I arrived out here," Bess said. 

"They built it high this time, though. I guess they learned!" 

"Still," said Anna, "Crossing the ice-cold churning water and 

seeing some of those logs passing under the bridge so fast is 

frightening." She looked across the room at Marion and Helen. "Hi, 

girls!" 

"Miss Matthews!" Marion and Helen shouted. They ran over and 

hugged her around the waist. 

"Mama, can we do school with Miss Matthews?" Marion asked 

breathlessly. 

Bess looked at Anna, who flashed a broad, eager smile. "Well, 

you'll have to ask her." 

"Of course we can, Marion." Anna laughed. "What do you want to 

do? Numbers? Spelling?" 

"Let's do numbers," Marion shouted before Billy was able to 

utter a word. 
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Bess loved the interaction between Anna and the children and 

thought about how wonderful it would be when the two girls were 

spending all day in the schoolhouse learning with the other children. 

"I'm going out to fetch the eggs," Bess said. "I have to talk to Jim 

about moving the cattle from the lower pasture to the one near the 

river. Do you mind watching the children, Anna?" 

"I love it," Anna said. "They're like my family." 

A warm glow swept over Bess when Anna said "my family." If 

that were only true, she thought, as she put on her light blue plaid 

woolen coat with the high collar since the temperature outside must 

have been in the forties. 

As she was walking from the house to the chicken coop, she 

glanced at the lower pasture where several sheep were spread out 

considerably, not herded into a bunch like Jim always took care of 

them. I wonder what Jim's doing, she thought, as she entered the 

chicken coop. 

After she gathered about two dozen eggs, Bess left the chicken 

coop and was walking back to the house when she noticed that the 

sheep were wandering aimlessly in the lower pasture. Some looked as 

though they might be heading for the river. This was potentially 
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dangerous, because the river was at flood stage. Bess started to 

become nervous. 

Bess rushed over to the house and put the eggs near the door. 

Where was he? An uneasy sensation crawled down her spine. She went 

into the shed, but only Annabel's soft whinny broke the strange silence. 

Annabel would usually whinny when she wanted to be fed, so Bess 

took the pitchfork and put some hay into Annabel's trough and stall, 

then went to the well and brought water to fill the water trough. This 

isn't like Jim, she thought. He always fed Annabel first and filled her 

water trough. 

A sensation of dread sat in her stomach like a rock. Bess walked 

down the hill to Jim's sheep wagon. Bismarck, her loyal German 

shepherd, was lying in the grass, and somehow it looked as though he 

had a sad look on his face. He 's aware of something . . . something bad. 

The door was slightly ajar and she opened it, dreading what she might 

find. "Jim?" she said in a shaky voice. 

When she looked inside, she let out a scream. Jim was lying face 

down on the floor with his hand outstretched and a broken jar just out 

of reach. 
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"Jim!" she shouted as she stepped into the sheep wagon. There 

was no response. The air was stale. She touched his hand and it was 

cold. Fearing the worst, she reached down and touched his forehead. It 

was cold. Oh no! It can't be! 

"Jim!" she shouted as she grasped his cold hand. No response. 

Bess raced out of the sheep wagon, closed the door, and ran up to 

the house as fast as she could. She burst into the room as Anna was 

talking to the children. "Anna," she said in a voice as calm as she could 

muster. "I need to talk with you." 

Anna looked alarmed as she rushed over to Bess. They went 

outside and shut the door. 

"Jim Edgar's dead," she said quietly. "He's face down in the sheep 

wagon. I've got to go and get Dr. Poppe." 

"Dead?" Anna whispered. 

"Yes. Dead. Can you look after the children? I have to saddle 

Annabel and go into town." 

"Of course," Anna said wide-eyed. 
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Bess and Anna went into the house. The children looked scared, 

and Bess suddenly realized that she would have to tell them about Jim, 

but this wasn't the time. They're perceptive. They sense something is 

wrong. She would have to tell them what had happened later. She took 

a deep breath and said, "Mama has to go into town. Jim's sick and 

Mama needs to bring the doctor here. Anna will stay with you." 

"Let's practice counting," Anna said to the children to distract 

them. Smiles replaced the worried look on their faces. Bess nodded to 

Anna and left the house. 

Bess saddled Annabel and set off to Haley in a gallop. What am I 

going to do without Jim? she thought, as tears burned her eyes. Jim 

wasn't just a hired man. He was a friend, a confident. He was family. 

Fifteen minutes later, she arrived at Dr. Poppe's home and told 

him about Jim Edgar. "It'll take me a few minutes to get the wagon," Dr. 

Poppe said, and he and Bess hustled outside to the barn. 

Bess mounted Annabel and waited for Dr. Poppe to harness his 

horse and hitch up the wagon. The image of Jim raced through her 

mind. His skin looked so pale, almost waxy. There was no color in his 

lips. She bit back tears. How sad that he died alone. What am I going to 

do? I can't do it all by myself? Jim did so much! 
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Dr. Poppe finally departed with the wagon, and they made their 

way back to the homestead as fast as possible. When she had first 

arrived in Haley, Dr. Poppe was tall and slim when Bess first settled in 

Haley. Over the past eight years he had gained at least fifty pounds, and 

had lost all his hair--completely bald! But he was an excellent doctor 

and had delivered all her children. She followed him across the iron 

bridge and up to the homestead just across the state line. What am I 

going to do without Jim? 

When they arrived at the homestead, Dr. Poppe stopped the 

wagon beside Jim's sheep wagon and headed inside. A few minutes 

later, he stepped outside and said, "He's dead, I'm afraid. Probably a 

heart attack. No injuries of any kind." 

A cold chill swept over Bess. "What am I going to do?" 

"We'll have to take his body into town," Dr. Poppe said. "Would it 

make you uncomfortable to help me put him on the wagon?" 

Bess froze. She'd never seen a dead body until now, let alone lift 

a dead body. Jim was her friend, and the thought of him dying alone in 

that tiny sheep wagon broke her heart. She would do anything she 

could to make sure that Jim would rest in peace. 
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She swallowed hard and looked at Dr. Poppe. "I think I can do 

this," she said. "Jim was a great friend and a great man, and I will miss 

him terribly." She wiped the tears from her eyes. 

When they stepped into the wagon, Bess was assaulted by what 

could only be described as the smell of death and a new sense of 

sadness washed over her. Fortunately, Jim was not fat like Dr. Poppe, 

and together she and the doctor took Jim's body out of the sheep 

wagon and carefully laid him in the back of the wagon where Dr. Poppe 

covered him with a large canvas sheet. 

"I'll take him to town," Dr. Poppe said. "I'm so sorry, Bess. Jim 

was a good man." 

"I don't know what I'm going to do without him," Bess said again. 

"How will I tell the kids?" 

"Just be truthful to them, Bess. Death is a part of life. Tell them 

that when people die you can always remember them. Memories never 

die." 

"I suppose," Bess said, not looking forward to the ordeal. 

Bess watched as Dr. Poppe's wagon proceeded down the hill 

toward the iron bridge over the swollen Grand River. Then she took 
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Annabel to the shed and unsaddled her. She sat down in the hay for a 

moment to collect her thoughts. Just tell the children the truth. Tell them 

about memories. She looked down at the lower pasture where the 

sheep were still mingling and drifting toward the river. She decided to 

tell the children first and then she would tend to the sheep. What had 

started as a wonderful afternoon had turned into a nightmare. 

When Bess entered the house, the children were sitting with 

Anna. They seemed to know that something had happened because 

their eyes were wide and they were quiet. 

Bess paused for a moment and took a deep breath. She walked 

over and put her hands on Helen and Marion's heads. "I have some sad 

news," she said. "Jim is dead." 

The children looked confused and sad. 

"Jim's dead?" Marion said with tears in her eyes. 

"Like that sheep that got ate up by the coyotes?" Billy asked. 

"Not quite like that," Bess responded. "Jim died in the warmth of 

his home and he is now at peace." 

"Why did he die?" Helen asked as she choked back tears. 
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"All people die sometime. They live their lives, and when they get 

older, their bodies wear out and they die. It's sad, but death is normal. 

Death is part of the circle of life." 

That didn't seem to comfort the children, as they sat with a look 

of bewilderment and sadness in their eyes. "I don't want to die," Billy 

whimpered. 

"You all will have long lives. You just have to take care of 

yourselves," Bess said. 

"What happens when you die?" Helen asked. 

Bess looked at Anna. "Well, Helen, nobody really knows. When 

people die, they are at peace. But the memories that we have of them 

never die." 

"Memories never die?" Marion asked. 

"They never die," Bess said. 

"Never," Anna said as she nodded to Bess. 

"So you always want to build memories during your life," Bess 

said. "You build memories of the people you love. In doing so, you 

always have those memories, even after the people you love pass on." 
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"Why is it so sad?" Helen asked. 

"We feel sadness because we don't like losing the people we love. 

We want to see them all the time, and when they die, we can't see them 

anymore. But we will always have out memories." 

"I have memories of Jim," Billy said. 

"Yes, we all do, and those memories will be with us forever," Bess 

said. 

The children sat in silence for the next few minutes. Anna looked 

at Bess and said, "Maybe we can all take a short walk. It would be good 

to go outside and get some fresh air." 

Bess nodded. "Why don't we all take a walk up on the hill and see 

the stone johnnie?" 

"Yes!" Billy shouted as he jumped up. 

Anna helped Billy with his coat while Bess put a coat on Tip. The 

girls hurried and put on their coats in a flash. 

When they stepped outside, the sun was beginning to set and the 

air was cool. Marion, Helen, and Billy ran up the hill to see who would 
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be the first to the top. Anna and Bess, who was carrying Tip, walked 

behind. 

As they climbed up the gentle hill, Anna said, "Do you want me to 

stay with you for a few days? There isn't any school this coming week, 

and maybe I can help you . . . you know, with Jim being gone and 

everything." 

Anna's comment hit Bess like a lightning bolt. Stay with me for a 

few days? "I would love that," she said. The thrill of Anna staying at the 

house flowed through her body like a current. She reached out and 

took hold of Anna's hand. 

Anna grasped Bess's hand tightly. "Wonderful," Anna said. "I 

know you will have to take care of the cattle and sheep, and maybe I 

can help with the children." 

The sheep! Bess had forgotten that the sheep were drifting 

toward the river and that she would have to saddle up Annabel and 

take Bismarck down to herd them back to the upper pasture. 

"I forgot about the sheep, Anna! I have to go round them up 

when we get back down to the house." 
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Anna smiled. "I can watch the children. I can even help make 

supper." 

When Anna and Bess reached the top of the hill, they found the 

children neatly stacking a few flat stones on the stone johnnie. Over the 

past eight years, she had added flat rocks to it, and Marion and Helen 

helped stack the rocks on several occasions. Bess rarely let the children 

go on top of the hill, particularly in the summer because of the fear of 

rattlesnakes. But this time of year was safe from snakes as the 

temperature was too cold. 

Bess loved being on top of the hill by the stone johnnie. She stood 

there in silence and looked out over the horizon. She allowed herself to 

feel the sorrow of the death of a close friend. Jim was like an uncle that I 

never had. The grief she'd felt when she learned of Linda's death 

threatened to consume her, and she shoved the thoughts away. She 

looked at Anna and a sense of calm washed over her. 

"You look mellow, Bess," Anna said. "Being up here must be 

comforting for you. The peacefulness and beauty calm the soul." 

"Being up here does give me peace," Bess said. "I'm so glad you 

can stay with me for a few days, Anna." 
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Anna smiled. "We'd best be going back down to the house. You 

have to round the sheep up before it gets dark." 

Anna and Bess took the children back to the house. "While you 

round up the sheep, Bess," Anna said. "I'll make some supper. Marion 

and Helen can help." 

For the first time since Jim's passing Bess felt a weight lift from 

her shoulders. She saddled up Annabel and set off down to the lower 

pasture with Bismarck to herd the sheep back to the main herd. 

Afterward, they ate a quiet dinner and put the children to bed. 

"I have a nightgown for you," Bess said. "You'll have to stay with 

me if that is all right with you." 

"Perfect," said Anna with a glowing smile. 

During the night, Bess awoke to find Anna's body close to hers. 

This isn't a dream. She savored the warmth, put her arm around Anna, 

and fell into a peaceful and dreamless sleep. 
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Chapter Ten  

 

 

Anna stayed with Bess for the entire week until Sunday when 

she had to return to Haley to prepare for the upcoming school week. 

The children were thrilled to have a "real teacher," as Marion said, to 

drill them in their spelling and addition and subtraction. 

Each night Bess and Anna slept together, their bodies close and 

intimate. The closeness to Anna reminded Bess of her time in 

Dickinson nearly nine years ago when she fell in love with Linda. Am I 

falling in love again? Bess was sure her heart was being filled with love. 

On the third night, Bess had woken up with Anna snuggled with 

her arm around her. Anna had stirred and Bess turned to face her. Bess 

could see that Anna had opened her eyes and was smiling. "Hi," she'd 

said. 

"Hi," Anna had whispered with her gorgeous smile. 

Bess and Anna had lain silently for a few minutes. Anna leaned 

her head forward, looked directly into Bess's eyes, and they kissed. 

Bess's heart fluttered as they kissed again and caressed one another. 

She hadn't experienced this type of electricity since Linda, and she'd 
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almost forgotten how beautiful it was to experience an all-consuming 

love. 

* * * 

On Friday, Bess had much to do in town. She dressed up the 

children and took them to Haley for Jim Edgar's funeral. Before the 

service, she stopped at the Currie Store to stock up on the staples: 

flour, beans, salt pork, and yeast for the bread she knew Mama would 

be making when they arrived. There was still so much to do before her 

parents came. 

"Sad news about Jim," Mr. Currie said. 

"Yes. I miss him," Bess said. 

"Let me know if you need anything. In the meantime, I'll keep an 

eye out for another handyman if you're interested." 

"Yes, please do," Bess said. 

"I have something for you," Mr. Currie said, and he raised his 

eyebrows. He handed her a letter. 

Bess recognized the handwriting and her stomach began to curl. 

"Thank you," she said. After she paid for her goods, she and the kids 
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loaded into the wagon and headed over to the Lutheran Church where 

the memorial service for Jim was being held. 

As the five of them piled into a pew and waited for the ceremony 

to begin, Bess opened the letter from Doc. He was in good health, had 

established a home in Galesburg, and was apologetic about leaving the 

Dakotas. Bess didn't sense from his words any suggestion of a desire to 

come back, and for that, she was thankful. She didn't want him around 

and had adjusted nicely to his absence. Her only guilt was her children 

were growing up without a father, but thought better of it. In fact, Bess 

didn't feel anything but a lingering anger at the past three years when 

whiskey ruled their lives. She was tempted to throw it away but stuffed 

it in her satchel instead. Damn him! He didn't even ask about the 

children! She would write to him and make it crystal clear that she and 

the children were doing just fine without him. 

Jim’s funeral was a small event with only about twenty people 

present. Bess had never taken the children to church before, but after 

fifteen minutes into the hour-long ceremony, the children--especially 

Billy--began to squirm with impatience. The children were restlessly 

eager to leave but had to sit in the hard pew. 
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On the way back to the homestead, Helen said, "So we've been to 

church." 

"I don't like it," said Billy. 

"This was for Jim," Bess said. "It was for us to remember him, to 

share our memories. When you get older, you can decide if you want to 

attend." 

Bess said a silent good-bye to Jim as they started toward home. 
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Chapter Eleven 

 

 

It had been almost two months since Jim's death. Bess was 

getting along just fine, but the days were long and there was much to 

take care of on the homestead. Anna provided significant help when 

she visited, but Bess was starting to feel worn down with 

responsibility. While Doc was pretty much absent in the last three 

years of their marriage, Bess at least was able to rely on Jim. The 

budding flowers in April seemed to compensate for the loss of Jim—

showing new life on the prairie—but Bess remained hopeful for things 

to get easier. In May, her parents would arrive and would lend a 

helping hand, and Mr. Currie was on the lookout for someone who 

might help Bess on the homestead in a part-time or full-time basis. 

Late in the afternoon on Friday, April 6, 1917, Bess was in Haley 

to pick up supplies and to see Anna. While at the Currie Store, she 

picked up a copy of the Bismarck Tribune and was shocked at the 

headline. "USA at War!" the headline screamed. The United States had 

declared war on Germany. This sounded ominous because it meant the 

country would be sending an army to Europe, something the USA had 
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never been done before, and the outcome was uncertain. England and 

France had been fighting Germany to a stalemate. 

When Bess arrived at the schoolhouse, Anna greeted her with a 

warm hug and her broad and beautiful smile. Anna was wearing a light 

blue and white dress. 

"Good afternoon, Anna," Bess said. 

"Oh, Bess," Anna said, "I'm so upset about this war. I keep 

thinking about the Muellers. Their son is in the German army and will 

be at war with our boys." 

Bess nodded sadly. "So tragic. Where did they moved?" 

"Someone said Illinois," Anna said, "but I don't know for sure." 

"I'm looking forward to seeing you tonight." 

"I should be there in a couple of hours," Anna said. "I have a few 

things left to do here." 

"I'll have supper ready," Bess said. She hugged Anna and kissed 

her lightly on the cheek, being careful no one saw her. 

"I enjoy coming to visit you very much," Anna said. 
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"And I love being with you." Bess hugged Anna once more and 

kissed her on the cheek. 

Bess headed back to the homestead, her head spinning with joy. 

Everything was falling into place. Can this be real? She'll be with me 

again! Has Anna ever been in a relationship with another woman? 

Should I tell her about Linda? I wonder what people in town would 

think? What will we do when Mama and Papa arrive? Should I tell them? 

Can I tell them? 

Bess was overwhelmed and confused. It was one thing to have a 

secret infatuation with someone, and it was another thing entirely to 

have a secret relationship--a romance--behind closed doors. Her 

parents were coming and she wondered how it would stifle her 

budding relationship with Anna, and the thought of it fizzling out made 

her sad. Of course, she was happy her parents would soon be here. Her 

children needed their grandparents, and she missed her parents so 

much it hurt. But she also didn't want to sacrifice what she and Anna 

were building. Bess needed to find some balance, even if she had to tell 

her parents. She hoped they would be as loving and as accepting as she 

always remembered. 

*   *   * 
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On Tuesday, May 29, 1917, Bess's parents would be getting off 

the train in Scranton, about twenty miles north of Haley on the 

Milwaukee Road line. Bess arranged for Mrs. Collins to come early to 

look after the children. 

"Excited today, Bess?" Mrs. Collins asked. 

"Absolutely," Bess said. "I haven't seen my parents for over eight 

years, since the spring of 1908 to be exact. They'll be living here with 

me and the children." Her parents would be sleeping in her bedroom, 

and Bess would sleep on the sofa or in the room next to the children 

until she could figure out a better alternative. "That sounds 

wonderful," said Mrs. Collins. "Do they know about your friend, Miss 

Matthews?" 

Bess was stunned by her question. What does she know? "N-not 

yet," she stammered, "but they will certainly meet Anna." 

Mrs. Collins smiled. "She's a nice young woman." 

She knows something, or at least she suspects something. Oh my 

god--she'll probably start rumors all over town. Bess started to panic at 

the thought but calmly focused on her breathing. 
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"Yes . . . Anna is an extraordinary person and a real friend," Bess 

said as she prepared to leave. The sooner I get out of here the better. 

"You kids behave," Bess said with a smile. Marion and Helen 

weren't smiling. "Thank you, Mrs. Collins," Bess said as she went 

quickly out the front door, grateful to be out of the old woman's 

presence. 

Bess harnessed Annabel and set off to Scranton, allowing herself 

six hours for the trip. The weather was dry, and only a few white 

cotton-like clouds floated quietly in the sky. The road to Scranton was 

not muddy for which she was grateful, as she'd feared that it would be 

too muddy to travel. 

The twelve-mile trip took only two hours, and Bess arrived with 

a couple of hours to spare before the eastbound Milwaukee Road was 

scheduled to pull into the station. There had been much growth to the 

town since she'd come through the first time from Dickinson in 1908. 

Scranton was growing because of the railroad, much at the expense of 

Haley to the south. Scranton had a lignite coal mine just east of town, a 

brickyard where bricks for buildings were forged, and two new grain 

elevators where the farmers could bring their crops to store and be 

shipped east to Minneapolis. 
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The Curries had anticipated what would happen to Haley 

because of the railroad and had recently opened a new store in 

Scranton. Their business in Haley was not so prosperous as it had been 

in past years and Bess hoped they wouldn't need to close because that 

would mean she would be faced with a twelve-mile journey every time 

she wanted to stock up on supplies. 

This store was twice the size of the one in Haley. Mr. Currie was 

at the counter. "Bess," he said with a smile. "What brings you to 

Scranton?" 

"I'm meeting my mother and father," she said. "They're comin' in 

on the eastbound from Montana." Bess gazed around the store. "This is 

much larger than the store in Haley!" 

"Yes," said Mr. Currie. "Scranton's growing. The railroad, you 

know. Most trains stop here for coal and water, and the eastbounds 

pick up the carloads of grain from the elevators. Takin' 'em to the mills 

in Minneapolis." 

Bess picked up a copy of the Bismarck Tribune and glanced at the 

headlines. "So much going on in the world," she said. 

"The war," Mr. Currie said. "Congress passed the Selective 

Service Act. Lucky you don't have older boys. They'd be goin' for sure." 
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The United States had declared war on Germany in April 1917, 

and the newspapers were full of news about sending the army "over 

there." Many of the sons of homesteaders wanted to join the army, but 

agriculture was one of the industries that was deemed essential to the 

war effort and few were eligible to join. The Selective Service Act put a 

temporary exemption for farmers for the draft. 

"Some of the boys around town have joined up," Mr. Currie said. 

"If I were young, I'd join and go fight those Huns." 

Huns. Bess had heard that word used for Germans and didn't like 

it. The homesteaders--like the Muellers--were true Americans. She 

decided to change the subject. 

"Atlanta had a huge fire," Bess said as she browsed through the 

newspaper. "It was a big one. I've never been to Georgia." 

"They say it burned over three hundred acres," Mr. Currie said. 

"Almost like the great Chicago Fire almost forty years ago. Wooden 

buildings. Shingles, mainly, like we have here. Brickyard might change 

that, though." 

"They'll rebuild, just like they did after the Civil War when the 

city burned to the ground," Bess said. 
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"General Sherman didn’t make no friends in Atlanta and 

Georgia," said Mr. Currie. "Are your parents staying long?" 

"Oh, yes," Bess said. "They're moving in with me." 

"Ah, that will give you some help. I'm sorry to hear about Jim 

Edgar. He was a good man. Was a friend for years." 

"He was like an uncle to me," Bess said. 

"I know. I put the word out for you about a replacement, but I've 

come up empty-handed." 

"No worries," Bess said. "My parents will be around to help, and 

I'm sure the right person will come along eventually." Bess bid Mr. 

Currie farewell and headed to the train platform flushed with 

anticipation. 

*   *   * 

The eastbound train was on time and chugged and hissed its way 

into Scranton at one o' clock. There were only two passenger cars, and 

when Bess saw Mama and Papa getting off the train, her heart swelled 

and tears filled her eyes. She hadn't seen them in so long, and she 

suddenly felt sad that she'd missed out on events in their lives these 

last few years. 
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Her parents appeared a bit tired, but they walked briskly toward 

her with broad smiles on their faces. 

"Hi, my Bessie!" Papa said as he embraced her in a tight hug. Bess 

hadn't heard the words "my Bessie" since the day she left the tiny train 

station in Leeds. 

Mama had tears in her eyes. "Oh, Bessie!" she exclaimed as she 

hugged Bess tightly. 

As Bess studied them closely, she realized that neither of them 

appeared to have aged much. Papa's hair was a little grayer, but his 

mustache was still dark and well groomed. Of course, he was wearing a 

suit, and he stood tall as he looked into Bess's eyes adoringly as he had 

done so often when she was a child. He is more like a banker than a 

grain elevator operator! 

When Papa laughed, it was as though time had taken Bess back 

to when they were sitting at the table in Cando having dinner so long 

ago. Mama was wearing a long dress and carried a rather large red 

plaid canvas satchel. She had put on weight--those from her side of the 

family were on the heavier side--but she wasn't fat. Her cheeks were 

the same rosy red that Bess remembered. Her hair, which was neatly 

put up in a bun, had gray streaks. Together they waited for the baggage 
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agent to unload their two small trunks; Bess was surprised that they 

hadn't brought more of their belongings. 

"Not much to carry, my Bessie," Papa said. "We left some things 

in Conrad and might have them shipped down later." 

Bess was a bit relieved that they hadn't brought more since she 

had little room in the wagon and at her house. "The piano?" she blurted 

out. 

"We still have the piano," Mama said. "If you have room, we'll 

have that sent too." 

Bess was thrilled. I can play for Papa again! And I can teach the 

children how to play. And maybe Anna will play. The thought of telling 

her parents about her close friendship with Anna made Bess nervous. 

How will I do that? How much should I tell them? When will I do it? I'll 

push those thoughts away for now. She wanted to enjoy seeing her 

parents without the stress of how they would react. 

"I want to go into that store," Mama said as she pointed to the 

Currie Store down the street. After they loaded their trunks on the 

wagon, they parked it in front of the store and went inside. 
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Mama spent time picking out some yard goods to make dresses 

for the girls and trousers and shirts for the boys. She also purchased an 

abundant quantity of sewing materials--needles, thread, thimbles. 

All Papa could do was stand and grin at her. "You're gonna be 

busy, Nellie," he said with a laugh. Mama had bought enough yard 

goods to make at least a dozen dresses. 

The ride back to Haley took about three hours, and Bess was in 

no hurry as they spent the entire journey talking about the past eight 

years. Papa told Bess all about their experience in Conrad, Montana. 

"It's colder than in Cando," he said. "Rough winters." 

Mama said that she didn't like their house in Conrad as much as 

where they lived in Cando and Conrad didn't have as many stores. 

"Lots of folks driving automobiles in Conrad," she said. "Never ridden 

in one myself." 

Scranton and even Haley had more cars, too. Maybe one of these 

days we'll have one. "Automobiles are going to replace the horse and 

buggy for sure," Bess said. Papa nodded in agreement. 

They moved slowly along behind the two horses. While Bess had 

told them about Doc through her letters, she had never gone into much 
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detail. But they had a long journey ahead of them, so she told them a 

little more about Doc and his drinking problems. She didn't go into 

much detail and told them that the abuse she suffered wasn't physical--

Doc never hit her. 

"Whiskey'll do that to you," was all Papa said. "Gets your brain all 

fouled up." 

"Glad you won't have to put up with that no more," Mama said. 

Most of the conversation was about the children. "Marion is a 

responsible little girl, and she watches out for the other children." Bess 

described her as being quite tall for her age, always having a broad grin 

on her face, beautiful brown eyes and wavy hair, and so willing to help 

around the house. 

"Helen is smart and likes to get into trouble at times." Bess 

described her as being quite similar in appearance to Marion, with the 

same dark brown hair and eyes. She told them about how Helen liked 

to climb up on the roof of the sod house and how she liked taking care 

of the chickens. "She always wants to go out and get the eggs for me." 

Bess told them about Anna. "She's my friend in Haley and is the 

school teacher in town. She comes to the homestead frequently for 
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supper and loves the children. You will like her. Anna suggested that 

Helen start school with Marion because she's a bright, smart girl." 

"The teacher," said Papa. "Of course we would like to meet her. 

And she's your friend!" 

At least I've mentioned her name, Bess thought. That's a start. 

The road turned bumpy, thanks to the ruts left when it was 

muddy, so Bess slowed down the horses. "You'll love Billy," Bess 

continued. "He's an active little boy and tries to keep up with his older 

sisters." She then told them about Jim Edgar and how he was 

exceptionally kind to the children. "He carved some toys out of wood 

for Billy, a little horse and a tractor with wheels that turn. Billy says he 

wants to be a farmer, but it's going to be a few years before he'll be a 

real help. And then there's Sidney, but we call him Tip. He's so sweet 

and mild-mannered. Tip's at that age when he just scoots around the 

house and gets into everything." 

"I cannot wait to meet my grandchildren," Mama said with a 

smile. 

When they came over the small hill just before Haley, Bess 

pointed to the hill about a mile south with the stone johnnie. My house 
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is just down the hill to the right of the stone johnnie. Those hills to the 

right in the distance are the Teepee Buttes." 

When they arrived at the house, the sun was beginning to set in 

the west. The children were excited to see their grandparents, and 

Marion and Helen couldn't stop hugging each of them. Billy was a bit 

shy at first, but then he wanted to show Papa his toys. As Bess stood 

there and watched her parents playing with her children, she felt an 

inner peace unlike any since leaving Cando. 

Giles and Nellie Parker are with me and the children. At last we'll 

be a family again! 
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Chapter Twelve 

 

Mama and Papa slept in Bess's bedroom, but Papa wasn't too 

happy about Bess having to sleep on the sofa in the living room. "It 

ain't right, my Bessie," he said. "You should be in your own bedroom." 

"It'll do for now, Papa," said Bess. "The sofa is comfortable, and 

you and Mama need to get settled." 

It didn't take Mama long to start making dresses for the girls. The 

next morning she was busy taking their measurements while Papa 

assembled the sewing machine they had brought with them. 

The girls were delighted--dancing around and taking turns 

measuring themselves with Mama's tape measure. Mama had bought a 

variety of blue fabrics--her favorite color--and while some were 

different shades of blue, most had little flowery patterns like small 

daisies and crocuses. Mama made dresses that reminded Bess of 

springtime, which was fitting for the girls who loved flowers and bright 

sunshine. She radiated happiness, and the girls were delighted with all 

the attention. 
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Papa was excited too. After breakfast, Bess took him on a 

horseback tour of the property. Papa was particularly interested in the 

cattle, which were down in the lower pasture. "They look fine, my 

Bessie. Healthy and fat. Gonna have some healthy calves, I'll bet," he 

said. 

Spring was in full bloom, as the crocuses had been out in 

abundance for some time and the grass had turned a vivid green after 

the harsh winter. Being on horseback kept them from the mud, and 

Papa enjoyed riding Jim's horse, Elly. Sadness swept over her. I'll 

certainly miss him. 

For supper, Bess and her mother made a beef stew. Papa sat on 

the sofa reading a story to Billy and Tip, while Helen and Marion sat at 

the kitchen table and helped with the preparation. Bess and Mama cut 

up sweet potatoes, carrots, and celery, and the girls shucked corn. 

"It's so warm here," Mama said, wiping her brow. 

"We usually have a gentle breeze this time of night, but today is 

unusually warm. I'm thankful for it," Bess said. 

"Well, too much sun isn't healthy for the crops either," Papa 

chimed in. "Gonna need water soon." 
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"I'm not too worried, Papa," Bess said. "Oftentimes a 

thunderstorm rolls in." 

They enjoyed a wonderful meal together. Bess gazed around the 

table and her heart filled with joy. At times, she almost had to pinch 

herself with the knowledge of her parents being here. Oh, how she'd 

missed them. She was looking forward to this beginning--life on the 

homestead with her family. The beginning would require the 

emergence of a new routine. 

* * * 

During the month of June, a routine emerged--Mama focusing on 

meal preparation and sewing, Papa tending the sheep and cattle, and 

Bess managing the children, the garden, and the chickens. Bess was 

grateful for her parents' help, but she also loved their company. Mama 

made four dresses for each of the girls, and shirts and pants for the 

boys. She even became the children's barber, carefully cutting and 

fixing up the girls' hair and giving Billy one of his first haircuts. Mama 

also worked in the garden whenever she wasn't involved in food 

preparation or sewing. 

Lambing time--when the pregnant ewes gave birth to the lambs--

came and went without a hitch as both Papa and Bess tended the 
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sheep. Papa was happy being a rancher and not having to worry about 

storing and shipping grain any more or haggling with farmers about 

the price of commodities. 

One day, Mama came into the house in a rush. "Bess," she said 

almost out of breath. "There's a snake in the shed!" 

"Oh, Mama, that's Hiss! He's a pet. He won't hurt you. He just 

hisses at you now and then if you get too close. He's been around for a 

few years. Bull snakes can live for twenty years, so I'm told. The 

children can touch him and he doesn't mind. I don't really know if Hiss 

is a he or she," Bess said with a chuckle. "It doesn't matter; he kills 

mice." 

"A pet?" Mama said with a grimace. "Oh, my! Well, he's your pet, 

not mine. I'm scared of any snake." 

Bess laughed and the girls thought it was funny too. After the 

incident, they often asked their grandmother if she wanted to come out 

to the shed with them to pet Hiss, and her disgusted facial expression 

made them laugh even harder. Mama never petted him, but she joined 

in on the fun of the tease. 

While Papa was enjoying the outdoor work, Mama wasted no 

time in formal meal planning. "You remember the breakfasts and 
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dinners we had in Cando, Bess?" she said one afternoon. "Those were 

all your grandmother Ocie Parker's recipes. I brought the menus I kept 

from her. It will be fun to do these again." 
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Ocie Parker's handwritten note, 1892 
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Bess examined the menus and smiled. "The children like fried 

eggs and bacon," she said. "And they also like oatmeal and pancakes. 

You'll have to try some of the choke cherry syrup we've got here. 

Didn't have it in Cando." 

"Of course, dear," Mama said. 

And just like that, an entire month had passed and soon the July 

sun beat down on the landscape relentlessly. Mama and Papa's 

belongings would be arriving in August and it was clear there wasn't 

enough room in the house. 

"Papa," Bess said one morning, "I've decided to get Mr. Feist at 

the lumberyard to build another room on the house. It will be a room 

for you and Mama, and that'll give us plenty of space." 

Papa smiled. "Tired of sleeping on the sofa, my Bessie?" 

Bess grinned. "A little, I guess, But I think it would be a good idea 

for you and Mama to have your own room." 

"Might be a chance for me to exercise my carpentry skills," Papa 

laughed. 

"Oh, Mr. Feist and Ken Fisher will do it. It won't take them too 

long." 
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Bess went into Haley the next day to see Mr. Feist about the 

addition, but first she went to the school to see Anna. Anna hadn't been 

to visit the homestead since Mama and Papa had arrived and Bess 

missed her. 

Anna was sitting at her desk in the empty schoolroom when Bess 

walked in. Anna smiled. "Hi, Bess! I've missed you!" She stood and 

came toward Bess with her arms outspread. 

Bess stepped toward her and hugged her. Anna put her head on 

Bess's shoulder and then pulled away and peered deep into her eyes. 

Bess glanced to the right and left--and behind--making sure no one was 

looking. And in a quick rush, they kissed as a warm feeling washed 

through Bess's body. 

"I've missed you too," Bess said. 

"Your folks are with you now?" 

"Yes," Bess said. "I'm sorry I haven't come to see you, as they 

were getting settled, but I would love to have you come over and meet 

them." 

"Of course," Anna said. "I look forward to it. Have you told them 

about me?" 
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"I have," Bess said. "I told them you will be Marion and Helen's 

teacher, and we're friends. I want to tell them that we're best friends." 

Bess suddenly grew quiet. It was the first time she voiced what her 

heart knew and she wasn't sure how Anna would react. She couldn't 

deny she and Anna were more than friends. 

Anna smiled and gazed into Bess's eyes. They kissed again, and 

Bess got her answer. She and Anna were in a romantic relationship. 

Blood rushed to Bess's cheeks as Anna whispered in her ear. "Yes. 

We're much more than good friends, Bess and I want that as well. I've 

missed you terribly and don't like being away from you. We belong 

together." 

They stood in silence in a warm embrace. "Next Sunday?" 

"Perfect. Early afternoon?" 

"Yes. I am looking forward to it. The children will be delighted!" 

They kissed again, longer this time. "I've missed you so," Anna said. 

Bess smiled. "I've been thinking about you." 

"Oh, Bess, I think about you all the time." 

Bess left the schoolhouse overcome with emotion. A warmth 

swept through her, nourishing her. A warmth she had remembered but 
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hadn't felt since Dickinson. She climbed into the wagon and waved at 

Anna who was standing at the front door. So beautiful, Bess thought. 

She made her way home with Anna's kiss lingering on her lips. 
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Chapter Thirteen 

 

The following Sunday, Anna arrived, and Bess was overjoyed and 

somewhat anxious. While she'd told her parents about Anna, she tried 

to disguise her true feelings and could only hope she was successful. 

But every time Bess talked about Anna, she wanted to giggle like a 

schoolgirl. 

The children rushed to the door to greet her. "Hi, Miss 

Matthews," they shouted with joy. 

"Marion! Helen! Billy!" Anna said as she stepped into the house. 

"Have you done your schooling today?" 

The children bounced around with the excitement. It was a spark 

of pure joy, as if they were bursting with liquid sunshine. 

"Anna," Bess said, "I would like you to meet my mother and 

father, Nellie and Giles Parker." 

Anna shook Mama's hand first, and then Papa's hand. "I'm so 

pleased to meet you. You have a wonderful daughter and four 

sparkling grandchildren." 
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Bess, Mama, Papa, and Anna sat down outside under the eave 

while the children ran around in the field and played tag. 

"Anna, my daughter tells me your family is from Scranton," Papa 

said. "What brought you to Haley?" 

Anna smiled and wiped the sweat from her brow. "My parents 

came to Scranton from Wisconsin and wanted to homestead." 

"Grain farming?" asked Papa. 

"Exactly, but their land wasn't good--crops were poor, so they 

decided to focus on the dairy farm business. They produce milk, butter, 

and ice cream for the Scranton and Bowman areas." 

"Bess says you went to college," Mama said. 

"Yes, in Wisconsin," Anna replied. "I majored in education--

elementary education. I wanted to become a teacher." 

"How long have you been teaching in Haley?" Papa asked. 

"Since two years ago. The previous teacher retired and it was an 

ideal step for me." 

"And Bess says you play the piano?" 
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"I do," said Anna. "And while I lived with my parents on their 

farm, I gave piano lessons. I still play nearly every day where I'm 

staying in Haley." 

"Anna stays with Mr. and Mrs. Currie," Bess said. "They're the 

people who own the hardware stores in Haley and in Scranton." 

"They have a piano enabling me to stay in practice," said Anna. 

"Bess says you have a piano." 

"We're gonna have it sent down here from Cando," Papa said. 

"Bess will like it." 

The conversation made Bess feel invigorated. But Bess had a 

feeling down deep in her gut that, somehow, Papa understood. He 

knew the truth. The relationship between Bess and Anna was far more 

than good friends. It was the way he glanced first at Anna--then at 

Bess--and his gentle smile. Like he was happy. Is he aware that we love 

each other? Bess thought. Papa talked about his love of literature, 

reading magazines, and trying to keep up with world news through the 

newspaper. 

"Well, I better get supper started," Bess said. She turned to 

Marion, Helen, and Billy who were playing in the corner with Tip. 

"Want to have school?" 
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"Yes," they shouted almost in unison. "With Miss Matthews!" 

When the blackboard was set up. Anna suggested the children 

practice numbers. The eager children sat in front of the blackboard and 

raised their hands whenever Anna asked a question. Mama and Papa 

watched with delight and awe at how well the children behaved and 

responded. 

During supper--a roasted chicken with potatoes--Papa expressed 

his concern about the war in Europe. "This is supposed to be the war to 

end all wars," he said. "There's so much dying in Europe, and now our 

boys are going over there. We'll probably be in it, too." 

The year 1917 was significant for the United States because it 

brought about the declaration of war against Germany and later of 

Austria-Hungary. The country geared up for war by vastly increasing 

the size of the army under the command of General John J. Pershing 

and sending the first wave of troops to France during the summer to 

begin training for combat. The first combat seen by American soldiers 

was in the fall of 1917, but eventually, at the end of the war, over two 

million American soldiers had participated in the European war with 

more than fifty thousand losing their lives. 

"I wonder how long the war is going to last," Anna said. 
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"I'd be frightened about riding on one of those ships across the 

ocean," Mama said. "With my luck, it would sink." 

"Aw, they're not like the wooden ships like Columbus sailed in," 

Papa said. 

"Mama doesn't like boats," Bess said. "Remember when she 

wouldn't even get into the small boat in Lake Alice?" 

"Sure I do." Papa laughed. "Was just goin' fishin', that's all. It was 

was an excellent day. You caught the most fish, Bess!" 

"The Germans have submarines," Mama said. "They sink the 

ships. War's not like goin' fishing, Giles." Mama was stern and 

determined. 

Supper was pleasant. Mama and Papa appeared to have a sincere 

fondness for Anna. Papa was entranced by her wit and intelligence. 

After supper, Papa and the children visited with Anna as Bess and 

Mama cleaned up the dishes. It was getting dark outside, and Anna had 

to be heading back to Haley. 

As she was leaving, she shook Mama and Papa's hand. "I 

thoroughly enjoyed meeting you, Mr. and Mrs. Parker. Marion and 

Helen will do well in school." She smiled at Bess. "You can be proud of 
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your daughter. She's my best friend and has been quite successful here. 

I'm proud to know her." 

After Anna said her good-byes, Bess, Papa, and Anna walked out 

to the shed and Papa saddled her horse for her. Anna thanked them 

again and waved as she rode off into the distance. 

Papa and Bess stood there for a moment as Anna disappeared 

over the hill. Papa sighed and put his arm around Bess and stared 

directly in her eyes. "You're fond of her, aren't you," Papa said with a 

smile. "More than fond?" 

"Yes, I'm fond of her." Bess's stomach tightened. He can tell. He 

understands. Her heart pounded and her throat suddenly felt dry. "You 

can tell?" Bess said softly with her head bowed. 

Papa leaned forward, gave Bess a hug, and kissed her on the 

cheek. He paused and smiled. "Yes, I can tell. It's all right, my Bessie. I 

have known for a long time--ever since you were in high school. You 

need to be true to yourself. Trust your heart. It tells you the truth." 

Tears filled Bess's eyes and she thought she would faint. She had 

gone over many times in her head how she would tell her parents she 

was in love with a woman, but she never knew when the opportunity 

might present itself or if they would be receptive. They don't really 
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understand me, Bess thought. They think of me as a daughter, but they 

don't know my heart. They'll think I'm different. But now Papa 

understood who she was, and that brought her some comfort. 

"Does Mama know?" Bess asked quietly. "Does she understand 

that I'm attracted to women and not to men?" There, I've said it. Her 

heart pounded in fear of what Papa might think. 

"No. I don't think she even suspects." Papa said. "And I won't tell 

her. You have a big heart, my Bessie. It looks to me you are in love with 

Anna. And, if I’m not mistaken, she’s in love with you. I think being in 

love is wonderful. You deserve to be happy with her. You need to share 

your love with her." 

Bess threw her arms around him. "Oh, I love you so, Papa!" 

Papa held her tightly. "And I so love you too! I love you, my 

Bessie." 

A weight had been lifted, a weight Bess had carried around for 

years and years, a weight she'd worn proudly but privately at times--

hidden behind a facade. It was a terrible burden only she could feel--a 

weight that kept her up at night, wondering if she would ever have the 

type of life she envisioned for herself. Papa knows and he approves! He 

loves me as I am! Now I’m truly free! 
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*   *   * 

 During the following week, the rain started. A steady downpour 

soaked the countryside for three solid days and didn’t stop until Saturday 

afternoon. Anna had agreed to come to the homestead on Saturday and 

arrived in the early afternoon after the rain had stopped. 

The bright sun had warmed the prairie, but the mud puddles had 

not completely dried up. Mama and Bess instructed the children to 

take turns taking baths in the tub in the kitchen. Marion, Helen and 

Billy finished and while Bess was washing Tip's back when she caught 

a glimpse Helen and Billy dashing out the front door.  

"Better get 'em back in here, my Bessie," said Papa. "They're 

stark naked!" 

Bess whirled around and dashed out the door to see where they 

had gone. She looked over toward the garage where each of the 

children was wallowing around in a mud puddle! "Helen! Billy!" she 

yelled as she ran toward them. 

Helen and Billy looked at Bess coming toward them and 

immediately got out of the mud puddle and started running--

completely covered in mud--down the hill toward the lower pasture. 

"Come back here!" shouted Bess as she scurried after them. 
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Billy was shorter than Helen and couldn't run so fast, and Helen 

was far ahead of him. Helen slowed down, turned her head toward 

Billy, and shouted, "Run, Billy, Run!" 

Bess caught up with Billy and grabbed his arm. Billy stopped 

with a look of fear on his mud-covered face, and it took all that Bess 

was able to muster to keep from laughing. Instead, she gave Billy a soft 

swat on his rear end. "Billy, you come with me back to the house right 

away." 

Billy was close to tears. "I'm sorry, Mama," he said. 

Bess smiled--then laughed. "You'll have to take another bath." 

Billy looked up at Bess and then smiled as they walked back to 

the house where Bess put Billy back into a tub with fresh warm water. 

In about ten minutes, Helen crept into the house trying not to be 

noticed. Bess looked at her and said, "You'll have to take another bath, 

Helen." 

Papa, Mama and Anna were watching with smiles on their face. 

"Just mud, dear," said Mama. Papa was grinning from ear to ear and 

Anna was laughing. 
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Later that evening before Anna had to leave to return to Haley, 

she and Bess sat together on the sofa.  "It's difficult to discipline such 

charming children, Bess. But I think you handled that funny situation 

very well." 

"I gave Billy a swat on his behind," said Bess. "Not hard--just a 

little swat." 

"I think they'll remember this for the rest of their lives," chuckled 

Anna. “I know I will!” 

"For certain I will, too!" said Bess. 

*   *   * 
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Chapter Fourteen 

 

Bright and early the following Monday morning, Mr. Feist and 

Ken Fisher arrived with a load of lumber to begin construction on the 

house. It took only three days to build the extra bedroom on the 

wooden addition. When they were finished, Papa spent the next two 

days painting the room white for Mama. Now that they had their own 

bedroom and Bess didn't need to sleep on the sofa anymore. 

In late August, Mama and Papa's belongings arrived in Haley. And 

the Adam Schaaf upright piano on which I learned to play! Thanks to the 

recently built addition, there was room for the piano in the main room 

of the sod house, and as soon as it was placed, Bess sat down and 

played one of Papa's favorite songs, "A Woman Is Only a Woman but a 

Good Cigar Is a Smoke." 

Papa was delighted, and so was Bess. Papa sat down near the 

piano, lit up his pipe, shut his eyes, and listened to a sound that he 

hadn't heard in years. After playing Papa's favorite songs, Bess said, 

"Papa, why don't you sing one of the songs like you used to do in 

Cando?" 

"Aw, my Bessie, I haven't sung for years." 
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"Well, let's change that. Let's change it now." 

For the next hour, Bess played some of the songs from the sheet 

music Anna had loaned to her and Papa filled the room with his 

wonderful voice. He sang "Some Sunday Morning," "For Me and My 

Gal," "Paper Doll," and "I Wish I Was an Island in an Ocean of Girls." 

The children loved it. They stood by Papa to sing "Some Sunday 

Morning" again and again. 

"I didn't know you could sing," Marion said. 

"I can't," Papa said. "But I try." 

Bess was thrilled. Papa has brought music into our home! It felt 

wonderful to play music after all these years. She stumbled a bit, but it 

was amazing how well she remembered. It was as if her hands had a 

mind of their own as they flew across the keys. 

* * * 

On Monday, September 3, 1917, the girls were very excited and 

danced around with glee because they would be returning to school for 

their second year. Helen was more thrilled that she would be going 

again with Marion but Bess wasn't sure if Marion was genuinely happy 
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about that because she and Helen were becoming quite competitive 

with one another. 

Billy continually asked, "Mama, when can I go to school?" He was 

disappointed and didn’t like the words, “next year,” but Bess told him 

that he would be going to school with her while the girls were gone 

during the day. That seemed to please him. 

Bess took the girls in the horse and wagon. They were so excited 

during the trip that Bess had to remind them to not wiggle so much in 

fear that they might fall out of the wagon.. 

The day was warm. When they arrived in town, Bess had to wipe 

the sweat from the back of the girls' necks. Anna was greeting the 

students and parents at the front of the school. She was wearing a 

beautiful beige dress with dark brown trim, and it was well 

coordinated with the color of her hair. She waved and smiled at Bess. 

Marion was a bit subdued when they arrived, but not Helen. 

Helen was truly excited and jumped out of the wagon and ran to Anna. 

Anna smiled. "Hi, Marion! Hi, Helen! I'm happy you are here." She 

then glanced at Bess. "I'll take care of them, Bess. They'll be excellent 

second graders!" She flashed her blue eyes, and Bess almost melted on 

the spot. 
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When the children went into the schoolhouse, Anna leaned over 

to Bess and said, "Maybe you can come into town this weekend for a 

short visit?" 

Bess was thrilled. "Sunday afternoon? But I won't be able to stay 

long." 

"Your coming is enough," Anna said. She reached out and 

squeezed Bess's hand. 

As Bess said her good-bye, she knew that her mind would be 

preoccupied all week, wishing for Sunday to arrive, and she welcomed 

the thoughts with delight. 

* * * 

Papa loved his newspapers. On Wednesday he went into Haley 

with Bess and bought the current issue and as many of the back issues 

of the Bismarck Tribune as Mr. Currie had in his store--seven papers in 

all. When he came back to the homestead, he spent all afternoon 

reading as much as he could. He was particularly interested in what 

was going on in the Great War, sat in his chair in the living room and 

then told Mama and Bess what he had learned. 
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"Our boys are going over there now. It won't be long until they're 

in the middle of the fight," he said. 

Papa knew the names of the battles that had been or were being 

fought by the British and French--places like Verdun and the Somme. 

He always liked to update everyone on what was happening on the 

front. The Americans were getting closer and closer to actual 

involvement in the shooting war, and in late June, the first American 

troops had landed in France. There would be more, Papa had said, 

many more. 

The American army was small at the beginning of the war and 

had not started to grow substantially until the passage of the Selective 

Service Act in 1917. In September 1917, Europe had already been at 

war for three years, and American forces were being sent to Europe 

although they had yet to fight in combat. 

Talk of the war only worried Bess, so she changed the subject. 

"I've been invited to go into Haley and visit with Anna this coming 

Sunday afternoon." 

"Wonderful!" Mama said. "She can tell you how the girls are 

doing in school." 

"I'm looking forward to it," Bess said. 



 

149 
 

Papa smiled. "Good to have friends in town." He winked as Bess 

blushed. 

*   *   * 

On Thursday, Bess was out feeding the chickens when she could 

hear a sound like a bird in distress. The cry was a high-pitched cackling 

sound—not the sound of a song bird. She walked out of the chicken 

coop to the back of the shed when she saw a small black bird--a baby 

crow--near the back corner. It was moving slightly, and when she 

approached it tried to sit up and opened its mouth widely. The bird is 

young--just a nestling--and obviously hungry. She looked around and 

didn't see any adult crows in the area, so she reached down and picked 

it up. 

The little bird wiggled a bit--looking for warmth. It had feathers 

over most of its body, and the wings had undeveloped feathers that 

seemed as though they were sticking out of little tubes. And it had tufts 

of what appeared to be down on its head. 

Bess touched her finger to little bird's feet and the bird 

responded by grabbing her finger but was unable to perch. This little 

bird is in trouble, thought Bess. She decided to take it inside and feed it. 

The children will be so excited, she thought. 
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"I found a baby crow," Bess said as she walked into the house, 

cradling the bird in her hands. "It was out by the shed and I think it's 

been abandoned." 

"A crow?" said Mama. "Awful birds." 

"They can be devoted pets, so I've been told," said Papa. "Let's 

have a look." 

Bess delicately opened her hands to reveal a tiny bird. It peeped 

and its eyes jetted about. Papa stared at the bird. "He's healthy, but 

hungry. You can tell a crow by the bright colored area on the corner of 

its beak is bright pink. That is called a 'gape.' Other birds have yellow 

gapes. And its eyes are light blue--other birds have dark eyes--almost 

black. That's how you can tell," he said. 

"How do you know so much about crows?" Bess chuckled. 

"One of our neighbors had a pet crow," Papa said. "Excellent pet, 

too. Even learned to talk!" 

"Talk?" Bess said in astonishment. 

"They mimic sounds," Papa said. "They can sound just like a 

human." 
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"What can we feed him?" Bess was beginning to like the little 

animal. She felt its heart pounding. 

"When you get near and touch him, his mouth will open like he's 

saying, 'Feed me!' Gotta give him lots of protein," Papa said. "You can 

feed him bits of raw chicken, and even a little bread soaked in milk 

now and then. Hardboiled egg yolk, too, and crush up the shells and 

mix the shells with the yolk. They eat a lot, Bess. He'll be a hungry little 

fellow and will grow to be quite large." 

"Odd that he's so young and it's September," Bess said. 

"Sometimes they hatch late, but if you leave this little critter out, 

he'll die for sure. You sure you didn't see other crows around?" Papa 

asked. 

"Didn't see any, and I was out there for quite a while. I sure don't 

want him to die," said Bess. She turned toward Mama. "Mama, can you 

cut up a few little slivers of that chicken you're fixing?" She smiled. 

"Chicken for a crow," Mama said with a hint of sarcasm in her 

voice. "My, my! Okay, just a minute." 

Mama cut a few small pieces of raw chicken meat, put them on a 

small dish, and handed the dish to Bess. 
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"You'll have to hand-feed him," Papa said. "And you'll have to get 

a box or basket to put him in so he'll be safe and warm." 

"There's a bushel basket in the root cellar that is almost empty," 

Bess said. 

"I'll go get it," Papa said, and hurried out the door. 

The little bird opened its mouth, and Bess put small pieces of 

chicken into its gaping mouth. The little bird gobbled up the piece 

immediately and opened its mouth again. Worse than a little child, she 

thought, as she continued to feed the bird. 

Just then, Billy came over to the bird, his eyes wide. "A pet? Can 

we keep him, Mama?" 

"I suppose we'll have to," Bess said as she put another piece of 

chicken into the bird's mouth. "Can I feed him?" Billy asked. 

"I'll hold the bird and you put that little piece of chicken in his 

mouth. Not too big a piece--that little one there." 

Papa came into the house with the empty bushel basket. "We'll 

have to put some old newspaper in the bottom," Bess said. "He might 

be messy." 
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With enthusiasm, Billy fed the little bird three small bits of 

chicken. "He likes me. What shall we call him?" 

"Why don't you call him Mex?" Papa said. "There was a guy in 

Cando who had a pet crow called 'Mex,' short for 'Mexican.'" 

"Mex!" said Billy with excitement. "Can we call him Mex?" 

Bess smiled at Papa and then at Billy. "Okay, Billy, you named 

him Mex." 

Papa took one of the old Bismarck Tribune papers and folded it 

so that it would fit into the bottom of the basket. Then Bess carefully 

put the bird into the bottom of the basket. "He looks contented now," 

she said. 

"I can't wait to show Marion and Helen my new pet bird," Billy 

said. "He's my pet, isn't he?" 

"He'll be our pet, Billy," Bess said. "You have to share Mex with 

the girls." 

When Bess brought the girls home from school, they were 

excited to meet Mex and took turns feeding him. Mama had hard boiled 

a couple of eggs and, as Papa suggested, had mashed up the yolks with 

some of the egg shell. 
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"You all can feed Mex, but you have to take turns," Bess said. 

After the children had been put to bed, Bess took out her diary 

and wrote about the new member of the family. I've got four children, 

two parents, a dog, and now a crow! Now we really have a family! 
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Chapter Fifteen 

 

 

Sunday afternoon was warm and sunny with just a few puffy 

clouds slowly moving east in the blue sky. Out on the prairie toward 

the Teepee Buttes, the shadows of the clouds looked like they were 

dancing on the waving grass. It was a beautiful day. Papa went out to 

the shed with Bess and saddled Annabel for her. He was all smiles. 

"You look happy, my Bessie. Your face is glowing!" 

To say I'm happy and excited is an understatement, Bess thought. 

She was thrilled at the thought of spending some quality time alone 

with Anna. Sure, they would talk about Marion and Helen in school, but 

she was looking forward to just being together. 

"I'm happy, Papa," she said with a broad smile. Then she said her 

good-byes. She found it hard to restrain from having Annabel gallop 

into town, as the anticipation of seeing Anna was so alluring. 

Anna lived on the second floor of the Currie family home, a large 

Victorian-style two-story wooden structure. It was the biggest home in 

Haley and would challenge any home in either Scranton or Bowman or, 

for that matter, any Bess could remember from Cando. The house was 

painted light gray with white trim on the windows. A broad porch 
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wrapped around the front and east side of the house where there were 

four comfortable-looking Adirondack chairs. Bess imagined Papa 

sitting in one of those chairs in the evening casually smoking his pipe. 

The Curries had built the home shortly after opening their store 

about fifteen years ago. Two years ago, when their two children 

reached adulthood and moved to Bowman, the Curries rented the 

entire second floor to Anna Matthews. Bess had never been inside the 

Currie house and was looking forward to seeing it. 

Bess tied Annabel up to the hitching post in front of the house 

and went to the front door just to the right of the wide front porch. 

When she knocked on the door, she heard a piano playing a Chopin 

waltz. The music stopped and Anna opened the door. 

Anna was wearing a long light blue dress matching the color of 

her eyes. Her face was radiant. "Good afternoon, Bess," she said. 

"Good afternoon, Anna," Bess said as she entered the front door 

into a spacious hallway. Anna glanced back toward the kitchen, turned 

around, and gave Bess a warm hug. "So glad you're here!" Anna took 

Bess's light shawl. "Let's go into the living room." 

"You were playing the piano?" Bess asked. 
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"Yes, I play every day." She laughed. "Must keep my fingers 

limber!" 

Mrs. Currie bustled into the living room as Bess and Anna sat on 

the overstuffed sofa. This was the first time Bess had met Mrs. Currie 

other than seeing her from a distance at some of the socials in town 

and rarely in the store. Mrs. Currie was a heavy woman, short with a 

round face, white hair, and a pleasing smile. She wore spectacles 

placed far down on her nose, and her long black cotton dress had white 

lace trim around the collar and at the end of each sleeve. Her plump 

fingers held a plate of fresh sugar cookies making Bess's mouth water. 

"Hello, Bess," Mrs. Currie said with a broad smile. "I made some 

cookies for you and Anna." 

"Thank you, Mrs. Currie," Bess said. "Are these the same cookies I 

see from time to time in the store? I get them sometimes--the children 

love them." 

"Yes, the same," Mrs. Currie said cheerfully. "They're easy to 

make." 

The living room reminded Bess of the Bladoe home in Cando. Mr. 

Bladoe was a lawyer, and he and his wife owned a huge house having a 

living room decorated in much the same way--overstuffed furniture, 
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cream-colored walls, heavy dark blue curtains, and a dark walnut-

colored floor which had been recently polished. 

Anna leaned forward and took a cookie. "Mustn't eat too many of 

these," she said, "but I can't resist!" 

Bess took one of the cookies. It was still warm and not so crisp as 

it would eventually be when it cooled. It tasted of sweet cream and 

vanilla. "Addictive," she said. 

Mrs. Currie smiled. "I just make 'em. I have to keep myself from 

sampling too many." She smiled and left the room. 

I'll bet she eats more than she admits, Bess thought. 

Bess and Anna sat in silence for a few minutes as they ate the 

cookies. Bess felt a little awkward but not uncomfortable being in a 

strange house for the first time. Her heart was beating faster but 

wasn't pounding as she had feared. 

Anna broke the silence. "Both Marion and Helen are doing well in 

school, Bess. You can be proud of them. They are so eager to learn. 

Your schooling at home has made them excellent students. They are far 

ahead of where they would normally be for their age." 
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"I'm delighted to hear about their progress," Bess said. "They are 

enthusiastic and come home with smiles on their faces --eager to share 

what they have been doing." 

"They are quite competitive with one another," Anna said. "Not 

in an unhealthy way, though. Each wants to outdo the other." 

"Billy can't wait until he can go to school." 

"It's always frustrating for the younger brother or sister," Anna 

said. 

Anna was eager to tell Bess about the activities at school and 

how the children interacted with one another. She described how she 

would teach one grade level of students while the others pursued their 

studies, and then she would switch to a subject for a different grade 

level. "Teaching multiple grade levels in one classroom can be quite a 

task," she said. "Marion and Helen are listening and learning at the 

higher grade levels, especially Helen. It was the right thing to do to put 

her in school early. She's exceptionally bright. I'm a believer in early 

childhood education." 

A sigh of relief swept over Bess and she was pleased to know 

about how her girls were performing in school. 
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"Come on," Anna said. "I would like to show you my place 

upstairs." 

They went up the grand staircase to the second floor. "I have 

three rooms," Anna said. She pointed to the end of the hall. "My 

bedroom is down there, and there's a sitting room and a bathroom. We 

have indoor plumbing." 

Bess was impressed. Indoor plumbing! That'll be the day! 

The bedroom was painted a light blue with white curtains 

decorated with flowers. There was a small desk in the corner, a closet, 

a full-sized bed, two wooden end tables each with a kerosene lamp, 

and two small wooden rocking chairs. A thick rag rug adorned the 

floor. A similar rag rug was on the floor of the sitting room, and there 

was an overstuffed sofa, a small table with a kerosene lamp, and two 

wooden rocking chairs. 

"It's comfortable," Anna said proudly. 

"I'll say," Bess said. "I'm impressed." 

Anna invited Bess to sit on the sofa and then sat down beside 

her. Over the next hour they talked about school and Anna's transition 

from living in Wisconsin to relocating to southwestern North Dakota. 
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"It was quite a change," Anna said, "but I've grown accustomed to 

life on the prairie. Actually, I prefer it." 

"I've always loved the prairie," Bess said. "I've never been to 

Wisconsin or anywhere back east." Bess thought about Pearl Swanson, 

Doc's cousin, who'd visited with her husband Frank last year. Pearle 

and Frank didn't live directly in Chicago, but they were close enough 

on the outskirts of the city. "I know some people in Chicago. "They have 

invited me to visit, but I'm not sure I will ever get to Chicago." 

Bess told Anna about Pearle's visit and how she seemed to be 

disgusted with Doc and his drinking. Pearle had sensed there were 

problems between Doc and Bess and suggested she might think about 

having Helen and Marion stay in their Chicago home and attend high 

school. She had been convincing in her argument about the girls being 

exposed to a bigger world and how they would flourish in a city 

environment. 

"I've never been to Chicago," Anna said. 

"We've exchanged several letters," Bess said. "Pearle said she 

and Frank might visit here again on their way to Oregon. You would 

like them. They're city folk! Pearle thinks the girls would love 
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attending high school there. Of course, high school is a long way off, but 

I'm being open to the possibility." 

"There is a lot of benefit to learning in a small environment; but 

going to school in a major city has many benefits as well. She sounds 

nice," Anna said. "Would you like to play the piano? You said you love 

to play." 

Bess thought for a moment. "I've been playing for my father on 

the piano they brought here, but I'm a little rusty. I'm not as 

accomplished as you are, Anna." The women laughed. 

Anna and Bess stood and Anna moved closer--almost touching 

her. They gazed in each other's eyes as Bess wrapped her arms around 

Anna's waist and pulled her close. She sensed the heat of her body. 

Their lips touched and Bess leaned in, deepening the kiss. Bess pulled 

back slightly. "I've missed this," she whispered. 

"And I too," Anna said. She wrapped her arms around Bess's neck 

and kissed her again . . . and again. Bess floated away in a euphoric 

state. 

"I love seeing you," Bess gasped. "Often." 
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"And I love to see you too," Anna said as she kissed Bess once 

more. 

Bess was a little uncomfortable, not because of the intimate 

kissing, but because Mrs. Currie was downstairs. If anyone found out, 

Bess feared she—and Anna—would become outcasts, but she could 

handle it. She was used to going about life, minding her own business, 

going against the norm. But she worried for Anna. If anyone found out 

about their romance, Anna could possibly lose her teaching job. 

Bess took Anna's hand and sat down again on the sofa. I think we 

need to talk about us, she thought. 

"Anna," she said. "I have never had this feeling about someone in 

my life. We're women . . . and we're attracted to one another. I'm not 

attracted to men." 

Anna was silent for a moment. "I understand because I'm the 

same way. I never told you this, but I was engaged to a wonderful man. 

He was handsome and kind, but I broke off the engagement. I told 

everyone it was because he was going to relocate to the east, but it was 

because I wasn't attracted to him in a physical sense. Not the way I'm 

attracted to you." 
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Bess's heart fluttered. It didn't surprise her Anna had been 

engaged, but she was surprised Anna didn't go through with the 

marriage. She suddenly was sad. She had married Doc because he was 

her close friend, and at one time he was handsome and kind. But how 

different her life would have been if she hadn't agreed to marry him.  

No, don't berate yourself, Bess, she thought. You didn't have a 

happy marriage, but you have four beautiful children who mean the 

world to you. You did follow your mind then--your mind-- consistent with 

your plan. But it wasn't a decision made from the heart. It wasn't like 

this.  

But the past is the past. I want to focus on the future, she thought. 

And my future involves a woman with whom I am falling in love—and 

she shares the same emotions.  

"We're different from others. I mean about how we are attracted 

to the same sex," Bess said. 

"Yes," Anna said, "but I must be true to myself, to who I really am. 

We have to be true to ourselves." 

"Yes, we do. But I worry about what some people would think," 

Bess said. "We're . . . well . . . different." 
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"We are what we are," Anna said. "I want to be the person I am, 

and I'm attracted to you." 

"I worry about what might happen if people found out and how it 

might affect you and your job. They might fire you, Anna." 

"I've thought about being fired," Anna said. "That's a risk I'm 

willing to make. You're more important to me than my job." 

Bess was speechless for a moment. "And you're more important 

to me than words can say." She paused. "My papa knows," she said. "I 

told him." 

"About us?" Anna's eyes widened. 

"Yes. About us." Bess nodded. "He told me I have a great capacity 

to love and he loves me for who I am and how I feel." 

"Bess," Anna said. "He gave you his permission!" 

"Yes, he did, and I love him for giving me permission. I'm not 

sure how Mama will react, but I'm sure she will go along with it. She 

doesn't have much of a choice. He will tell here the right way—I hope." 

"I'm so glad." Anna cheered. "Bess, I'm so glad!" 
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They sat on the sofa and embraced--how long, Bess didn't care. 

She longed for the touch of this woman--her warmth, her body, her 

taste. 

"I could stay here all day," Bess said. 

"I wish you could," Anna said. 

Bess's cheeks were flushed. "Maybe I'll give the piano a try," she 

said somewhat flustered. 

"I have music," Anna said. "What would you like to play?" 

"Something simple," Bess said. Her hands were shaking. I don't 

think I can play anything at all! 

They went downstairs to the piano in the living room where Bess 

was successful in playing a few songs from a hymnal. "I'm not ready for 

Chopin yet, but maybe next time," Bess said. 

"You play well," Anna said. "We can practice together." 

Three hours had passed and the gathering shadows outside told 

Bess it was time to head back to the homestead. "I must be getting 

back. It has been wonderful seeing you, Anna. I hope we can do this 

again soon." 
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"Absolutely," Anna said with a smile. 

Anna walked Bess out of the living room and into the hall near 

the front door. She looked around to see if Mrs. Currie was nearby, 

then turned to Bess and kissed her gently on the lips. Bess thought she 

saw a tear at the corner of Anna's eye. She had tears in her own eyes. 

Tears of joy! She quickly pulled back and hugged Anna. 

Then she left the house, mounted Annabel, and waved to Anna 

who was standing on the porch. 

Never had she felt this way. Not even with Linda. 

Her heart was aglow. 
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Chapter Sixteen 

 

Over the next few weeks during the fall of 1917, Marion and 

Helen adjusted well to the second grade and their greater maturity was 

obvious. Whenever Bess came back from taking them to school, she 

always sat down with Billy and read to him. Next fall would be his turn 

to go to school. She used the blackboard liberally, but he was often 

frustrated because he didn't know how to write as well as his sisters. 

By the time Christmas came, however, he could not only print his 

name, but several simple words, and was able to recognize many 

words in his favorite Uncle Wiggily book. Bess always praised him and 

encouraged him to work harder. "Bein' a student is fun," Bill would say 

every time they held school. 

By the end of the year Tip was almost two years old and had 

become quite verbal, most likely, Bess thought, from talking with Papa 

and Mama all the time. He began to demand attention at the 

blackboard and would scribble on it. 

Each day also required a disciplined routine of feeding Mex, the 

little and fast-growing crow--but the bird was no longer so little. Now, 

he could easily sit on Bess's arm where he would often look around 
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and flap his wings. He was getting ready to fly but had nowhere to go 

inside the house. Instead, he would sit on the side of the basket hoping 

for a constant supply of food and chiming in with his signature caw-

caw. He enjoyed--demanded--attention, and Billy and even Tip began 

to sit by the edge of the basket and talk to him. Mex responded by 

cocking his head from side to side and rapidly shifting his weight from 

one foot to the other, as well as occasionally beginning to flap his wings 

as though he was signaling that he wanted to fly. 

"He'll be flyin' soon," Papa said. 

"When he flies outside, will he come back?" Billy asked. 

"Of course." Papa chuckled. "He is aware of where his food comes 

from and doesn't really know how to find it outside yet. So, when he 

flies, he'll come back. Eventually, he'll even live outside--that's what 

birds do." 

Bess visited Anna every other Sunday. She would go into Haley 

to the Currie house and spend time chatting and playing the piano with 

Anna. Bess looked forward to the many times they could sit alone in 

Anna's sitting room and touch--kissing, caressing, and holding one 

another in long embraces. Mrs. Currie always made sugar cookies and, 

out of politeness, Bess would have one or two and comment about how 
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delicious they were. Soon, Mrs. Currie gave Bess a small box of the 

sugar cookies to take home to the children. Papa, however, was the 

main beneficiary of the treats, sneaking them when neither Mama nor 

Bess was looking and usually having many more than his rightful 

share. 

*   *   * 

Soon after 1918 began, everyone came down with a case of 

influenza, but not all at once. 

Marion caught it first, most likely from another child at school. 

She woke up one morning with symptoms that came on suddenly--

runny nose, teary eyes, an elevated temperature, headache, aching in 

her muscles--particularly in her back--and some nausea. She initially 

complained of a sore throat, which later turned into a dry, irritating 

cough. The sickness lasted a little over a week. 

Gradually the influenza spread to Billy, Tip, Mama, Helen and 

Papa, in that order, each displaying the same initial symptoms. Bess 

thought she would be spared from the suffering, but by the end of 

January, it was her turn. She was flat on her back for three days with 

the same symptoms that everyone else had suffered from: an elevated 

temperature, nasty chest cough, and a constant headache. 
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Dr. Poppe came to the homestead but said that little could be 

done except bed rest and plenty of fluids. He said that hot lemonade 

with a bit of honey would soothe the sore throat, and some people 

were using goose grease to rub on their chests for the chest cough. Not 

having any goose grease, the family resorted to hot lemonade from the 

supply of lemons Mr. Currie kept at his store to treat coughs. Marion 

and Helen missed about two weeks of school. Fortunately, Bess and 

Mama did not have the sickness at the same time, so when one was 

sick, the other could take care of the cooking. 

The winter was quite cold and there was a considerable amount 

of snow, but, bad as it was, the winter was not so severe as other parts 

of the country according to the Bismarck Tribune. In the east, there 

were severe cold spells that had increased in intensity starting in 

November and put almost the entire nation in an icy grip for two 

months. "Worst winter I've ever seen," Papa said. "The Tribune calls it a 

once-in-a-century kind of winter." 

"Dr. Poppe called it an 'old-fashioned winter,'" Mama said. 

Papa had become a true rancher and had developed his own 

routine tending the sheep and cattle. While Mama watched Billy and 
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Tip, Bess would ride with Papa along with Bismarck as they checked all 

the places around the ranch and in the sheds and corrals. 

Papa was always a good businessman and Bess felt the need to 

talk to him about finances, specifically about how she earned money 

from the homestead and from raising sheep and cattle. After supper on 

a cold day in February after the children went to bed, she sat down at 

the table for a discussion. 

"My primary concern is to keep our expenses low," said Bess. 

"We raise most of our food except staples like flour, salt, spices, apples, 

and things like that. We have a chicken coop full of productive 

chickens; they provide our fried chicken meals and eggs—and every 

week I take about ten dozen eggs to the creamery in Haley. We butcher 

three wethers--castrated male sheep--during the summer and one 

steer. That gives us ample meat. The two cows give us plenty of milk. 

The vegetable garden provides us with all the vegetables we need and 

we store potatoes, carrots and onions in the root cellar. And it's easy to 

go out and bag a couple of pheasants whenever I want, especially late 

in the summer or early fall." 

Bess felt proud to say it out loud. For years she had kept a 

healthy homestead, and she could see the pride on her father's face. 
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"I make money with the sheep and cattle, Papa. More on the 

sheep. Wool prices have been excellent--probably because of demands 

of the war--and I get good prices selling some of the lambs and a few 

ewes in the late summer." 

"You have enough land for the sheep and cattle?" Papa asked. 

"I think so," Bess said. "The grass here is excellent for grazing--it 

hasn't been broken up for farming. I have about four hundred sheep 

and sixty head of cattle. I was lucky to obtain the two sections of 

grazing land from the homesteaders who pulled out and abandoned 

their claims. I have about fourteen hundred acres of grazing land and 

that seems to be enough--at least for now." 

"It takes about thirty acres of good grazing land for a hundred 

sheep, and it takes at least two acres per head of cattle. Sounds like you 

have more than enough," Papa said. 

"I'm thinking that the maximum number of sheep I can run is 

about five hundred and about one hundred head of cattle," Bess said. 

"You've got savings, too, my Bessie?" 

"I split my savings between two banks: the one in Haley and the 

bank in Scranton. I have about fifteen thousand dollars that I've saved 
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up during the past ten years. Some of that--about six thousand dollars--

came from Doc's business. That was a major portion of what he had 

before he went back to Illinois." 

"So you are financially sound.” said Papa. 

"You taught me to be thrifty, Papa, and you also taught me to put 

my money away rather than spend it foolishly." 

"And you have done well!" Papa smiled. 

"I try to build up the savings because you can never tell when the 

sheep and cattle prices fall. We had a couple years when they were 

depressed, and we barely made any spare money to stash away into 

savings." 

"But that's why you have savings, my Bessie. When the prices go 

down, you have a reserve." 

"And we don't have large expenses of farm equipment like some 

of the grain farmers around here. Makes it difficult for them to make 

money, I think." 

"They've got the price fluctuations to worry about, and the 

weather. A dry year can break 'em," Papa said. 
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*   *   * 

On the war front, the spring of 1918 brought significant advances 

by the German army. "Paper says they're trying to advance before our 

boys are involved on the front," Papa said as he continued his daily diet 

of reading every word he could find about the war in the Bismarck 

Tribune. "I suspect that our boys are going to be in the thick of things 

soon. Hope that tips the balance over there. This war has been going on 

far too long." 

"On a positive side, the war been good for business. At least the 

wool prices. But that will change when the war’s over," Bess said. 

In early April, the weather turned warm and all the snow melted. 

It had been quite heavy on the Teepee Buttes, but within three days of 

the onset of continuous warm sunshine, all the snow had gone. 

Mex was now a young adult crow and was beginning to be a pest 

inside the house. He demanded attention--being fed and enjoyed 

having his neck scratched, which made him move his head from side to 

side as though he was experiencing maximum joy. 

"I think we should let Mex outside," Papa said one morning in 

mid-April. "He's flapping his wings a lot, and I think his instincts to fly 

are setting in." 
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"Won't he fly away and never come back?" Billy asked with 

concern. 

"Don’t worry, Billy," Bess said. "He'll be back. The time has come 

for him to spread his wings. He will want to explore, too." 

"Billy," said Papa, "crows belong outside. He won't go far. He'll 

hang around where he can be fed. We'll put up a little platform on a 

stool outside where he can find food. Believe me, he won't go far. But 

he wants to fly." 

Mex liked to perch on Papa's arm, and when the bird was 

comfortable, Papa opened the front door and slowly walked outside. 

Mex was a little uncertain and moved his head from side to side 

as though he was surveying the landscape. He started flapping his 

wings and took the jump. He was a little shaky at first but soon became 

accustomed to his newfound freedom and flew down toward the lower 

pasture. He turned and flew back and landed on the ground about ten 

feet from Papa and Billy, let out his caw-caw sound like he was telling 

them he knew how to fly, bobbed his head a couple of times, turned 

around, and took off again. After five minutes, he came back and landed 

on the front part of the house roof. He let out another caw-caw when 

Papa put some food on a small board that he had placed about ten feet 
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in front of the house. The bird immediately flew down, landed on the 

board, and gobbled up all the meat. 

"No need to worry, Billy. He won't go anywhere. He knows where 

his home is!" Bess said. 

When the girls came home they were excited to watch Mex flying 

around and swooping down to land on the little piece of board. "He 

won't fly away, will he?" said Helen. 

"Nope," Billy said. "We let him outside where he wants to be. He 

won't go anywhere as long as we keep feeding him!" Billy puffed up his 

chest with pride. 

* * * 

Late in the spring, both lambing and calving went off without a 

hitch. When it came time to shear and dock the sheep, Bess hired Ken 

Fisher to help and to teach Papa how shearing was done. That wasn't 

something that Papa enjoyed, but he did it anyway. Bess made a mental 

note to have Ken come back the following year. 

But soon after lambing was over, tragedy struck. Papa had come 

in from his morning ride to check on the cattle and sheep and looked 
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concerned. "Where's Bismarck," he asked. "Haven't seen him 

anywhere." 

Bismarck, the German shepherd dog that Bess got from the Lees 

right after she suffered an attempted assault in 1909, had been a 

faithful watchdog as well as an excellent sheep dog. He had been Jim 

Edgar's constant companion when Jim was on the homestead and 

always greeted Papa when he went out for his ride in the morning. But 

he wasn't around. 

"Let's go look for him," Bess said with concern. This isn't like 

Bismarck, she thought. 

Bess saddled up Annabel and she and Papa began the round of 

the fences surrounding the homestead. They searched the fence to the 

west of the place and the south lower pasture. No dog to be found. Next 

they rode over to the eastern sections and began to ride south along 

the lower section when they saw what looked to be a dark shape down 

in the southwest corner of the pasture. Riding swiftly, they came closer 

and, to their horror, they saw Bismarck stretched out on the ground. 

Dismounting, both Bess and Papa hurried over to the stricken 

animal. "He's dead,” Papa said sadly. "Look at his leg." 
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The dog's right hind leg looked as though it had been ripped to 

shreds. A strand of barbed wire was wrapped tightly around the torn 

muscles of his left leg--or what was left of it--and wound a little looser 

around the right leg where the muscles had been torn as well. 

"Looks like he got tangled in the fence." Papa looked at the post 

where the strand of barbed wire near the bottom of the fence had been 

torn loose. "Got tangled and tried to free himself. Bled to death, I 

suppose. See all the blood over there?" Papa pointed to dark red 

streaks of blood that stretched about fifteen feet from the fence to the 

dog's carcass. "Poor critter." 

Bess cried as she knelt and caressed the dog's cold and silent 

face. "Oh, Bismarck," she said. "You've been such a friend, such a loyal 

companion. How did this happen to you?" 

"Must've heard noises--coyotes, maybe," said Papa. "Ran down 

here to chase 'em off and got tangled." 

"We can't let the children see him like this." Bess wiped the tears 

from her eyes. "We've gotta fetch a shovel and bury him. Bury him 

here. If we take him up to the house, the kids will see him." 

"I'll ride up and get a shovel," Papa said. "You stay here. I'll be 

back in a jiffy." 
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Papa rode off quickly and was back in less than ten minutes with 

the shovel. 

"Brought the wire cutter too," he said. "Let's cut that wire off him 

and bury him." 

Bess looked over at the corner where the two fences met. "Let's 

buy him in the corner. I'll find some rocks. Dig the hole, we'll put him in 

it, cover him with the flat rocks, and pile a couple feet of dirt on top of 

the rocks. That'll keep the coyotes and scavengers away." 

As Papa was digging Bismarck's grave, Bess heard a familiar caw-

caw. It was Mex flying around and he swooped down and landed on 

Annabel's saddle. The bird didn't fluster the horse, but she did look 

back to find out who her new rider was, then continued to graze 

unconcerned. 

"We've got a visitor, Papa," Bess said. 

Papa looked up from his digging in the soft earth. "Smart bird, 

Bess. Told ya." 

They buried Bismarck in the four-foot-deep grave, covered him 

with six flat sandstone rocks and filled the hole with soil. When Papa 
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was finished filling in the grave, he and Bess stood silently for a few 

minutes. 

Tears flowed down Bess's cheeks. "Death is always so awful. 

Bismarck wasn't just an animal. He was part of our family. A friend." 

"He was a good dog, Bess." 

"We'll wait awhile before getting another one," said Bess. "But 

not a German shepherd. It would remind me of Bismarck. There is and 

always will be only one Bismarck." 

That evening after supper, Bess told the children about the death 

of their friend, Bismarck. The evening was full of tears. 
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Chapter Seventeen 

 

 

Bess's favorite month was June. She loved the blooming flowers 

and the warm sun. She whistled as she walked down to the well to 

fetch two full buckets of water. In the far distance to the west, she saw 

a rather large herd of pronghorn antelope, perhaps twenty or thirty. 

Their light tan-and-white bodies blended well with the new green 

grass and light purple hue of the crocuses in full bloom. The early 

morning sky was a bright royal blue color with a few puffy cotton-like 

clouds meandering their way from west to east. I love the color blue, 

Bess thought as she gazed at the sky. Blue lifts my spirits. 

Two weeks ago, the girls had finished second grade. Bess 

couldn't believe how quickly they were growing. Marion was eight, 

Helen was almost seven, Billy was five, and Tip was two-and-a-half 

years old. In the fall, Marion and Helen would be starting third grade 

and Billy first grade. Tip would be more involved with his special 

“school” at home.  

"You're up early," Papa said as Bess entered the house with the 

water. He was sitting in his easy chair beside the piano. "I was reading 

about President Wilson's Fourteen Points." 
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Bess remembered a speech he'd given at the beginning of the 

year about the Fourteen Points. The Fourteen Points were intended to 

be a blueprint for world peace to be established after the war. 

Essentially, it was to be used as a basis for peace negotiations. It was 

rather idealistic. 

President Wilson's Fourteen Points included abolishing secret 

treaties, reducing military arms, addressing the various European 

colonies, having self-determination for countries to protect minorities, 

and for a world organization that would enable countries to be 

together in discussions all the time under the umbrella of that 

organization. It also aimed to suppress propaganda against the Central 

Powers, Germany and Austria-Hungary. 

"The Russians are out of it," Papa said. "They signed a peace 

treaty with the Germans. The Germans are still using gas. Now mostly 

mustard gas instead of the phosgene and chlorine gas." 

"Awful," Bess said. "The war's bad enough." "Says the fightin' has 

picked up in France and Belgium. The Germans are on the offensive." 

"Like I said, our boys are gettin' in the middle of it. It's so sad. I 

don't like thinking about it. And I don't like thinking about the Mueller 

boy. He's fighting against us. So tragic." Bess shook her head. Every 
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time she thought of the war, a sadness filled her heart. She had a vivid 

imagination, so the thought of those young men dying in trenches, 

being poisoned by gas, made her upset. 

"I saw a herd of pronghorns over by the Teepees," Bess said to 

change the subject. 

Papa looked up. "Antelope?" He paused for a moment. "Wanna go 

hunting?" 

"I've never bagged an antelope, but if you want to try, we can. 

I've got the .30-30. Been cleanin' the rifle, too. Shooting one might be 

hard because of the distance." 

"I can still shoot," Papa said. "After some breakfast, let's saddle 

up and go bag one." 

Papa's got that look in his eye like he had in Cando when we went 

duck hunting! Bess thought as her excitement grew. "You'll probably 

have to shoot from at least a hundred yards if we're lucky. I'll put on 

my huntin' gear." 

Hunting pronghorn antelope would be quite a challenge, even for 

experienced hunters. Unlike deer, the pronghorns preferred the open 

range and had exceptional eyesight. They ran at the first sign of danger 
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and could burst up to nearly sixty miles per hour, so the strategy for a 

hunter was to make the shot when they were standing still. Any shot 

would be a long one, maybe a couple hundred yards away if you were 

lucky. Hitting one at that distance would be like trying to hit an eight-

inch plate at the same range. Antelope are tough to shoot, especially in 

the wind. But if anyone could hit one, Papa can, Bess thought. 

Bess and Papa hurried to ready themselves for the hunt. The 

June weather was clear and rather warm, so they didn't need heavy 

jackets. They saddled their horses and set out on their way. 

"Let's go down by the river and over to the Teepees," Bess said. 

"Don't want to spook 'em. Then we can sneak up over one of the hills 

where you should have a good clean shot." 

Together they rode the horses down by the Grand River where 

they were out of sight of the mingling herd of antelope grazing on the 

fresh green prairie grass just at the foot of the closest Teepee Butte. As 

they passed the first small butte, they rode to the opposite side of the 

hill from where the antelope were grazing contentedly. There were 

close to fifty antelope roaming the field. 

"Let's leave the horses here and sneak up to the top of the hill," 

Papa said. 
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Trying to be quiet, they dismounted and secured the reins of the 

horses to a stiff sagebrush. Papa took the .30-30 rifle, checking to see 

that it was loaded, put a round in the chamber, and clicked on the 

safety. "Wind's comin' from the south," he whispered. "They can't smell 

us." 

Bess and Papa crept slowly up the gentle hill. The grass was a 

deep green color and only about six inches high. "Don't worry about 

snakes," Papa said. "Still too cold for them to be out now." 

Bess and Papa bent down low as they approached the crest of the 

hill. The got down on their knees so they wouldn't be seen and crawled 

up the hill. When they reached the crest, they lay down flat and 

crawled forward to peer over the hill. The antelope herd was grazing 

about one hundred yards away. 

Papa pulled the rifle forward and rested the barrel on a small 

rock to make the gun steady. "I'll try not to shoot a doe. There's no 

wind." He paused and moved the barrel slightly to the right. "The males 

have the black horns. The females' horns are shorter." 

For what seemed to be an eternity to Bess, Papa steadied the rifle 

and took careful aim. When he squeezed the trigger, a loud crack 
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pierced the silence of the plains. Seconds later the entire herd took off 

south at a full gallop. 

"Got him!" Papa said loudly. "A big male." 

Bess watched in shock as the large male pronghorn dropped in 

its track. That's so sad. A beautiful animal. But this animal wouldn't go 

to waste. The antelope meat, once the carcass was dressed, could be 

stored in the root cellar safely for a few weeks. 

"Gotta get down there," Papa said as he rose and headed back 

toward the horses. "Gotta bleed him." 

Bess followed Papa down to the horses. "Like we do when we 

butcher a steer?" 

"You bleed 'em before you butcher 'em. Getting rid of as much of 

the blood makes the meat better and makes 'em easier to butcher," 

Papa explained as he mounted his horse. 

Rounding the small hill and going down to the antelope took only 

five minutes. He was already dead and had bled profusely, having been 

shot in the neck. "It always makes me sad to kill an animal," Bess said 

sorrowfully. "So beautiful." 
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"We gotta prop him up so he can bleed out," Papa said. Then he 

and Bess dragged the creature to a large rock about twenty feet away. 

"We'll go back and get the wagon and come get him. I'll butcher him at 

the shed." 

Papa butchered the antelope during the afternoon, wrapped the 

carcass in a blanket, and hung it in the root cellar. "Nellie," he said at 

supper, "antelope steaks tomorrow!" 
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Chapter Eighteen 

 

The hot summer sun hung higher in the sky with each passing 

day as June drifted into July. The Fourth of July celebration in Haley 

was fun for the children. There was an abundance of food at three 

picnic tables near the church and the children especially liked the ice 

cream and cake. Mama made two of her special apple pies with rum 

sauce, Bess's favorite. 

One particularly warm afternoon later in the month, Mama and 

Papa watched the children, and Bess left to go to the Currie home to 

see Anna. Mr. and Mrs. Currie were standing in front of the house by 

Mr. Currie's new automobile. 

"Good afternoon, Bess," Mr. Currie said. Mrs. Currie simply 

nodded her head. 

"Good afternoon," Bess replied. "Your new automobile?" 

"Yes," Mr. Currie said proudly. "Hupmobile. Series R-1. Two-

seater." 

Bess admired the car with the tan-colored canvas top folded 

neatly back on the trunk. The large automobile was rather square 
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looking, like a rectangular black box with wheels, and had four large 

tires with wooden spokes on the wheels. The rubber on the walls of the 

outside of the tires was white. 

Anna stepped out on the porch, came down the stairs and over to 

the car where Bess was standing. She smiled and took Bess's hand. "Is 

Mr. Curry showing you his new car?" 

"He is," said Bess. "It's beautiful." She looked at Anna who was 

trying not to giggle. 

"If you buy an automobile, Bess, you should get the bigger 

model--with a backseat for your kids. I think it's called the 'Industrial 

Wagon.'" 

"I've been thinking about an automobile," Bess said. "With my 

mother and father living with me, we'll need one." 

"Ken Fisher and Brian Feist can build a small shed where you can 

keep the car. Need a tank to store gas too. We got those." He smiled. 

Always looking for business, Bess thought. Exactly the reason he's 

so successful. Bess thanked him for the information and she and Anna 

went into the house up to Anna's second floor. She daydreamed about 

getting an automobile. 
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Bess spent the next hour with Anna in her sitting room. "This is 

complicated," Bess said. "I want to be with you more often." Over two 

years had passed since Bess and Anna began to see each other 

frequently--entirely through visits on the weekends except for the time 

Anna stayed with Bess when Jim Edgar died. 

"And I with you," Anna said. "I wish there was a way to make that 

happen." 

"We've built an addition to the house," Bess said hesitantly. 

"There is room for you to stay with me." She had been thinking about 

this for a while now and wasn't sure how Anna would respond. All she 

knew was she wanted to spend every moment with Anna. 

Anna's eyes grew wide. "But your mother and father . . . what 

would they think? You said your father knows . . . ." 

Bess was silent. "Yes, I told Papa and he approves. I believe he's 

told Mama, but I’m not sure. She hasn't said anything, but she doesn't 

often say very much anyway. Nevertheless, I think my responsibility is 

to tell her. It doesn't make sense not to. Telling her will be difficult, 

though." 

Anna looked concerned. "I agree. What about the children?" 
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Bess was silent. She'd struggled with this part of her plan for 

quite some time. The children loved Anna and they would be thrilled 

with the prospect of Anna staying with them, but she also 

acknowledged they were young and wouldn't understand the full 

context of the situation. 

"There are two things the children understand--or at least what 

I've tried to teach them to understand. Truth and love. Whatever we 

tell them, truth and love are the most important." 

"Yes," said Anna. "Children can handle nearly anything from 

someone they trust. And they trust you." 

"They trust you, too, Anna." 

Anna paused deep in thought. "They should be told we love each 

other. That's the truth. They love both of us, and it shouldn't be strange 

to them that we love each other, too." 

"I think children can understand such a concept, but adults have 

problems with two people of the same sex being in love with one 

another." 

"Yes. But your father understands, Bess." 
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"He does. And I hope Mama does, too. Like I said, telling her will 

be difficult." 

"I think you should tell her first, Bess, and the children next." 

"I agree. Do you think I should tell her alone or with Papa as part 

of the conversation?" 

"From what you’ve told me about your parents, I think your 

father should be present as a supporter of you. Or at least nearby." 

"You're right. Mama trusts his judgement and when he shows 

support, she goes along--at least most of the time." Bess paused. "We 

must tell the children because sooner or later--if not already--people in 

town will learn about us followed by their children. I don't want the 

children to be teased or mocked in any way." 

"What you describe might happen, Bess. Children be very cruel." 

"If we don't tell the children, we will give them a handicap. They 

wouldn't know what to say. If we tell them we love each other and 

want to live together—we’re telling them the truth." 

Anna thought for a moment. "We not only have to tell them, we 

have to show them by how we behave with them how we bring love 

into the home." 
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"You're right. Not only do they have to hear about us, they must 

see how we interact with one another. They need to live with us as we 

are.” 

"And it will be easy for us to do. All we have to do is to be 

ourselves." 

"It would be terrible if we didn’t tell them," said Bess. She 

paused. "I think you and I should tell them—together. At the same 

time." 

"I agree," said Anna.  

"And after I tell Mama, I think they should hear it when we are all 

together. With Mama and Papa in the same room. Soon. Like this 

coming week." 

"Yes," said Anna. "Hearing it from us and knowing your parents 

approve will give them something they can trust.” 

"So we're in agreement. First, I tell Mama--with Papa present. 

Second, you and I tell the children with Mama and Papa in the room." 

"Yes. And you should tell your mother sometime during the 

coming week. If that goes well--I hope it does--we'll tell the children 

next weekend." 
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"Agreed," said Bess. 

Telling the children before school started in the first week of 

September was important. The girls were in school, and Billy would be 

starting soon as well. Bess didn't want people to spread gossip and for 

the children to suffer from gossip. She didn't want to hurt anyone, but 

if nasty rumors were spreading around town, they were bound to get 

back to the children, and Bess was fiercely protective of her babies. She 

and Anna must make this work in a more public way--living a secret 

life was not an option. 

"So what will you tell the Curries?" 

"I need to be direct with them. They're so kind. I don't want them 

to think I'm unhappy living here." 

"You could tell them I need help on the ranch. Four kids makes 

for a lot of work." 

Anna nodded. "Maybe. That's certainly true. The children occupy 

a lot of time. But they will find out the truth soon enough.So it might be 

best if we tell them the truth. We don't want to tell them something 

and then have them find out we weren’t being honest." 
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Bess sighed. "You know them better than I do," she said. "They 

love you, Anna. And I think they would appreciate the truth." 

Anna nodded. She leaned forward and embraced Bess. "This will 

work. We’ll make it work." 

"Let's tell them before school starts," said Bess. 

Anna paused. "Might be too soon. I have an obligation to the 

Curries to stay at least until the end of this year, but I can tell them 

during the Christmas holidays. 

"That would be a wonderful Christmas present," said Bess. "Not 

only for me, but for the children as well." 

“But we're gotta tell your mother and father, the children, and 

the Curries." 

Anna put her head on Bess's shoulder. "I love you, Bess," she said 

softly. 

Bess became tearful at those words, and a wave of happiness 

rushed through her body. For a moment, she thought the whole thing 

might be make believe--maybe a dream. But this was real. She sensed 

emptiness in her heart when she and Anna weren't together, and she'd 

spent many nights staring at her ceiling thinking about Anna—thinking  
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about the way her heart bolted out of her chest whenever she saw her. 

Every time they kissed, Bess would savor the moment and try to save 

the memory for later. She loved those magic three words. Her life 

seemed empty when Anna wasn't around. 

"Oh, Anna," she exclaimed. "I love you, too! So much!" 

Through tears, they kissed and embraced each other, holding on 

tighter and tighter, never wanting to let go. This is love, she thought, as 

tears streamed down her face. And now we have a plan. Christmas! 
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Chapter Nineteen 

 

The next Tuesday morning when Bess and Mama finished 

cleaning up the kitchen after breakfast, Bess took a deep breath. The 

time has come, she thought. I need to talk with Papa and have him be 

with me when I tell Mama about Anna. 

Bess walked out to the shed where Papa had just finished feeding 

the horses and was pitching hay into the stalls. "Papa, are you busy? I 

need your help." 

Papa stopped, put his pitchfork down and walked over to Bess. 

"I need to tell Mama. I've asked Anna to come live with us. With 

me." 

Papa appeared thoughtful and put his hand on Bess's shoulder. 

"When?" 

"Around Christmas time," said Bess. "Have you told Mama 

anything about Anna and me?" 

Papa nodded his head. "Yes, I told her. You know, my Bessie, she 

could already tell." 
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"What did she say?" 

"She said she wants you to be happy. But she doesn't understand 

it." 

"I need to tell her that Anna is going to be living with me. With 

us. I need to tell her that, Papa. Myself." 

"Being up front with her is the way to go, my Bessie. You can't 

leave what is real unsead. You've gotta take a stand and put the truth in 

front of her. She loves you and wants you to be happy--even though 

she might not understand." 

Bess thought for a moment. "Exactly what I think, Papa. And the 

truth’s gotta come from me." 

Papa nodded in agreement. "Let's go talk with her." 

"Up to the stone johnnie," said Bess. "Walking up there is easy. It 

gives me confidence--being with the johnnie and close to the sky. 

Marion and Helen can watch Billy and Tip for a short while." 

Papa and Bess went into the house. "Mama," she said, "would you 

take a walk with Papa and me? Maybe we could go up on the hill to the 

stone johnnie. I need to discuss something with you and Papa." 
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Mama folded her dishtowel and looked up. "What is it dear?" 

"Let's talk about it up on the hill," said Bess. Mama is aware of 

what I want to tell her. 

Mama, Bess and Papa walked slowly up the hill to the stone 

johnnie. By habit, Bess was tempted to light up a cigarette, but resisted. 

"Beautiful up here," said Papa. 

"I can see why you come up here, dear," said Mama, "but I find it  

quite a climb." 

Bess blurted it right out. "Mama, I've asked Anna to come live 

with us. With me." 

Mama lowered her head. "Giles told me about you and Anna. Is 

that what you want to do? Live with her?" 

"Yes, Mama," said Bess as she looked at Papa for support. "I want 

Anna to live with me. With us." 

"I think Anna’s moving in is a good idea," said Papa. "They're in 

love, Nellie, and the children love Anna. She would fit in with our whole 

family--would become part of our whole family." 
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"In Cando, you remember Ruth Young and Lena White?" asked 

Mama. "They ran the Y&W Tea room together. And they lived together. 

People talked." 

"I remember," said Bess. "They were very happy together. They 

were in love." 

"And you love Anna," said Mama. "Is that right? Do you love her?" 

"Yes," said Bess. "I love her, and she loves me. We want to be 

together." 

Mama didn't respond. She's disappointed, thought Bess. She 

doesn't approve. 

"Anna’s living with us is right, Nellie," said Papa. "It will make 

Bess happy." 

"The children?" asked Mama. 

"The children love Anna," said Papa. "They will love having her 

be part of our family." 

"When?" asked Mama. 

"Around Christmas time," said Bess. "Anna is telling the Curries." 
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"You're sure about this? You're sure you want to do this?" asked 

Mama. 

"I'm sure," said Bess. "Is it all right, Mama?" 

"Yes," said Mama. "This is different, though. But if Anna’s moving 

in makes you happy, then I'm happy for you." Mama stepped forward 

and put her arms around Bess. "I love you," Bess. "I want to see you be 

happy. 

"We'll tell the children this weekend," said Bess. "Anna wants to 

be here when we tell them." 

"I think your approach is sound," said Papa. 

"Now we must get back down to the house," said Mama. "Heaven 

knows what those children are doing." 

Bess was aglow. Mama approves! 

After Mama, Papa and Bess returned to the house, Bess went out 

to the shed, saddled Annabel and rode into Haley to tell Anna the good 

news. She was giddy as she explained to Anna how Mama agreed--

albeit with some reluctance--and Anna responded by agreeing to 

inform the Curries about her intention to move out at the end of the 

year. 
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On Saturday, Anna came to the homestead and Bess gathered the 

children in the living room to tell them that Anna would be moving in 

with the family at the end of the year. Mama and Papa sat silently in the 

room, smiled and nodded in agreement as the children expressed their 

delight. 

"We can do school all the time!" said Billy. 

"Of course we can," said Anna. "Even after school when we're 

home!" 

After the conversation with the children, Anna and Bess walked 

up the hill to the stone johnnie where Bess lit a cigarette. Anna said 

that she had visited with the Curries about her intention to leave their 

home at the end of the year. "I was candid with them," said Anna. "Mrs. 

Currie told me that it had not come as a surprise--that she had 

expected it before now." 

"We did it, Anna! We did it!" Bess felt like a light was shining 

down on her. "Oh, Anna—such good news." 

Anna smiled. "We have just one more hill we have to climb." 

"What's that?" asked Bess. 
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"I have to tell my parents," Anna said. "That's frightening. They 

are totally unaware about how I feel. We'll have to spend some time 

having you meet them." 

"Yes, absolutely," Bess said. "We'll do that when you think the 

time is right." 

They kissed. 

And just like that, Bess's world was complete. 
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Chapter Twenty 

 

The month of August was stifling and there were no signs of the 

heat letting up. The children settled into a routine with each being 

given specific chores. Marion worked with Mama in the kitchen, Helen 

worked with Bess in the garden and with the chickens, and Billy helped 

Papa. Billy could ride Annabel now, and every other day Papa would 

have him ride along to look at the sheep. Tip wanted to be a helper, too, 

so Mama gave him the task of keeping the living room picked up. 

On Saturdays Bess went into Haley to visit Anna, and on Sundays 

Anna came to the homestead to visit and have supper. While she and 

Anna decided to keep things the way they were for the moment, she 

wanted her family, especially the children, to become accustomed to 

having her around before the end of the year. 

On the last Saturday in August, Bess went to the Currie home to 

visit with Anna and found Mr. Currie on the porch reading the 

newspaper with his Hupmobile parked in front of the house. "Bess, 

when are you going to buy a car?" he asked as he put down the Tribune. 

"I've thought about it, but frankly I don't know how to drive." 
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Anna came out on the porch and greeted Bess with a hug. "Mr. 

Currie says I ought to get a car," Bess said. 

"Wanna take a ride?" he said as he rose from his chair and 

walked to the porch steps. "C'mon. I'll teach you how to drive." 

Anna smiled. "Can't refuse an offer like that, Bess. Let's go!" 

A bit startled, Bess said, "Well, okay, but you'll have to teach me 

pretty slow." 

For the next two hours, Bess drove Mr. Currie's Hupmobile 

slowly up and down the main street in Haley. He taught her how to 

shift gears using the clutch while trying not to grind the gears, how to 

develop the habit of using the clutch while using the brake to slow 

down, how to turn corners safely, how to operate the car in reverse, 

and how to park. Bess drove almost too slow and Mr. Currie 

occasionally encouraged her to speed up a little. Bess was exhilarated! 

After driving up and down the street a few dozen times, they returned 

to the Currie home where Bess parked the car directly in front of the 

house as she had found it. 

"See, Bess? Driving is easy! When you come over next Saturday, 

we'll take it out on the road toward Scranton," Mr. Currie said. "You've 
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got to learn how to drive on the highway. I'll show you how to start it 

by yourself or with someone else--you have to crank it, you know." 

"That sounds wonderful," Bess said. Adrenaline pumped through 

her veins. "So you think I need one?" 

"Horses and wagons are a thing of the past, my dear," he said. 

"Won't be too long until everyone has a car!" 

Bess spent the rest of the afternoon with Anna and they walked 

down through Haley, out to the school on the east part of town, and 

back to the Currie house. 

On the following Saturday, Mr. Currie helped Bess start the car 

with the hand crank and coached her as she drove up the road toward 

Scranton. They drove about halfway, turned around, and came back to 

Haley. 

"This is easier than I thought it would be," Bess said excitedly. 

She loved the feel of the engine's power and how she could steer to 

control where the car went. "This is fun!" 

"You're becoming a good driver, Bess. You're doing a good job 

avoiding the ruts in the road. And you never want to take chances 

driving a car. Accidents can happen very quickly. When we’re back at 
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the house, we'll change a tire. Anna can help," Mr. Currie said as he 

looked at Anna in the backseat. Anna grinned, but didn't look too 

thrilled. 

Back at the Currie house, Bess and Anna watched Mr. Currie 

attentively when he changed the tire. "Sometimes if you have a flat tire, 

not only do you have to change the tire for the spare, but you have to 

repair the inner tube. You gotta have a little tire repair kit." Mr. Currie 

showed them the kit that included patches, rubber cement, and a 

scraper. "Gotta use the scraper on the inner tube so the glue will hold 

the patch on." 

When Mr. Currie finished his demonstration about how to 

change a tire, Bess and Anna went inside the house for some of Mrs. 

Currie's cookie refreshments, then headed upstairs to Anna's space. 
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Chapter Twenty-One 

 

Papa was becoming a newspaper addict. He developed a routine 

for exercise, too, and every day after his morning rounding of the 

sheep and cattle, he would take a walk into Haley to the Currie Store to 

purchase a newspaper. It was only a mile and a half into town from the 

homestead, so his walk there and back took only an hour and a half. He 

always came back enthusiastic and sat down to read right after his 

healthy walk. 

"Great to read the news," he said. "Things are really developing 

in Russia. The Tribune says the Russian Tsar Nicolas and his family 

have been killed by the Bolsheviks. They were shot on July 18." 

"They murdered the Tsar? The whole family?" Mama asked. 

"Yep. Killed his whole family." 

Over the past year, Bess had heard Papa talk about Russia and 

the revolution in 1917 putting the Bolsheviks in power. She knew 

Russia had been ruled by a royal family, the Romanovs, and the 

country had been in chaos since the start of the Great War. Under the 

leadership of Vladimir Lenin--a staunch disciple of Karl Marx's 
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teachings regarding the perils of capitalism--the Bolsheviks had seized 

power. They originally called their political party "Social Democrats," 

but later Lenin discarded the name and used the term Communism. 

The Communists advocated class warfare to eliminate private 

ownership of property and ultimately redistribute wealth so each 

person would work and be paid according to their individual abilities 

and needs. 

"They're forming a kind of government that is totally different 

from what we have," Papa said. "Communism is socialism, actually, but 

Lenin uses the term 'Communism' which is supposed to make 

everyone equal. The state is taking over all private property." 

"Farms too?" Bess asked. 

"They're going to nationalize agriculture—meaning the state will 

own everything," Papa said. 

"Glad we don't live in Russia or anyplace having Communism. I 

want to own my own farm," Bess said. From everything Papa had told 

her about the war and from what she'd read, she was grateful her 

children were growing up in a democracy and didn't have to worry 

about such threats in the United States. However, she worried about 

the women in town whose sons had volunteered to join the military to 
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fight overseas. She couldn't imagine what those women were going 

through. The world grew scarier and more dangerous with each 

passing day. 

* * * 

In early September school started, Mr. Currie took Papa and Bess 

to Scranton where Bess bought a new automobile. A Hupmobile! The 

Industrial Wagon! Bess had talked with Mr. Feist, who had a Ford 

Model T, but after many test drives with Mr. Currie, he'd convinced her 

that the Hupmobile was what she needed. 

 

The Hupmobile, the "Industrial Wagon," 1918 

The two most difficult things about learning how to drive and 

operate a car were learning how to use the clutch to shift the gears 

without grinding them and how to start the engine. That was very 

difficult sometimes. "You got to know what to expect when you start an 

engine," said Mr. Currie.  
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Starting an engine with a hand crank is hard, Bess thought. You 

turn the crank in the front of the automobile several times and it usually 

takes two people. 

Bess drove the new Hupmobile back to Haley slowly over the 

rough, bumpy road. Unlike all the Model Ts Bess had seen, the 

Hupmobile was not all black in color. Her new Hupp had a black hood 

in front but was painted dark blue from the front windshield back to 

the trunk. The seats were comfortable, and the steering wheel was 

made of wood. The car had three forward gears and one reverse gear, 

which would take some time to master. The Hupp had a canvas top 

they could fold back, and that was what they did during the ride back 

to Haley. Of all the things she'd done in her life, this was by far the 

hardest. 

Mr. Currie had said the Hupps were faster than the Model Ts, and 

Bess believed him. Throughout the trip, Papa sat silently clutching his 

seat for dear life. His knuckles were white. He said he enjoyed the ride, 

but Bess didn't believe him. 

The automobile rode smoothly during the trip back to the 

homestead, but the engine made a lot of noise, quite unlike the horse 

and buggy. But driving was fun, though, and the rush of the wind in her 
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face was pleasant as they plodded steadily along. Papa was wearing his 

hat and kept reaching up to prevent the wind from blow it off. 

When they finally arrived at the homestead in one piece, Bess 

and Papa got out of the car and cheered. 

Since Bess had no place to put the automobile at the homestead, 

she had followed Mr. Currie's advice and hired Ken Fisher to build a 

small shed--a "garage," he called it--which he put just north of the 

house. He also provided her with a large tank propped up on a steel 

platform by the garage where she could store two hundred gallons of 

gasoline so she wouldn't have to go into town to refuel. "Max Arnett 

will bring the gas in bulk," Ken said. "He will deliver monthly or 

whenever you want." 

The children were excited about the new automobile and 

immediately wanted a ride. Billy wanted to drive, but Bess told him he 

would have to wait until he was a bit bigger. They drove down to the 

Haley Bridge and back three times, as the children were thoroughly 

enjoying themselves and whooped for joy. The automobile made an 

interesting sound when they were driving, and that sound caused Billy 

to name the automobile "Tooey-Tooey" because tooey-tooey was how 

the engine sounded. 
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The name stuck. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two 

 

After the new school year started, the temperature turned cooler 

and the prairie had the look of fall as the tan grass waved in the cool 

breeze. This year promised to be especially exciting because Billy was 

finally in school! It was the last week in September, and school had 

been in session for the last two weeks. She'd never seen Billy so happy. 

After dropping the children off at school on Monday, Bess 

stopped at the Currie store. Mr. Currie smiled when she walked in. 

"How do you like your new Hupp, Bess?" he asked. 

"Excellent car," said Bess. "But saddling Annabel is a little easier 

than turning that crank to start the car." 

"You'll get used to it." Mr. Currie chuckled. "Might be a little hard 

to start when it gets cold." 

Bess walked to the back of the store where she found Sig 

Harland, the man from whom she had purchased her first small herd of 

cattle in 1909. Sig was a stout-looking man from all the hard labor. He 

was slightly taller than Bess, balding with a round face and rosy 

cheeks. Everyone in town like him and his wife, Lizzie. 
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"Bess!" Sig said with a happy voice. "How're the sheep coming 

along?" 

"Got quite a herd now. About as many as I need." 

"I heard that you lost your dog. Sorry to hear that," Sig said. 

"Bismarck was a good sheep dog and a good guard dog. I miss 

him." 

"If you need a dog, I have a couple of pups. Border collies, great 

sheep dogs--smart and easy to train. They have an instinct about 

herding sheep." 

"I do need a dog, Sig." Bess nodded. "Is the dog old enough to be 

weaned?" 

"Six weeks old, ready for weaning. I have a male and a female. 

Good dogs, I'll give you one if you want." 

"Which do you think would be the better sheep dog? Male or 

female?" 

"I prefer the females. The males are a little goofy, and the females 

are more aloof. Each has a good herding instinct, and both are easy to 

train. But I could be wrong--just my experience," Sig said. 
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"Bismarck was male. He was very good with the children," Bess 

said. 

"The children might prefer the male, but like I said, they can be a 

little goofy. They like to play and they need a lot of attention." 

"Well, I think that my children can give a dog all the attention he 

needs," she said. 

Sig laughed. "Sounds good. Why don't you stop by the place and 

check ‘em out? Judge for yourself. I'm heading back shortly." 

"I'll follow you," said Bess. "But don't drive too fast, Sig. I'm new 

with the automobiles." 

Bess followed Sig east of Haley about five miles to the Harland 

ranch. 

When Bess drove into the yard behind Sig, their cars were met 

by two large Border collies and she noticed two small pups watching 

by the front porch. When she got out of the Hupp, the two dogs came 

up wagging their tails and moved up to lick her hands and smell her 

hands. 

"Friendly dogs," Bess said as the dogs continued to lick her hands 

and then run in circles. "Active too!" 
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"Borders are active dogs. They are always ready for interaction 

and play." Sig picked up a small stick and threw it down the driveway. 

The dogs took chase and grabbed the stick, each wanting to take it 

away from the other. The female won the battle and dashed back to Sig 

and dropped it in front of him. "They could chase sticks all day, he said. 

"You start and they’ll play until they tire you out. Here, let me show 

you the pups." 

Sig and Bess walked over to where the pups were sitting. They 

were a bit shy and lay on their bellies with their heads between their 

paws. When Sig reached down and scratched each of their heads, they 

immediately jumped up and begged for more. Bess reached out her 

hand and let each dog have a sniff. "Wonderful pups," she said. "Is this 

the male?" She pointed to the dog to her right. 

"Yes. The female has a light brown color on the back of her head 

and neck. The male doesn't have the brown." 

The dogs were black with large splotches of white on each side of 

their faces and around their eyes. They sat with their mouths open and 

tongues wagging as though they were smiling. "So friendly," Bess said. 

"The male is named Buck," Sig said. "The female is Betsy." 
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Bess held her hand to the male dog who licked it lovingly. "Hi, 

Buck! Do you want to come home with me?" The dog looked at her 

with his tongue hanging out and his tail wagging. 

Sig laughed. "I think that's a 'Yes.' He'll be good with your 

children. He won't have any problem learning how to herd sheep. 

Instinctive with these dogs.." 

"Sure I can't pay you for him?" 

"Nah. I'm in the sheep and cattle business. I don't sell dogs. You 

can have him." 

Bess thanked Sig and was grateful for his generosity. She sat 

Buck in the front seat of the Hupp, waved to Sig and drove off. Buck 

seemed to enjoy the breeze of the open car as she drove slowly down 

the gravel road toward home. 

* * * 

The week was quiet. The children loved Buck, as did Mama and 

Papa, and it was great to have a little puppy around. He got on well 

with the children and learn to do his business outside, though Bess was 

trying to steer him further away from the house. He'll learn, she 
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thought. She particularly loved the little noises he made, little yips and 

barks. 

One beautiful morning in early October, after Bess had dropped 

the children off at school, she came home to find Papa sitting in his 

chair reading the newspaper. Buck was in his lap. She laughed. Mama 

was bustling in the kitchen and making something that smelled 

wonderful. 

"Looks like there's a bad influenza epidemic back east," Papa 

said. "Boston and Philadelphia." 

"Oh no. We had the influenza," Bess said. 

"This might be something different," Papa said. "Lots of people 

dyin'. The disease is spreading real fast." 

"Stop tryin' to scare her, Giles," Mama yelled. 

"Where did it start?" Bess asked, concerned. 

"Doesn't say," Papa said. "Probably came from Europe where our 

boys are fighting." 

The following Wednesday, as Bess was taking the children to 

school, several horse and buggies and three automobiles were 
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crammed in the school yard. A sign posted in front of the school said, 

"School Closed." 

"Stay in the car," Bess said to the children. She was worried. "I'll 

find out what the problem is." I hope Anna is all right, she thought, as 

she walked to the front door and headed inside. 

Anna was talking to several parents. Bess approached and 

listened to what Anna was saying. 

"There is an influenza epidemic according to the state health 

officer. It has spread from Fargo to Jamestown to Bismarck and now to 

Dickinson," she said. "They have recommended that all schools be 

closed until the epidemic is over. So take the children home." 

"How long will the school be closed?" one parent asked. 

"They just said indefinitely," Anna said. "Take the children 

home." 

Anna walked over to Bess. "I can't tell you anything other than 

what the school board said. It sounds bad." 

"I'll take them home, Anna." Bess looked around at other parents 

nearby and whispered, "Would you like to come stay with us now? This 

might be a good time for you to spend time at the homestead." 
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A look of fear radiated in Anna's eyes. "I would like that. I'm 

frightened, Bess. Terribly frightened. If the influenza comes here, I 

don't want to be around a lot of people. This disease is spreading fast. 

"We've already had influenza," Bess said. "I’m not sure if it is the 

same as what seems to be spreading." 

"They're closing the churches too," Anna said. "People are 

frightened." 

"I'll tell Mama and Papa that you're coming tonight," Bess said. 

"Is that all right?" 

"Thank you, Bess," Anna said. "I'll come just as soon as I close the 

schoolhouse. I'll tell Mr. and Mrs. Currie." 

When Bess got back to the automobile, she explained to the 

children about the closing of the school and Anna would be staying 

with them for a little while. 

"Yay!" they shouted in unison. "We love Mrs. Matthews!" 

So do I, Bess thought. Despite the worry about influenza, Bess 

was thrilled. 
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Later that afternoon, when Bess came out of the shed, Anna's 

horse was in front of the house. She rushed inside Mama and Papa 

were smiling and standing by Anna. "Anna is here to stay with us for 

awhile since the school is closed," he said, and then he winked at Bess. 

Mama smiled at Bess and nodded. 
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Chapter Twenty-Three  

 

The Haley school was closed from mid-October to the end of the 

year because of the influenza epidemic. By late November, the school 

board had decided that, for safety's sake, school would remain closed 

until the second week in January. 

Life was better than Bess could have imagined it. Everyone  

adjusted well to Anna’s living with them and it seemed normal for 

Anna to share the bedroom with Bess instead of on the sofa. When she 

wasn't teaching the children, she helped around the house. While she 

was sorry for the children, as they loved going to school in town, she 

selfishly loved having Anna around all the time. It feels so natural 

having the one I love being with me. 

After supper when the children had gone to bed, the adults 

would sit in the living room and visit. Papa always liked to talk about 

the news and what was going on in the world. In the second week of 

November, there was much to celebrate. The Great War was over! 

On November 11, 1918, the Germans signed an armistice in 

Europe. It was an agreement between England, France, and Germany 

to end the fighting while a treaty to end of the war was being 
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negotiated. There were celebrations of the news. The Tribune reported 

that people were dancing in the streets and drinking champagne. 

But later in the month, the news was not so good. According to 

the paper, almost fifteen hundred people had died in North Dakota 

from the influenza in October and November. Millions of people had 

died around the world, especially in Europe. 

"The paper says that the epidemic in North Dakota might be 

over," Papa said. "There haven't been any new cases during the past 

month." 

"Maybe things will return to normal," Bess said. "I certainly hope 

so." 

"Looks like maybe school will be starting in January like the 

board of education said," Anna said. 

"Things will be back to normal then," Bess said. Bess didn't want 

things to return to normal. She was enjoying the rhythm and groove to 

which her parents, her children, Anna and she have become 

accustomed.  Who knew what normalcy would bring? 

*   *   * 
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Just before Christmas, Bess and Papa helped Anna move her 

belongings to the homestead. Most of her belongings were clothes, so 

she purchased a modest armoire from the Currie store that was 

delivered from Dickinson. Bess had purchased a small dresser with a 

mirror, and with the dresser, Anna's armoire and Bess's wardroom 

cabinet filling up most of the space in the bedroom, Bess had to move 

the trunk which she had by her bed since the house was built in 1908. 

The new year 1919 saw the Haley School reopening during the 

second week of January and Anna was fully occupied trying to catch up 

with the time missed during the closure. Each day, Bess, with the help 

of Papa, started the Hupp and took the children and Anna to school. 

Anna had to go early, but since the children were always up early, this 

posed no problem. "We get extra school!" Helen cheered. 

One morning, Bess was giving Tip a haircut and was trying to get 

used to the quiet of the house. For the last few months, the four 

children, her parents, and Anna had filled the space with laughter and 

chatter. It was oddly quiet. 

Mama entered the room and smiled. "Bess," she said, "I just want 

to tell you that I'm so happy that Anna has come to live with you." 
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Bess was surprised. She had not had a direct conversation with 

Mama about Anna since that awkward time up on the hill by the stone 

johnnie. She was relieved. "Thank you, Mama. You’re being here is 

wonderful." 

"This is difficult for me to talk about because I don’t really 

understand these things." Her mother sat on the chair and wrung her 

hands in her lap. "I always wanted you to have a family, which you do, 

of course, but I suppose I just pictured you as a happy housewife with a 

husband, children--that sort of thing." 

Bess put down the scissors, fluffed Tip's hair, and said, "Tip, why 

don't you go play with Papa for a moment." The little boy jumped up 

and ran out of the room. Bess sat down and took her mother's hand. "I 

know, Mama. I imagine how strange this must be for you, but I love 

Anna and I'm so happy." 

Mama sighed. "I understand how unhappy you must have been 

with a husband who was drinking." 

"I was happy at first, in all honesty, but Doc had problems with 

his horse business and began to spend time at the bar in Haley. Then 

he drank whiskey all the time." 
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"It's best that he's gone," Mama said. "You deserve to be happy 

and the children don't need a father who drinks all the time." 

"Things are better now." Bess smiled. "You and Papa are here." 

"And Anna is here with you." Mama put her arms around Bess. "I 

know how you feel about her. I could tell long before you told me and 

even before Giles, in his wonderful way, delicately broke the news to 

me. I can see it in your eyes when you look at her. I can see it in Anna's 

eyes too. You love each other. That's the way it should be." 

Bess burst into tears and leaned her head against her mother's 

shoulder, sobbing into her dress. The last time she'd cried like this was 

when she was a young girl. 

"Thank you, Mama." Bess said quietly. 

Her mother rocked her back and forth. "I want you to be able to 

love someone, and I'm thrilled that you have someone who loves you." 

Bess looked up, her face streaked with tears. "But this is 

different, Mama. Anna's a woman." 

"Anna is a loving person, and so are you. Mama kissed Bess 

lightly on the cheek. “Giles said that this worried you. You shouldn’t 

worry about me—I approve.” 
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She said the magic words, thought Bess—her heart thumping. She 

approves! "Thank you, Mama," Bess said with tears in her eyes. "Thank 

you." 
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Chapter Twenty-Four  

 

The winter of 1918-1919 turned out to be quite mild and passed 

without incident. In late January, the Eighteenth Amendment that 

authorized the prohibition of liquor went into effect. The Bismarck 

Tribune kept on top of the major stories about the aftermath of the 

Great War, the treaty negotiations, and the worldwide disaster of the 

influenza epidemic. 

In March there was news of a second outbreak of influenza, but 

the schools or churches in western North Dakota didn't shut down. 

There were a few cases reported up near Dickinson, but none in the 

Scranton-Haley area. Bess was grateful that everyone was unscathed 

by the dreadful winter, and now they could look forward to the spring 

and summer. 

Papa had shown the children a book about art, and there were 

photos of marble statues, one of which fascinated Marion and Helen. 

The photo depicted the marble statue of a young naked boy standing 

and peeing. They enjoyed playing a game they called "Art Gallery" 

where Marion, Helen, and Billy would pose and pretend that they were 

statues. 
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One warm sunny Sunday afternoon in late March was a perfect 

time to get started turning the soil in the garden. Bess, Anna, and Mama 

were out with their shovels while the children were in the house. 

When the women finished in the garden, they went back inside and 

were greeted with a surprise. Tip was standing on a stool, stark naked, 

while Marion and Helen were dousing him in flour. A small pail was 

placed in front of Tip. 

"We're playing Art Gallery," Marion said. Her hair and face were 

covered in flour. 

"Art gallery?" Bess laughed. 

"Like this statue," Billy said as he pointed to the picture in the 

book. 

"You're going to have Tip pee in the bucket?" Bess asked 

incredulously. 

"This is fun," Tip said as he shook his head and scattered some of 

the flour around the room. 

"Well," Bess said, "all that flour might be fun, but he's not going 

to pee in the bucket. Let's get him washed up." 
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The women laughed and helped them wash the flour off the little 

boy. Tip laughed because he was so ticklish. 

* * * 

Living together required some adjustments for Anna and Bess. 

While they agreed on most things and each was reassured about their 

compatibility, there was and continued to be an area of tension. It 

wasn't a hostile disagreement, but an issue that caused anxiety for 

Anna and disappointment and stress for Bess. The topic came up 

occasionally when they were in bed after the rest of the family had 

gone to sleep. 

"Anna," I dislike bringing this up again, but when are you going 

to tell your parents about us? I haven't even met them." 

Anna was silent. 

"Anna?" 

"I will, Bess," she whispered softly. "I don't know how to tell 

them. And I'm afraid they won't understand." 

"Are you unsure about us?" asked Bess, afraid of what the 

answer might be. 
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"No," she said and then paused. "I'm afraid and don't know how 

to do it." 

She always gives me that answer, Bess thought. "Maybe we should 

go see them together. I've never met them." 

Not having met Anna's parents was another source of 

disappointment for Bess. Does she fear of telling them—of what they 

might say, or does she think I'm not right for her? 

"I'll tell them," said Anna, her voice cracking a bit. "I will, Bess." 

This is always the way this discussion goes, thought Bess. She 

didn't answer, readjusted her head on the pillow and turned away 

from Anna. 

* * * 

When the school year was over and summer vacation began, 

Anna said that she wanted to go to Scranton to spend a few days with 

her parents. Her mother had been ill, but not anything serious and 

Anna felt that she should spend some time helping her father. Bess had 

hopes that Anna would take the opportunity to tell them about their 

living together and that the time might be right for Bess to be 

introduced. 
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"I'll take you to Scranton in the car," said Bess on the Saturday 

morning when Anna had said she would be leaving. "I would like to 

meet them." 

"Mr. Currie said he would take me in his car," said Anna. "He 

always goes to his store in Scranton on Saturday mornings. He will 

stop here and pick me up around noontime." 

Bess didn't respond. Mr. Currie is going to take her? thought Bess. 

Why not me? Bess nodded. "I hope you have a safe trip." She turned and 

put on her sweater. "I'm going to take a walk." 

As she went out the door, Anna rushed after her. "Bess," she said. 

"Please don't be upset. Mr. Currie offered to take me when I was in the 

store yesterday. I didn't think you would mind." 

"Mind?" said Bess. "Me? No, I don't mind." She cleared her throat. 

"I thought our going to Scranton together would provide a good 

opportunity for me to meet your parents." Dammit, she thought. 

Anna put her hand on Bess's shoulder. "I'm going to tell them 

this week, Bess. Please let me do this my way." 

A wave of relief rushed through Bess. "You will?" 



 

235 
 

"Yes," said Anna. "I've been trying to think of a way to do it, but 

haven't been able to come up with any answer other than tell them the 

truth." 

"Same advice you gave to me about Mama," said Bess. 

Anna smiled. "I know you have been worried, but sometimes 

advice is easier to give than to take. In that sense, you're much stronger 

than I am." 

"I love you," said Bess. 

"And I love you, too," said Anna. 

As Mr. Currie drove into the yard to pick up Anna, she gave Bess 

a warm kiss and hug.  A heavy weight has been lifted off my shoulders, 

thought Bess. 

After she put her satchel into the back seat of the car, Anna went 

to Bess and hugged her again. "I'll be back next Saturday, I think," she 

said. "It all depends how my mother is responds. I promise, Bess. I 

promise I will tell them this week." 

"That makes me happy," said Bess. "But I understand how hard it 

is for you." 
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"I don't think my father--maybe even my mother--are as 

understanding as Giles and Nellie," said Anna. "I'm afraid they might 

disapprove of your and my relationship." 

"I hope not," said Bess. "But if they disapprove, you have a home. 

Here." 

Anna smiled. "Yes. This is my home now—whatever the 

outcome. With you. Come what may." 

After Bess watched Mr. Currie's car disappear over the hill out of 

Haley on the way to Scranton, she walked up to the top of the hill and 

lit up a cigarette. She looked at the stone johnnie and patted the top flat 

rock. Things will be all right, old friend. She'll be back. Things will be just 

fine. She paused and took a deep puff.  

A gentle gust of wind from the north blew the ash off the end of 

her cigarette. She turned around and looked to the north into the wind 

and thought she could see a faint cloud of dust--maybe from Mr. 

Currie's car--on the road toward Scranton. 

I hope things will be fine. 

*   *   * 
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Late in the afternoon the following Friday, Mr. Currie drove up to 

the yard in front of the house. Bess heard the car drive up and went out 

the front door--a bit concerned. Anna was with him and as she stepped 

out from the car she had a broad smile on her face. She took her 

satchel, thanked Mr. Currie and walked up to Bess as Mr. Currie drove 

off toward Haley. 

"I told them," she said. 

Bess sighed and hugged her warmly. "And . . . ?" 

"They don't really understand," said Anna. "But they approve . . . . 

and they want you and me to be happy. Together!” 

"Oh, Anna," said Bess with tears in her eyes. "I’m so relieved." 

Anna paused. "And, there’s something better," she said with a 

smile. "They want to meet you." 
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Chapter Twenty-Five 

 

Lambing season was successful, and when the shearing was 

done, Bess sold the wool at a higher price than she was offered the year 

before. "Good prices now, Bess," said Wilt Sturm, the representative of 

the stock firm of Wagner, Garrison & Abbott out of Sioux City, Iowa. 

"Don't know how much longer they'll hold." 

Wilt was right about the prices because they did drop later in the 

summer. But Bess was lucky she had no debt. All her land was fully 

paid for, and combined with the income from the favorable wool sale, 

her savings, and the savings of Mama and Papa, she and her family had 

considerable financial resources. Papa had read about the economic 

forecasts in the Tribune and warned Bess they should try to cut 

expenses and be prepared for a downturn. Bess heeded Papa's warning 

about weak agricultural prices and, as a result, cut down on their 

spending to essentials. 

On June 28, 1919, the Treaty of Versailles was signed, which was 

the official end of the war between Germany and the Allied Powers. 

Ironically, it was signed exactly five years to the date Archduke Francis 

Ferdinand was assassinated, the causal event of the war. 
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"What does it mean?" Mama asked after supper. 

"It means the Germans can't rebuild their army and they'll have 

to pay a huge amount of money to the Allied Powers for starting the 

war. 'Reparations,' they call it," Papa said. 

"Serves 'em right," Bess said. "Some much senseless death, and 

for what?" 

"Hopefully the end of the war in Europe," Anna said. 

"Something good happened this month," Bess chimed in. 

"Congress approved the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution. It 

gives women the right to vote." 

"About time," Mama said, and clapped. 

"Women will have a voice in their government," Anna said. 

"Women have waited over a hundred years!" 

"All I know is I cannot wait until the next election to vote," Bess 

said. "The world is truly changing." 

* * * 
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Early the next afternoon Helen rushed into the house out of 

breath. "Mama! Billy's asleep out in the garage!" She turned around 

and raced back outside toward the garage. 

Bess was chopping some vegetables with Anna, dropped her 

knife and ran outside following Helen to the garage. Anna followed 

right behind. 

"Billy!" Bess shouted as she dashed into the garage. Billy was 

lying on his stomach near the rear of the Hupmobile. His right arm was 

stretched out and his legs were crossed--as though he had just 

collapsed. His face was ashen and a small amount of vomit oozed from 

his mouth. "Billy!" Bess began to shake him. 

The unmistakable odor of gasoline hung in the air. Anna reached 

down and picked up the gasoline tank cap near the right rear tire of the 

Hupp. "He's been inhaling gasoline, Bess. Bring him out into the fresh 

air immediately!" 

Together they lifted Billy's limp body and moved him outside 

away from the garage door and lay him on the green prairie grass. Billy 

moved his head left and right and vomited. He opened his eyes and 

tried to rise. "Lie still, Billy," Bess said. "Breathe, son. Breathe the fresh 

air." 
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"What happened?" Billy said in a groggy voice almost too weak to 

hear. 

"Were you smelling the gasoline from the car?" asked Anna. 

Billy shut his eyes. "Yes," he said. "I'm sorry." 

"Breathing gas fumes is dangerous, Billy," said Bess. "Those 

fumes can kill you." 

"I'm sorry," Billy said as he started to cry. 

Bess and Anna helped Billy get up and they staggered toward the 

house, each holding an arm. "I thought it smelled good," he said. "But 

all I can remember is a 'boing-boing' sound. I opened my eyes and you 

were there." 

"You passed out, Billy," said Anna. "You're lucky you fell away 

from the car." 

"Go inside and bring out a chair," said Bess. "He's got to sit in the 

sun and breathe the fresh air." 

Anna fetched the chair and Billy sat down facing west toward the 

warm sunshine and Teepee Buttes. He shook his head--still sobbing. 

"I'm sorry, Mama," he said. "I won't do it again." 
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Papa and Mama came outside find out what all the commotion 

was about. Bess and Anna explained what happened. Mama just shook 

her head. 

After about an hour, Bess and Anna took Billy for a walk down to 

the lower pasture and back. "It’s best he should have some exercise 

and breathe fresh air," said Bess.  

By the time they returned to the house, Billy said, “I’m fine,” and, 

to Bess and Anna, he looked as though he was back to normal. 

"I won't do it again," Billy said over and over. 

* * * 

August on the North Dakota plains is threshing time. The wheat 

and oats ripen and turn a beautiful tan color and wave with the wind 

creating a beautiful and hypnotic sight. Anna brought home a copy of 

the Bowman newspaper from the Currie Store. She showed it to Bess 

and said, "There's an interesting event in Bowman next weekend. 

They're gonna have some of those new threshing machines on display 

and the paper says the implement company is going to demonstrate 

how they work. "Let's go watch the demonstration!” 

"Sounds interesting," said Bess. "On Saturday?" 
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"Yes," said Anna. "And here's another thought. We could stay 

over in Bowman and on Sunday we could drive over to Scranton so you 

can meet my parents!" 

Bess was thrilled. Not about the large threshing machines so 

much, but to be alone with Anna and meet her parents at last. 

The following Saturday, Bess was busy packing her belongings 

into a canvas bag, excited and nervous all wrapped into one. I'm going 

to meet Anna's parents, she thought with enthusiasm as Anna walked 

into the bedroom. "It will be so much fun seeing those threshing 

machines," Bess said changing the subject of what she was thinking. 

"Why are you excited about those?" 

"Don't ask me why," Anna had said, "but the big threshing 

machines have fascinated me since I first saw one when we arrived in 

Scranton. But the threshing is only a small thing. It gives us an excuse 

for a nice weekend getaway." 

At first, Bess had rejoiced at the idea of going to Bowman. Later 

she'd grown nervous. The last time she'd been to Bowman was eleven 

years ago with Linda. She hadn't told Anna about Linda this trip would 

force her to relive those memories. But she agreed it would be good for 
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them to go to Bowman. And she was excited at the opportunity to meet 

Anna's parents. Linda's memory was still alive and well in Bess's heart. 

"You ready?" Anna asked as she popped her head into the room. 

"You betcha," Bess said. 

Bess and Anna said their good-byes, kissed the children, Mama 

and Papa, and instructed the children to promise they would behave. 

She started the Hupmobile with Papa's help and off they went. 

"Off to Bowman!" Anna said with a smile. 

The drive to Bowman required Bess to go west about eight miles 

on a freshly graded road to the graveled highway, US 85, stretching 

north twenty miles to Bowman. The trip from Haley to Bowman took 

just over an hour. 

As they approached Bowman, the characteristic landmarks north 

of Bowman were visible: two large buttes called the Twin Buttes. They 

seemed almost identical in size and were long with flat tops. Sitting 

side by side—one west and the other east—they were a couple miles 

north of the town and adjacent to the road that went north through 

Amidon to Belfield and Dickinson. 
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Bowman was growing fast and had changed considerably since 

Bess was there a decade ago. It was a major stop for the east and 

westbound Milwaukee Road trains where they could take on coal and 

water. It was located just a little north and east of the center of 

Bowman County, making hauling grain, cattle, and wool for shipment 

east convenient for the local ranchers. Bess figured it would be a major 

town like Dickinson in no time. 

They drove slowly down the main street toward the train station 

at the north end of town where various shops and offices lined each 

side of the street. Many of the storefronts looked similar in structure; 

they were all made of wood and each had a high front with a small 

ledge at the top of the building. Some were single-story buildings and 

others were two stories. 

"The town has changed a lot since I was here," Bess said. "More 

stores and a lot more people. In 1908 there were many horses--not 

automobiles—lining the streets." 

"I've been here several times," Anna said. "When we came out 

here from Wisconsin, we came first to Bowman where my father filed 

for his homestead in Scranton. We stayed at the Carter Hotel." 
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Bess sighed deeply. "I stayed at the Carter Hotel too." Maybe 

now’s the time to tell her about Linda. 

Bess pulled the car up to the front of the Carter Hotel. "Anna, I 

have to tell you about someone . . . someone long ago." 

"Who?" Anna asked as she got out of the car. 

Bess got out and together they took their satchels and walked up 

the front stairs into the hotel. "A friend I met on the way out here in 

1908." 

They registered and were assigned to a second-floor room, the 

same room where Bess had stayed on her fateful trip. When they 

entered the room, Bess felt a rush of sad nostalgia. She didn't want to 

wait. I need to tell Anna about Linda. Now. 

"When I came out here, I met a beautiful woman on the train 

from Jamestown to Dickinson. Her name was Linda." 

"I remember your mentioning that name when you were asleep. 

You must have been dreaming," Anna said. 

"I often have dreams about her," Bess said. "The whole thing was 

tragic." 
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Bess told Anna about Linda--how they'd met, what they had 

planned, and the tragedy that befell her. 

Bess cried. "It was so horrible . . . so sad." She looked up at Anna. 

"I had fallen in love with her, Anna. My first experience with what I 

thought was love.” 

"Oh, Bess." Anna put her arms around her. "I'm so sorry." 

"It broke my heart," Bess choked through tears. "It tore me apart. 

I had never experienced such a loss. I loved her. For the first time in my 

life, I could be myself, and then she was ripped away from me." 

"I understand, Bess." She pulled Bess closer and hugged her. 

"And I love you." 

"And I love you, too, Anna," Bess said through teary eyes. "Telling 

each other how we feel is wonderful. Papa said I have a great capacity 

for love. I think I do, and I want share it with someone I love and trust. 

You!" 

Anna paused for a moment. "Thank you for telling me about 

Linda. I've never lost anyone before, so I can't say I know how you feel. 

But I can imagine how painful it must have been." 

"I don't want to lose you," Bess said quietly. 
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"You won't. We're together, Bess. We're together." 

"Together! I'm so glad. So glad." 

They sat in silence in a warm embrace, for how long Bess didn't 

know and didn't care. She shook her head and smiled. "Now let's go 

visit Bowman!" 

Anna kissed Bess again. "Let's see Bowman!" 
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Chapter Twenty-Six 

 

It was warm, and they had some time before the demonstration 

was scheduled to begin. They meandered down the main street and 

found a small cafe where they each enjoyed a hot beef sandwich and a 

glass of iced tea flavored with lemon at the counter. The restaurant 

was crowded and Bess and Anna would have preferred a table, but the 

wait would have been too long and they didn't want to miss any of the 

demonstration. 

"The demonstration's a short walk north of the track," said the 

woman at the cash register. "That way," she pointed, "just go to your 

left." 

They walked north past the Carter Hotel. "The railroad station's 

ahead on the right," Anna said. 

"I know," Bess said. "The last time I was there wasn't pleasant." 

"We'll avoid it. The demonstration is across the tracks and over 

near the highway bridge." She pointed to the north and west. "Over 

there." 
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“My shoes aren’t made for this,” said Anna as she stepped on the 

track ballast—the small crushed stones that formed the base of the two 

sets of railroad tracks that ran through town—and tried to maintain 

her balance.  

Bess took Anna’s hand. “The sharp rocks aren’t good for shoes,” 

she said. “Even worse for walking!” 

Between the railroad tracks and the field where the 

demonstration was being held, they had mowed the weeds and prairie 

grass and raked the fields clean so that spectators could park their cars 

and walk easily over the dusty grounds. 

"Wow," Anna said. There was a large gathering of people who 

had come in automobiles and horse-drawn wagons. "They're swarming 

all over the place." 

In the distance beyond the large gathering of parked automobiles 

and wagons, there was a monstrous-looking threshing machine and a 

very large tractor that was chugging and snorting. A long flat leather 

belt--maybe thirty or forty feet long, at least a foot wide--connected the 

tractor to the threshing machine--obviously the source of power to the 

big machine. The belt was fitted over a medium-sized pulley on the 

tractor and was also fitted over a much larger pulley on the threshing 
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machine. When the tractor would begin to supply power by turning on 

the pulley, the connected belt would turn the large pulley on the 

threshing machine, thereby transferring power from the tractor. It was 

a common practice to use such pulleys and belts, copying the industry 

model. 

An anxious crowd gathered at a considerable distance, maybe 

thirty yards away from the threshing machine for safety. About a dozen 

men were bustling around tending to the equipment. 

The sun was shining, the wind a soft breeze, and the temperature 

warm but not hot. It was a beautiful late August day. The place was 

alive with the men who would be operating the machinery and with 

the many spectators who were looking on in awe at the complicated 

and monstrous mechanical contraption. "They’re so noisy!" said Bess—

almost with a shout. 

Earlier some of the men had prepared the ripe oats in bundles 

and put them in hayracks. Next they would move the hayrack and its 

load of oats to the hopper of the machine so it could gobble them up 

like a monster at a feast. 

With a wave and a shout, one of the men gave the signal for the 

tractor operator to start the pulley and begin operating the threshing 
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machine. Simultaneously when the pulley on the tractor began to turn, 

the long belt moved and started to turn the large pulley on the giant 

machine. Combined with the loud roar of the tractor, the rumbling of 

the mechanical monster cranking and banging as the many mechanical 

objects began to work in unison was deafening. 

The men tossed the oats into the intake hopper one by one. It 

didn't take long for the straw to start belching out of the large pipe that 

was extended far to the side of the machine. The machine's blower 

blew the straw into a large pile after the grain had been separated from 

the straw. The straw first came out in little wisps and later it came out 

in a steady stream as if a huge dragon was spitting fire. There was a 

man on top of the threshing machine turning the blower and directing 

the steady flow of straw coming out of the blower pipe into an area 

where two men were moving the straw around and stomping it down. 

Eventually the flow of straw resulted in a large stack. Along with the 

straw were clouds of chaff and dust that billowed up in the air, drifted 

in the breeze, and settled down all around the area. "Dirty business," 

said Anna. 

"But exciting," said Bess. 
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At the side of the threshing machine by the grain chute were 

three men called baggers. They would fit an empty burlap gunnysack 

over the grain chute, open it up and let the grain flow in, close the grain 

chute, and move the full gunnysack of grain to a wagon while another 

bagger put a fresh empty sack on the chute. They had to quickly move 

the full sacks of grain to keep ahead of the efficient machine. 

A man was standing to the right of parked Ford Model T 

watching the demonstration. He was tall and dressed in a black suit 

that was considerably wrinkled and dirty, as though he had fallen off a 

horse. A broad Stetson hat adorned his head. He had a neatly trimmed 

beard and was wearing mud-stained boots. 

"Is that Sig Harlan from Haley?" Anna asked. 

"Yes, it is." Bess had purchased about thirty sheep from Sig 

shortly after she established her homestead. 

Anna and Bess walked over to him. "Impressive, isn't it?" Bess 

said. 

"Bess! Miss Matthews!" Sig tipped his hat slightly. 

"Hello, Sig! Beautiful day!" 
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"It is. Me and the missus came to town to spent time with the 

Arnetts. She didn't want to come over here. She's over at the Arnetts. 

By the way, how's Buck? Good dog?" 

"Oh, he's excellent. Learned how to herd sheep and the children 

love him." 

"Knew he'd be a good one." Sig looked at the machinery and 

pointed. "I thought I would look at the new Case threshers." 

"Case?" Bess said. 

"Yep," said Sig. "A Case twenty-by-thirty-six. A twelve-bar 

cylinder-steel-threshing machine. Big one." 

 

Case Twenty-by-thirty-Six Threshing Machine 

Anna looked at him with a fascinated expression on her face, her 

mouth wide open. "Oh," she said. "I like to watch the big machinery and 

experience all the noise. The whole process takes some coordination," 

she said loudly. 
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"Yes. Noisy. Loud," Bess said. "Dirty too. With all the dust, can 

you imagine how dirty the men are at the end of the day?" 

"That's why the missus didn't come to this demonstration. She 

didn't want to get dirty. Dangerous machines, they are," Sig said. 

"Heard that a fellow down near Hettinger slipped and fell into the 

intake hopper. Killed him. Chopped him up real bad." 

Bess and Anna grimaced. "Awful," Bess said, and Anna shook her 

head. 

Bess and Anna watched the threshing demonstration with Sig 

Harlan for about an hour. "Had enough?" Bess said. "I think so," Anna 

said. 

"Let's go back into town," Bess said. "I want to look at those new 

Kodak Brownie cameras." 

"They got 'em at Bowman Drug," Anna said. 

Bess and Anna said their farewells to Sig Harlan and headed 

toward the Bowman drugstore that was next door to the bank on the 

corner. As they walked, the clanging and banging noise of the Case 

threshing machine became fainter and fainter. 
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"My parents have a camera," Anna said. "A Brownie, too. They 

got it in Wisconsin when the number two model came out around 

1901. The Brownie is really popular and easy to use." 

"Does it cost a lot?" Bess asked. 

"Only about a dollar," Anna said. "But you have to buy the film for 

it and you need to have it developed." 

Bowman Drug was not only a store where you could purchase 

prescription medicines as well as over-the-counter remedies for 

ailments of all kinds, but it was also well stocked with merchandise of 

all kinds except hardware and groceries. The store was buzzing with 

about a dozen customers. 

A young female sales clerk in her late teens, approached Anna 

and Bess as they examined the various cameras. 

"May I help you?" she asked with a smile. "I'm interested in 

purchasing a camera," Bess said. 

"We have two types," she said. "The traditional box Brownie, 

which is our bestselling one and easiest to use. The Kodak Box Brownie 

2 Model E. And we also have the folding autographic Brownie." She 

took each model out of the display case and put them on the counter. 
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"The box camera is an easy point and shoot camera," she said. 

"All you have to do is look at the little view finder right here and click 

the shutter." She demonstrated what she had described. 

She picked up the folding camera. "This one is a little more 

compact and easier to store," she said. "All you have to do is open the 

camera like this." She opened the camera from the top of the folded box 

and pulled out the lens that was connected to a bellows until it clicked 

into position. "See? Now all you have to do is look through the view 

finder and click the shutter." 

Bess picked up the box Brownie and pretended to take a photo of 

Anna. She playfully pretended to take another photo of Anna with the 

folding Brownie. 

"Each of them uses the number one hundred twenty roll film and 

we have that in stock," the clerk said. She demonstrated how to load 

the film by opening the camera using the rolling key to advance it. "In 

the little viewer you can see the number of the photo you are on." 

The clerk turned the camera over. "The top of the box Brownie 

has sliding mechanisms: one for a bulb, or time setting, and the other 

for a choice of three apertures. It takes pictures that are two-and-a-

quarter inches by three-and-a-quarter inches." 
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"Which one would you recommend?" Bess asked. 

"The box Brownie is a little easier to use, but the choice is up to 

you. Both take good pictures," she said. 

Bess turned to Anna. "Which one did your parents have?" 

"The box one," Anna said. "I can even use it. Like she said, it takes 

good pictures too." 

Bess picked up the cameras and studied them. Finally, she said, 

"How much does the box cost?" 

"Three dollars," said the clerk. 

 

Brownie Box Camera 

After Bess purchased the camera and three rolls of film, she and 

Anna headed into town for an early supper. 

They found a small restaurant that was quaint and on the far side 

of town, so it was a little quieter and away from the crowds. They were 
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seated at a small table in the back near the window. The view was 

magnificent of the twin buttes to the north. A warm gentle breeze 

caressed their cheeks. 

"I rode Annabel up to the top of the western butte many years 

ago," Bess said as she pointed. "I could view the whole landscape and 

the town." 

"Must have been beautiful," Anna said. "I wish we could go up 

there." 

"You can only do it on horseback," Bess said. 

They sat quietly admiring the view as the shadows from the sun 

crept slowly up the sides of the twin buttes. 

"So romantic," Anna said. She was silent for a moment. "I'm 

looking forward to you to meet my parents." 

"So am I," Bess said. 

"We'll go to their place outside of Scranton--it's only twelve miles 

east from here. The dairy farm is right on the highway about two miles 

from Scranton. We'll visit for a short time—then we can go south to 

Haley." 
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"I'd like that," Bess said. "Do they know anything about me?" 

"I've told them that you are a good friend and that I'm living with 

you," Anna said, "but I wasn't more specific than that." 

"There's nothing we need to hide?" Bess said. 

"I wasn't specific about how deep our feelings are for one 

another . . . that we are in love. I think my mother understands, but my 

father doesn't. He's not like Giles." 

"I certainly hope they like me," Bess said. 

"They will, Bess." 

That night, Bess and Anna spent the night in a warm embrace. Of 

all places, with memories and ghosts floating around, Bess had never 

felt happier. 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven 

 

The next morning, Bess and Anna rose early, had a quick 

breakfast, said good-bye to Bowman, and headed east on the graveled 

highway. It took only thirty minutes to reach the Matthews dairy farm. 

The farm buildings were neat and attractive, painted pale yellow with 

white trim. The gray-colored roof of the farmhouse, dairy barn, and 

shed were shingled and weathered. There were several white wooden 

corrals connected to the shed and extending to a large fenced-in 

pasture to the north where a small herd of white and black Holstein 

cows were peacefully grazing. 

"Sundays are working days for my parents," Anna said. "Dad can 

be found out in the dairy barn, and Mom busies herself in the house. 

She's usually painting or something." 

Bess parked the Hupp in front of the farmhouse and the broad 

front porch where comfortable-looking rocking chairs sat next to each 

other. Anna stepped out of the Hupp and quickly walked up the stairs 

on the front porch. "Let's go in," she said. "I'll show you the house and 

introduce you to Mom and Dad." 

Neat as a pin, Bess thought as she followed Anna into the home. 
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"Hi, Mom," Anna said loudly. "Bess and I are here!" 

Bess was nervous, not because of meeting someone new, but 

because she wanted so much for Anna's parents accept her. What are 

they like? she wondered. Butterflies danced in her stomach. 

As Carolyn Matthews came into the living room, Bess 

immediately could see the resemblance. She was tall, like Anna. A 

white towel was wrapped around her head, and her silvery-white hair 

was pulled into a bun at the base of her neck. She was wearing 

coveralls and her hands were splotched with white paint. 

"Oh my," she said. "I've been painting." She rubbed her hands on 

the towel she was carrying. "You are Bess! Anna has told me so much 

about you--how successful you have been with your homestead and 

you play the piano!" She held out her hand. "Please excuse my 

appearance." She turned to Anna. "We didn't know you were coming, 

sweetie" 

Didn't know we were coming? Bess thought as she glanced at 

Anna. Bess shook her hand. "I'm so glad to meet you, Mrs. Matthews." 

"Call me Carolyn," she said. 
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"Jess is out in the barn," Carolyn said. "He'll want to meet you, 

Bess. Can you stay for supper?" 

"We have to go back to Haley. Bess and I were in Bowman and 

thought it would be fun to stop in and say hello. It was just a spur of the 

moment thing," Anna said. 

"Well, I'm glad you stopped in," Carolyn said with a smile. "Let 

me go and fetch Jess." 

Carolyn left the room. Bess could hear her shouting, "Jess! Jess! 

Anna's here. She brought her friend!" 

Bess whispered to Anna. "They didn't know we were coming? I 

thought you told them." 

"I told them about us," said Anna. "But I thought it would be best 

for us to surprise them. Catch them off guard." 

Bess nodded. "I guess that's a good idea," she said. At least I hope 

so, she thought. 

Carolyn walked back into the house and sat down on a wooden 

chair near the sofa where Bess and Anna were sitting. "He'll be comin' 

in a few minutes." 
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A few moments later, Jess Matthews came into the room out of 

breath. He was tall as well. His thick black hair had streaks of gray, and 

his piercing eyes matched his friendly, broad smile. His ruddy 

complexion hinted of outside work. "Been out in the barn," he said in a 

booming as he walked over to Anna and gave her a kiss. "I'm a little 

dirty, sweetheart . . . I apologize." He looked at Bess. "And you must be 

Bess. Pardon my dirty hand," he said as he offered it to her. 

"Here, Jess," Carolyn said as she handed him her towel. "Wipe 

your hands." Jess smiled at Carolyn as he hurriedly wiped his hands on 

the towel. 

Bess stood and took his warm but calloused hand. Firm 

handshake, she thought. "I'm so happy to meet you, Mr. Matthews." 

"Please call me Jess," he said. "Wish we would have known you 

were a comin'. Gonna stay for supper?" 

"They have to be home early. Sit on the wooden chair, Jess, not 

the easy chair," Carolyn ordered. 

"Bess bought a camera, Dad," Anna said. 

"Can I take your picture in the house?" Bess asked. 

"Sure," Anna said. "I'll put on a hat." 
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Anna Matthews (September 1919) 

Bess loved her new camera. She took three photos of Anna--

standing alone by the front stairs, standing in front of the fireplace, and 

sitting on the living room sofa. After Bess finished taking pictures, 

Carolyn served tea and they sat in the living room and chatted. Jess and 

Carolyn were particularly interested about she was a successful 

homesteader. 

"We tried farming, but it didn't work out," Jess said. "Suppose 

Anna already told you. So we decided to try the dairy—a good 

decision." 

"I don't do any farming," Bess said. "The equipment is too 

expensive and I thought the land might not be suitable for me to earn a 
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good living. Instead, I chose to raise cattle and sheep, but mostly sheep. 

I've been fortunate . . . well . . . lucky, I guess." 

"Anna tells me you have a family?" Carolyn asked. 

"Yes, four children. Two girls and two boys," Bess said. Suddenly, 

she felt self-conscious and worried they might ask her about Doc, the 

divorce, why she wasn't married. She wondered if Anna had told them 

she'd been married. 

"They are excellent students," Anna said. "Exceptional, I think." 

She explained how Bess had held school each day for the children and 

how they developed over the years because of such an daily activity. 

"They absolutely love learning." 

Carolyn smiled. "That's something I wish we would have done 

with Anna. Such a personal investment in time is hard, but it seems to 

have paid off for you." 

"Well, Anna has turned out to be quite a successful teacher, so 

you must have done quite a good job," Bess said. 

Anna smiled, reached over, and took Bess's hand. "Since I moved 

in with Bess, I spend time with them. They sort of take school home 

with them." 
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Bess was taken aback slightly by Anna's obvious show of 

affection right in front of her parents. 

"It sounds as though you have a wonderful life, and I'm glad you 

enjoy each other so much," Carolyn said. "That makes me happy for 

both of you." 

Jess was silent for a moment and looked a bit puzzled. "I'm very 

proud of you, Anna," said Jess. "And you, too, Bess." 

A warm glow flashed through Bess’s body as Anna's parents 

obviously signaled their approval. They didn't specifically say, "We 

approve!" but what matters was how they accepted her. 

Anna smiled. "This has been a wonderful visit, but we'd best be 

going." 

"I wish both of you could stay longer," Carolyn said. 

Bess and Anna rose to leave. Bess shook Carolyn and Jess's 

hands. "I'm so happy to meet you," she said. 

"And we're happy to meet you, Bess. We're looking forward to 

seeing you often!" 
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After they said their good-byes, Bess and Anna got into the Hupp 

and waved to Carolyn and Jess on the porch. Anna leaned over and 

said, "They really like you! I'm so excited!" 

"They approve!" Bess said with excitement. 

"I think they do. At least I think my mother does. Dad likes you 

and that's what is important," said Anna. "They didn't come right out 

and say it, but how they feel about us is clear. While my mother can 

tell, I suppose my father can’t. But he wants me to be happy. Mother 

will tell him over time. It has to be gradual with him." 

"You have no idea how good that feels!" said Bess. I was 

shaking!" 

"I was, too," Anna said. "Hope they didn't notice." 

"It's funny," said Bess. "But I think they see through everything!" 

"Suppose you're right!" Anna smiled and touched Bess's hand on 

the steering wheel. 

The clear and warm sunny day made the drive south on the 

rough dirt road to Haley more comfortable than expected. When they 

were approximately two miles north of the little town, Bess felt a tug 
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on the steering wheel as the Hupp began to swerve sharply to the right. 

She applied the brakes and slowed down. "Oh, oh," she said. 

"What's the problem?" Anna asked. 

"Maybe a flat tire," Bess said. She walked around the front of the 

car and saw the right front tire had gone completely flat. "Yep," she 

said with despair. "We got a flat tire!" 

Anna crossed her arms and studied the flat. "What do we do?" 

"I guess we have to fix it," Bess said. She knew getting a flat tire 

was an inevitable problem and she was grateful Mr. Currie had spent 

the time to show them how to change and fix it. She sighed. "Let's do it. 

I'll keep the Hupp in gear and put on the emergency brake so it won't 

move." 

"Fix it here?" Anna asked. 

Bess chuckled. "I've got a jack and a tire repair kit. Hope you 

remember what Mr. Currie showed us!" 

Anna grimaced. 
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Bess opened the trunk and took out the jack, the tire iron, and 

the tire repair kit, which consisted of patches, tire cement, and the 

metal brush to scrape and prepare the inner tube. 

Jacking up the front end of the Hupp, taking off the right front 

tire, and extracting the inner tube took about thirty minutes. "A nail," 

Bess said as she removed the nail from the tire. "Here's where it 

punctured the inner tube. It's a clean puncture hole." She showed the 

nail to Anna and then threw it into the ditch. Then she scraped the 

rubber around the puncture hole with the scraper, applied some of the 

tire cement to the tube, and then put on the patch. "That should hold." 

She stuffed the inner tube back into the tire. After she put the tire back 

on the wheel, she said, "I'll hold the tire and you can pump it up." 

Anna took the tire pump, attached the hose, and began to pump. 

"Slow going," she said after a few minutes. 

"Gotta fill it to thirty-two pounds," Bess said. She took the tire 

gauge and measured the air pressure. "Just a little more. Pressure is at 

twenty-eight now." 

Anna continued to pump up the tire, huffing and puffing. "This is 

work!" 
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When Bess measured the air pressure again, it was thirty-two. 

"Perfect," she said. 

Bess put the tire back on and tightened the bolts with the tire 

iron. "Now that wasn't so hard, was it?" 

Anna smiled as they got back into the Hupp. "Not something I'd 

like to do every day," she said with a laugh. She wiped her hands with a 

towel and then gave it to Bess. 

"Our first flat tire together." Bess laughed, rolled her eyes and 

wiped her hands. 

"So romantic!" Anna giggled. 

When they were about a mile from Haley, Bess pulled the car 

over to the side of the dirt road, put the Hupp in neutral, and let it idle 

so she wouldn't have to hop out and crank-start it again. There were 

miles upon miles of open road and flat prairie grass blowing in the 

wind. She leaned over to Anna, put her arms around her, and kissed 

her. 

"Thank you, Anna. Going to Bowman was a wonderful idea. Let's 

do it again when we can. And thank you for taking me to meet your 

parents." 
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"I love you, Bess," Anna said. "Yes. Let's do it again." 

Bess stared at Anna, amazed at her beauty. Her heart swelled 

with emotion and love. The sun was low in the sky and bathed Anna's 

face in a warm glow. Bess took a mental picture of how Anna looked in 

this moment, how her eyes glistened and her freckles more prominent 

in the dusk light. I could stay here forever, she thought. 

"Everything is in place," Bess said. "Your parents approve." 

"And so do yours," said Anna. "We're very lucky." 

They kissed again on that beautiful day in late September, where 

the air was warm and cool at the same time, and the long, dusty road in 

North Dakota led all the way to home. 

Their home. 
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Chapter Twenty-Eight 

 

The first thing Bess did after she arrived home was show her 

new camera to everyone. "This is a Brownie box camera," Bess said. "I 

have some film and want to take a couple of photos." 

"None of me," Mama said. "Not now, anyway." 

"I'll take one of the children," Bess said. 

The children were excited to have their pictures taken. Bess took 

them outside to a sunny spot by the addition to the house. 

 

Marion (9), Helen (8), Billy (6), Tip (3), (1919) 

Later she took a photo of Mama cutting Billy's hair, one of Tip 

lying on a bench and one of Papa standing by the Hupp. 
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Nellie Parker cutting Billy Parker's hair (1919) 

 

Giles Parker (1919) 

Bess was excited about taking the photos. Maybe I have a new 

hobby, photography!  She took the film to the Currie Store. Mr. Currie 

said he would have to send the film to Dickinson for developing “Takes 

a couple weeks before the prints came back,” he said. When they 

arrived two weeks later, the children enjoyed seeing photographs of 

themselves and of Mama and Papa. 
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* * * 

In September, the children returned to school—Marion and 

Helen in the fourth grade and Bill in the second. The Indian summer 

came in early October and stayed for almost three weeks. The warm 

weather enabled the children to play down by the Grand River. Papa 

had taken the boys fishing more than once because of the warm 

unseasonable weather. Bess didn't fish much, but the children loved 

the outings with Papa and would always bring back fish--bullheads and 

sunfish--which Papa would clean and gut and Mama would fry. Such a 

variety created a fun departure from the traditional fried chicken, 

steaks, and pheasant, which the boys said they were tired of eating. 

Bess's cattle and sheep herds had grown until she felt she was at 

capacity given the amount of property she owned. Papa had become a 

good rancher, and Mama continued making clothing for the children. 

She also spent much of her time mending and repairing existing torn 

clothing and altering some when needed because of the growing 

children. 

One afternoon, Helen came into the house with a sad look on her 

face. "He's gone," she said. 
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"Who's gone?" Mama asked. 

"Hiss." 

"The snake?" Mama said. 

"Yes," Helen said with a frown on her face. "I've been lookin' for 

him for a few days. Gone, just gone." 

Bess suddenly realized she hadn't encountered Hiss since the 

previous fall. Often the friendly serpent would disappear when the 

weather was cold and then appear sometime in the spring to soak up 

the warmth of the coming summer. Sixteen years had passed since she 

first encountered the delightful serpent and she knew bull snakes had 

a life expectancy, even in the best of circumstances, of fifteen to twenty 

years. 

"I suppose he just got old and died, Helen," Bess said. "Such 

things happen." 

Helen had tears in her eyes. "I'll miss him." 

Bess wrapped Helen in a hug. "We all will, Helen," she said as she 

rocked her back and forth. "Why don't you and your brothers and 

sister head down to the river and play with Grandpa? I know he would 

love to take you there." 
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Helen wiped tears from her eyes and reluctantly went outside. A 

few hours later, the children burst into the house with Papa look 

disheveled and dirty. Helen wasn't wearing a shirt. "What happened?" 

Bess asked. She rushed over and was immediately assaulted by a foul 

smell. "Whew! What have you kids been up to?" 

"Bad man's butter," Marion said with a smirk. 

"Bad man’s butter? What’s that?" Bess asked, confused. 

Helen started to cry. "Mama! Billy made a poop in the sand near 

the buck brush and he didn't cover it up, so I scooped some sand over 

the poop, but then Marion came over and asked what I was doing. I 

told her the pile was ‘bad man’s butter.’ She reached down and mussed 

it up and got Billy’s poop all over her hands. Then she chased me and 

smeared it on my shirt!" Helen wailed. "I tried to wash my shirt in the 

river." 

"Is this true?" Bess said sternly. 

Billy blushed and looked down at his feet. Marion looked away 

avoiding eye contact. Guilty as charged, Bess thought. 

Helen sobbed, her chest heaving up and down. 
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"It's okay," Bess said trying to stave off a hearty laugh at the 

images racing through her mind. Poor Helen. She's not having a very 

good day. 

"Come on, Helen," Papa said. "Let's go get you cleaned up in the 

shed." He turned to Bess and whispered, "I looked away for one second 

and all hell broke loose." He chuckled. 

Suddenly, Bess almost thought she would burst into tears--not 

from sadness, but from joy. Having her parents around to care for and 

love her children was wonderful. Bad man's butter, she thought and 

tried not to laugh. We'll remember this for a long time!  

*   *   * 
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Chapter Twenty-Nine 

 

Bess greeted the new year of 1920 with eager anticipation. The 

holidays had been lovely--Thanksgiving and Christmas were joyous 

occasions—new traditions that Bess hoped to repeat each year. 

The Christmas of 1919 was a beautiful celebration. For the first 

time, the main street of Haley was decorated with beautiful wreaths of 

pine and cedar roping that draped across each storefront. On Saturday 

morning before Christmas Day, Bess, Anna and Papa drove west to the 

Cave Hills, and after an hour-long search, they found a small but 

gorgeous cedar tree that would serve as their Christmas tree. It was 

hard work chopping down a tree, and Bess was glad that Papa was 

with them. 

When they arrived back at the homestead, the children were 

squealing with delight. Thankfully, Papa helped bring the tree inside 

and set it up. Papa had constructed a base for it out of wood, and after 

much trial and error, they were able to secure the tree upright. 

And then the fun began. The children whooped and cheered at 

decorating the tree. First, Mama cut up lemons and orange slices and 
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dried themin the oven. The children wanted to eat them, but Mama 

showed them how to pierce a hole at the top, then slide the string 

through, and voila, homemade ornaments. 

Next, Mama made some popcorn. "You can make popcorn ropes," 

she said. "Just like the fruit. Finally you drape the ropes around the 

tree." 

"I want to put them on the tree!" Helen shouted. 

The children, one by one, placed the dried fruit ornaments on the 

tree, and when the popcorn had been popped, each sat with a needle 

and a long piece of thread carefully piercing a piece of popcorn and 

sliding it down the thread to the end to form a long popcorn rope. 

When the children were finished, they draped the popcorn ropes on 

the tree. 

Christmas eves were bringing a new tradition to the family that 

had started the year after Mama and Papa joined Bess at the 

homestead. After supper, the children helped with cleaning up the 

kitchen so that the family could gather by the piano in the living room 

and sing Christmas carols. Anna played the piano and Papa led the 

singing--selecting each carol after asking the children. 

“Let’s make this an annual tradition,” said Bess. “So much fun!” 
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*   *   * 

There weren't any outbreaks of influenza as was the case last 

winter. The three children--Marion, Helen, and Billy--were happy and 

doing well in school, as they were smart and good students. Tip 

insisted on going to school at home not only with Bess during the day, 

but he also wanted time with Anna--the real teacher--in the evening. 

Anna accommodated him by reading to him and working with him at 

the blackboard.  

The winter of 1919-1920 was cruel—January and February had 

the lowest temperatures Bess had ever seen, and the snow crust on the 

prairie made it difficult for the cattle and sheep to graze. In late 

January during the heavy snows, Bess and Papa brought the sheep 

from the far south pasture, over the large hill just to the south, and into 

the lower pasture next to the barn and shed on the homestead. Bess 

was always impressed by the discipline of sheep in following one 

another, so she went to the house, grabbed her camera, and took a 

photo of the long lines of Rambouillet sheep as they were coming down 

the hill. 
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Rambouillet sheep 

Because of the cold temperatures and snow, the children 

couldn't do much outside. The children--even the adults--grew stir 

crazy, but it was pleasant to sit by the wood stove, read, relax, and 

enjoy each other's company. 

Helen enjoyed her piano lessons with Anna and was diligent 

about practicing. Having a piano teacher living at home was a godsend 

and Anna enjoyed her comradery with Helen. Bess assumed Helen 

would be the music prodigy of the family. 

When Bess was seven years old, Papa had arranged for her to 

take piano lessons from Mr. Sherman in Cando. He was an older man, 

trained on the violin, and didn't play the piano well, but he was the 

only one Papa knew who might be able to teach Bess how to play. 

Taking piano lessons was a luxury for the family, and Bess recognized 

and appreciated it at an early age. 
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Mr. Sherman didn't "teach piano," but rather "taught music on 

the piano," as he'd been so fond of saying. His methods were 

unorthodox. Instead of playing simple tunes in the key of C, Mr. 

Sherman taught Bess the principles of chords, and she spent the first 

few years practicing finger exercises from Hanon's The Virtuoso Pianist 

and exercises from Carl Czerny's The Art of Finger Dexterity. "You must 

learn the fundamentals, Bess," Mr. Sherman had said. "Later, the music 

will be much better if you master the fundamentals." 

Master the fundamentals! Master the fundamentals! Bess had 

always heard Mr. Sherman's voice ringing in her eyes as she rolled up 

and down the scales, crossing her fingers, practicing the exercises with 

her left hand first followed by her right. Bess remembered worrying 

about the long hours of practicing Hanon driving Mama crazy, but 

Mama had never said anything. Mr. Sherman had taught Bess well, and 

she'd come into her own style when she played. For variety, she would 

often switch to the exercises written by Carl Czerny, which seemed to 

offer slightly more musicality. 

"Try the arpeggio again, Helen," Anna said one blustery morning. 

Helen's small hands plucked at the keys. Bess sat on the sofa drinking a 

warm cup of tea and watched. She looked over at Mama, who was 

sitting next to her--focused on her knitting. 
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The sound of the piano takes you on a journey through your 

memories, Bess thought. And it was true: every time Helen hit a note--

the confidence, the hesitation, the note ringing out--brought Bess back 

to her living room in Cando where she would sit for hours playing the 

piano, her legs too short to reach the pedals. 

Mr. Sherman had emphasized the importance of practicing 

scales, arpeggios, and other common patterns aimed at increasing the 

speed and independence of the fingers. "Beethoven learned from 

Czerny," Mr. Sherman would say emphatically as though that 

knowledge tidbit might add some authority to the pain of some of the 

exercises. "And so did Franz Liszt!" 

She remembered how her fingers would ache after practicing. 

But even today she loved getting the instant feedback of music as she 

practiced, even the scales, but especially music Papa would love. Being 

able to play a difficult piece would be a reward for her--the reward of 

hard work and persistence--and she saw the same confidence as Helen 

played. "Chopin had small hands," Mr. Sherman had said. "Small hands 

make playing up on the black keys easier." Papa always said hard work 

and persistence were the keys to any success in life, and music was an 

example of how his advice worked. 
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"I'm going to play your favorite songs for you someday, 

Grandpa," said Helen. "Just like Mama!" 

Bess chuckled. "You will, Helen. You will." 

"And I look forward to it," Papa said. 

In the evening after everyone had gone to bed, as Bess and Anna 

were snuggled and warm under two thick wool blankets and a soft 

handmade quilt Lee family over west had given to her after she arrived 

in 1908. Bess still thought she was dreaming. Her parents were here, 

the children were growing up and were happy, and Anna, the love of 

her life was living with her--sharing the same bed. Bess was an 

optimist, but she had encountered hardships in her life. Every day she 

sent out some gratitude into the universe with a two-word mantra, 

"Thank you." 

But then tragedy struck. 

Heavy snow fell for three days in mid-February, and for the last 

two days, the school was closed. On the third day of the heavy snow, 

Papa came back from checking on the cattle. He had the sheep safely in 

the corral by the shed, but the cattle were in the lower pasture. "Bess," 

he said, "we lost three cattle. Steers. Down by the stock dam. The 

others are fine, huddled over near the haystack." 
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"Steers? Not heifers?" Bess said. 

"Definitely steers," said Papa. "Will have to butcher 'em when the 

storm's over." 

"Not so bad as losing heifers," Bess said. "We'll have a lot of beef 

for sure! Glad you like steak, Papa." 

Losing two steers wasn't as bad as losing two heifers because 

one of them, at least, would have been butchered in the spring. Just 

early, thought Bess. 

The next day the snowstorm was over and Bess drove slowly 

into Haley while trying to avoid the many drifts that crisscrossed the 

road. When she came into the Currie store, she looked at Mr. Currie 

whose face was grim. 

"Did you hear the news?" he asked with sadness on his face. 

"About Ken and Sarah Fisher?" 

Bess was shocked at his expression, which was normally 

cheerful. "No," she said with concern. 

"They were killed yesterday. Car accident on the way home from 

Bowman. Blinding snow, I guess." 
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The shock made her almost unable to speak and her knees 

almost buckled. "Ken and Sarah Fisher? K-killed?" she stammered. 

"How did it happen? What about their little boy, Izzie?" 

"They skidded off the road and hit a pole," Mr. Currie said. "Izzie 

wasn't with 'em. He's with Mrs. Collins." 

"Oh my . . . ," Bess choked as tears filled her eyes. "I've known 

them since I first came to Haley. Is there anything I can do?" 

"Don't think so," Mr. Currie said. 

Bess tried to hold back her tears. Ken Fisher had built her first 

house, the sod house. He took care of her place when she went to 

Bowman to meet Linda. He was always there whenever she needed 

him. And she took care of Izzie when they needed a helping hand. She 

didn't want to believe this news, that they were gone. 

The news of Ken and Sarah's deaths shook the little town of 

Haley to the core. Brian Feist had been Ken's best friend and work 

partner for over twenty years. Mr. and Mrs. Currie had served Ken and 

Sara since they moved to Haley over twenty years ago. Dr. Poppe had 

delivered their son, Izzie, and served as their family doctor. 
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The funeral was held at the Lutheran Church in Haley one week 

later and nearly every resident of the town and homesteaders from 

miles around attended. As sat in the church pew with her family, a little 

piece of her felt defeated. 

Goodbye, Ken and Sara. May you rest in peace. 
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Chapter Thirty 

 

Since Ken and Sara's death, Bess had been depressed. Good 

things happen, she thought, often followed by bad. Happiness one day—

followed by sadness the next. Even slogging up to the stone johnnie in 

the snow didn't seem to bring her much comfort, but Anna's arms 

around her at night helped her fall asleep. 

Bess and Anna had slept late in the morning after the funeral 

service and stumbled into the kitchen to find Mama sitting on Papa's 

lap and feeding him pieces of toast. 

"Um . . . is everything all right?" Bess stammered. She knew her 

parents were in love, but rarely did they show such outright affection. 

In fact, Bess had only seen her parents kiss each other on the cheek. 

Mama looked up with a stern look on her face. "Your father is in 

big trouble." 

"Yes! Big trouble!" Tip chimed in. The children were sitting 

around the table having breakfast. Jelly was smeared all over Tip's face. 

"I didn't do nothin'," Papa replied. "Don't listen to her." 

"You should always listen to me," Mama said, "Right kids?" 
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The children nodded and giggled. 

"What happened?" Bess asked again. Maybe she'd walked in on a 

private joke. 

"Your father wanted to let the air this morning and the window 

was stuck--the wood swelled. I told him to fetch something to prop it 

open but, of course, he didn't listen. He hurt his back trying to open it, 

and now he's got a stiff back. That's why I'm feeding him like the child 

that he is." 

"Don't listen to her," Papa said. "I'll be fine." 

This wasn't good. Since her parents arrived, Bess had two extra 

sets of hands, and Papa helped out on the farm. He couldn't be injured. 

"Papa, why don't you go lie down on your bed and I'll rub some 

salve on your back. You need to rest," Bess said. 

"I'm fine, my Bessie." 

"No, you're not. You need to rest; otherwise, you will further 

injure yourself. I won't take no for an answer," Bess said sternly. 

The children grew quiet and their eyes widened. Papa reluctantly 

nodded his head. He struggled to stand and he winced in pain, but Bess 
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and Anna were able to walk him to his room. After Bess had rubbed the 

salve on his lower back--a concoction of peppermint, thyme, and 

rosebud petals she'd gotten at the apothecary in town--Papa stayed in 

bed all day. Bess and Mama checked on him frequently, propping him 

up with pillows, refilling the hot-water bottle, and bringing him tea. 

Papa was out of commission for the month of February and into 

March. When he was starting to feel better and ready to head out into 

the fields, the entire state of North Dakota was hit by a severe blizzard. 

High winds and heavy snowfalls pounded the state for three solid days 

and caused considerable damage particularly in the central part of the 

state. The intensity of the blizzard caused the Haley school to be closed, 

and it was closed for the entire week of March fifteenth. 

But Papa was up and at 'em once the snow melted and the fresh 

baby grass peaked through. The late spring lambing was bountiful, and 

the yield of wool from shearing was a record for the homestead. Bess 

was lucky to sell the wool before prices plummeted later in the year. 

During docking, when the tails of the lambs were cut off and the males 

castrated, Billy and Tip had fun catching the lambs. It felt good to have 

everyone back to their routine--the children at school, Mama taking 

care of the home, Anna at work, and Bess and Papa working in the 

fields. But it had been an eye-opening experience for Bess, and she 
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viewed her parents through a slightly different lens. They were older, 

and they were getting older with each day, and there was nothing she 

could do about it. Look what happened to Ken and Sara, she thought. 

One minute they were walking this earth and the next minute their souls 

were gone. 

* * * 

The rains came in early April--not showers--but almost a 

monsoon. This wasn't a single thunderstorm, although there were 

times when the fury of thunder and lightning raged. The steady rain 

and occasional storms had lasted for five full days and nights, and 

during the middle of the fifth night when Bess and Anna were sound 

asleep, the roof literally fell in. 

Bess stirred and turned in the bed when she felt something cold 

and strange. Her feet and legs were soaked! She bolted upright. We 

have water in the bed! 

She jumped out of bed and her feet sank into a pile of mud with 

water running everywhere. "Anna," she shouted. "Wake up! 

Something’s the matter! I think part of the roof has fallen in." 

Anna stirred and turned over, and immediately sat up. "Oh my 

God!" 
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"Jump outta bed," Bess cried. "The roof might cave in!" 

Water streamed in at the corner of the bedroom. Some of the 

water was pouring in from standing water on the roof, and the rain 

was pouring in from a large hole in the corner of the roof. It was cold 

and mud from the sod roof had spread all over the floor. Bess rushed 

into the living room and lit the kerosene lamp. 

Anna stood in the bedroom doorway and shouted to Bess, "Let's 

remove our clothes now!" 

Through the mud and streaming water in the bedroom, Bess and 

Anna scurried to move their soaked clothing into the living room, 

which had only a modest amount of water on the floor. This was a 

problem, however, because if more came in, it would soon soak 

through the floorboards into the sand and soil below. 

"Let's mop up what we can," Bess said. 

Anna ran to the corner of the kitchen, grabbed the two mops, and 

handed one to Bess. Together they mopped what water they could 

from the floor, wrung out the mops in a pail, opened the front door, 

tossed the water out, and repeated the same process over and over. 
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"Looks like the rain is easing up a bit," Bess said when she closed 

the front door after emptying the twentieth or thirtieth pail of 

mopped-up water. "Maybe we can put a canvas from the shed on the 

hole on the roof." She quickly put on a pair of wet slacks, her boots and 

donned a coat. "I'll see what I can do." 

Bess turned when she heard a rustle from the entrance to the 

addition to the house where Papa, Mama, and the children were 

sleeping. "Problem, Bess?" Papa said as he came into the living. 

"The bedroom roof caved in," Bess said. "Our bedroom is filling 

up with water and mud." 

"Looks like the living room ceiling isn't leaking," Anna said as she 

inspected the room. "Not yet, anyhow." 

"A deluge is all we need," Bess said with a tone of exasperation. 

"Flood the whole damned house!" 

Papa's eyes grew wide. "I'll get dressed," he said. 

"I'm goin' to the shed to fetch some canvas for the roof," Bess 

said. 

"Don'tcha do it alone," Papa said. "I'll be there in a minute." 
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"Okay, Papa," Bess said as she went out the door. "I'll meet you 

there." 

"Be careful," Anna said. 

As Bess stepped outside, her feet sank into the mud. The rain had 

not stopped, but it was coming down at a gentle, steady pace. She 

looked to the west at the dark sky that appeared to be clearing. 

Papa hurried outside. "We need the ladder, my Bessie," he said. 

"Don't go climbin' up on that roof. It might give in. Get the canvas, too." 

Together, they sloshed through the mud and rain and Bess 

retrieved the canvas and ladder from the shed. "Let's try to double it 

up and put it over the hole in the roof. We can attach it to the sod on 

the side of the house. I'll take the canvas--you bring the ladder," Bess 

said. 

"Clearin' to the west," Papa said as he pointed toward the Teepee 

Buttes after picking up the ladder. "I can see the Teepees now." 

"We need a little luck," Bess said. 

The ground in front of the house was a sea of mud and they took 

the ladder over to the left side of the house and propped it against the 

side of the muddy wall. 
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"You have to be careful of your back, Papa. Hold the ladder," Bess 

said. "I'll put the canvas on the roof." 

Bess climbed the ladder and looked at the massive hole in the 

corner of the roof. "Give me the canvas, Papa," she shouted. 

Papa doubled-up the large canvas sheet and handed it to Bess. 

Bess fumbled around with the canvas, trying to position it properly so 

it would cover the hole. 

"There are a couple of short posts in the shed, Papa. Fetch 'em 

and we'll use 'em to prop up the canvas away from the walls," Bess 

said. 

"We can tie the corners to small stakes and put the stakes in the 

sod," Papa said. "That'll secure 'em. Make sure there's a slant to the 

canvas so any water that comes down will run off." 

Papa held each of the posts--one by one--so that Bess could 

position a corner of the canvas on each post. Next, Papa took pieces of 

rope, tied them each to a small stake, and Bess pounded each stake into 

the wet sod on the sides of the house. 
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"That ought to do it," Papa said. "At least for a while. We need to 

take a look up behind the house at the roof. I'll bet that water from the 

hill is flowing down on it." 

"When they built the house, they said that wouldn't be a 

problem." Bess was frustrated, but with the heavy winter they had and 

now the rains, it was no wonder that the whole state of North Dakota 

wasn't flooded. 

"Well, that was a long time ago, and water's bound to be a 

problem with the kind of rain we've been having," Papa said, 

reiterating her thoughts. 

Bess and Papa put the ladder back into the shed. They sloshed 

through the mud around the north side of the sod house and up the hill 

to see what was going on behind the house. 

Papa pointed to the path where water from the hill flowed freely 

on the roof of the house. "Water flow's too much for the roof to handle. 

Got the sod soaked completely." 

"The little ditch in front of the roof is all muddied up." Bess 

pointed to the standing water in the ditch. "It's not draining." 
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"I think you're gonna need to build a real house," Papa said as he 

reached out and grabbed Bess's hand. He gave her a wry grin. 

Bess paused and managed to smile. "You're probably right, Papa. 

Somehow I knew this day would eventually come." 
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Chapter Thirty-One 

 

Over the next week, the weather was warm and clear with the 

soggy prairie beginning to dry and the vast mud puddles slowly 

disappearing. The bedroom dried out and the canvas seemed to keep 

the room dry enough for Anna and Bess to sleep in the bed. "I'm gonna 

sleep with one eye open," said Bess as she turned off the kerosene 

lantern. 

As soon as the house had become dry enough, Bess and Papa 

went into Haley to visit with Brian Feist at the lumberyard about 

building a new house. 

"They last about ten years or so, them soddies do," Mr. Feist said. 

"The soddy has been a good house," Bess said. "Now we want to 

build something nice, with a basement and an upstairs." 

Mr. Feist had a book describing some of the houses he had built. 

There was one that particularly appealed to Bess. It had an upstairs 

and an enclosed front porch with windows all around. "I like this one," 

Bess said. "Papa, what do you think?" 
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"It reminds me of our house in Cando," Papa said. "The front 

porch, the upstairs, stucco, and the white color. Is that the reason you 

like it?" 

"Yes," Bess said. "It might make you and Mama really feel at 

home." She turned toward Mr. Feist. "Can we build this on to the 

extension we have?" 

"Yes," Mr. Feist said. "The extension will fit on the south side if 

you face the house to the west." He showed them another small 

brochure. "Some of the ranchers around here are installing septic tank 

systems, Bess. You might be interested." 

"Septic tank? For us?" 

"Yes. Your place is on the side of a hill. We could put the septic 

tank far down the hill below the well 'cause you want the tank to be 

below the level where you draw your water. Further out in the pasture, 

below the septic tank, is ideal for a drain field. Your place is very much 

suited for it." 

"That'll mean we can have indoor plumbing?" Bess asked. She 

smiled at the thought. 
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"An indoor toilet and bathroom," Papa said. "You would like that, 

and I Nellie sure would." 

"Then let's do it," Bess said. 

"I'll round up the lumber and start on this in a couple of weeks. 

We'll have to tear down the soddy, of course, and dig a basement. 

You'll also want to have a well, too, so you can put a pump inside the 

house over the kitchen sink." 

"We won't have to go down to the well for water?" Bess said. 

"That would be wonderful. Art Paulson dug the original well down the 

hill." 

"We'll have Art come to put in the new well after we tear down 

the soddy. The well should take a couple of days, then we can start on 

the house." Mr. Feist paused. "With Ken's death, I had to hire someone 

else to take his place. His name is Ole Michaelson. Good man. He'll be 

the one to help." 

"Ole Michaelson? New in town?" 

"Yes, came from eastern South Dakota. Hard worker and a good 

carpenter." Mr. Feist shuffled through some of the scattered papers on 

the desk and eventually found the sheet he was looking for and studied 
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it for a moment. "Ole Michelson. Norwegian guy. From down near 

Mitchell. Eastern part of South Dakota. Says he's divorced and came up 

here to find ranch work." 

"Ole Michelson," Bess said. "He's young?" 

"I'd say late forties. Maybe fifty," said Mr. Feist. "Strong lookin' 

guy. Nice, too. Speaks with a little accent. Says he came to the States 

twenty years ago from Norway. Oslo, I think." 

Bess paused. It would be quite different having someone other 

than Ken Fisher work on the place and her eyes began to mist a bit as 

her thoughts brought back the happy recollections of Ken and his 

family. She blinked a couple of times and then looked directly at Mr. 

Feist. "Let's do it, Brian," Bess said, and signed the papers to begin 

construction. She was excited. The house she'd built ten years ago was 

her pride and joy. This new project was just a testament to her 

accomplishments. Now she was able to build another home with her 

family--not alone as it was back in 1908. 

On the way back, Bess turned to Papa. "I'm thinking about where 

we'll all be sleeping and eating. We can probably use the stove in the 

sheep wagon for cooking while the house is being built. Mama will love 

that!" She chuckled. "And we can eat in the addition where you, Mama, 
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and the kids will be sleeping. Anna and I can sleep in the sheep wagon 

until all the construction is done." 

Papa smiled. "It will all work out, my Bessie. Now here's what 

Nellie and I want to do. We want to use our savings to pay for the 

house. You don't have to apply for a loan or use what you have in the 

Haley and Scranton banks. Helping you is the least we can do." 

Bess was a bit startled. "You don't need to help, Papa." 

"We want to," Papa said. "In fact, we insist. Won't take no for an 

answer. We want to help you, my Bessie." 

Those words brought tears to Bess's eyes. "Oh, Papa," she said. 

"If you and Mama insist on helping, then you can. That would be 

wonderful." 

My god, I love that man, Bess thought. 
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Chapter Thirty-Two 

 

Preparing for the construction of the new house was a lot of 

work, as expected. They had to move all the furniture, stove, rugs, and 

decorations out of the doomed soddy and put them into the barn. 

Mama set up cooking on the small stove in the sheep wagon, and Bess 

and Anna prepared the small bed, which was just large enough to fit 

them snugly. They put their clothing into two trunks, which were kept 

in the wooden extension that was built on the soddy. 

Bess and Anna went out front of the house and gazed at the 

empty structure. "We'll be a bit crowded for awhile," said Bess. "But 

we'll manage." 

Brian Feist and Ole Michaelson arrived promptly two weeks later 

with the equipment to tear down the soddy and dig the basement. Ole 

was a tall, lanky man, and he walked up to Bess and extended his 

hand."Ole," he said. "Ole Michelson. And you must be Miss Parker." 

Firm handshake, Bess thought. I like that. He's tall. Over six feet for 

sure. He's actually handsome. Ole had a ruddy face, deep brown eyes, 

and distinct wrinkles on his cheeks. His smile was broad and his teeth 

white. 
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"Pleased to meet you, Ole," Bess said. 

The work proceeded smoothly and took five days to haul away 

the sod from the house and excavate a large hole for the basement. 

After the excavation, Art Paulson came and dug the well in the 

southwest corner of the basement--directly below where the sink 

would be in the structure above. "Only had to go down twenty feet," 

Art said proudly after he had finished installing the casing and covered 

the well. "You'll have plenty of good water." 

The following week they brought the first load of lumber to build 

the frame, walls, and roof. Building the structure took four full days, 

and as soon as it was complete, they began the inside work. 

Of all the children, Tip was the most excited and curious. Every 

day he would have Papa take him into the construction site. He 

watched attentively as Ole and Mr. Feist pounded nails. 

"I want to help," Tip said. 

Papa went over to where Ole kept his tools and grabbed a small 

hammer, some nails, and a piece of pine board. "Let me show you how 

to pound in a nail," Papa said to Tip. He laid the board flat on the 

ground and tapped the head of the nail. "You have to start it first," Papa 

said. "When the nail starts going in, then you can pound it harder." He 
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then pounded the nail into the wood. "Don't try it too fast, Tip. Now 

you do it. And watch your fingers." 

Tip placed the nail on the wood, took the hammer, and tapped 

the nail until it started. 

"Now hold the handle toward the end of the hammer," Papa said. 

"And pound a little harder . . . but not too hard." 

Tip started to pound the nail but missed it a couple of times. 

After several healthy hits with the hammer, Tip had successful 

pounded the nail into the soft wood. "I did it," Tip shouted with joy. 

"Gimme another one." He held out his hand. 

For the next ten minutes, Tip pounded more than six nails into 

the wood and seemed to be prouder of himself after each success. 

"Carpenters use nails to hold pieces of wood together," Papa 

said. "Mr. Feist and Mr. Michaelson are carpenters. Carpenters build 

houses." 

"I want to be a carpenter," Tip shouted. 

"You can, some day," Papa said. 

* * * 
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Construction of the house took three full three weeks, and during 

that time Mama adjusted to the routine of cooking in the sheep wagon, 

and Bess and Anna spent the nights tucked in their cozy bed. The last 

phase of construction was to apply stucco to the house. Stucco was 

composed primarily of portland cement mixed with some lime. White 

in color, it made the new house attractive, just like Mama and Papa's 

house back in Cando. To complement the color of the house, Bess, 

Anna, and Papa painted the window frames red. The shingles on the 

roof were left in their natural color. Before completing the 

construction, Mr. Feist and Ole had installed the septic tank system and 

hooked up the piping to the house. 

During the third week of June, Bess and Anna moved back into 

the house into a new bedroom. 

 

The Parker Home (1921) 

The house had two bedrooms on the first floor, a living room and 

dining room in one large room, a separate kitchen, and a bathroom. 
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The use of the bathroom was limited in that the water tank that 

supplied water to the toilet had to be filled whenever it emptied or at 

least daily. That was a small price to pay, however, for the convenience 

of indoor plumbing. No more ice-cold toilet seats in an outhouse, Bess 

thought. 

A Richardson and Boynton coal furnace was also installed in the 

basement. The original stove, which had been so dependable as a 

source of heat in the living room of the soddy, was replaced, much to 

Mama's delight. Bess purchased a new stove especially for her mother, 

a combination Glenwood wood/coal stove with a large cooking surface 

and double oven. "It's the best stove I've ever seen," Mama said. 

 

Glenwood stove 

The upstairs had two small bedrooms and one large room that 

Bess planned to use for storage. The children were excited because, as 
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Helen said, "We get to live upstairs!" Helen and Marion shared one 

room and Tip and Billy shared the other. 

Everyone celebrated with what Tip called a feast. Mama made 

fried chicken, pot roast, and capped it off with two of her delicious 

apple pies. The children were overjoyed with all the food, and Mama 

was more than thrilled by not having to cook in the sheep wagon any 

more. 

After dinner, Bess and Anna took turns playing the piano for 

Papa as he sat with a look of contentment in his rocking chair listening 

and reading his newspaper. Bess sat down beside him as Anna softly 

played a joyous Chopin waltz. Now this feels like a real home, she 

thought. 
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Chapter Thirty-Three 

 

On the Fourth of July, Bess and Anna planned a trip for the 

children. After the construction and chaos, they thought a little 

getaway was needed. They piled all four children into the Hupp and left 

early for the twenty-mile drive west over to the North Cave Hills in 

South Dakota. Mama packed a picnic basket loaded with fried chicken, 

potato salad, carrots, string beans, cookies, and cake, as well as a jug of 

lemonade. 

The children were excited to take a trip in the Tooey-Tooey and 

to have a picnic. Bess had taken them down to the Grand River on 

many occasions for picnics, but this was the first time they would go to 

a place where many people would also be engaged in the same activity. 

"A lot of children will be in the Cave Hills today," Bess said. 

"Will we be able to have some of their food too?" Billy asked. 

"Maybe," Anna said, "but don't ask 'em for it. If they offer it to 

you, then it's fine. Mama packed a picnic basket full of things you like. 

She put in cake, cookies . . . you all like that." 
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Bess drove south from Haley and turned west to go through the 

little town of Ludlow, South Dakota, which was on the highway from 

Bowman to the Black Hills of South Dakota about ninety miles to the 

south. From Ludlow it was about five miles farther west to the small 

church known as the Cox Catholic Church, which was adjacent to 

Crooked Creek, a little river that trickled northward to join the Grand 

River across the state line. From the Cox Church it was about a two-

mile drive up to the first plateau of the Cave Hills and to the picnic 

area. The drive would take almost an hour because Bess would not 

drive fast, as Billy exhorted her to do. 

"Faster, Mama, faster!" Billy said several times. Bess ignored him. 

Tip was uncomfortable sitting in the backseat squished in-

between his siblings and continuously asked, "Are we at the Cave Hills 

yet?" 

The Cave Hills consisted of two plateaus mainly of sandstone 

that rose almost six hundred feet above the prairie below. From a 

distance, they looked like large flat-topped buttes, not unlike the Twin 

Buttes in Bowman. But instead of the typical white rock outcroppings 

on the side, they were pockmarked with splotches of green. This was 

because they were located in various canyons, with distinctive dark 
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green Ponderosa pine trees and an occasional cedar. The Cave Hills had 

been a place of religious significance to the Lakota Indian tribes and 

had clear free-flowing springs. The children will have fun dipping their 

faces into the clear pool at the picnic springs and drinking the tasty cold 

water, Bess thought. 

 

Cave Hills, South Dakota 

When they arrived up on the plateau, a large gathering of 

ranchers and visitors from the neighboring area had parked in their 

various automobiles. Several picnic tables constructed out of the native 

pine were scattered around the area, and fortunately, their arrival was 

early enough to secure a table in the shade of two healthy cedar trees. 

Billy shouted with excitement, "We're in a forest!" 

The children had fun with the others . Tip stayed close to Marion 

who, as usual, was looking out for him like a mother. Bess and Anna sat 

at the picnic table while watching the children play a game of tag. 
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"Time certainly flies when you have a family," Anna said as she 

sipped some iced tea. 

"Have you ever wanted to have children?" Bess asked, and 

Anna's face dropped. "Oh, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to offend you. You 

are wonderful with the children, and you love teaching. You're a great 

mother to my kids." 

"Don't apologize," Anna said. "I've thought a lot about having 

children. I'm an only child, and all I ever wanted when I was younger 

was to have another sibling. It was lonely being an only child. When I 

was engaged, I was excited by the prospect of being a mother. In fact, I 

almost went through with it because I had such a strong urge to have a 

child. But it obviously didn't work out, and I think I've at peace about 

never being a mother. But then I met you, and I love your children, and 

I feel like that part of me has been filled somewhat." 

Bess wanted to kiss Anna right then, but she was aware of the 

other parents around, so instead she kissed her own hand and gently 

touched the top of Anna's hand. "You are part of my family and we love 

you for that." 

Anna took in a deep breath and smiled. "Thank you, Bess." 
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"I came out here in 1908, when I was twenty-one," Bess said. 

"Now I'm thirty-four and the years seem to be adding up fast. I couldn't 

ask for a better person to grow old with." 

"I'll always be a year ahead of you." Anna smiled. "You'll never 

catch me, but I'd gladly trade." 

"We've a lot of good things going for us," Bess said. "Family, 

security, good health, the children . . ." 

"And your parents, they're wonderful. I'm so grateful that they 

have accepted me." 

"Like I said, we are your family and we love you." 

Just then, Helen came running over. "Three kids came here from 

Buffalo," she panted. 

"Buffalo isn't far from here," Anna said. 

"They're nice," Helen said. "Two of 'em are our age!" Before 

anyone could answer, she turned around and rushed toward the 

children who were playing at a table near the Hupp. 

"It sounds like they're having fun," Anna said. 
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"That's what we're here for," Bess said. "They'll be back when 

they're hungry!" 

Bess and Anna sat in silence as they watched the children and 

took in the beautiful scenery. A girl with a yellow bathing cap had 

fallen and scraped her knee. She screamed until her faced turned red, 

and Tip stared at her in amazement as the little girl's mother rushed to 

her side. 

"Tip," Bess shouted. "Tip, come over here." 

Tip ran over, almost tripping, and Bess caught him in a loving 

embrace. "Didn't you notice that little girl who was upset?" she asked. 

Tip was the sensitive one, and always timid. 

"Yes," he whispered. "She fell and her knee had some blood on it. 

Her mama said she'll be all right." 

"Small scrapes heal quickly," Anna said. "As long as you keep 'em 

clean." 

"Yeah," Tip said. "One time, I fell because Billy knocked me over 

and I scraped my arm." He held up his arm for Anna and Bess to see, 

but she saw nothing--not even a scar. 

"Oh?" Anna said. "Is that so? But you're fine now, right?" 
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"Yes!" Tip shouted. 

"Why don't you go play with your brother and sisters?" Bess 

said, and Tip ran off. 

"He is so sweet," Anna said. "Marion is so protective of her 

siblings. I may not have told you this, but during the spring, one of the 

Hagan boys was taunting Billy, and Marion chased him off the school 

grounds. Punched him, too!" 

"Like a mama bear protecting her cubs," Bess said. "She 

shouldn't have hit him, though." 

"I told her that," Anna said. "She tells me that she wants to be a 

rancher like you." 

"Marion is a family person," Bess said. "I think Mama has made a 

big impression on her." 

"Helen is studious. Says she wants to learn how to speak French. 

I don't know where she got that." 

"Probably from Papa," Bess said. 

"She says she wants to be a teacher," Anna said. 

"Most likely got that from you! She adores you." 
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"She would be a great teacher--just super. She is excellent in 

English. She says she wants to read some of Papa's books. He has really 

had a positive effect on her. And she plays the piano so well!" 

"Billy has a keen interest in airplanes. He looks at all the books 

we have containing anything about them. I wish we had more. They say 

Bowman's gonna have an air show in late August," Bess said. "We 

should take him." 

Anna's eyes widened. "He would love it. It would be a fun outing 

for everyone." 

Bess and Anna visited for about twenty minutes before the 

children came back to the table. "I'm hungry," Marion said. 

"Me too," Billy and Helen said in unison. 

"Picnic time!" Bess said. 

"Mama packed a basket full," Anna said. 

The children scurried to their seats around the table, and for the 

next hour everyone enjoyed fried chicken, potato salad, lemonade, 

cookies and cake. 

"I love picnics," Tip shouted. 
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It was mid-afternoon by the time the picnic was over. The 

children raced back to the table where the kids from Buffalo were 

finishing their own picnic and played for another hour. Bess kept an 

eye on Tip but it was evident that Marion was watching him closely. 

Around four o'clock, Bess and Anna packed up and called for the 

children to come. "We have to go home now," Bess said. "Hop into the 

car." 

The children raced to the Hupp, each wanting to be first in the 

backseat. Everyone was rather quiet on the hour-long ride back to 

Haley, and both Tip and Billy, who were sitting between the two girls, 

would fall fast asleep and slump forward, and the girls would have to 

prop them back up. 

It had been a good day. 

At supper, the children were excited to tell Papa and Mama about the 

Cave Hills trip. Helen was interested in telling them about how rough and 

rugged the Cave Hills were and how much she enjoyed that kind of 

landscape. 

“If you like that sort of land, Helen,” said Anna, “then you would 

love the Badlands. President Roosevelt lived on a ranch in the Badlands 

many years ago.” 
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Papa had discussed his favorite presidents with the children, 

especially Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, and Roosevelt. The mention 

of Roosevelt’s name immediately caught the children’s attention.  

“President Roosevelt lived near here?” Marion asked. 

"Up in the North Dakota Badlands," Papa said. "They're about 

eighty miles north of Bowman and west of Dickinson--that's about one 

hundred miles from here." 

"Let's go the badlands," Billy said. "Are the lands really bad?" 

"They're bad in the sense that they can't be used for farmland," 

Papa said. "They're rough." 

"Why are they bad?" Billy asked. 

Papa thought for a moment. "I've never seen ‘em, but read about 

'em because of Teddy Roosevelt. They are a type of dry clay--

sedimentary rock--made over millions of years from sediment on the 

bottom of an ocean." 

"What ocean?" Helen asked. "Around here?" 

"Millions of years ago, this part of the country was under a big 

ocean," Papa said. "Millions of years ago, when sea creatures died, their 
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shells or bones settled on the bottom along with sand and mud. Over 

the years the hard clay and rocks were formed. When the ocean dried 

up or the land shifted, the land dried out, and wind and rain washed 

the loose mud and dirt away. What was left are the Badlands." 

Bess's heart warmed at the sound of Papa's deep voice sharing 

his knowledge with the children. Just like he did with me, she thought. 

Her father was so smart--he always taught her about the world--just 

like he was now teaching her children. 

"What do they look like?" Billy asked. 

"I think we have some pictures in one of these books," Papa said 

as he thumbed through a geography book he had brought from Cando. 

"Here are a couple. See?" 

 

The Badlands, South Dakota 
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"I've never seen them, but they say they're multicolored. Gray, 

brown, and some of the horizontal stripes are almost black and some 

are red. We'll have to see them." 

"Remember when we drove to the Cave Hills?" Bess asked, and 

the children nodded. "The gravel on the road was an orange red color." 

"I remember," said Helen. 

"Well, that isn't gravel," Bess said. "It is a type of rock that is 

ground up and comes from the Badlands. Like baked clay. Over 

millions of years the clay is baked hard from the heat from the earth." 

"It can give you a flat tire," Papa said. "Some of the rocks are 

pretty sharp." 

"We can drive to Medora when it's dry. It would be a good day 

trip. And you can go swimming in the Little Missouri River," Bess said. 

"Is there a big one?" asked Billy. 

"Big what?" asked Bess. 

"Missouri River. You said Little Missouri." 
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Clever kid, thought Bess. "Yes, a big Missouri River exists, but 

they just call it the Missouri River. The Little Missouri flows north and 

joins the Missouri. That happens north of where we'll going.” 

*   *   * 

  



 

323 
 

Chapter Thirty-Four  

 

In the first week of August it was clear and warm, and seemed to 

be a perfect day to go up to visit the Badlands. So Bess and Papa took 

Helen, Billy, and Tip in the Hupmobile north through Bowman and 

further north to the town of Belfield and finally west to Medora. 

Marion was not feeling well, so Anna stayed home with her and Mama. 

The drive to Medora took a little over three hours. When they 

arrived, they went to a small restaurant near the Rough Riders Hotel 

for dinner before exploring the area. "President Roosevelt had two 

ranches: one was north of Medora and along the Little Missouri River." 

Papa pointed to a map. "He was here in the early 1800s, but he sold his 

ranch in 1898 and came back to visit only once when he was president 

in 1903." 

"He didn't live in Medora?" Helen asked. 

"No," Papa said. "He lived on his ranch up north, about thirty 

miles north on the river." 

"The town was founded by a Frenchman," Bess said. "Marquis de 

Mores. I read about him in Papa's geography book." 
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"A Frenchman? Here?" Billy asked incredulously. 

"He was a rich French nobleman," Bess said. 

"He came here to start a meatpacking plant," Papa said. "Cattle. It 

didn't work out though. It only lasted a few years. He was trying to 

bypass the Chicago Stockyards. He started it in 1883 and left Medora in 

1886." 

"You were at the stockyards, right, Mama?" Billy asked. 

"Yes," Bess said. "Anna and I visited the stockyards in Chicago 

with Uncle Frank." 

After their lunch, Bess and Papa drove the short distance to the 

Little Missouri River. The water was at its summer low, a trickle. Papa 

pointed out the layers of sedimentary rock along the steep riverbanks 

and the huge amount of sand and silt in the riverbed. "When it rains 

hard or when the snow melts, the sand and dirt are washed down to 

the river, and when the river is low, you can see all the sand bars," he 

said. 

Bess and Papa let the children wade in the clear water and walk 

barefoot on the sand in the riverbed as they looked out over the sand 

bars and shallows to the grassy plateaus and tan-colored hay waving in 



 

325 
 

the gentle breeze. The sheer cliffs gradually changed color as the sun 

drifted to the west. As she and Papa sat a little ways from the 

riverbank, she couldn't help but admire how beautiful the landscape 

was. The water was no more than one foot deep at its deepest point in 

the clear pools where even the slow current was at a standstill. 

"During the spring runoff, the river can become wide and deep," 

Bess said. "You wouldn't want to be wading in that ice cold water." 

"Mama!" Tip screamed. "I've got something on my leg!" His voice 

pierced the silence of the quiet river and still air. "Mama!" 

Tip's scream startled Bess, Papa, and the other children who 

were wading in the river. Bess jumped up and ran down to Tip who 

was looking at his calf near the back of his knee. Attached to his leg was 

a leech about one-and-a-half inches long. 

"Mama," he shouted. "Take it off!" 

Leeches were generally not dangerous, and Bess knew that the 

process of removing them was quite simple: use your fingernail to pry 

under the anterior of the creature to break the sucker's seal. She had 

read that some people would hold a match to the creature to make it 

let go. The problem, however, was that the leech might vomit some of 

its content into the wound and cause infection. 
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"I'll take it off, Tip," Bess reassured the little boy. 

"It doesn't hurt, Mama," Tip asked. "What is it?" 

"A leech. Sometimes they're called bloodsuckers because they 

suck your blood," Bess said. 

Helen and Bill came close to look at the slimy creature on Tip's 

leg. 

"Now I'm going to take my fingernail and pry under the mouth of 

the leech. You won't feel anything except my finger, and I'll be gentle." 

Bess held Tip's leg with her left hand and began to pry under the 

creature's mouth. In a couple of seconds the leech dropped to the 

ground. There was a tiny speck of blood where the leech had attached, 

and Bess wetted her handkerchief and rubbed off the speck of blood. 

"We'll put some iodine on this when we arrive home and put on 

one of those bandages we got from the Currie Store," she said. 

"Helen and Billy, check your legs for bloodsuckers," Papa said. 

Nervously they looked at their own legs, when Helen said, "Billy, 

come here." She knelt and inspected each of his legs. "You're okay now, 

Billy. You look at mine." 
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"I don't want any more bloodsuckers," Tip whined. The children 

were hesitant to return to the water, so they decided to leave. The 

drive back to Haley was "boring," according to Tip. "Why is it taking 

longer to get back?" he continued to ask. 

"Can you drive faster?" Billy asked. 

Bess huffed. "This is as fast as I go," she said. The road was quite 

rocky and steep, and she didn't want to take the chance of losing 

control of the vehicle. 

They arrived in Haley when the sun was beginning to settle in 

the west, casting long shadows from the Teepee Buttes in a beautiful 

purple afterglow over the brown prairie grass in the pastures. 

Mama had prepared a nice supper: lamb stew with potatoes and 

carrots that Marion had gathered from the garden. The children told 

Mama and Marion what they had seen with enthusiasm at dinner. Billy 

was particularly excited as he explained that a Frenchman tried to 

build a meatpacking plant out there in the Badlands. Tip bravely 

described how he'd gotten a bloodsucker on his leg while he was 

wading in the river. 

*   *   * 
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Billy couldn’t wait for late August to arrive because Bess and 

Papa promised to take him to the Bowman air show. On the Saturday 

morning of the air show, Billy beamed with excitement. He could 

barely hold still as Bess tried to tie his shoes. "We're gonna watch the 

airplanes! Will I get a ride in one?" he shouted. 

It was a beautiful cloudless day in late August—a perfect day for 

an air show. Papa was enthusiastic, but Billy was almost beside 

himself. Anna needed to spend time at the school to prepare for the 

new school year, so she couldn’t attend. Mama agreed to take care of 

the girls and Tip. Bess was looking forward to spending some time 

with Papa and Billy. 

"The airshow's just a demonstration, so you probably won't be 

able to ride in the airplanes, but you'll be able to be up close to 'em and 

watch 'em fly," Papa said. 

It took an hour to drive to Bowman and to the field just west of 

town where a crude runway--about two hundred feet wide and maybe 

a half-mile long--had been mowed for the aircraft to take off and land. 

Fifty or so people had gathered to look at the two airplanes that had 

flown in from Minneapolis. The airshow was informal and the paper 
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said that the pilots would conduct multiple takeoffs and landings, and 

fly around the airport to demonstrate what the airplanes could do. 

The planes were parked beside the mowed grass runway. Each 

was a biplane with two wings, an upper and a lower, and a single 

powerful-looking engine with a wooden two-bladed propeller. 

Bess and Papa took Billy over to the closest airplane where the 

pilot, dressed in tight pants and a brown leather jacket, was speaking 

to about a dozen spectators. 

"This is a Standard J-1," the pilot said. "She's a two-seat trainer 

biplane. Made of wood with wire bracing and a strong fabric covering. 

The factory modified it from the original, gave her a new power plant. 

Good aircraft. The military uses 'em in flying schools." 

"Was it used in the war?" one spectator asked. 

"No, primarily for training. It can fly about seventy miles per 

hour and has a range of about three hundred miles." 

After the pilot had finished talking about the plane, they went 

over to the other airplane where another pilot was beginning to speak. 

"This airplane is the Curtiss JN-4D. These planes are called 

'Jennys' and they're very reliable. Like the Standard "--the pilot pointed 
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to the other plane--"Jennys are used for training. They're excellent 

airplanes, and also like the Standard, they're made of wood, wire, and 

tough fabric covering. They have a ninety-horsepower engine and fly at 

a speed of about seventy miles per hour. They can fly for two hours." 

Billy shouted, "Can I have a ride?" 

The spectators laughed and so did the pilot. "Not today, son," he 

said, "but maybe someday you can take lessons and learn how to fly." 

Billy puffed up his chest with glee. He turned to Bess and said, 

"Mama, can I take lessons?" 

Bess smiled at Billy. "Someday, Billy. You're not old enough yet, 

but someday I'm sure you will take lessons and learn how to fly." 

The pilot turned his attention back to the crowd. "I'll take the 

Jenny up first," he said loudly. “Later, Cliff will fly the Standard. The 

breeze is gentle, so we shouldn't have any problems. We'll each fly over 

a few times and make some turns so you'll know how these planes 

perform." 

The crowd moved back to a roped-off area about one hundred 

feet from the planes. 
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The pilot put on his leather cap and goggles and climbed into the 

forward seat. The other pilot came over to the front of the plane, 

straightened the huge propeller to a horizontal position, put both 

hands on the right side of the propeller, and waited for a signal. The 

crowd was quiet and could hear the pilot shout, "Contact." 

With that command, the pilot on the ground swung his leg up, 

pulled down quickly on the propeller, and jumped away. With a puff of 

smoke and a popping sound, the engine started. The pilot on the 

ground walked around the wing and took the blocks away from the 

right wheel; he did the same to the left wheel. The plane was ready to 

go. 

The pilot increased the throttle on the Jenny and the noise was 

quite loud but not deafening. He let the engine run for a few minutes to 

warm up, then the rudder turned to the left as the airplane began to 

turn away from the crowd. The propeller created quite a gust of wind 

that blew dust into the air as the plane slowly taxied out to the grass 

runway. The pilot turned the plane to the right and taxied down to the 

east end of the runway. 

Papa turned to Billy, pointed to the top of a pole and said, "That 

up there is a wind sock." Billy nodded. "It gives the pilot the direction 
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of the wind. It shows you that the wind is blowing from the west 

slightly, so the pilot is going to take off into the wind, to the west." 

"Into the wind?" Billy asked. 

"It makes the takeoff easier. He won't have to go so fast to lift the 

airplane off the ground." 

Billy learned something and his eyes glistened. "Yes, Grandpa!" 

At the end of the runway, the pilot stopped the plane and revved 

up the engine several times. 

"Warming it up," Papa said. 

Soon the pilot revved up the engine, turned the airplane on the 

runway, and began to move. He picked up speed, and with a few 

seconds his wheels had left the ground and he began to gain altitude. 

As the plane came past the crowd, the roar of the engine was 

impressive. 

Billy was beaming, and his eyes never left the plane as it flew 

east for a couple of miles, turned, then came back directly over the 

spectators. The pilot tipped his wings as he passed over, flew a couple 

of miles to the west, turned, and came back again. He went back and 

forth three times and then landed to the west. 
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"See, Billy, you land into the wind too. That's because you go 

slower relative to the ground when you're flying into the wind, and it's 

safer. When a pilot wants to land, he looks at the wind sock so he can 

pick which direction to land." 

When the pilot brought the Jenny back to its original parking 

place, he turned off the engine, climbed out of the airplane, and the 

crowd gave him an applause. Then he went over to the Standard where 

Cliff was already in the cockpit. After takeoff, the Standard flew back 

and forth three times, stunning the crowd. 

"Well, Billy," Bess said. "What do you think?" 

Billy jumped up and down. "I want to be a pilot!" 

*   *   * 

  



 

334 
 

Chapter Thirty-Five 

 

School started the first week in September. Marion and Helen 

were in the fifth grade, and Billy was in the third grade. Tip, now four 

years old, was getting impatient at seeing his older siblings leave for 

school when he had to stay home. He insisted on “doing school” every 

day and riding with Bess as she took Anna and the children into Haley 

each morning. 

When Bess arrived back at the homestead, Mama was busy in the 

kitchen and Papa had left the shed on horseback to look over the sheep 

and cattle in the lower pastures. Buck was bounding along beside him 

with Mex flying to and fro accompanying them. The bird showed up at 

their doorstep every day and the kids continued to leave out food for 

him. He was full grown and was able to mimic sounds. Last month, 

Bess noticed Billy talking to the bird and the bird mimicking a 

response. 

It had been some time since Bess climbed up the hill behind the 

house and spent time by the stone johnnie gathering her thoughts. It 

was warm, but a little breeze seemed to suggest that summer was over 

and some cold air was on the way. 
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Remarkably the none of the flat rocks had fallen off the stone 

johnnie, probably because I made it so well, Bess chuckled, as she rolled 

a Bull Durham cigarette. 

Standing on top of the hill and looking out over the vast prairie in 

all directions was always a thrilling moment for Bess. The day was 

exceptionally clear all the way west to Table Mountain and Eagle's 

Nest, and the Twin Buttes to the northwest in Bowman were visible. 

Papa was on the horse in the lower pasture with Buck at his side, and 

only now and then could she visualize the shape of the small black 

bird--Mex-- flying around. 

This has been a good year, Bess thought. Financially they were 

sound; they got good prices for the cattle, wool, ewes and lambs this 

summer, and the root cellar was full for the fall and winter. 

Bess gazed at the tawny-colored prairie grass waving in the 

intermittent breezes. This is what I've dreamed about. Family . . . and my 

heart is singing! Anna was with her every day and every night and she 

couldn't have asked for more. It was wonderful sleeping in the same 

bed every night. Even if Bess had a bad day, she never went to sleep in 

a bad mood because Anna was always there. Mama and Papa are in 

good health, and I'm thankful for that. They were in their late fifties and 
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had always taken good care of themselves, but when Papa injured his 

back, Bess grew worrisome. He was fine and recovered well, but a 

feeling nagged at the back of her mind that her parents were not 

getting any younger, and the thought of living without them caused her 

anxiety. 

Bess finished her cigarette and went back down to the house. She 

had forgotten that she had received a letter from Pearle Swanson--

Auntie Pearle--who had visited the homestead in 1915 before Doc left. 

Pearle was Doc's cousin, and she and her husband Frank lived in 

Chicago. Bess enjoyed her company. Over the years, she and Pearle had 

exchanged many letters, maybe once every three months or so. That 

night after supper with the children safely tucked in their beds, Bess 

showed the letter to Anna. "I don't know if you remember my telling 

you about Pearle Swanson, but she is Doc's cousin," Bess said. 

"Oh yes, I remember," Anna said. "You said she visited a few 

years ago and invited you to Chicago." 

"Yes," Bess said. "She says she and her husband Frank are 

traveling to Oregon again and would like to stop and visit. I've written 

to her a few times but haven't told her about you . . . yet. I'll do so when 

I write back. I want you to meet her." 
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"I would love to meet her," said Anna. "Why do you call her 

'Auntie Pearle'?" 

"I don't know," Bess said, and it was true. She'd never thought 

about it. "Doc calls her by that name, I suppose." Bess paused. She 

looked at Anna. "It would be fun to go to Chicago with you." 

Anna smiled. "Yes. Maybe we can plan for it." 

"We'll talk to Pearle when she's here," Bess said. 

"The Milwaukee Road train goes all the way to Chicago. Through 

Wisconsin too," Anna said. "It would be an easy trip." 

Pearle also mentioned in her letter that the offer still stood about 

having the girls live with her and Frank when they came of age to 

attend high school in Chicago. Bess had thought it sounded like a great 

idea, but it was so far into the future. Now time was creeping up on her, 

and she would have to revisit the idea sometime soon. 

*   *   * 

In late September, Bess drove to Scranton to meet Pearle and 

Frank. The children wanted to go along for the ride, but there wasn't 

any room. When they were young, Marion, Helen, and Billy had met 



 

338 
 

Pearle and Frank but Tip hadn't, so Bess asked Tip to join her for the 

trip. 

"Yay!" Tip shouted. He was excited, but the girls and Billy looked 

quite disappointed. 

"You can visit with Pearle and Frank when we bring them here 

from the train," Bess said. 

The drive to Scranton was uneventful. Bess and Tip arrived at 

the Scranton train depot about one hour before the westbound train 

was due to arrive. "Mama, let's go to the coal mine," Tip said. 

"The mine is closed, but we can drive over there. They had a fire 

at the brickyard." 

"A fire?" Tip said. 

"There's been a couple of fires in Scranton during the last few 

years or so. The train depot burned down in 1918, and late last year 

the brickyard burned." 

"Why'd it burn?" 
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"They had a problem with something like a conveyor belt," Bess 

said. "Those things move material like coal from place to place. It 

caught fire, I guess, and the whole place burned down." 

"Do bricks burn?" Tip asked. 

"No," Bess said. "The building where they were making the 

bricks burned down. Now they can't make any more?" Bess drove near 

the charred remains of the brickyard. "They closed the mine too. The 

mine provided the coal that they used to make the fire for the kilns--

where they made the bricks." 

"Kilns?" Tip asked. 

"That's the name of a brick furnace," Bess said. 

Bess drove away from the charred brickyard. "There was 

another fire three years ago on Good Friday, the Friday before Easter. 

It was at the old railroad depot. It burned down, but they built another 

one." 

Bess drove the Hupp over to the railroad tracks and to the new 

depot building. "They'll come in from the east about a half-hour from 

now," she said as she pointed down the eastern tracks. 
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Bess and Tip walked back and forth at the Scranton depot and, 

right on schedule, they heard a distant and unmistakable train whistle. 

"The train's comin'!" Tip shouted. "The train! It's comin'!" 

Tip was excited as the giant black steam locomotive huffed and 

puffed its way into the station and slowed to a stop with a jerk. The 

conductor opened the passenger car door, pulled down the small step 

in front of the stairs that led into the car, and within a minute or so, 

Pearle and Frank Swanson exited the train. 

"Bess!" Pearle said cheerfully with a smile. "And you must be 

Tip!" 

Tip beamed with pleasure as he walked timidly toward her. 

Pearle held out her hand and Tip shook it without saying anything, 

appearing a bit shy. 

"So good to see you, Pearle," Bess said as she shook her hand. She 

turned to Frank. "Welcome to Scranton, Frank." 

Pearle and Frank certainly stood out from residents of the 

prairie. Pearle wore a long pale blue dress with white lace, and Frank 

was wearing a trim black suit that Bess assumed had been specifically 

tailored for him. 
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Pearle and Frank hadn't changed in appearance since Bess had 

seen them almost six years ago. Pearle was tall, trim, and pretty with 

blue eyes sparkling behind rimless spectacles, and her dark hair was 

pulled up neatly in a bun. She appeared friendly and gregarious. Frank 

was shorter than Pearle by three inches and rather portly. His hair was 

slightly balding, and he had rosy cheeks and rather large ears. 

Frank loaded their two suitcases into the trunk of the Hupp and 

then they set off to Haley. "This is a different ride from the last time," 

Pearle said. "No horse and buggy!" 

"I've had the Hupp for about three years," Bess said. 

"Like it?" Frank asked. 

"Oh, yes," Bess said. "I don't know how I got along without it. 

Roads are getting better too." 

The ride on the improved gravel road to Haley took about forty-

five minutes, and they crossed the iron bridge over the Grand River 

and drove up to the homestead. 

"A new house!" Pearle said. 

Bess laughed. "Yes, the soddy just wore out. We're happy with 

the new home." Bess was proud of her new home. "We just finished it." 
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The children rushed outside and were delighted to greet Pearle 

and Frank. "Let's go inside and get settled," Bess said. 

Pearle and Frank were ushered inside and were guided toward 

the table where Mama was preparing to serve generous pieces of her 

homemade apple pie. Bess introduced Mama and Papa to Pearle and 

Frank, and then turned to Anna, unsure of what Pearle and Frank's 

reaction might be. 

"This is Anna," Bess said. "She's a schoolteacher in Haley and 

lives with us." 

Pearle didn't blink an eye as she extended her hand to Anna. 

"Very pleased to meet you," she said. Frank nodded and shook Anna's 

hand. 

For the next two hours, Pearl and Frank sat and visited with 

Bess, Anna, Mama, and Papa. In her letters to Bess, Pearle had always 

suggested that Bess visit her in Chicago. "Will you be able to visit us in 

Chicago sometime?" Pearle asked. 

Bess smiled. "Anna and I were thinking about such a visit . . . 

maybe this coming summer?" 
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"That would be wonderful," Pearle said. "Frank and I will be in 

Oregon for the next month but will be back in June." 

"We want to visit the city, the stockyards, and maybe even attend 

a baseball game!" Bess said. 

"The Cubs weren't very good last year," Frank said. "And we all 

know how the White Sox are faring, with the scandal and all." 

"Frank has been consumed by the trial," Pearle said. "Have you 

been following?" 

Papa quickly chimed in, "I read about it in the paper. Big news." 

The Black Sox scandal occurred in the 1919 World Series 

between the Chicago White Sox and the Cincinnati Reds. Eight White 

Sox players had been accused of intentionally losing the World Series 

as part of a gambling pyramid. Many people involved were being 

exposed, and the eight players had been permanently banned from the 

game. 

"You'll love the smell of the stockyards," Pearle said, changing 

the subject and wrinkling her nose. "I never go down there." 

"We'll take you to the University Club downtown for dinner," 

Frank said. 
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Pearle was interested in Marion and Helen because, as she 

explained, she had a daughter their age, Harriet. Curiously, Doc's name 

didn't come up during any part of the conversation all afternoon. Not 

unusual. Pearle was never close to Doc, as I recall. 

Bess and Anna drove Pearle and Frank to Scranton to their hotel 

in the late afternoon. It had been a pleasant visit, filled with the 

promise of a trip to Chicago for Bess and Anna during the coming 

summer. 
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Chapter Thirty-Six 

 

The chinooks came in early October and lasted nearly a month, 

making for a very pleasant fall. The only significant news was that on 

November second 1920, Republican US Senator Warren G. Harding 

from Ohio defeated Democratic Governor of Ohio James M. Cox in the 

US presidential election, the first national US election in which women 

have the right to vote. 

Bess, Anna and Mama could vote--and they did! On election day, 

Bess drove into Haley with Mama and met Anna at the voting booth in 

the Currie Store. Three election judges were seated at a table in the 

back of the store--Mrs. Currie, Brian Feist and Mrs. Tollifson--a stern-

looking woman with bulging eyes and a round puffy face. She was 

wearing all black as though she planned on attending a funeral and not 

enjoying a special day--the first time women could vote. Bess was well-

acquainted with Mrs. Currie and Brian Feist, but she had never met 

Mrs. Tollifson. Mrs. Currie asked Bess and Anna to sign the voter 

registry and told them Mrs. Tollifson would give them their ballots. 

Mrs. Tollifson didn't smile and handed the ballots to Bess and Anna 

without a word. Disagreeable woman, Bess thought and took an instant 

dislike to her. 
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Voting took about five minutes as there were several county 

races on the ballot as well as the Presidential election. Bess and Anna 

voted for Governor Cox--a democrat--instead of the republican Warren 

Harding. 

"Both candidates are from Ohio," said Anna as they left the store. 

"Cox is Governor and Harding is a Senator." 

"Well," said Bess, "at least we know someone from Ohio will be 

President!" 

"Probably good for the people in Ohio," said Anna. "But I hope 

Cox wins." 

"Better for the farmers and ranchers," said Bess. 

Three days later they learned Warren G. Harding had defeated 

Governor Cox and would become the twenty-ninth President of the 

United States. Another Governor, Calvin Coolidge, would become Vice 

President. 

Later in the week, Anna received an invitation from her parents 

for the entire family to spend Thanksgiving with them in Scranton. 

Mama and Papa decided to stay at the homestead mainly because there 

was not enough room in the Hupp. Bess didn’t enjoy leaving them 
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behind, but they insisted. Besides, trying something new enticed Bess, 

and the thought of not having to host for the Thanksgiving holiday was 

more than appealing. 

On Thanksgiving morning, Bess drove the family to the Matthews 

dairy farm in Scranton. The trip took only half an hour because the 

road north from Haley had recently been graded by the county and 

there had been no rain to make the roads muddy. They arrived around 

eleven o'clock. Jess had told Anna he wanted to show the children the 

dairy, and as soon as the children jumped out of the car, he led them off 

to the milk barn. 

Anna, Bess, and Carolyn went into the house where Carolyn was 

preparing the Thanksgiving meal. Bess was amazed. Just like Mama, 

she thought. A huge turkey, sweet potatoes, potatoes to mash, no beans 

. . . Bess chuckled because Anna didn't like beans. There was gravy to 

be stirred, homemade bread, and on a table past the stove were three 

pies, two apple and one pumpkin. 

"Let's divide up the work," Carolyn said. "Anna, you know how 

your father likes the potatoes mashed, so you mash ‘em. Bess, you can 

stir the gravy and help me with the turkey." 
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Carolyn turned to Anna. "You'll need the cream for the mashed 

potatoes--you can get it fresh out at the dairy barn." She pointed 

toward the shed and clearly wanted Anna to leave the kitchen and 

fetch the cream. 

Bess suddenly was nervous—as though she was about to be 

scolded. When Anna left the kitchen, Carolyn turned to Bess. "I wanted 

to have a quiet and private time to tell you something . . . something 

important, Bess." 

Bess swallowed the nervous lump in her throat and nodded her 

head, but Carolyn had a smile on her face. 

"I wanted to tell you I have never ever seen Anna so happy." 

Carolyn's voice cracked a bit with happiness. "Thank you, Bess. Thank 

you. She loves you so." She embraced Bess in a tight hug. 

Bess was taken aback for a moment, but her heart was filled with 

joy. She returned Carolyn's hug. "And I love Anna," she said softly. 

"With all my heart." 

Carolyn paused. "But Jess is having some difficulty, Bess. I don't 

think he understands. He's so . . . well . . . traditional." 

Bess bowed her head. "He doesn't approve?" 
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"I won't say he doesn't approve, Bess. I think he doesn't 

understand. But he wants Anna to be happy. It's a conflict for him, I 

suppose." 

"But he doesn't disapprove?" 

"He didn't say he disapproves," said Carolyn. "I think he'll get 

used to it. But today might be a little awkward. Just be yourself. He 

likes you." 

Anna came back into the kitchen with a small pail of cream for 

the potatoes. Carolyn was smiling at Anna, and it was clear she was 

proud of her daughter. 

The dinner was a blur to Bess because her thoughts dwelled on 

Carolyn's acceptance of Anna and Bess's loving relationship. But the 

absence of Jess's approval concerned her. At least he doesn't 

disapprove, thought Bess. 

Jess was silent for most of the meal but was enthusiastic when 

engaging the children--particularly Billy. He doesn't have a son, thought 

Bess. 

While Anna's parents had never come right out and said they 

approved when together, they didn't voice their opposition either. In 
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fact, the last (and only) time Bess had been at the Matthews' residence, 

Anna had, in so many words, told her parents she was in a relationship 

with a woman. Anna had grabbed Bess's hand in front of her parents! 

Bess would never forget how much her cheeks had burned in that 

moment. But Carolyn had smiled and wished them the best. Jess had 

looked away. It was a start, though. Now with Carolyn's verbal 

approval, Bess couldn't be happier. 

The children talked about how interesting they found the milk 

barn to be, but their comments simply passed through Bess's mind like 

a knife through soft butter as she continued to think about how 

satisfied she was about what Carolyn had said. During the dinner she 

glanced at Anna several times and always received an adoring smile. 

Bess noticed Anna's smiles at her came when Jess wasn't looking. 

After dinner, Bess, Marion, and Helen helped Carolyn clear the 

table and put away the dishes as Anna played the piano. Jess didn't 

remain in the house but returned to the shed to focus his attention on 

the milk cows. The suspense was almost killing Bess about whether 

Jess approved of--or would ever approve their relationship. 

As they prepared to leave in the late afternoon, Jess came back 

into the house. He was cordial and gave Bess a hug. "Thank you for 
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bringing your family, Bess," he said. "You have wonderful children." He 

paused for a moment and looked down. "And thank you for making 

Anna so happy." 

Bess was thrilled at those words but wasn't sure if they meant 

approval of the relationship between her and Anna. "Thank you, Jess," 

she said. 

On the way back to Haley, Anna was all smiles. She looked over 

at Bess, then whispered, "They approve! They like you!" 
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Chapter Thirty-Seven  

 

The winter of 1920-1921 was much milder than the previous 

two years--not much snow nor excessively low temperatures. The new 

house weathered the winter in fine shape and the new furnace heated 

the house satisfactorily, but it wasn't tested against the normally harsh 

winters Bess had come to expect. 

After the mild winter and a successful lambing and shearing 

seasons, Bess asked Brian Feist and Ole Michaelson to build a larger 

garage so they would have a workshop for Papa. The workshop was 

complete with a small forge and anvil where he could work on 

sharpening the sickles and fixing them when they broke for the hay 

mower that Bess had purchased. 

 

Garage 
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Lambing season was interrupted by two violent thunderstorms. 

The first was heavy rain accompanied by high, howling winds, and the 

second was a tornado that touched down a couple miles east of Haley. 

The twister damaged two ranches on the east side of town blew over a 

high windmill--twisted it in half so it looked like a tall scarecrow 

bending over to touch his toes. 

The second storm was frightening and the entire family spent most of 

the evening in the root cellar. Bess feared that the fierce and swirling wind 

would damage the house or other buildings, but the only damage was the 

loss of a few shingles on the shed. 

In early May, a couple of weeks before the school year ended, Bess 

went into Haley to pick up the children and Anna from school. When she 

arrived, Tip came running to the car. Out of breath, he shouted, "Helen's 

teeth got knocked out!" 

Shocked, Bess jumped out of the car and raced into the school. 

She found Helen sitting on a small chair near Anna's desk, her eyes red 

and wet with tears, while Anna was bent over and patting her face with 

a bloody towel. 

"Baseball accident," Anna said. "The ball hit her in the mouth and 

knocked out her two front teeth." 
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Helen was crying and shaking her head. "I'm sorry, Mama," she 

cried. Blood was dried to her chin. 

"What happened?" Bess said quietly. 

"I couldn't catch it, Mama," Helen heaved. "It just hit me. I'm 

sorry." 

Bess rubbed Helen's head. "It's all right, Helen. Getting hit was 

not your fault." 

"Looks like both front teeth are completely broken off," Anna 

said, pointing to the wide bloody gap in Helen's mouth. "It looks like 

that's all the damage except for her upper lip which is bruised badly 

but not cut." 

"Your teeth can be fixed, Helen," Bess said softly, "and your lip 

will heal." "Don't worry. I'll take you to Bowman tomorrow to the 

dentist, Dr. Roberts. He'll fix it for you." 

"It hurts," Helen sobbed. Not only had her two front teeth been 

knocked out, but her bruised upper lip was quickly swelling. "I'm going 

to look terrible," she whined. "It will be fixed?" 

"They can build a bridge," Anna said. "You will look better than 

ever." 
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"Really? A bridge?" 

"Like Anna said, you will look better than ever," Bess said. 

Over the next few days, Helen adjusted to her new look, but 

Marion would tease her occasionally. Mama was protective of Helen. 

"You stop teasing Helen," she said sternly. 

Bess called Dr. Roberts in Bowman from the Currie Store and 

arranged to take Helen to Bowman the following Monday. Fortunately, 

the weather was clear and the drive to Bowman went off without a 

hitch. 

Dr. Roberts examined Helen's broken teeth. "They're broken off 

at the roots, but I can build a bridge to replace 'em. First, though, I'll 

have to remove the roots. I'll use nitrous oxide first, then I'll give you 

an injection of Novocain so you won't sense any pain." 

Helen was frightened and tears welled in her eyes. "What's 

nitrous oxide?" 

"Sometimes the term 'laughing gas, is used," Dr. Roberts said. 

"Don't worry. Won't be any pain when I give you the Novocain. You'll 

breathe the gas and after a few minutes you'll be like a happy drunk. 

But you won't be drunk and you won't have any after effects." 
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"Drunk?" Helen said as she looked worriedly at Bess. 

Bess felt uneasy. She knew nothing about Novocain, but she 

trusted the doctor. 

"That means you'll feel good," Dr. Roberts said reassuringly. "You 

will be fully relaxed, and you won't notice the Novocain injection. The 

Novocain will make your mouth numb to block the painl." He looked at 

Bess, and she nodded. 

"Okay," Helen said weakly. She sat back in the chair and closed 

her eyes. 

The procedure took approximately a half hour to complete. Bess 

was proud of how well Helen was doing, although it was a bit 

unsettling to see her young daughter so medicated. 

"The roots came out easily," the doctor said. "Each tooth has a 

single root, so taking them out was no problem. They broke off 

smoothly, so you can be thankful." He placed some gauze into Helen's 

mouth. "Bite down on this, Helen. Gently. . . . there." 

"My mouth is numb," Helen mumbled. 

"That'll wear off in an hour or so," Dr. Roberts said. "Bess, if 

Helen is feeling any pain from where I took those roots out, you can 
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give her an aspirin. In a couple of days she should wash out her mouth. 

I suggest you put a teaspoon of salt into a cup of warm water. But you 

don't want to do that too soon. You need to have the blood clot where 

the teeth were. And, Helen, don't swallow the salty water." 

"I won't," she mumbled. And the first time in the past couple of 

days she tried to smile. 

"You look wonderful," Dr. Roberts said. 

When Dr. Roberts took out the gauze, there wasn't any bleeding, 

Helen asked, "When will I get my new teeth?" 

Dr. Roberts told Bess she should bring Helen back for another 

appointment. "Come back next Friday," he said. "We'll make the 

preparations to have the bridge made--they'll make 'em in 

Minneapolis. I'll make a mold of Helen's teeth to send to the lab. Takes 

three or four weeks before the bridge comes back. Then I'll put it in. 

"I'll have new teeth? And they'll make 'em in Minneapolis?" 

"You bet, Helen. You will have brand new teeth!" 

Helen was proud of herself when she and Bess arrived home in 

the early evening. "I'm going to have a bridge," she said happily. "I'll 
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look better than ever!" She then smiled so everyone could see the 

yawning gap in her upper teeth. 

The next visit to Dr. Roberts in Bowman was easy for Helen 

because all he did was make a mold of her teeth to send to the lab in 

Minneapolis. "We'll have them back in two or three weeks," said Dr. 

Roberts. 

During the third week in June, Bess took Helen to Bowman and 

Dr. Roberts installed the bridge containing her new matching white 

front teeth. 

"I've got new teeth!" Helen said. She smiled to show off her new 

look. 

"There is one thing Dr. Roberts said Helen must not do any 

more," Bess said. 

"What's that?" Billy asked. 

"Bite into an apple!" 

*   *   * 

Bess enjoyed mowing the green prairie grass; she found the odor 

of freshly mowed hay sensual. Some of the ranchers used the gasoline-
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powered tractors, but Bess stuck to the horse-drawn mower and used 

two horses, one she'd purchased from the Lees to do the pulling. 

 

Bess and Mower 

Anna loved working with Bess and was an enthusiastic gardener-

-weeding was her passion. "Weeds take the water from the vegetables, 

Helen," Anna said. Together they searched daily for the tiniest weeds 

and watered the thirsty plants every second day. 

Anna taught Helen how to take the suckers off the tomato plants. 

"Suckers are the little branches that sprout out between the main stem 

and a branch," said Anna. "If you remove them, you give the plants 

energy to grow big tomatoes. They don't waste it on stems, branches 

and leaves." 

When haying time came, Bess, Anna, Papa, and the children 

worked together pitching the mowed grass into the hayrack so they 

could bring it up to the barn. It was hard work, but the children 

enjoyed it and Papa showed the boys how to move the hay around on 
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the hayrack to balance the load. When the hayrack was full, Papa 

would climb up on top of the hay on the hayrack and guide the horses 

to the barn where they could unload it and arrange the hay into neat 

stacks. 

 

Papa and Hayrack 

While Billy and Tip weren't old enough to operate farm 

equipment, Bess let them use Buster, the new gentle work horse, and 

the sled to take bags of salt to the various salt troughs in the lower 

pastures. 

 

Billy and Tip and Buster 



 

361 
 

 

*   *   * 

When school started, it was a big occasion! Finally, Tip would be 

able to join his brother and sisters as a new first grader! He was 

thrilled and on the first day of school, he got up before dawn and came 

into Bess’s room asking if it was time to go.  

Two weeks after the school year started, Anna came home with a 

dejected look on her face. After supper, she said, "Bess, we need to 

talk." 

"Stone johnnie time?" asked Bess. 

"Yes," said Anna as she grabbed her sweater and walked out the 

door. 

Something's bothering her for sure, thought Bess as she followed 

Anna up the hill to the stone johnnie. 

"Something's gotta be done about that woman," Anna said in an 

angry voice. "She complains about everything!" 

"You mean that woman, Mrs. Tollifson?" 
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"Yes, that woman! After school we had a special school board 

meeting to talk about a new swing set for the playground. It was 

supposed to be a good meeting. Fun. And then she shows up." 

"What did she want? What did she say?" 

"We were discussing the swing sets and she started complaining 

about the way I teach. Bess, she doesn't have any children in the 

school. I don't know if she has any children at all. She lives about five 

miles east of Haley." 

"What about the way you teach?" asked Bess. 

"She thinks that we should be teaching some of the stories from 

the Bible. Like the story of creation." 

"What?" asked Bess as she lit her cigarette. "Bible stories? Those 

are for Sunday school." 

"She also says we ought to offer a prayer before we start school. I 

told her that we start with a pledge of allegiance to the flag. She says 

saying the pledge is not enough." 

"What did the board members say? Mr. Feist. He's on the board." 
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"They just listened and let her talk," said Anna. "They didn't 

argue with her. I did." Anna was close to tears and Bess put her hand 

on her shoulder. 

"So what came of it?" 

"Nothing. The board members just stared at her--didn't offer so 

much as a nod. Oh, it makes me so angry, Bess." She took a deep breath 

and sighed. "We're not supposed to be teaching religion in schools. I 

learned that in college--separation of church and state." 

"Separation of church and state is in the constitution?" 

"No," said Anna. "The constitution says that Congress can't make 

a law respecting an establishment of religion. Separation of church and 

state was a phrase that Thomas Jefferson coined in a letter he wrote to 

the Danbury Baptists. I think the concept really came from Roger 

Williams when he left Massachusetts and founded the colony of Rhode 

Island." 

"I knew there was something about religion in the constitution," 

said Bess. 
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"Keep religion out of the schools," said Anna. "The founding 

fathers learned that lesson from history. They weren’t against religion-

-just keep it separate from the government." 

"I thought we all learned that lesson by now," said Bess. 

"We didn’t," said Anna. "I’m frustrated and disappointed that the 

board didn't say anything about it. I also think she doesn't like the idea 

of our living together." 

"I suppose it goes against her religion," said Bess with sarcasm. 

"Against the Bible." 

“I know,” said Anna. “And we haven’t seen the end of that 

woman.” 

“How’s that?” asked Bess. 

“She’s gonna run for the school board this Fall.” 

* * * 
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Chapter Thirty-Eight 

Anna’s prediction regarding Mrs. Tollifson’s desire to run for the 

school board came true and, in the November 1921 election, she won a 

seat on the three-member board. Luckily there were two members on 

the board—Mr. Lee and Mrs. Currie—who strongly supported the 

separation of church and state as well as supporting the teaching of 

evolution.  

Heavy snow fell between Christmas and the new year, but the 

temperature did not drop below zero. The snow was the 'light stuff 

that blows with the slightest breeze,' as Papa put it, rather than the wet 

sticky kind that piles up. The snow continued to fall for three days, and 

when it stopped, the winds came and blew the light stuff around the 

prairie creating huge drifts. 

Billy and Tip helped Papa herd the sheep and cattle to the corrals 

where they could be easily fed with the stacked hay and the cotton 

seed cake. A huge snowdrift built up and almost touched the roof on 

the south side of the barn, and Helen and Marion found a way to climb 

up the drift to a small ledge about six feet from the roof. 
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During the middle of a Saturday afternoon, Helen burst open the 

front door. "Mama, come quick! The roof fell in!" she shouted as she 

turned and ran back toward the barn leaving the front door wide open. 

Stunned, Bess and Anna grabbed their coats and raced outside 

toward the back of the barn fearing the worst. The barn roof has 

collapsed, she thought with dread. As she and Anna rounded the corner 

of the barn, they saw Helen kneeling at the base of a pile of snow. 

"She's all covered up," shouted Helen as she pointed to the snow 

pile. 

"They dug a cave," said Anna as she pointed to the pile where 

they could sense some movement. "The roof caved in and Marion's 

buried." 

Bess and Anna began to use their hands to dig into the snow 

where they found Marion squirming around under about a foot of 

snow. 

Her eyes wide, Marion said, "It fell in! I didn't do nothin'." 

Bess was immediately relieved Marion was not hurt--just 

embarrassed from being buried in the snow. She and Anna pulled 

Marion out of the snow pile unhurt--but Marion's cheeks were a 
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blazing red from the cold snow. And she was covered head to toe with 

the soft white powder. 

"Let's get inside and warm you up," said Bess as she and Anna 

walked the shivering eleven-year old girl back to the house. She's not 

hurt, thought Bess. More frightened than anything else. "Let's get this 

snow off and change your clothes. 

Bess and Anna brushed the snow off Marion and led her into the 

house. Anna wrapped a blanket around her and sat her near the warm 

stove as Bess fetched some fresh clothes. 

"I'll make some hot cocoa for you, Marion," said Mama. 

"Tell me what happened," said Bess to both Marion and Helen. 

Marion began to sip the cocoa. "It was scary," she said fighting 

back tears. "I was just digging and then the roof just fell down on me 

and it got dark." 

"We were digging a snow cave," said Helen. "The snow wasn't 

hard, but it was packed. And it was fun." 

"Snow drifts can also be dangerous," said Anna. "What if you had 

been down by the river?" 
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Marion was silent as tears welled up in her eyes. "I'm sorry, 

Mama." 

"A snow drift isn't a place where you should build a snow cave," 

said Bess. "There's nothing to support the roof. It'll cave in . . . like it 

did." 

"This was a good lesson, Bess," said Anna in a soft voice so the 

children wouldn't hear. "They won't do it again." 

Bess smiled. "Our adventure for the day," she said. 

*   *   * 

Anna was excited when she came home from school on the last 

Friday in April. "Bess, you got a letter from Pearle," she said as she 

walked in and handed the letter to Bess. 

Bess opened the letter and scanned it. "She's inviting us to come 

to Chicago this summer! Says July would be the best time." She handed 

the letter to Anna. 

Anna read through the letter. "We can go by train," she said. 

"Milwaukee Road straight from Scranton to Chicago. Overnight, too." 

"Overnight?" said Bess. 
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"Train leaves in the late afternoon," said Anna. "We can get a 

sleeper. Pullman car. Will be fun!" 

"She made a list of some of the things we can do," said Bess. 

"Museums, the schools in the area, shopping downtown, the 

stockyards, and even a baseball game!" 

"She suggested a couple of weeks there," said Anna. "Do you 

think we can spend two weeks?" 

"Maybe a week," said Bess. "A long week. I'll answer her letter 

and tell her we'll come." 

Anna put her arms around Bess. "A vacation together," she 

whispered. "Just the two of us." 

* * * 

Shearing time brought not only the warm late spring days, but 

also a pile of work. Bess was in a quandary. It was clear Papa couldn't 

do the work without a lot of help, and last year, after Ken's death, Allen 

Lee and his two sons--neighbors to the west--did the shearing and 

Papa pitched in the best he could. But the Lee boy had moved to 

Wyoming late last summer and would not be in the Haley area this 

year. 
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During the past fall, Bess had discussed this problem with Sig 

Harland--the rancher who gave Bess her dog, Buck. Sig told her some 

of the ranchers were hiring a group of Mexicans--four families moved 

from ranch to ranch in a convoy and sheared sheep. They brought their 

own equipment, were relatively inexpensive, and all they needed from 

the ranchers for whom they sheared sheep was a butchered wether--a 

neutered male yearling sheep--and six chickens. 

Bess had asked Sig to contact the group for her and by mid-

February, arrangements had been made for the Mexican group to shear 

the sheep in early June. The letter from the principal contact of the 

Mexicans was Hector Lopez, and during the last week of May, Bess 

received a letter from him saying he would be at her place on the first 

Monday in May. In the letter he asked Bess to make sure the butchered 

wether and six chickens were ready for them as they would be setting 

up camp and cooking their suppers. 

On Monday in the late afternoon, two automobiles and a truck 

pulled up in front of Bess's home. Bess and Papa went outside to greet 

them--it was as though a convoy had arrived. Four older Model I Ford 

cars and an overloaded truck. As they approached the lead car, a short 

man with a handlebar mustache and tattered hat came up to greet 

them and extended his hand. 
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"Miss Parker?" the man said with a broad smile that accentuated 

his pearly white teeth. "Hector Lopez. We're here to shear the sheep." 

"Pleased to meet you, Mr. Lopez," said Bess. "We have the meat 

you requested. My father, Mr. Stewart, will be bringing it up from the 

root cellar." 

Mr. Lopez looked at the buildings and pointed to a flat area just 

down the hill from the barn near a haystack. "Can we park and set up 

our camp there?” he asked. 

Bess nodded and Mr. Lopez turned and said something in 

Spanish to the three men who had gotten out of their cars. The men 

shouted, again in Spanish, to the man driving the truck who proceeded 

to drive down and park it beside the haystack. 

Bess had told Mr. Lopez in her letter she had five hundred head 

of sheep to be sheared. Mr. Lopez explained he would have four men 

doing the shearing. "Each of them can shear about ten sheep an hour," 

he said. "An hour includes the time it takes to catch the sheep and get it 

into position for shearing. The hour is an average. It means we can do 

about three hundred during the first day, and then finish off on the 

next." 
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Bess was amazed. Ten sheep an hour, she thought. That's twice as 

fast as we've ever been able to do. "That sounds good," said Bess. "Will 

you be camping here for two or three nights?" 

"Three," said Mr. Lopez. "We'll finish up on the second day and 

make sure everything is clean and back in order. "We'll leave bright 

and early on Thursday after we have all the wool sacks piled the way 

you want them." He paused. "Will a truck be coming to pick them up on 

Thursday?" 

"On Friday," said Bess. "Truck comes on Friday." 

"We'll be ready to start at about seven in the morning," said Mr. 

Lopez. He looked toward the barn and corral. "You've got the sheep in 

the corral already." 

"About half of 'em," said Bess. "We'll bring the rest up tomorrow 

afternoon when you're done for the day." 

Such a pleasant man, Bess thought as Mr. Lopez turned and 

walked back to his car. And his English is perfect--without accent. She 

watched as the others drove their cars the short distance down the hill 

and parked near the truck. 
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After supper Bess and Anna walked up the hill to the stone 

johnnie. As they looked down on the pasture below where the 

Mexicans were camping, they could see the whiffs of smoke coming 

from their campfire. 

"This is going to be quite an experience, Anna," said Bess as she 

drew a puff on her cigarette. "Sig Harland says these folks are really 

good--and fast." The odor of the food cooking in the Mexican camp 

began to reach the stone johnnie. 

"And they know how to cook," Anna laughed. 

The Mexican team delivered on their promise to complete the 

shearing in less than two days. After the team left the homestead, Bess 

and Anna walked up to the stone johnnie where Bess told Anna about 

the results--that the yield from the 505 Rambouillet sheep at about 

eight pounds per fleece was approximately four thousand pounds 

filling fourteen large wool sacks. At forty-seven cents per pound, Bess 

could sell the fourteen wool sacks for nearly two thousand dollars. And 

at the cost of shearing at thirty cents per fleece, her expenses were one 

hundred and fifty dollars - a profit of over eighteen hundred dollars. 

Anna was right about the cooking abilities of the Mexican 

women. During the two full days when the shearing was underway, the 
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children wandered down to the camp. "Mama was a little upset with 

the children," said Anna. "They spent a lot of time with the Mexican 

women and children--and ate a lot of their food." 

"I know," said Bess. "Helen told me it was delicious." 

"It was a little funny when they came to supper and none of them 

were hungry," said Anna. "They were eating all afternoon." 

Bess smiled. "Mexican food is delicious. Lots of spices." 

"Billy couldn't stop talking about the mutton stew," said Anna. 

"Mama didn't say anything, but she wasn't pleased!" 

"Maybe she’ll do some Mexican cooking in the future," said Bess. 

"Mama had that look in her eyes!" 

*   *   * 

A week before school finished for the year, Bess drove to the 

school to pick up the children. As she drove into the school yard, Helen 

came running completely out of breath. "Billy got into a fight," she said. 

"He beat up one of the older boys. Tommy Stearns. But Tommy started 

it! He did!" She turned and ran back toward the group of children over 

near the field where they were playing softball. 
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Bess hurried over to the field to find out what was going on and 

found Billy standing by Marion who was being very protective. His hair 

was messed up and his face was red. "He started it," Billy said. "He 

pushed me." 

Bess looked around and saw a group of parents surrounding a 

young boy around Billy's age who was crying and his nose was 

bleeding. Anna was standing near them listening to their complaints. 

Bess walked over to Anna and said, "What happened?" 

"Billy's been in a fight," whispered Anna. "One of the Stearns 

boys." 

A woman whom Bess thought was the boy's mother said in an 

angry voice, "That boy over there." She pointed at Billy. "He punched 

my son in the face. His nose is bleeding?" 

"I'm so sorry," Bess said with a concerned look. "Is there 

anything I can do?" 

"Take that boy home and give him a lickin'," she said almost, 

spitting the words out. 

"Mrs. Stearns," said Anna, to the furious woman, "Billy will be 

disciplined." 
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Disciplined? Bess thought as she looked at Anna. "Anna, Helen 

said Tommy started the fight." 

"He hit my boy," shouted the woman. "He's bleeding!" 

She's obviously angry, Bess thought, and she's not in any mood to 

talk about the circumstances. She walked over to Marion and Billy. 

"Tommy pushed Billy," said Marion. "He's always tried to be a 

bully. He pushed him a couple of times and tried to hit him. Billy hit 

him back. Punched him right in the nose!" she said with a smile. "Only 

one punch, too! He deserved it!" 

"He pushed me and tried to hit me," said Billy. "Called me a name 

too!" 

"Are you hurt, Billy?" said Bess. 

"Nah," said Billy. "Punched him like Grandpa told me." 

"Grandpa told you?" Bess asked incredulous. 

"He said when you punch somebody; don't use only your arm. 

Throw your whole body into it . . . like this." Billy demonstrated to Bess 

how he punched the boy using his right hand and swinging his body 

into the punch. 
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"No wonder you gave him a bloody nose," Bess said. "Best not to 

fight, Billy." 

"But he started it," Billy protested. 

Anna walked over to Bess and Billy. "Billy," she said in a stern 

voice. "You shouldn't have punched Tommy. Fighting is not allowed at 

school." 

"But he started it," Billy whimpered. "You should go over to 

Tommy and tell him you're sorry you hit him," said Anna. 

What Anna said startled Bess. "Anna, the Stearns boy started the 

fight. It wasn't Billy's fault." 

"Billy should apologize, Bess," Anna said in a voice Bess didn't 

recognize. It was forceful--almost harsh. "We can talk about this later." 

Bess's eyes widened. "Anna," she said. 

"Miss Matthews," Anna said as she took Billy's arm. "Come with 

me, Billy." 

Anna took Billy over to the bleeding Sterns boy. "Tommy," she 

said, "Billy wants to tell you something." She looked down at Billy. 

"Apologize to him, Billy. Now." 
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Billy had tears in his eyes and looked up at Anna. "Apologize?" he 

asked in a soft voice. "He started it," Anna. 

"Miss Matthews," Anna said in a low voice. "Yes. Apologize now. 

Tell him you're sorry." 

By now, Billy was almost in tears. He was a year younger and a 

grade behind Tommy who was standing close to his mother with his 

arm around her waist--almost clinging. 

"I'm sorry," Tommy," said Billy. "I'm sorry I hit you." Billy looked 

up at Anna, turned around and ran back to where Bess and Marion 

were standing. 

"I 'pologized," said Billy. "But he should tell me he's sorry! He 

started it!" 

Bess put her arm around Billy. "Let's go home and have some 

supper. You're not in trouble, Billy. Not with me. I'm just glad you don't 

have the bloody nose." Tough kid, Bess thought. Must have been a good 

punch. I'll try not to smile. 

But I must have a conversation with Anna. 

When Bess returned to the school house after taking the children 

home, she was upset. Never had Anna spoken to her with such force 
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and, as Bess felt, in such a rude fashion. Miss Matthews, she thought I've 

never called Anna Miss Matthews. 

Anna was waiting on the porch as Bess drove up. Bess didn't exit 

the car but waited until Anna came and got into the front seat. 

"Miss Matthews," said Bess as Anna shut the door. "Ready to go 

home?" 

Anna appeared startled as she looked at Bess. "Of course I'm 

ready to go home, Bess. And please forgive my earlier formality." 

"Billy didn't start the fight, Anna" said Bess. "You know he 

didn’t." 

"Of course I do," said Anna. "Tommy did. Are you angry?" 

Bess paused. "I'm disappointed you didn't stand up for Billy." 

"Bess, I couldn't. You've got to understand my position and who 

we were dealing with." 

"But Tommy started the fight." 

"I know. But did you know Mrs. Stearns and Mrs. Tollifson are 

best friends?" 

"She's best friends with that woman?" Bess's eyes were wide. 
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"Best friends," said Anna. 

Bess smiled. "Like I said, Anna, you handled a tricky situation 

well!" Bess laughed. 

"The Stearns family is new here--they live out east near the 

Tollifson's. Same sort of folks--religious and unpleasant." 

"Just what we need around here," said Bess. 

"I wanted Mrs. Stearns to know I don't show any favoritism. 

Don't want her to be an enemy." 

"I understand now," said Bess. "Good approach." 

"I'll talk to Billy when we get home. Make sure he understands I 

wasn't mad at him. Actually, Bess, I kind of liked the fact he punched 

Tommy. Tommy is a bully." 

"Got what he deserved!" said Bess. 

*   *   * 

Chapter Thirty-Nine 

Bess had corresponded frequently with Pearle, and she and Anna 

had finally settled on dates for their trip to Chicago in July. They 

planned to leave on Saturday and return home on the following 
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Monday, giving them a little over a week. July would be a good time to 

travel--Mama and Papa could look after the children. Anna had 

carefully made the reservations to ensure they would be riding in a 

Pullman sleeping car so the overnight trip to Chicago would be most 

comfortable. 

On Saturday morning Papa drove the Hupp to Scranton to take 

Anna and Bess to the train. When the train chugged in from the west, 

huffing and puffing, Bess felt excited. It was her first long trip away 

from home--a real vacation, she thought. And with Anna! 

Papa walked Anna and Bess to the passenger car and gave them 

a hug and kiss on the cheek. "Be safe, my Bessie," he said. Then he 

turned to Anna, hugged her and kissed her on the cheek. He smiled. "Be 

safe, my Anna!" 

Anna blushed and grinned at Bess. "We'll be safe, Papa," she said. 

Bess and Anna boarded the train and settled in their seats. The 

ride in the Pullman car was exceptionally smooth. "The trains have 

certainly improved," Bess said. 

"We'll even get to use the dining car," Anna said. "We should go 

there when they make up the sleeping car for us tonight." 
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Sleeping car, Bess thought. Sleeping on a train. This is going to be 

exciting! And fun! 

The service in the dining car was excellent and the food was far 

better than Bess had expected. "What fun to have a nice supper and be 

able to gaze at the countryside," she said. As the train passed through 

the little town of Lemmon, South Dakota, Bess pointed to a large 

building just up the street from the railroad tracks. "I registered for my 

homestead in the brick building. Over there." 

Anna smiled. "That was a long time ago," she said. "You've been 

through a lot since then." 

"Indeed I have," Bess said. 

Bess was filled with excitement as she crawled into her sleeping 

booth and wasn't sure if she would be able to sleep. Surprisingly, she 

slept well--only waking up once and feeling a bit bewildered about 

where she was. Then she remembered: I'm on a train to Chicago with 

Anna. And with those pleasant thoughts in her head, and the gentle 

swaying and distant clickety-click of the train passing over the cold 

black steel rails, she fell back fast asleep. 

* * * 
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Bess awoke to the sound of Anna's cheerful voice. "Good 

morning, Bess. Time for breakfast!" 

Bess opened her eyes. She was a bit groggy. "Where are we?” 

Anna took Bess's hand. "The conductor said we're just about to 

go into Wisconsin," Anna said. "He said we will be crossing the 

Mississippi River soon. During breakfast, maybe." 

Bess's heart swelled. I've always wanted to cross the Mississippi! 

While Bess and Anna were having breakfast, the train made its 

stop in La Crosse, Wisconsin. "We'll cross the Mississippi River right 

after we leave the station," Anna said. "The bridge is long and I've 

crossed it before--the river is wide." 

"Wider than the Grand River back home?" Bess laughed. 

Anna laughed. "Quite so!” 

Anna was right. The Mississippi River was massive. It was much 

wider than Bess had thought. "So impressive," she said as she gazed in 

awe at the broad expanse of the mighty river and its steady, powerful 

flow. 
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The train stopped in Milwaukee at around noontime, and shortly 

after three o'clock, it arrived at the expansive train station in Chicago. 

As they were coming into Chicago, Bess marveled at the large city. The 

ride seemed endless from the time they started through the outer 

suburbs to the train station. Building after building, and they all seem to 

be getting bigger. Her eyes were wide as they departed the Pullman car 

and walked into the cavernous waiting area. There to greet them was 

Frank Swanson with a broad smile on his face. 

"Welcome to Chicago," he said as he hugged Bess and Anna. "Let 

me have your suitcases and we'll go out to La Grange. Pearle is making 

dinner for you." 

Frank took Bess and Anna to his car, a spacious black automobile 

with white sidewall tires. "This is our new Packard. They make good 

cars and Pearle and I find it ideal." 

As they drove out of the train station, Frank pointed out different 

places along the way. He motioned to a tall tower to the right. "The 

home offices for Sears Roebuck are in the building with the tower." 

"So catalog orders go there?" Bess asked. 

"Yep," Frank said. 



 

385 
 

As they drove through Cicero, he pointed to a massive structure 

to the north. "They make all the telephones there—the  Hawthorne 

Works for Western Electric. The factory is one of the largest in the 

world. Like a city in one massive building." 

"There sure are a lot of manufacturing companies in Chicago," 

Bess said. "Seeing them is impressive." 

"Chicago's the manufacturing center of the country," Frank said 

proudly. "Our company, Butler Paper, is located further west." 

The drive from the train station to Pearle and Frank's home took 

nearly an hour, and when they arrived, Pearle greeted them warmly. 

"Welcome to Chicago," she said. "I've been waiting for this for a long 

time." 

The Swansons lived in a large two-story home on a tree-lined 

street in La Grange, Illinois, approximately thirteen miles slightly 

southwest of the center of Chicago. The houses along the beautiful 

street all had meticulously trimmed green grass lawns, and the streets 

were made of neatly arranged brick. 

"I want you to meet Harriet," Pearle said. "She is the same age as 

your daughter Helen." 
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Harriet, rather shy, stepped forward. "How do you do?" she 

asked politely. "I'm Harriet. Mother has told me a lot about you, and a 

lot about your two daughters, Marion and Helen. I feel like we're 

cousins!" 

Harriet was a beautiful girl. She resembled Pearle--tall, good 

posture, long brown hair, and a strong chin giving her a look of 

confidence and grace. 

"Very pleased to meet you," Bess said. 

"I'm delighted to meet you," Anna said. "What grade are you in?" 

"I’m in the fifth grade," Harriet said. 

"Let me show you to your room," Pearle said. "We have only one 

spare bedroom, and I hope you don’t mind staying together." 

Bess looked at Anna who was smiling with her tongue in her 

cheek. "I suppose that would be fine, Pearle." 

The supper Pearle prepared was delicious--a delightful fish with 

asparagus and a fresh salad. "Whitefish," she said. "Comes from Lake 

Superior up north." 
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Frank discussed what they had planned for Bess and Anna. "We 

want you to tour the city. We want to show you around La Grange first-

-the schools and the downtown. You can go into Chicago with Pearle 

and Harriet to some of the stores, like Marshall Fields, and just walk 

around. Maybe ride a streetcar or two." 

"You will love Marshall Fields," Pearle said. "The store is very 

large and quite elegant. The pride of Chicago retailing." 

"Riding a streetcar would be fun," Bess said. 

"I'll take you to the Chicago stockyards on Wednesday. You'll 

look over the big meatpacking plants, Armour and Swift. Smell them 

too! Pearle will take you to the Museum of Natural History on 

Thursday. And on Friday, we have a big surprise." 

"Surprise?" Anna said. 

"We have tickets for a baseball game. The New York Giants are in 

town to play the Cubs. We have good seats at Cubs Park." 

Bess and Anna were impressed with the thoughtfulness Pearle 

and Frank had put into their upcoming itinerary. Anna was particularly 

interested in seeing the schools, while Bess's mind was on the 
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stockyards. They were both excited about seeing the Cubs. I bet the 

Cubs are much better than the Haley team for sure! Bess thought. 

On Monday, Pearl took Bess and Anna on a tour of La Grange. 

Pearle called it a "village" and said it was founded in 1879 as a place for 

people to escape living in the city of Chicago. According to Pearle, La 

Grange was named after a town in Tennessee. It was first called 

Kensington. The founder, Franklin Dwight Cossitt, was a successful 

grocer in Chicago, and he discovered there was another town in Illinois 

with the Kensington name. Accordingly, he named the village La 

Grange after the town in which he grew up near his parents' farm. To 

Bess, La Grange was like an immense city, but without the tall 

buildings. There were dozens of tree-lined brick streets and parks and 

several businesses in a centralized shopping area. What impressed 

Bess and Anna the most was the large school, Lyons Township High 

School. "Harriet will go to high school there," Pearle said. 
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Lyons Township High School 

"The school is bigger than the one in Scranton," Anna laughed. 

"Lyons Township is one of the best schools in the Chicago area," 

Pearle said. 

"I wonder what Marion and Helen would think about going to 

such a large school. Such an experience will be so different from what 

they're used to." Then she looked Anna who was wide-eyed. "But of 

course they have the best teacher in the state of North Dakota!" 

That evening at supper, Pearle was telling Frank about the La 

Grange tour. 

"I love the school," Anna said. "Such an impressive building—

larger than any I've seen, even in Wisconsin." 

"I'm going to take you out to St. Charles to the place where I 

work, the Butler Paper Company," Frank said, "You can find out what a 

large business really is." Frank had told them he was the corporate 

treasurer. He balanced the books and made sure the company paid the 

bills. 

"What kinds of paper?" Anna asked. "Stationery? Tablets for 

schools?" 
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"All kinds," Frank said. "We provide paper for the Chicago 

Tribune and we've even provided paper for the US Congress. The kind 

of paper we make is used more in industry--for newspapers, and so 

forth." 

That night, after everyone had settled in for the evening, Bess lay 

with Anna in the small but comfortable bed. Anna was tried from all 

the travel and had fallen asleep quite fast. While Bess struggled to keep 

her eyes open, she was processing everything she had seen and 

experienced in Chicago. It was a wonderful place, and now she 

understood why Pearl had been so persistent in wanting the girls to 

come live with her for a few years. It was a much bigger place with a lot 

of opportunity. Bess had a lot of thinking to do, but instead she allowed 

the sleepiness to take over. 
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Chapter Forty 

 

The next morning, after a wonderful egg and bacon breakfast 

courtesy of Pearle, Frank took Bess and Anna to the Butler Paper 

Company headquarters in St. Charles, about twenty miles west of La 

Grange. It was an impressive brick building--two stories and almost a 

block long. Outside the building were neat rows of shrubs along the 

street where the entrance was located. 

"Is this where you make the paper?" Bess asked. 

"No, we have plants around the country where the paper is 

actually made. These are just the corporate offices where we run the 

business." 

Frank took Bess and Anna up to his office on the second floor. 

Scattered throughout the floor were people--mostly women--busily 

working on adding and accounting machines that created a low 

clickety-clack sound throughout the floor. Frank's office was on the 

northwest corner and had windows on both the north and western 

walls. The large dark brown wooden desk was placed by the eastern 

wall, and file cabinets were lined up behind the desk and on the south 

walls. Several piles of papers and folders were neatly arranged on the 
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desk and a large clean blotter claimed the center. The leather chair was 

plush and looked comfortable, as if it were inviting someone to sit 

down and relax. A large rectangular polished wood table sat in the 

middle of the room with six chairs, two on each side and one at each 

end. 

"This is where I work," Frank said. 

Just then, a man entered the office. He was dressed in a dark 

well-tailored suit. "Mr. Butler," Frank said, "I would like you to meet 

Miss Bess Parker and Miss Anna Matthews." 

Mr. Butler extended his hand. "Frank told me that you would be 

coming to visit," he said. "Welcome to the Butler Paper Company." 

"Mr. Butler is the president of the company," Frank said. 

Bess shook his hand. "My pleasure," she said. 

"Delighted to meet you," Anna said. 

"I understand that you're from the western Dakotas," Mr. Butler 

said politely and with genuine interest. 

"Yes," Bess said. "Haley, North Dakota, but my homestead is just 

across the state line in South Dakota." 
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"And Frank tells me that you homesteaded. By yourself?" 

"Yes," Bess said a bit proudly. 

"And you were only twenty-one years old?" 

"Yes again," Bess said. "I wanted to homestead ever since I was a 

teenager, and I made plans to do it." 

"And you did it!" Mr. Butler said. "Impressive, young lady. Not 

many women could do that. And not many men, for that matter." 

"It was hard work," Bess said. "A lot of bumps along the way." 

"I can imagine!" Mr. Butler looked at Anna. "And I'm told that 

you're a teacher. Important job." 

"I teach at the Haley school, grades one through eight." 

"Best education you can get, I hear," Mr. Butler said. "One-room 

schoolhouse and everybody learns. I've been to South Dakota many 

times, but only in the southern part of the Black Hills. I'm thinking 

about buying some land for a ranch in the southern hills near Hot 

Springs. Have you ever visited Hot Springs?" 

"No," Bess said. 

"Me neither," Anna said. 
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"Beautiful country, it is," he said. "Fanny, my wife, and I love it. 

Hot Springs is resort-like--excellent climate. They have, as you might 

have guessed, warm mineral springs. They're not really hot, but they 

are warm. We're also thinking about building a home that we can visit 

often and perhaps enjoy some extended stays." 

"Sounds like a nice place," Bess said. 

"If you come to the southern hills and we're settled, please pay 

us a visit." Mr. Butler sat down at the table and took out a pen and 

sheet of paper. "Here's my address. Let me know whenever you come 

to Hot Springs. Fanny and I would be delighted to show you around." 

"Thank you, Mr. Butler," Bess said as she took the sheet of paper. 

"We certainly will." 

Mr. Butler remained in Frank's office for a few more minutes, 

and then made a graceful exit. Frank said, "His family started this 

company in 1844. They were the first company to supply paper to the 

US Congress." 

After touring the building, Frank took Bess and Anna back to La 

Grange where they spent the rest of the day visiting with Pearle and 

Harriet. Bess was impressed with the people she'd met and the things 

she'd seen. 
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Chapter Forty-One 

 

Bess woke up and stretched her limbs. Being in La Grange had 

been nothing but excitement and fun. It was so different from what she 

had ever experienced. Of course Haley paled in comparison to La 

Grange in size, but it was exciting to anticipate what a big city would 

have to offer. Bess had grown up in a small town, and when she moved 

to Haley, she'd wanted a very quiet and rural lifestyle. But being in a 

big city, with so many people with so many things to do sparked 

something in her she hadn't realized was missing in her life. While she 

felt she wasn't ready to live in such a bustling place day in and day out, 

she appreciated the culture and opportunities. 

After breakfast, Bess and Anna headed downtown with Pearle 

and Harriet and visited the various stores in what was called "the 

Loop," an area whose perimeter was marked by the electric elevated 

trains. "The best way to go downtown is by train," Pearle said. "We'll 

take the train down to the Loop area after nine o'clock when the 

passenger coaches are not so crowded, and then we'll walk to Marshall 

Field's. If we need to go somewhere further away, we'll take the 

streetcars." 
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"I want to ride on a streetcar," Anna said. 

"Me too," Bess said. "Even for a short distance." 

"We'll ride one," Pearle said. "You'll discover it can be rather 

crowded." 

The train downtown was nearly full, but Pearle, Bess, Anna, and 

Harriet found seats--two near the front of the car and two near the 

rear. Anna sat with Harriet and Bess with Pearle, and by the time they 

reached the train station, the car was completely full. "I wonder what 

this is like when people go to work early in the morning," Bess said. 

"It's very crowded, but they run more trains to keep up with the 

loads," Pearle said. 

They walked through the crowded sidewalks full of people with 

clanging streetcars and automobiles stalled at intersections, making 

Bess feel with a sense of humor that the traffic in Haley was not so bad. 

While it was not far from the train station to Marshall Field's, the 

crowded sidewalks made it feel like a great distance. 

When they arrived at the street corner of Washington Street and 

State Street, Pearl stopped. "Before we go in, let me tell you some 

history of this store." 
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Bess and Anna looked up in awe at the gigantic Marshall Field’s 

building. It was over twelve stories high and spanned a full city block. 

According to Pearle, the store opened in 1852 by an 

entrepreneur named Potter Palmer, who'd later built the Palmer House 

Hotel just a couple of blocks away. The original store had burned down 

during the Great Chicago Fire in 1871 and with a lot of frenzied work, 

they were successful in getting most of the merchandise out of the 

store before it was totally consumed. The building was rebuilt, and in 

1881, an entrepreneur named Marshall Field bought it and renamed 

the store Marshall Field & Company. The building now was what 

resulted from several additions and constructed in 1914, 

encompassing the entire square city block, bounded by Washington, 

State, Wabash, and Randolph Streets. 

Pearle pointed to the large clock jutting out over the street. "The 

clock marked the completion of the store as it appears today. While the 

original company sold both retail and wholesale goods--those were 

sold at a different location--this store became upscale retail and the 

largest department store in the world, larger than Wanamaker's in 

Philadelphia and R.H. Macy’s in New York. But I don't know if the store 

is still the largest." 
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They wandered through the various floors of the luxurious store 

and had a delightful lunch in one of the many in-store restaurants. Bess 

wanted to find something for the children, but she was taken aback by 

how expensive things were. 

"What can we get the children?" Bess asked as they browsed 

around the store. 

"Maybe we can buy a journal or something for the girls ," Anna 

suggested. 

"Good idea," Bess said. "I was thinking about something like 

scarves or maybe blouses, but Mama makes things for them." 

"A journal or diary is practical," Anna said. 

"Maybe an airplane . . . you know, one of those balsa gliders for 

Billy." 

"Yes," Anna said. "How about a tape measure for Tip, one of 

those spring tape measures that retract into a steel case. He'll like to 

measure how long things are and how wide. And it can help him with 

his arithmetic." 

"A tape measure would be special to him. And what for Mama?" 

Bess said. 
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"I think she would enjoy a pretty scarf. Something not too bright 

but in a soft color and warm," Anna said. 

"Perfect. And pipe tobacco for Papa," Bess said. 

"Does he smoke cigars?" Pearle asked. 

"I've seen him have one," Bess said. 

"Then buy a half-dozen good Cuban cigars. Men always like 

those," Pearle said. 

After lunch, they purchased the gifts--journals and pens for the 

girls, a model airplane and glue for Billy, a tape measure for Tip, and 

six long Cuban cigars. This has been an experience of a lifetime, Bess 

thought, as they walked back to the train station. 

* * * 

Thursday morning at breakfast, Frank said, "Today we'll look at 

the Union Stockyards and stop at the Field Museum of Natural History. 

The stockyards won't take long. You'll be able to view them along with 

the big meatpacking plants in the distance. We'll take the streetcar." 

"You'll be able to smell the stockyards too." Pearle wrinkled her 

nose. "I've never gotten used to the stench." 
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As they drove from La Grange to the stockyards, Frank provided 

a little history and scope of the immense meatpacking industry in 

Chicago. The real name of the Chicago Stockyards was the Union 

Stockyard and Transit Company. The stockyards employed about forty 

thousand people and provide over eighty percent of the domestic meat 

consumed in the United States. Most of the people who worked there 

worked for the major meatpackers, Armour and Swift. 

"How many livestock do they handle?" Bess asked. 

"I've heard this four-hundred-acre area holds maybe seventy 

thousand hogs, twenty thousand cattle, and about the same number of 

sheep at any one time." 

"I've read The Jungle by Upton Sinclair," Anna said. "I couldn't 

believe what I was reading. It described how dreadful the working 

conditions in the meat packing plants were. Sinclair had gone 

undercover and worked in one of the plants to expose the unsanitary 

and dangerous conditions." 

"I remember reading it with Papa," Bess said. "Gruesome. I try 

not to think about it when I sell the cattle--knowing where they are 

headed." 
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"They passed some laws about meat inspection," said Anna. 

"Maybe the laws improved things." 

As they approached the Union Stockyards, Bess could sense the 

distinct and unpleasant odor Pearle mentioned. 

"The stench is sort of a combination of animal waste and death," 

Frank said. "There's nothing else like it. We sometimes notice it in La 

Grange if the wind is blowing from the east. Fortunately, the east winds 

don’t blow often." 

Frank drove to a clearing on the north edge of the stockyards and 

parked the car. They got out of the vehicle and walked to a place where 

they could look out over the pens and hear the cattle. From a distance 

they could see the huge meatpacking buildings. One building had the 

word "Armour" and another had "Swift" written in huge red letters 

covering the entire two- or three-storied walls. 

"Tell me when you've had enough," Frank chortled. "This is 

about all there is to the stockyards.." 

Bess looked over the vast expanse of wooden pens filled with 

cattle with awe. "So this is where my cattle go," she sighed. 

"So much death here," Anna said. "I can't believe how vast it is." 
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"The biggest meatpacking complex in the whole world," Frank 

said. 

They stood and gazed at the incredible spectacle for about ten 

minutes when Anna said to Bess, "Time for the museum?" 

"Yes," Bess said. "I've seen what I wanted. Thank you, Frank." 

"Next stop, the Field Museum!" 

The ride from Pershing Road to the Field Museum on the Chicago 

lakefront took about twenty minutes. The museum was built for the 

World's Columbian Exposition they held in Chicago in 1893. The major 

benefactor to the museum was Marshall Field, who had donated about 

one million dollars in the beginning. In 1905, the museum changed its 

name from the Columbian Museum of Chicago to the Field Museum of 

Natural History to honor his contribution. The Field Museum of 

Natural History was one of the largest in the country. 

"The current building is the result of about five years of 

construction funded by an eight-million-dollar gift from Marshall Field. 

The construction started in 1915 and was completed last year when 

the move from the old location took place," Frank said. 
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"The museum was originally down south near the University of 

Chicago in Jackson Park," he continued. "The building is one of the two 

remaining from the 1893 Columbian Exposition." 

"What happened to the building down south?" Anna asked. 

"I think it has been abandoned now, or at least they don’t use it 

for anything. The current location is much more convenient to the 

downtown. But I'm sure they'll find some use for it in the future. I don't 

think they'll tear it down." 

Bess and Anna marveled at the new museum. "Its focus is 

definitely on history and archeology. Papa would love this. We could 

spend days in here and not discover half of it," Bess said. 

Three hours of wandering the halls of the spectacular museum 

passed by quickly. "We should leave soon to get ahead of the traffic at 

the end of the work day. It can be terrible," Frank advised. 

As they left early, the traffic to La Grange was heavy and the trip 

took a full hour. "City traffic is bad now,” said Frank, “but it becomes 

worse around five to six o'clock." 
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While they were stuck in traffic, Bess didn't mind. It allowed her 

to take in her surroundings. Tomorrow, they would go to the Cubs' 

game. She was really enjoying Chicago. 

* * * 

Friday was bright and sunny with white puffy clouds drifting to 

the east. Just like home, Bess thought. Frank, Harriet, Bess, and Anna 

took the train downtown and then connected on two different 

streetcars to reach Cubs Park on the north side at Clark and Addison 

Street. The league-leading New York Giants were playing the fourth-

place Cubs. As they entered the ballpark, Bess was in awe. 

What stuck Bess the most was the beautiful manicured grass of 

the outfield and the near-perfect light brown color of the infield. It 

seemed tailored to perfection--much unlike the scruffy dirt field in 

Haley. On the top of the grandstand in the outfield was a massive sign 

with the words, "Chicago National League Baseball Club." 

"They're doing some major construction," Frank said as he 

pointed to the far outfield. "Mr. Wrigley--you know Wrigley gum--owns 

the team and has decided to expand the ball park. They started 

construction last December and it should be finished by the start of 
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next season. Eventually, the park will be able to seat over thirty 

thousand people." 

Thirty thousand people! Bess had never even seen so many 

people at one time. She looked around at the gathering crowd. The men 

were dressed in suits and most of them wore hats. The women, far 

fewer than the men, were wearing dresses, jackets, and hats. Rather 

formal for a sporting event . . . at least a lot more formal than the small 

gatherings for the games in Haley! 

"I want to see a home run," Anna said. 

"Me too," Bess said. "The fences in the outfield are really far 

away. They can actually hit the ball that far?" 

"Oh, yes," Frank said. "I hope the teams score a lot today because 

the action is the most fun." He pointed to the scoreboard in the far 

distance. "The Giants are in first place They won the world series last 

year over the New York Yankees.” 

Allison – I’m putting this in just to make sure the 

information is correct – the stuff won’t be in the manuscript. It’s 

the Friday, July 14, 1922 Box Score and statistics for the game in 

Chicago. 
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Bernie Friberg CF-RF 4 0 0 0 0 0 4 .265 .317 .303 .620 3 0  

Charlie Hollocher SS 3 2 2 0 1 0 4 .367 .433 .466 .899 2 5 2B 

Zeb Terry 2B 3 0 0 0 1 0 4 .300 .356 .336 .692 4 5  

Hack Miller LF 4 2 2 4 0 0 4 .341 .387 .496 .882 2 0 2·HR 

Turner Barber RF-1B 4 0 0 0 0 0 4 .319 .377 .406 .783 4 0  

John Kelleher 1B 2 1 2 0 0 0 2 .238 .301 .287 .588 10 2  

   Marty 

Callaghan CF 
2 1 1 0 0 0 2 .231 .296 .308 .603 0 0 2B 

Marty Krug 3B 3 2 2 1 0 0 4 .260 .322 .380 .702 0 2 2B,SH 

Bob O'Farrell C 4 0 1 3 0 0 4 .332 .443 .423 .866 2 0 2B 

Percy Jones P 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .107 .138 .107 .245 0 1  

   Virgil Cheeves P 4 0 0 0 0 1 4 .265 .306 .353 .658 0 3  

Team Totals 33 8 
1

0 
8 2 1 36 

.30

3 

.34

3 

.60

6 

.94

9 
27 

1

8 
 

2B: Charlie Hollocher (24); Marty Callaghan (3); Marty Krug (15); Bob O'Farrell (10). 
HR: Hack Miller 2 (6). 
SH: Marty Krug (17). 
TB: Hack Miller 8; Marty Krug 3; Charlie Hollocher 3; John Kelleher 2; Marty Callaghan 2; 
Bob O'Farrell 2. 
RBI: Hack Miller 4 (38); Bob O'Farrell 3 (21); Marty Krug (35). 
Team LOB: 4. 
Fielding 
DP: 3. John Kelleher-Charlie Hollocher-John Kelleher; Charlie Hollocher-Zeb Terry-
John Kelleher; Marty Krug-Zeb Terry-John Kelleher. 
E: Turner Barber (3). 

 

https://www.statscrew.com/baseball/results/t-CHN/y-1922
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/f/fribebe01.shtml
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/h/holloch01.shtml
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/t/terryze01.shtml
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/m/milleha01.shtml
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/b/barbetu01.shtml
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/k/kellejo02.shtml
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/c/callama01.shtml
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/c/callama01.shtml
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/k/krugma01.shtml
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/o/o'farbo01.shtml
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/j/jonespe01.shtml
https://www.baseball-reference.com/players/c/cheevvi01.shtml
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    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 R H E 

 

New York Giants 2 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 4 12 2 

 

Chicago Cubs 2 0 0 2 2 1 0 1 X 8 10 1 

WP: Virgil Cheeves (8-6) • LP: Art Nehf (12-6) 

 

The game was exciting and the Cubs won eight to four. Bess's 

and Anna's wish for home runs came true. The Cubs left fielder, Hack 

Miller, hit two home runs. And there was a lot of other scoring--only 

the second, third and seventh innings provided no runs for either team.  

After the game and on their way to the University Club 

downtown at the intersection of Michigan and Madison Avenues, Bess 

felt wonderful. Going to a baseball game with Anna. Seeing home runs! 

And stolen bases! 

They arrived at the University Club shortly before five-thirty and 

went up into the main dining room, Cathedral Hall, to wait for Pearle 

who arrived at six. At supper, Bess and Anna reflected on their visit--

how much fun it was to visit La Grange, the Butler Paper Company, the 

https://www.baseball-reference.com/teams/NYG/1922.shtml
https://www.baseball-reference.com/teams/CHC/1922.shtml
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massive Marshall Field store, the Union Stockyards, the Field Museum, 

and, of course, the baseball game. 

"You packed a lot into your visit," Pearle said. "We live here and 

rarely see so much in such a short time." 

"It takes some nice visitors like you to drag us into the city and 

enjoy the sights," said Frank. 

"Thank you so much to the both of you for showing us such a 

good time," Bess said. 

"Yes, this has been a memorable visit," Anna said. 

"Remember the invitation about sending your girls here for high 

school," said Pearle. "While they will most likely live in the west, this 

could be a great experience for them." 

Bess smiled and nodded, deep in thought. "A real education for 

sure," she said. It certainly would, she thought. 

They enjoyed their supper, laughing and chatting, and a wave of 

sadness washed over Bess. She wasn't sure exactly where it was 

coming from, but it surprised her. It could be their short vacation was 

coming to an end, and she and Anna had had such a wonderful time. It 

could also be she envied Pearle and Frank and their exposure to so 
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much culture and opportunity in the city. Never once had Bess thought 

about living in a city, as it just didn't suit her soul, but this trip had 

awakened something deep within her, and it was something she would 

never forget. Marion and Helen could have so many opportunities in 

Chicago. Would I be denying them that if they went to high school in 

Haley? Tomorrow, they would board a train back home, but Bess was 

sure she would leave a part of herself in Chicago, floating over the city 

line. 
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Chapter Forty-Two 

 

The beginning of September 1922 marked back to school for the 

children and for Anna. Marion and Helen were in the seventh grade, 

Billy in the fifth, and Tip in the second.  

Bess had sold two hundred sheep and forty heifers. She was 

lucky to sell when prices were good--they had rebounded from the 

depressed values of the previous year--but were significantly below 

the levels during the war when demand was high. The curious thing 

was that cattle prices, while lower than normal, had stabilized 

somewhat, not by the demand for meat, but by the postwar worldwide 

demand for leather. The homestead was doing well financially but was 

not flourishing as during the war. More demand when there's a war, I 

guess. We've gotta find ways keep our expenses lower than our income, 

Bess thought. That will keep us sound. 

Following the Great War, businesses, such as manufacturing, 

were having great success, but farm prices--particularly agricultural 

grain products such as wheat, corn, and oats--plummeted. Many of the 

homesteaders who had invested in expensive farm equipment for their 

grain products suffered under heavy debt, and approximately one out 



 

411 
 

of five failed. Bess felt lucky that she was debt-free and not burdened 

by debts for expensive tractors. 

The routine at the homestead settled in after the busy summer. 

In the morning, Mama would make breakfast, Anna would take the 

children to school in the Hupp, and Bess and Papa would ride out to 

check the cattle and sheep. Sometimes Bess and Papa would go hunting 

in the afternoon for pheasants and sometimes ducks. When Anna and 

the children would return from school, Billy and Tip would do their 

chores in the shed, Mama would make supper, and Marion and Helen 

would help serve. The children would take turns helping Mama clear 

the table and dry the dishes while either Bess or Anna played the 

piano. Papa would read the newspaper and smoke his pipe. 

Occasionally, he would light up a cigar that Bess had brought from 

Chicago, but never in the house. The cigars were reserved for 

whenever Bess and Papa went up to the stone johnnie on the hill for a 

smoke. 

After coming home from their trip to Chicago, Bess wrote a thank 

you letter to Pearle and Frank and, at Anna's suggestion, wrote a letter 

to Mr. Butler thanking him for his suggestion about Hot Springs and 

her intent to write to him should they plan a trip to the Black Hills. Two 

weeks after writing to him, Bess received a letter from Mr. Butler. 
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"Mr. Butler answered my letter and invited us to come to Hot 

Springs again.” 

"Maybe we should go down there after the Fourth of July next 

summer, after we go to the Cave Hills," Anna said. 

“Or instead of the Cave Hills,” said Bess. “I think going to Hot 

Springs is a great idea.” 

“I’ll look up some information about the Black Hills and Hot Springs 

in the library,” said Anna. “Might as well know something about what 

we’re going to see!” 

Bess was excited about the prospect of traveling again. Ever since 

she'd gone to Chicago, she had a need for adventure. While she always 

considered herself adventurous, she never traveled all that much. 

Visiting Chicago on the train had been a magical experience, and all 

Bess wanted to do was travel to new places. 

* * * 

One morning in late October, Bess heard Billy shouting from his 

bedroom, "Mama! Mama!" and her blood ran cold. She rushed into the 

bedroom to find Billy sitting up on his bed with his pajama top off 

staring at his chest. 
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Billy's chest was covered with small red spots, each about a half-

inch apart. Bess put her hand on Billy's forehead and he clearly had a 

fever. "Just stay in bed, Billy," she said. "We'll find out what's the 

problem," she said calmly. 

"I'm scared," Billy said. "I've never had spots before." 

Bess walked into the bedroom where Anna was getting dressed. 

"You better look at Billy," she said. "He's got red spots on his chest, and 

his forehead is warm. He's got a fever." 

"Uh-oh," Anna said as she finished dressing. "This might be what 

the Stearns boy has." Together they went to the bedroom and looked at 

Billy's chest. "I think he has chicken pox," Anna said. "Dr. Poppe said 

that's what a couple of other children got. Now I suppose the rest of the 

children in school will get come down with it, too." 

Bess was eight years old when she had come down with the 

disease. She was surprised so much time elapsed for one of her 

children to catch the disease. "I had it when I was eight. It kept me out 

of school for a whole week." 

"I had chicken pox when I was young, but I don't remember 

much about how it affected me," Anna said. "All I remember was that I 
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was itchy and my mother and father told me not to scratch. I guess it 

usually lasts a week or two." 

Bess sighed. The end of October was always a busy time; Bess 

needed to finish any lingering tasks around the homestead and buy any 

last-minute supplies before the winter settled in. Having Billy home 

could be challenging, especially if the rest of the children became ill, 

too. 

"Is there anything we can do?" Bess said. 

"Nothing, really," Anna said. "I was told you just keep 'em in bed 

and let the disease run its course. The red spots will turn to blisters 

which scab over, so we'll have to make sure he doesn't scratch the 

scabs." 

"I remember Mama using cornstarch or something. She would 

wet a rag with the cornstarch and rub it over me gently. That seemed 

to take away the itching, at least for a while." 

Just then, Mama walked into the bedroom. "Billy's got the 

chicken pox," Bess said. 

"Oh my," Mama said. "We'll be busy for about a month. The 

others will get it for sure. Both Giles and I had it when we were young." 
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"Will the disease come back if you’ve been sick before?" Bess 

asked. 

"I don't think so, but I don't know for sure," Mama said. 

Sure enough, within a week, Helen broke out in spots followed 

by Marion three days later, then Tip. During the second week of 

November, all the children were home from school. Mama was diligent 

in routinely applying a wet rag soaked in cornstarch to soothe the 

itching. The girls and Tip refrained as best they could to keep from 

scratching the scab-covered blisters, but Billy couldn't stop from 

scratching one of the blisters on his right cheek, and eventually there 

was small scar where the irritated scab had been. That scar will be with 

him for the rest of his life, Bess thought. 

By Thanksgiving, the children were mostly healed, though they 

had been out of school. Unfortunately, a snowstorm hit, which 

paralyzed the area for almost two weeks, and before long, Christmas 

was around the corner. At that point, the kids had been home for 

almost two months, and Bess was looking forward to the start of the 

new year. Enough of this sickness, she thought. 
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Chapter Forty-Three 

 

Bess woke up on January 15, 1923, feeling different. She planted 

her feet on the floor and in the dim light, stared at herself in the vanity 

mirror. Her skin appeared tanned from working outdoors and she 

thought she could detect dark bags under her eyes. Her hair, which had 

been pulled up in a bun, was messy and needed to be brushed. When 

had she aged so much? She crept closer to the mirror and stared--

really stared--at her reflection. Her blue eyes didn't have their familiar 

sparkle, and there were creases in her forehead, around both her eyes 

and mouth. They seem to be getting deeper, she thought. She groaned. 

Damn! I'm thirty-six! 

She then glanced at a photo that had been taken eight years ago. 

No wrinkles, she thought. Damn! 

 

Bess Parker - 1915 
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"Happy birthday, Bess!" Anna said as she burst into the room. 

She was a little too chipper in Bess's opinion. 

"Thank you," Bess said. "I'm in a bad mood. Don't know why. 

Maybe I'm getting old." 

"We're all getting old, Bess. I share the same attitude toward age-

-sometimes. But how you think about yourself is more important than 

your age." 

"Well, I'll try to talk myself into that," said Bess. "But I'm not 

listening to that point of view." She stretched her arms. "Sometimes I 

my joints ache." 

"Don't be down, Bess. It happens to us all. Remember I'm older 

than you." 

"Older, ha! Only a year! And for a month, we're the same age! I'm 

catching up to you!" 

"Mama's baking a cake for you today. For your party." 

Bess smiled. "They like seeing their mother growing older, I 

guess." 

"We've got to do something to celebrate. Not lament." 



 

418 
 

"Like what?" asked Bess. 

"Maybe go to Dickinson to shop? The weather's clear and it 

doesn't look like snow is on the way." 

Bess paused. Dickinson, she thought. Dickinson in 1908--with 

Linda. Now with Anna. "Now that might be a good idea! It's Sunday, but 

maybe next Saturday if the weather's clear?" 

"Saturday," said Anna. "Let's do it!" 

"Deal," said Bess. 

Mama made a traditional chocolate birthday cake for Bess, 

complete with the vanilla cream icing that Bess loved. Marion and 

Helen helped Mama cook the supper--pot roast with some potatoes, 

onions and carrots from the root cellar, and the traditional apple pie 

with rum sauce. After supper Anna played the piano and everyone sang 

"Happy Birthday" to Bess followed by some of Papa's favorites. Then 

Anna announced that her birthday present to Bess would be a trip to 

Dickinson the following weekend. 

During the week, Bess had mixed feelings about the trip to 

Dickinson. Fresh in her memory was the three wonderful days she had 

spent with Linda after she had arrived in 1908 as well as those terrible 
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two days she spent when her husband, Doc, was being treated for a 

gunshot wound to his leg in 1915. This trip, she thought, will be better--

I'll be with the one I love and all we're going to do is enjoy ourselves . . . 

and that includes some shopping. 

Saturday was cold, but clear and there were only a few wisps of 

snow scattered on the prairie. The road was smooth and the eighty 

mile trip took only two and a half hours--plenty of time for Bess and 

Anna to talk about Dickinson. 

Dickinson was the main town in far western in North Dakota and 

was founded in 1882, first as a siding known as Pleasant Valley Siding 

for the Northern Pacific Railroad. Its location near the state of made it a 

convenient place to store provisions. An employee of the Northern 

Pacific Railroad, E. F. Messersmith who lived in was the first resident of 

the town in 1881. The company had constructed portable buildings by 

the tracks along with a water tank, depot station, section house, and a 

makeshift hotel with eating facilities and several rooms to 

accommodate his family and others. That original hotel was not the 

one in which Bess and Linda were staying. 

Later, a Mr. H. L. Dickinson from bought some land adjacent to 

the railroad and laid out the town plat during the summer of 1882. The 
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city was later named for him and, most likely for promotional 

purposes, it was given the nickname, the " of the West." The town grew 

rapidly and became a center from which ranchers and farmers could 

ship their cattle to and their wheat to the mills in Minneapolis. 

They drove into the town shortly after noon and could see the 

obvious growth not only in the outskirts, but in the main street. 

"Dickinson has changed since I was here back in 1915," said Bess. 

"More grain elevators than I remember. And shops along main street." 

"The town is more centrally located than Bowman or Scranton," 

said Anna. "There is more grain farming up here. And more people." 

"Fewer cattle and sheep ranches, too," said Bess as she parked 

the Hupp in front of the Messer Hotel. "This is where I stayed when I 

arrived back in 1908. I found it to be a comfortable place." 

They checked with the hotel clerk and he gave them a room on 

the second floor overlooking the main street of the town and took the 

two trunks up to the room where he placed them beside a wall near 

the side window. This is the same room Linda and I stayed in, thought 

Bess with a bit of nostalgia. 

The room was clean and painted a pale blue color and the two 

windows in the front of the room and the one at the side had blue and 
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white striped curtains. There was a single bed with a beautiful dark 

wood post at each corner. There was but one second floor toilet which 

would be shared with the female occupant of the other room across the 

hall. Bess and Anna were pleased with the accommodations and told 

the clerk that they would be staying only Saturday night. 

"Do you still serve supper?" asked Bess. 

"No," said the clerk. "We discontinued suppers a few years ago, 

but we still serve breakfast. Kelly's down the street serves a good 

supper." 

Bess turned to Anna. "Speaking of food, let's go out and find a 

place to have some. I'm hungry." 

Anna and Bess left the hotel and walked up main street past 

several shops--a shoe store specializing in boots, a shop featuring 

ladies' dresses, a bakery and finally a small restaurant where they 

enjoyed a couple of hot beef sandwiches. A slight breeze began to blow 

from the west, stirring up some dust from the graveled street. "Getting 

chilly," said Bess as she wrapped her wool scarf tightly around her 

neck. 

"Well, it is January," said Anna as she reached down and took 

Bess's hand. 
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Walking up main street with Anna brought nostalgia to Bess of 

that wonderful time in 1908--a town bustling with people--Saturday 

shoppers this time, thought Bess. "Look, Anna," said Bess as she pointed 

across the street. "The hardware store has expanded to about twice the 

size as it was when I came out here. And the store has the big glass 

front windows. That's different." 

"Progress," said Anna as they headed across the street. The 

breeze had stiffened and now was more like a strong gusty and cold 

wind. Anna held Bess's hand as they both leaned into the wind and 

dashed into the hardware store. 

"Busy," said Bess as she looked at the patrons who almost filled 

the three wide aisles chocked full of merchandise. "More than a 

hardware store now. Looks like they sell all sorts of things." 

Anna pointed to the left rear of the store at a large white sign 

with bold red lettering. "Radios," she said. "Let's have a look and see 

what they have." 

Two people were standing by a large table with three radios 

arranged side by side. They appeared like small wooden boxes with 

knobs on the front. One of the store employees wearing a crumpled 



 

423 
 

white shirt and brown baggy trousers was pointing to the radio at the 

end of the table as Bess and Anna walked up. 

"This one's a Zenith," he said as he twisted the middle knob. 

"Takes a few minutes for 'em to warm up," he said as he smiled and 

nodded at Anna and Bess. Within a few minutes a sound of hissing 

blared from the wooden box as the employee began turning one of the 

knobs. "Not much you can get during the day," he said, obviously 

annoyed that he couldn't find a station. "They work best at night when 

the air is clear." 

"How much are they?" asked a tall man with glasses, bushy hair 

and wearing a pair of dirty coveralls. 

"This one's seventy dollars," said the employee. 

"Any radio stations close to here?" asked the tall man. 

"Not yet," said the employee. "But I hear Bismarck's gonna have 

one later this year." 

"Pretty high price for a radio when no station can be found. Not 

much use in havin' one." said the tall man as he walked away shrugging 

his shoulders. 
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Anna leaned over and whispered in Bess's ear. "Seventy dollars 

is a lot." 

"Sure is," whispered Bess. "Maybe we should get for Papa later 

on." 

"He would love it," said Anna. "The way he reads the 

newspapers--he could spend all his time listening to the radio." 

"Thank you," Bess said to the employee as he looked a bit 

frustrated in not being able to find any radio signal. She turned to 

Anna. "Let's look at the kitchen ware. We need a new griddle." 

They walked down the south aisle past several customers 

toward the kitchen ware and Bess stopped at the section that 

contained the cast iron frying pans and griddles. "We need a big one," 

she said. "The one we have is small and round, and Mama can only 

cook four small pancakes at a time." 

As Bess leaned over to pick up a large rectangular griddle, she 

felt a soft nudge from Anna and Anna's hand on her shoulder. 

Anna bowed her head slightly in front of Bess and whispered, 

"Don't turn around. It's that woman. She's here." 
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Bess was startled. "That woman?" she whispered as she looked 

into Anna's eyes. 

Anna nodded. "Mrs. Tollifson. Her." said Anna. "And she's looking 

right at us." 

Bess groaned and sighed. "Let's just go about our business. 

Pretend we don't notice her." 

"She saw me looking at her," said Anna. 

Bess didn't get mad very often, but when she did, she sometimes 

found it difficult to hold her tongue. And that was exactly what had 

happened at the mention of Mrs. Tollifson's name. She took the griddle, 

turned and walked to the counter where a checkout clerk was 

managing sales. "Let's buy this griddle." 

As Anna and Bess waited for the checkout clerk, Bess felt the 

presence of someone approaching and then heard a loud voice. "Good 

afternoon," said Mrs. Tollifson. 

Bess turned and looked at the woman who appeared the same as 

Bess remembered--stern looking, bulging eyes, and a round puffy face. 

Still wearing a black dress, Bess thought. Probably the same one! "Oh," 

she said. "Good afternoon." 
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Anna was silent. She turned and gave Mrs. Tollifson a weak smile 

and nod. 

"Family trip?" asked Mrs. Tollifson. 

"Shopping," said Bess without looking at the woman. 

"Are you two alone?" she asked. "Children at home?" 

What business is that of hers? This isn’t school board business, 

Bess thought as she put down the griddle and looked into the plump 

woman's eyes. "Anna and I came here to shop." 

Anna gazed at Mrs. Tollifson whose stern look and lack of smile 

suggested that she was not pleased at seeing Bess and Anna together. 

She doesn't approve, thought Anna. 

"Will you be attending church here tomorrow?" asked Mrs. 

Tollifson. 

Bess looked away and finished paying the clerk for the pancake 

griddle. Then she turned toward the woman. "No. We'll be returning 

home tomorrow morning." She then turned to Anna. "Anna, we must 

be going." Looking directly at Mrs. Tollifson she said tersely, "Good day, 

madam." 
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Without waiting for Mrs. Tollifson to respond, she whirled 

around, took hold of Anna's arm, and walked out the door. 

"Damn that woman," said Bess. "She makes me so angry." 

"She doesn't like me," said Anna. "I can tell." 

"She doesn't like us," replied Bess. "She doesn't approve. I don't 

trust her." 

“She wants religion taught in the classroom." 

Bess and Anna walked slowly down the main street to the hotel 

against the gusting west wind. Bess's mind was racing and she was 

mad. "That woman is totally inappropriate," said Bess as they entered 

the hotel. "Let's go to the room, have some rest, and then get an early 

supper." 
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Chapter Forty-Four 

 

The spring thaw brought no significant flooding on the Grand 

River, and spring came rather early with hints of green grass emerging 

in late March. In mid-April, the Hupmobile started to give Bess 

problems. It became more and more difficult to start, and Bess had to 

take the car to Scranton twice during the month for maintenance on 

the engine. Time for a new car, Bess thought reluctantly. It was an 

unanticipated expense, but the automobile was becoming essential for 

her and the family. 

On Friday, she took Anna and the children to school, and then 

she and Papa drove to Bowman in the Hupp to look at purchasing a 

new automobile. 

"You need an automobile that can at least carry Anna and the 

children comfortably," Papa said. 

"And one that doesn't have a canvas top," Bess said. She and 

Papa had repaired the tear on the right side near the front, and it was 

difficult fixing such tough canvas. "I'm not sure if I want another 

Hupp," she said. "We'll look at the Fords, the new Model Ts. Mr. Feist 

says they're really dependable." 
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Papa and Bess looked at the new Hupmobile first, then the Model 

T. "This is the touring model," Papa said. "The paper says that these are 

the cars of the future. They're large, able to carry several passengers, 

no canvas top, and a self-starter. They have hand cranks, too, just in 

case you need it." 

"A self-starter would be nice," Bess said. "I'm tired of cranking 

that engine. It gets harder every time." 

 

Ford Model T (1923) 

So Bess chose the touring model of the 1923 Model T Ford. This 

automobile was larger than the Hupp and had the self-starter, which 

was far better than turning the front crank with which she often had to 

struggle. Unlike the Hupp, this automobile wasn't multicolored. It was 

all black. Papa had told her what Henry Ford had said: "You can have 

any color automobile you want, so long as it's black." 
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The Model T was also more comfortable than the Hupp and 

much faster as well. Bess wasn't a fast driver, but the children always 

wanted her to speed up. It didn't have a canvas top either. She liked it 

immensely, not only because it was easy to start--sometimes--but 

because the ride seemed to be smoother. Still, she didn't look forward 

to venturing out on the muddy roads. The children liked it because 

they could be driven to school in their "new automobile." They named 

it "Blackie." And just like that, the Tooey-Tooey was no more. 

"Let's take a trip," said Billy! 

"We're going to the Cave Hills again for the Fourth of July," Bess 

said. "That's a trip." 

"Billy means a long one," said Helen. "Someplace further away." 

"I've got just the place," Anna said. "The Black Hills!” 

The children looked confused. 

"When your mother and I were in Chicago, we met a very nice 

man, Mr. Butler, and he told us about a placed called the Black Hills and 

a town called Hot Springs." 
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"Hot Springs is a little over two hundred miles south of here,” 

Bess said. “We could go and stay for a few days. He says we can find 

many nice places to visit." 

"Let's go to the Black Hills!" Helen exclaimed as she jumped up 

and down. 

"Looks like we're going on a trip!" Anna shouted. 

* * * 

The kids were excited about the upcoming trip to the Black Hills 

and to the town of Hot Springs in the south. Anna had done some 

research and told them of the large swimming pool in the town. "Don't 

forget to take your swimming suits," she said. 

During the last week in June, Anna and Bess packed the car, 

loaded up the kids, and headed south toward the Black Hills for a week 

of sightseeing and fun. The drive from Haley south to Spearfish was 

familiar to the kids and consisted of long stretches of gravel road 

across the northern South Dakota prairie. From a distance, the Black 

Hills indeed appeared "black," the black color coming from the dark 

green of the native ponderosa pine. 
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From Spearfish, there were two different routes to Hot springs. 

They could drive south through the winding roads in the hills or head 

eastward and skirt the hills by going through the town of Sturgis to 

Rapid City and south to Hot Springs. Bess and Anna had decided to 

bypass the hills. 

Rapid City was the second largest city in South Dakota and was 

becoming a gateway to the Black Hills for visitors from the east. It had 

been a long journey from Haley to Rapid City, so Bess and Anna 

decided to stay in a motor hotel on the south edge of the town and 

make the rest of the journey to Hot Springs in the morning. 

The next morning after breakfast, Anna drove down to Hot 

Springs on a windy gravel road through Hermosa and Fairburn and 

turned west through Buffalo Gap to the northern entrance to Hot 

Springs. 

"They call Hot Springs the 'Picture City,'" Anna said as she drove 

down the hill into town. "The town is in a valley bordered on the east 

by Battle Mountain where there was a major Indian battle between the 

Cheyenne and Sioux, and on the south by the series of mountains called 

the Seven Sisters." 
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The highway through town wound its way along the Fall River 

and the kids marveled that the water was sparkling and clear, unlike 

the Grand River and the Little Missouri up north. The town was built 

on two levels: the downtown was called Lower Town and rested 

beside the river, and College Hill was a level plain rising about one 

hundred feet to the west above the river. 

"There was a college here called Black Hills College, but it was 

closed in 1907," Anna said. "You can see the long bridge--a viaduct--

starting in Lower Town and rising gently up over the river and to 

College Hill where the college was. We'll drive up the narrow viaduct. 

Two cars can safely pass one another, but I wouldn't want to pass a 

truck, though." 

 

The Lower Town Viaduct 
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"There are so many buildings built out of what looks like a burnt-

orange and sometimes almost pink sandstone," Bess said. "They're 

beautiful." 

"The rock is native sandstone," said Anna. "They quarry it south 

of town. I read that in a brochure." 

Anna drove to the west side of town on College Hill, turned 

around, and came back down the viaduct to lower town. She drove 

north through town, past the Evans Hotel, the train depot, and further 

north until they came to the Evans Plunge, a very long building with a 

corrugated metal roof near the river. On the outside of the building 

was a large sign with the words, "The World's Largest Natural Warm 

Water Indoor Swimming Pool." 

"This is where you'll be able to go swimming," Bess said. 

"Swimming!" shouted Tip. "Let's go now!" 

"Later this afternoon," Bess said. "We have to check in to the 

hotel, look around the town a bit, and later this afternoon we'll all go to 

the Evans Plunge." 

Anna drove to the Evans Hotel to check in and have a short 

dinner before exploring the town. The hotel was impressive. It 
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resembled a castle with rust-colored battlements. The parapets at the 

top of the building have regular spaced squared openings, which would 

be ideal places for archers in medieval times. They registered and were 

assigned to two rooms on the fifth floor. 

 

The Evans Hotel 

After dinner Bess suggested they take a short walk and look at 

the downtown area. They climbed the long flight of stairs behind the 

Evans Hotel up to the top of the bluff behind. At the top of the stairs a 

massive building came into view. The Veteran's Administration Center 

was looming over them. 

 

The Veteran's Admistration Center 
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It was huge! The large sandstone main building had six massive 

wings jutting out from what looked to be a central circle. The large 

building and wings housed nearly fifteen hundred veterans of the 

Great War as well as the Spanish American War. Earlier, the Center 

housed wounded warriors from the Civil War battles at Antietam and 

Gettysburg. "Physicians believed the dry air here in Hot Springs and 

the warm mineral springs would help the broken soldiers," said Anna. 

They walked around the large administration center and the six 

wings and back to the stairs leading down to the Evans Hotel. From 

there they walked west across the bridge over the Fall River and up the 

street called Minnekahta Avenue. "Minnekahta is an Indian name," said 

Anna. "The street is named after the warm mineral waters here and 

means 'medicine home.'" 

It wasn't far up Minnekahta Avenue to the Minnekahta Hotel, 

which was much smaller than the Evans. It had a small swimming pool 

on the side, and it reminded the kids of the Evans Plunge. It was 

waiting for them. 

"Can we go swimming now?" Tip huffed. 

"We'll go back to the hotel, get your swimming suits, and head up 

to the Evans Plunge," Bess said. 
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Evans Plunge 

The pool was large, maybe two hundred feet in length and fifty 

feet wide. The water was crystal clear and the bottom of the pool was 

covered with small round stones. The kids wasted no time heading to 

the dressing room, donning their swimming suits, and plunging into 

the warm water. 

"This will keep 'em busy for a while. The water is from a natural 

spring on the north side of the pool," Anna said, pointing to and 

reading a sign. "The temperature is a constant eighty-seven degrees." 

Bess and Anna let the kids swim for about two hours before 

waving to them to get out and get dressed. While they were getting 

into the car to return to the Evans Hotel, Tip said, "The ends of my 

fingers are wrinkled!" 

Bess looked at Tip's hands and, sure enough, his fingers had a 

wrinkled look "The warm water causes the wrinkling," Bess said. "The 
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little wrinkles are no problem. They mean your fingers are really clean 

and have been soaking in warm water for a while." 

After they were back at the hotel and had eaten an early supper, 

Bess went down to the hotel lobby and tried to call Frank Butler. He 

wasn't home, but the woman who answered the phone--Bess assumed 

she was his housekeeper--said he was out at his ranch north of Hot 

Springs and had left a message for Bess. "Frank said to ask you to stop 

by the ranch when you leave town," she said. "He wants to see you and 

Miss Matthews." She then gave Bess directions to the ranch. 

"Please tell Frank we'll stop in at his ranch on Friday morning," 

Bess said. 

For the next two days, Bess, Anna, and the kids explored the 

town of Hot Springs. The favorite activity, of course, was swimming in 

the Evans Plunge. On Friday morning they checked out of the hotel and 

drove north out of Hot Springs toward the five-mile corner where Bess 

turned east and drove toward Buffalo Gap. 

Frank's ranch, called the 7-11 Ranch, was about five miles east 

near the entrance to Buffalo Gap. There were several rather large 

buildings--a large residential home, two barns and a long shed, and a 
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couple of other buildings Bess assumed to be bunkhouses for the hired 

help. All the buildings were painted a light pale yellow with white trim. 

Frank came out of the residence with a broad smile on his face. 

"Welcome, Bess! Welcome, Anna! Please come inside." 

Bess remembered Frank in Chicago as wearing a dark and finely 

tailored suit. Now he was wearing a light blue shirt with his sleeves 

rolled up, a pair of gray coveralls, and cowboy boots scuffed by what 

must have been a lot of wear and tear. He was wearing a black Stetson 

hat tha looked old and comfortable. 

Frank ushered Bess, Anna, and the kids inside the large house to 

a massive living room with several overstuffed chairs just to the left of 

the entrance hallway. "Please sit down," he said. "Nice of you to stop in! 

I remember so well our visit in Chicago and have enjoyed your letters. 

How did you like Hot Springs?" 

"The town is more than I imagined," Bess said. "Healthy and 

growing." 

"I like the climate," said Anna. "I hear the winters are pretty 

mild." 
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"They say we're in the banana belt," said Frank. "The weather 

here is a lot like it is down in Denver. Some cold days, sure, but then it 

warms up. We don't get the winters you have up north." 

The curtain between the hall and living room opened and a tall, 

lanky man appeared. "This is Harvey Campbell," said Frank. "He's the 

ranch foreman. I thought your children might like a tour of the place." 

Billy and Tip jumped up immediately. "Yes!" Tip said. The girls 

seemed a little reluctant to join Billy and Tip on the tour, but stood, 

smiled, and went along with them as Harvey led them out the front 

door. 

"Like I said, we have pretty mild weather here. Dry air, too. The 

dry air is the reason they built the VA Center in Hot Springs. The warm 

mineral water, too. Healthy for the veterans," Frank said. 

"Frank, we noticed the name Evans in a lot of places. Who is 

Evans, anyway?" Bess asked. 

Frank smiled. "Name was Fred Evans. He was an early pioneer 

and promoter in Hot Springs. He came from Ohio and started a freight 

business in Fort Pierre to transport freight from Pierre to Rapid City 

across the Badlands. He actually started before it was legal because 

back then, this area was reserved for the Indians." 
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An elderly woman walked into the room with a tray with three 

glasses of iced tea. Frank looked at her and said, "Thank you, Mrs. 

Watson." He looked at Bess and Anna. "Thought you might like some 

iced tea. Sugar's on the side if you want some." 

Bess and Anna took their glasses and Frank continued. 

"Fred Evans started to focus on the southern part of the Black 

Hills because of the warm mineral springs. He built a hotel, but it 

burned down shortly after he built it. To replace it, he built the large 

Evans Hotel where you stayed. It was intended to be a spa and a 

healing center for visitors from the east who came out on the 

railroads." 

"Quite a visionary," Bess said. 

"More like P.T. Barnum, I'd say," Frank said as he chuckled. "He 

built the Evans Plunge, served as the first mayor of the city, and 

provided the native sandstone to construct over thirty buildings." 

"Where's the quarry?" Anna asked. 

"South of town," Frank said. "About three or four miles down the 

river." 

"It sounds as though he sort of owned everything," Bess said. 
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"He certainly did," Frank said. "He was instrumental in creating 

and building the State Soldier's Home up Minnekahta Avenue and even 

donated land to build some of the local churches: the Catholic Church 

and the Methodist Church just down the hill behind here." 

"Generous man," said Anna. 

"A real promoter," Frank said. "One of his creations was the 

Black Hills Club, a large five-thousand-square-foot structure just to the 

north of this house catering to well-to-do visitors from the east where 

they could play cards, drink, and cavort with local and willing women." 

"Is he still alive?" asked Bess. 

"No," Frank said, "he died a few years ago. But his name still lives 

on and the future of Hot Springs looks bright. It has a good foundation 

with the VA, the weather is superb, and its location makes it a good 

stop for the tourists. Lots of tourists are coming into the hills." 

Bess and Anna visited with Frank for another half hour until 

Harvey Campbell brought the kids back into the room. Both Billy and 

Tip were excited, but the girls looked a little bored. 

"They raise horses and have a dairy," said Tip. 
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"A dairy just like Grandpa Matthews," said Billy. "Like where I'm 

going to work next year when I go to high school in Scranton." 

"You're going to work at a dairy?" Frank said to Billy. 

"Yes," said Billy. "It'll be my job when I go to high school." 

"Well, after you finish high school, maybe you can come down 

here and work for me," said Frank with a smile. 

"I would like that, sir," Billy said. 

"Well, Frank," Bess said, "it has been a pleasure. Thank you so 

much for having us. We will be back, I'm sure." 

"You are welcome any time," he said. 

When they left the 7-11 ranch, it was clear that they would not 

be able to make the entire drive back to Haley during the remainder of 

the day. They would have to stay all night somewhere, and Rapid City 

was too close—so they decided to go to Spearfish on the northern edge 

of the Black Hills. 

The children were excited to see the dark green ponderosa pine 

trees at the edge of the Black Hills looked black from a distance. “Tha’s 
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why they call these mountains the Black Hills,” said Anna. “They are 

similar to a forest in Germany called the Black Forest.  

As Bess drove into the town of Spearfish, Anna pointed out the 

mountain just to the right as they entered the town. She explained that 

the mountain was Lookout Mountain and told them about the legend of 

an early gold prospector who had been captured and killed by the local 

Indians when the Black Hills were considered sacred land by the native 

Sioux. 

"Spearfish is a college town," Bess said as they cruised down the 

little main street. 

"The school was called 'Dakota Territorial Normal School,' but 

they changed the name to 'Dakota Normal.' The college is for students 

who want to learn how to become teachers," Anna said. 

"Is that where you went to college?" Helen asked. 

"No," Anna said. "I went to college in Wisconsin. But this is a 

good school." 

"I want to go to college here," Helen said. 

"And you want to be a teacher?" Bess asked. 



 

445 
 

"Yes," Helen said. 

Dakota Normal was situated up on a level plateau just west of the 

downtown and on the west side of Spearfish Creek, a fast-moving 

stream that originated in Spearfish Canyon to the south. Bess drove up 

to the college, which consisted of a single large three-story sandstone 

building that looked like a castle. 

"That's the college." Anna pointed to the large building. 

"The building is huge," Marion said, her eyes growing wide. 

Bess drove down to a park adjacent to Spearfish Creek near a 

swinging bridge over the water and parked the car. The park included 

swings, a slide, teeter-totters, and a large sandbox for toddlers. The 

children couldn't wait to cross the swinging bridge. 

"Be careful on that bridge," Bess shouted. "Don't stop and make it 

swing--just cross it and come back. A swinging bridge is not a toy!" 

"We'll be careful," Marion yelled. "I'll watch 'em!" 

Anna smiled. "Motherly Marion." 

The children went back and forth on the swinging bridge at least 

a dozen times and then headed for the large swing set. There were only 
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three swings, so Marion decided to make the rules. "Helen, Bill, and Tip 

swing first," she said. "Then I get my turn. We have to share!" 

Bess chuckled. "Motherly Marion indeed," she said, and Anna 

laughed. “Anna, we should stay here for a couple of nights. We have 

plenty of time and the children don’t seem in any hurry to get home.” 

“We can go up into Spearfish Canyon tomorrow and maybe have 

a picnic,” said Anna. “Then on the next day we can take them to 

Deadwood.” 

 “They will love that,” said Bess. “Let’s do it.” 

After the children played for about an hour, they went to their 

hotel, a two-story wooden structure on the south end of Main Street, 

where the children slept soundly after their bellies were full of supper. 

Bess and Anna sat on the overhanging porch and watched the sun set. 

It was a beautiful evening. 

* * * 

The next day's goal was to drive up into Spearfish Canyon and 

spend the day hiking and having a picnic. The canyon rested on the 

most northern part of the Black Hills and consisted of a deep narrow 

gorge that was carved out of the aggressive and fast-moving Spearfish 

Creek. From the beginning of the canyon in the south to its most 
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northern part, the altitude of the canyon floor dropped almost fifteen 

hundred feet. 

Swiftly running down the canyon floor, the water of Spearfish 

Creek was crystal clear and suitable for drinking. Bess had heard about 

Bridal Veil Falls, a sixty-foot waterfall whose name could easily be 

understood by the appearance of the water streaming down the side of 

the steep canyon. Bess, Anna, and the children hiked up to the falls, but 

the flow was but a fraction of what it normally would be during the 

spring snowmelt. Nevertheless, a small picnic area near the falls 

offered a serene and peaceful early afternoon while the children waded 

in the clear waters of the creek. 

On the following day, Bess and Anna took the children to the 

town of Deadwood, about twenty miles south from Spearfish. 

Deadwood was a major gathering point and a boomtown during the 

Black Hills Gold Rush of 1876, and it was the place where Old West 

legends, such as Wild Bill Hickok and Calamity Jane, lived in their later 

years. The children particularly liked knowing they were near the spot, 

Saloon Number 10, where Wild Bill Hickok was shot and killed by Jack 

McCall. 
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They spent another night in Spearfish because the long trip north on 

the dusty gravel road across the gumbo flats was tiresome and not 

something either Bess or Anna wanted to do in the evening hours. 

Bess, Anna, and the children arrived back in Haley late the next 

day after another long ride over the hundred miles of what Billy called 

"boring gravel" between Belle Fourche and Ludlow where Bess took 

the turnoff east to Haley. When they finally arrived home late in the 

afternoon, Mama and Papa greeted them and wanted to hear from the 

excited children all about what Tip called "our fantastic trip!" 

Bess and Anna were tired, but taking the kids on a road trip with 

Anna fulfilled all their expectations. The children had fun and the 

weather was perfect. They would have endless stories to tell—some 

true and some made up—in the months ahead. What Bess appreciated 

most was seeing her children interact with one another, look out for 

each other, and she marveled at how much they'd grown. And the trip 

with Anna--her love. We're truly a family, Bess thought, as she cuddled 

close to Anna and drifted off to sleep. 
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Chapter Forty-Five 

 

The summer of 1923 was one of the most memorable for Bess 

and the family. The wool prices were higher than the previous year and 

the sale of about one-hundred sheep brought excellent results. The 

children were thrilled to have experienced the vacation, as they called 

it, to the Black Hills and were ready for the new school year. 

Marion and Helen were entering the eighth grade, Billy the sixth 

grade, and Tip the third grade. Anna was excited--and a bit nervous--

about the new year because she had fifteen students—and most of 

them were in the higher grades—more difficult to teach.  Anna had 

prepared accelerated curricula for Marion and Helen—teaching them 

at the high school level which they eagerly accepted. 

During the first week of school, Anna came home with the news 

that the school board had agreed to move the date of the elections from 

November to the end of the school year. This meant that there would 

be no election in the fall of 1923. “Putting the election off for six 

months is good news,” said Anna, “but the bad news is that Mrs. 

Stearns has decided she wants to run for a seat on the board.” 
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Bess was dumfounded at the news. “Oh, shit,” she said. “She’s a 

real problem. Is anyone running against her?” 

“I don’t know,” said Anna. “God, I hope so.”  

*   *   * 

During the last week of November, Papa was smoking his pipe, 

reading the Bismarck Tribune while Anna played a Chopin nocturne 

when he said, "Things are looking bad again in Europe." 

"How so?" Bess said. 

"There was a march on Rome. The National Fascist Party, they're 

called. It looks like they've taken power in Italy. A fellow by the name 

of Benito Mussolini has become Prime Minister." 

"What's a fascist?" Mama asked. 

"Fascism is hard to define," Papa said. "Fascists are very 

nationalistic and want to expand their territories and influence over 

others. This fellow, Mussolini, will, in essence, be a dictator. And there 

will be cooperation among various industries to run the country. They 

won't tolerate any dissent." 

"Kind of like an emperor?" Bess said. 
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"Exactly. One with absolute power," Papa said. "Not like in 

England where they have a king but Parliament, the House of 

Commons, which is elected by the people, and the prime minister, the 

leader of the party, has the power." 

"What does that mean for us?" asked Mama. 

"Probably nothing, but Fascism is not the kind of government I 

would want in this country." Papa took another drag from his pipe. 

"For sure," Bess said. 

"Here's something interesting. The radio is coming! The paper 

says a new station, WGN, opened last May in Chicago. Did you listen to 

any radio when you were in Chicago?" 

"No, Papa," Anna said. "Never even heard a thing about it." She 

winked at Bess. 

"Me neither," Bess said with a smile and nod at Anna. 

"It says radio is something we'll all have someday," Papa said. 

"I wonder what it'll do to the newspapers," Mama said. "You 

won't have to read." 
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"I'll always read the newspaper, Nellie." And with that, Papa 

went back to reading his paper. 

Bess looked at Anna, winked again and motioned for her to come 

into the bedroom. 

"We should get Papa a radio for Christmas," she said. "Mr. Currie 

has 'em, and he said Bismarck now has a radio station." 

"Papa can listen to the news! What a wonderful idea!" said Anna. 

"After school tomorrow?" said Bess. "We'll go to the Currie Store 

together. 

The next afternoon, Bess picked up the children from school, 

took them home, and returned to the schoolhouse to pick up Anna. 

Together they went to the Currie Store. 

Mr. Currie showed them the new Zenith radios. "Vacuum-tube 

radios," he said. "Operates on a battery and lasts quite a while. We have 

replacements for the batteries too." 

Bess and Anna watched as Mr. Currie turned on the radio to 

demonstrate it for her. "What can you listen to?" Anna asked. 
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"There's a new radio station in Bismarck," Mr. Currie replied. 

"Radio station KFYR. It just came on the air earlier this past summer. It 

comes in clear whenever they broadcast." He manipulated the round 

tuning dial and the sound of a clear voice came through. "They have 

different programs and you can listen to the news. Radio is better than 

getting it from the newspapers, but you don't get so much detail." 

The radio was not so large as the big RCA consoles that Mr. 

Currie also had for sale and the price was much less. A little expensive, 

but something Papa will enjoy. Not so much as the radio we saw in 

Dickinson, she thought. Bess purchased the radio for fifty-seven dollars, 

took it home, and, since Papa was out in the shed, she took it inside and 

hid it in her bedroom. "We'll really surprise Papa on Christmas 

morning," she whispered to Anna.*   *   * 

Over the holidays, some of the local store owners organized a 

Christmas social at the Lutheran Church in Haley. It was aimed at the 

children in the school system to give them a chance not only to 

celebrate Christmas in a setting outside the school, but to socialize. 

Bess always worried about the lack of social activities for the 

children in Haley, and this was an opportunity for Marion and Helen to 

interact with the boys in town outside the classroom. I remember back 
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in Cando when I had no interest in socializing--especially with boys, she 

thought. I wonder if either of the girls lack any interest in boys? They've 

never talked about it. 

Bess had a hard time falling asleep thinking about the girls. 

"Anna," she whispered. "You awake?" 

"Yes," Anna responded. 

"I've been thinking about Marion and Helen. Have they ever 

shown interest in the boys at school?" 

"Only in class and when they play outside. Other than that, I've 

not noticed any interest of the boy-girl nature." 

"When did you discover your interest was primarily in females? I 

remember I had those urges when I was in high school." 

"Me, too," said Anna. "Your sexuality is one of those things you 

discover as you grow older." 

"How old were you when you made the discovery?" 

"High school," I think. "But I was sort of interested in boys, too." 

"I always hid when the boys came around our place," said Bess. 

"Never had an interest." 
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"Did you experiment at all? I mean when you were in high 

school." 

"Not with boys," said Bess. "I did with a girlfriend. Liked that, too. 

How about you?" 

"I experimented, yes. First with a boy and later with a girl. But 

you are the first with whom I have really felt what I prefer and enjoy." 

"I don't know how to talk about it with the girls," said Bess. 

"Never did talk about it with my parents until we were together. But 

somehow Papa knew--even when I was in high school." 

"Telling them is best that way, I think. But I never talked about it 

with my parents either. But they know now." 

"Sensitive subject," said Bess. 

"Indeed!" 

*   *   * 

The social was held on the Saturday afternoon before Christmas. 

All the students were in attendance--dressed up in their finest. Marion 

and Helen wore dresses Mama had made--Helen wore light blue and 

Marion pink. Billy wore a dark brown jacket Mama also made with a 
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small string tie, and Tip wore a new white shirt he received for 

Christmas. 

Activities included singing and playing games. 

For the boys, they played Blind Man's Wand where the boys 

stand in a circle with one blindfolded in the middle. The boys in the 

circle sing a short song while moving around the boy in the center. 

When the song is over, the boy in the middle points the wand and 

makes three sounds. The boy at whom the wand is pointed must 

imitate those sounds. If the blind boy guesses the identity of the other, 

then they change places and the cycle is repeated. 

The other game was called Caterpillar. A circle of chairs is set up 

the boys stand in front of the chairs--but one is left empty. A boy is in 

the center of the circle and tries to move to the empty chair. He is not 

allowed to sit in a chair that has a boy in front of it, and as he is trying, 

the other boys move around to keep him from sitting down. That game, 

while fun, became a little rowdy and two of the boys almost exchanged 

blows. 

The girls had their games as well. 

One was called Puss in the Corner. In this game, one player stands 

in the middle of the room while the others take positions in each of the 
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four corners. No player can stay in the same corner for more than 

twenty seconds. They move by beckoning another player to exchange 

places, and when this exchange is taking place, the player in the middle 

tries to beat one of the players to the corner to which she is headed. If 

she is successful, the play starts again. 

The other game was called Follow My Leader. In this game, the 

leader stands in the middle of the room with the other girls in a circle 

around her. The leader's physical actions--no matter how silly or 

absurd--must be followed in detail by the others. If the movement is 

not followed correctly, the player who failed to follow drops out of the 

game. 

The fun lasted from noon to nearly five o'clock when food 

parents had brought in potluck fashion was served to all. 

When Bess, Anna and the children returned home and after the 

children had gone to bed, Bess and Anna went to their bedroom. 

"There wasn't much of a chance for the girls to interact with the 

boys," said Anna. 

"I suppose Mrs. Sterns and Mrs. Tollifson had something to do 

with that," said Bess. "Keep the boys and girls separate. Maintain 

morality in the fun." 
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"Did you see Mrs. Tollifson was wearing black?" asked Anna. "I 

think black is the only color she knows." 

"Horrible women," said Bess. "I shudder each time I go to a board 

meeting because I have to sit beside her." 

* * * 
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Chapter Forty-Six 

 

Christmas morning always saw early risers--even though early 

on the ranch was normal. Excitement abounded because of the fun they 

had decorating the tree during the previous week and couldn’t wait for 

the presents. The children were excited about their gifts and tried on 

their new clothes--some of which Bess and Anna had purchased in 

Dickinson and the others made from the resident seamstress, Mama. 

The big surprise of the morning was Papa's gift which Bess and 

Anna brought out of the bedroom after the children had opened their 

gifts. The new radio surprised Papa who turned it on and started 

tinkering with the dial. He found Bismarck's radio station, KFYR, at 550 

on the dial and the radio station from Yankton, South Dakota, and 

WNAX at 570. Each station came in clear and Papa was able to listen to 

the news and music. 

Over the course of the next two weeks, Papa listened to the radio 

intensely and found interesting programs that included not only the 

news but occasionally some musical performances. The Bismarck 

Tribune listed radio programs on KFYR and Papa would tune in at the 

appropriate time. Having a radio as a companion made Papa happy to 
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have the means to listen to the news. "Radio's the comin' thing, Mama," 

he would often say.  

Papa had become addicted to the radio. He listened to the news 

throughout the day from radio station KFYR in Bismarck or WNAX in 

Yankton, SD. During the evenings the reception was excellent for some 

far away radio stations--sometimes even from station WDAP all the 

way from Chicago. "Reception in the evenings depends on the weather, 

I guess," said Papa. Nevertheless, he would sit by the radio and twist 

the dials until something came in clear--then he would listen to 

whatever it was. Sometimes news--sometimes music. 

* * * 

Heavy snows bombarded the homestead in January and 

February of 1924. On many nights when the snow blew and wind 

howled, everyone huddled in the living room, tucked under blankets. 

Not because it was cold in the house, but snuggling under blankets 

made everyone feel warm and cozy. Bess and Anna pulled some chairs 

away from the table and sat together by the piano knowing what was 

in store for the children. A story! 

One of the children's favorite pastime was to tell stories. Ghost 

stories mainly, but they loved to learn about the times when Bess was 
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a child, and Papa always was telling about pranks he pulled when he 

was a child--those delighted the children. Bess and Anna participated 

in the stories, too, but when it was their turn to tell, they usually kept 

them short. The kids never got scared. Papa always tried to scare the 

children and they would scream. One time, he'd described a ghoulish 

figure with red eyes and yellow fangs, and it'd scared Tip so much that 

he didn't sleep for a week. 

But the best storyteller was Mama—at least whenever she was 

willing to do the telling. All her life, Bess was amazed at Mama's story 

telling skills. When Bess was growing up, she remembered that Papa 

was always the animated one. He would act out different characters 

and use different voices. But Mama outshined Papa now, and Bess 

loved every moment of it. 

On this night in February, the kerosene lanterns were lit and the 

wind howled. The children were dressed in their pajamas. The girls, 

Marion and Helen were snuggled on the couch under a soft wool 

blanket. Papa was sitting in his chair under the quilt Mama had made 

for him last year, and Billy and Tip were sitting on the floor on the 

overstuff pillows, sharing the blanket they'd taken from Billy's bed. 

Bess and Anna were perched on the piano bench. 
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And Mama had center stage. She stood in front of the kitchen 

stove and began her story. 

"When I was a little girl living in Northfield, Minnesota, a robbery 

occurred at the Northfield Bank. It was in September of 1876 and I was 

ten years old.," she said. "My mother and I were in town and it was 

around two o'clock in the afternoon. We were at a general store just up 

the street from the bank." 

"The first thing we heard were some gunshots and people ran to 

the front of the store to see what was going on. I was scared. Down the 

street toward the bank, we could see several people running around 

and more gunshots rang out." 

"Did anybody get killed?" asked wide-eyed Billy. 

"Yes," said Mama. "One local resident--a Swede named 

Gufstavson. They shot him in the head and he was lying in the street. 

One of the bankers was killed, too. Fellow named Haywood. They killed 

him 'cause he didn't open the bank safe. My father and mother knew 

him. Two of the outlaws got killed, too. Names were Miller and 

Chadwell--don't know their first names." 

"Did they get away with a lot of money?" asked Helen. 
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"I think they only got away with about twenty-five dollars," said 

Mama. "Haywood didn't open the safe." 

"Did they catch all the crooks?" asked Marion. 

"Killed two, and five of 'em rode out of town. Later on, a posse 

caught up with some of 'em and killed a guy name Pitts and wounded 

one of the Younger boys." 

"They were just kids?" asked Helen. 

Mama laughed. "No, their his last name was Younger. There were 

two Younger brothers and two other robbers in the gang--famous ones. 

Jesse and Frank James." 

"Jesse James?" asked Marion. 

"Yes," said Mama. "They finally caught up with them and put 'em 

in jail. And here's the thing about the whole robbery that I remember 

most." 

"What's that?" asked Billy. 

"My dad got one of the Younger brother's horses. Cole Younger's 

horse." 
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The children's eyes were nearly bulging out of their sockets with 

interest. "Wow!" shouted Billy. "He got the robber's horse! What was 

the horse's name?" 

"I don't know," said Mama. "My father named him Cole." 

Bess was smiling through the entire story--Mama always told it 

the same way. 

* * * 

A new routine developed around the house in the spring 1924 as 

the weather was unusually warm. Marion and Helen were old enough 

to assume more responsibilities in helping Mama in the house--Mama 

taught Marion how to sew and Helen was busy tending the chickens. 

Tip loved to help Helen tend to the chickens as well as the feeding the 

cow and horses in the barn, primarily by pitching hay from the 

haymow into the stalls below and filling their water troughs from the 

well. Tip also took responsibility for feeding Mex, the pet crow. 

Papa had built a little stand near the shed and Mama prepared a 

small bowl of a mixture she routinely prepared. It contained beef and 

chicken scraps, oats and nuts, and hard-boiled egg yolk mixed in left 

over grease from cooking. She would put together the mixture, set it 

aside, and put two tablespoons of the greasy stuff into a small bowl 
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which Tip would take to the small stand. Mex ate it every day and 

sometimes would be waiting for Tip to come out to the stand--often 

yelling in his crow voice, "Mex! Hello Mexican!" The bird loved Tip. Tip 

is Mex's keeper, thought Bess. 

Billy was confident riding the horse, Buster, so he regularly 

accompanied Papa after school down to the lower pasture to check on 

the sheep and cattle. Before they knew it, the winter winds became 

gentle breezes and the air grew warmer. Spring was ready to explode 

with the emergence of the purple crocuses and the welcomed color of 

the green prairie grass. 

 

Billy on Buster - Spring 1924 

Helen took additional responsibilities of taking care of the bum 

lambs--the lambs whose mothers died, perhaps rejected them because 

of twins, or simply didn't have enough milk. Each year there were 
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about six to ten bum lambs that had to be hand-fed from a bottle fitted 

with a nipple. 

Bess taught Helen how to mix the food for the bum lambs. In the 

morning when Papa milked the cows, he put aside about a gallon of 

fresh milk into which Bess put six raw eggs and mixed it up. "Ewe's 

milk is more nutritious than cow's milk, Helen," Bess said. "It has more 

protein and the little lambs need that to grow. So twice a day--once in 

the morning when the cows are milked and once in the evening--you 

give each of the lambs a full bottle of the mixture." 

Helen treated them like pets and even gave each one a name, 

although it was difficult to tell one from the other. "It doesn't matter, 

Mama," she said. "They all like me and come whenever I say any of 

their names." 

"At the end of the summer when they've grown up a bit and can 

take care of themselves, we'll wean them," Bess said. "That means 

turning them out with the other sheep so they'll learn how to graze." 
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Helen and a bum lamb - 1924 

In the evenings after supper, Bess and Anna took turns playing 

the piano. Helen wanted to learn how to play, so Anna taught her twice 

a week. Anna used the same technique that Bess had experienced 

when she took piano lessons with Mr. Sherman. Basically it was drill, 

drill, drill--working on technique with the Hanon and Czerny exercises. 

"The music will come later," Anna said. "You've got to get your fingers 

ready to play." Helen filled the room with her up-and-down scales as 

her fingers raced around the keyboard. 

Papa enjoyed having discussions in the evening about current 

events that he read in the Bismarck Tribune or were reported on the 

radio which he listened to constantly, and about whatever issues or 

concerns the children might be thinking about. Many of the 

conversations centered around the question, "What do you want to be 

when you grow up?" Over time, the answers to that question became 
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consistent from day to day and week to week. Marion wanted to be a 

rancher, Helen wanted to be a teacher, Billy wanted to fly airplanes, 

and Tip wanted to be a carpenter as well as go to college. 

* * * 
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Chapter Forty-Seven 

 

In early April, Anna received an invitation from her parents for 

Easter Sunday dinner in Scranton. While they were not religious 

people, they told Anna that they would enjoy an afternoon with her, 

Bess, all the children and Bess’s parents.  

“They are anxious to meet you,” Anna said as she sat down to 

visit with Mama and Papa before supper.  

Mama and Papa were delighted. “We would love to meet them,” 

said Mama. “Can we help in any way?” 

“I’m sure that my mother will let everyone pitch in,” said Anna. 

“Maybe you can bring your signature apple pie? My father would love 

that. The rum sauce, too!” 

“I would enjoy seeing the dairy operation,” said Papa. 

“My father takes everyone on a tour,” said Anna laughing. “He’ll 

probably want to spend the whole afternoon showing it off.” 

“The boys told me how much fun they had when he showed it to 

them on that Thanksgiving day,” said Papa. “Now I would like to see it 

with ‘em.” 
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Early Sunday morning, April 20, and with some effort, the entire 

family packed inside the Model T and Bess drove the twenty miles to 

the Matthews dairy farm. As they parked the car in front of the house, 

Carolyn Matthews came out to meet them. 

"Bess! Anna! Welcome and Happy Easter to you! Jess is out in the 

Dairy barn." 

Anna introduced Papa and Mama to Carolyn and Bess introduced 

each of the children. 

"We're planning on a real feast," said Carolyn. "We have plenty to 

do. And by the time the day is over, we'll all be stuffed. 

Jess, Anna's father, walked out of the dairy barn and over to the 

car where Carolyn introduced him to the entire family. She 

remembered all the names, thought Bess. Amazing! 

After the introductions, Jess invited Papa and the boys to a tour 

of the dairy barn. "Let me show you how we prepare the milk and 

cream ready for market," he said. 

Papa loved it and Billy and Tip were enthusiastic in learning 

more about the dairy business, particularly how they milked so many 
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cows, stored the milk, and made cream. Billy was especially attentive, 

and Tip was excited because he was now old enough to understand it. 

Carolyn prepared a magnificent dinner with Bess's and Anna's 

help, and Mama was delighted she didn't have to cook for a change. She 

brought two apple pies—and the rum sauce. Now all she had to do was 

sit back and enjoy the meal. 

"So you’re in the eighth grade now, Billy?” asked Jess. 

Between mouthfuls, Billy muttered, "No, I'm going to be in the 

7th grade." 

"Well," said Jess, "you have only a couple of years away until 

you'll be coming to Scranton for high school, right?" 

Billy nodded. “Yep, guess so.” 

Looking at Marion and Helen, he said, “And you’re coming to 

Scranton for high school next fall?” 

Marion and Helen nodded. 

Jess looked at Bess and then at Anna. "Have you made any 

arrangements about where the girls will be staying?" 

"Not yet," said Anna. 
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Jess looked at Carolyn who nodded. Then he looked at Anna and 

Bess. "Maybe they can stay with us," he said. "We could take them to 

school each day." 

Bess and Anna looked at Marion and Helen and both smiled with 

interest. 

"And we have a room for you upstairs," Carolyn said. 

Helen and Marion were nearly bursting with joy, and looked at 

Bess and Anna. "Can we?" 

"If they have invited you to stay with them while you're in high 

school then yes, you can." Bess said. 

"Can I stay here when I go to high school?" asked Billy. 

"When you go to high school, yes, you can," said Anna. 

"You can help me with the dairy, Billy!" said Jess. 

Billy beamed with joy, looked at Bess and Anna, and clapped his 

hands! 

“Can I, too?” asked Tip. I can help, too!” 

“Looks like we’re gonna have a lot of help around here, Carolyn!” 
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The children beamed with joy. 

"We can help with the dairy, too," said Helen. 

"And help around the house!" said Marion. 

“Of course,” said Carolyn. “I could use the help, too!” 

After the dinner, Bess, Anna, and Mama helped Carolyn clean the 

table, put away the food, and clean the dishes. When they were 

through, Bess pulled Anna aside. "Let's go out on the porch. Grab your 

wrap." 

The afternoon sun was hanging low in the west and the 

temperature was dropping. "Anna, this is wonderful! Your parents are 

becoming like family!" Bess said. 

Anna put her arms around Bess and kissed her on the cheek. 

"They are family, Bess. Our family." 

"The children have new grandparents," Bess said. "Grandma 

Carolyn and Grandpa Jess." 

"Exactly what I want," said Anna. "One big family." 

* * * 
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 At the end of April, the prairie was in full bloom. Lambing season 

was in progress and there was little rain to hinder the effort to put up the 

lambing tents. Bess was pleased with the output of her herd, and the sheep 

appeared to have healthy wool fleeces that would result in a good wool 

crop with the higher wool prices.  

 On the weekends, Anna helped with the lambing. She enjoyed 

having Papa as a tutor and her spirits were high. The only dark cloud on the 

horizon was the upcoming school board election—something neither Anna 

or Bess preferred to think about. 

 But the signs were ominous because Mrs. Stearns was actively 

soliciting residents of Haley and the farmers and ranchers in the 

surrounding Haley district. That was evident when Bess and Anna went 

into Haley on the first Saturday in May. 

"She's put up a couple of posters. Not at the Currie Store, but at a 

few other places including in the front of Kelly's Bar. They say she wants 

to bring morality to the schools." 

"Oh, damn," said Bess as she tore down one of the posters. 

"Morality as an issue is all we need." 

"Bess, I think we should have a talk with the children,” said Anna. 

“They might have some problems with the other students." 
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"What about?" asked Bess. “Morality?” 

"About you and me living together," said Anna. 

Bess thought for a moment. "I suppose you're right. They're old 

enough to understand--at least the girls and Billy. I don't want them to 

think we're immoral. Let's do it. But how.?" 

"We have to tell Mama and Papa what we're doing," said Anna. 

"I agree. They'll support us," said Bess. "Papa is so good with the 

children--they accept whatever he says. And what he says is always 

good." 

After supper that evening, Bess and Anna brought the children 

together along with Mama and Papa. Before supper, Bess and Anna 

told Mama and Papa their plan to talk to the children about morality 

because of what they might hear at school from the other students. 

Papa began the conversation by telling the children how 

important it is to love someone. "Love is the most important thing in 

the world," he said. "You give your heart to someone and she gives her 

heart back to you." 

"Love is why Anna lives with us," said Mama. "She loves you and 

she loves your mother." 
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"If any of the students ask you about why your mother and your 

teacher live together, just tell them that they love each other," said 

Papa. "Telling the simple truth always works.” 

The children didn't seem curious as to why two women would 

choose to love one another except for love. "Mama loved our dad, 

didn't she?" asked Helen as she looked at Bess. “Didn’t you?” 

"Yes," said Bess. "I loved your father and he loved you. He just 

had some problems and decided that he would rather go home to 

Illinois and live there." 

"I don't remember him," said Tip. "What was he like?" 

This was a difficult question, but coming from the youngest child, 

it seemed appropriate. I’ve got to be careful with my answer, she 

thought. "You asked an excellent question, Tip. Your father was a very 

kind man. He was a rancher here and raised horses--work horses--the 

kind you could once see pulling plows. Big horses." 

"Before you were born, farmers used horses to pull their plows. 

Then they began to use tractors so there wasn't any more need for 

work horses," said Papa. 
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"And people started using automobiles instead of riding horses," 

said Mama. 

"But we have horses," said Billy. "I ride Buck all the time." 

"You're right, Billy," said Bess. "But there just aren't enough 

people who use horses to make a living selling them." 

"I remember that he would come home smelling awful," said 

Marion. "Like beer. And he wasn’t nice to you." 

"He was disappointed about losing the horse business," said 

Bess. "And so he drank beer. He was a loving man, but he had his 

problems." 

"Didn't he get shot?" asked Billy? 

"Yes," said Bess. "It was an accident. It made him crippled--he 

couldn't walk without a cane. And that made him sadder. It was best 

that he left us. But he still loved you kids--and still loves you." 

"Why doesn't he come to visit us?" asked Helen. 

"I think he's too busy back in Illinois," said Bess. "But when he 

writes a letter to us, I'll read it to you." He rarely writes, thought Bess. 

Wonder why I said that. 
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The children went to bed and soon after, Bess and Anna retired 

only to lie awake. "I think you did a good job explaining it to the 

children," said Anna. 

"I tried," said Bess. "Hope it gives them some confidence if they 

are teased by any of the other children at school." 

"What worries me," said Anna, "is that Mrs. Tollifson and Mrs. 

Stearns will try to stir things up." 

"That would be a problem," said Bess. "But we'll deal with it the 

best we can--if it happens.” 

Anna nodded and then frowned. "She's gonna be difficult, Bess. I 

might be the casualty of this election. I'm sick and tired of Mrs. Stearns’ 

complaining—and of Mrs. Tollifson as well. Reminds me of a Chinese 

torture--complain a little at each board meeting and continue, 

continue, continue. Sooner or later people will want to bid me good 

riddance to stop the complaining." 

"But she's spreading lies about me. About us. She says we're 

immoral." 

Bess was silent for a moment. "Damn Mrs. Stearns! Damn Mrs. 

Tollifson!" she said. "There's not anything immoral about you. Or about 
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me. She should tend to her own business. And the Tollifson woman 

doesn't even have any children." 

* * * 
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Chapter Forty-Eight 

 

On Saturday morning a week before the election, Bess woke up, 

rolled over to hug Anna—but she wasn’t there. “Anna?” she said. 

Anna walked into the bedroom. She was fully dressed. “I’ve been 

up for a while,” she said. “Thinking about this whole mess. The 

weather’s nice outside, Bess. Let's go up to the stone johnnie." 

Bess put her hand to her cheeks. They were warm. She quickly 

dressed, grabbed her Bull Durham tobacco pouch and cigarette paper, 

and went outside with Anna. They walked hand in hand up to the top 

of the small hill to the stone johnnie. The morning was warm, the sky 

cloudless, and the Teepee Buttes were shining as if they were being lit 

by a spotlight. 

Bess rolled a cigarette and lit up. 

"The letter from Pearle Swanson you received earlier this week 

made me think," Anna said. "She asked again if you wanted to send the 

girls to Chicago for high school." 

Bess smiled. "I believe we're thinking about the same thing," she 

said.  
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Anna nodded. "I’m sure they’re far ahead of the other students in 

Scranton," she said. "They could succeed. They could go to Illinois." 

Bess moved closer to Anna, put her arm around her waist, and 

gently rubbed the small of Anna's back. "Well, I've been thinking a lot 

about our trip to Chicago and how much I was enamored with 

everything, and I thought about what a wonderful experience it would 

be for the girls. Then I imagined them going to a big school like Lyons 

Township High School with Harriett." She paused for a moment and 

waited for Anna's response. 

"And live with Pearle and Frank, as Pearle suggested?" 

"Yes," Bess said. "Pearle seems anxious for them to come. They 

can be friends of Harriet, and they could help Pearle with 

housekeeping." 

"As we discussed, during this past year, I gave them extra work--

at the high school level—that is excellent preparation. They're ready, 

Bess. They're far ahead of most students at their age." 

"But Helen is a year younger than Marion," Bess said. 

“Her age might pose a problem," said Anna. "But more of a 

problem in Scranton than Chicago." 
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"How so?" asked Bess. 

"People around here know you, Bess. They’re aware of how old 

Marion and Helen are, but in Chicago, they don't have a clue. They look 

enough alike to be twins." 

"You mean we should say they're twins?" 

"That might work, I think, in Illinois. They don't know you there. 

Pearle does, but she would probably go along with it . . . if you ask her. 

They’re ready for high school. In Illinois.” 

 “I hope you’re right,” said Bess. 

"There's a chance they won't let Helen enter high school in 

Scranton because of her age. Strict age requirements are something I 

don’t like, but they’ll probably do it," said Anna. 

"Let’s talk to Pearle, said Bess. If she agrees, then we'll have to sit 

down and talk to the girls about it. Going to Chicago would be a big 

step for them . . . and for me. I'm not sure how Marion would react, but 

I think Helen would love the idea. She's adventurous." 

"I agree," said Anna. "I suppose how Marion feels will be the 

key." 
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Bess thought she was doing the right thing by the girls, but 

saying goodbye to them would be difficult. These were the most 

important years of their life, their developmental years when they 

learn about themselves and who they are. Bess wouldn't be there for 

them. But at least they would have each other. Such a difficult decision, 

thought Bess. But high school in Illinois might be the best thing for the 

girls. 

“Let’s call Pearle,” said Bess. “Today.” 

* * * 

During breakfast, Papa was talkative. He had been following the 

news closely, especially because of the weakening cattle prices. "Here's 

a good article about the economy," he said as he was sitting and 

reading the Bismarck Tribune after supper. "The paper says the 

economy has been odd—but we already know that the economy is 

odd." 

"Yes," Bess said. "Cattle prices are so low. We barely made any 

money on the cattle this year." 

"Wool prices are up," Bess said. "About the best we've seen since 

the end of the war." 
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"Guess we're not feeding the world anymore," Papa said. "Grain 

prices are at nearly a record low. As low as I've ever seen 'em." 

"Some of the grain farmers are in real trouble," Bess said. "Mr. 

Thune at the bank tells me a lot of them are giving up. He also said 

their hardship has affected business in town. Most of the farmers just 

don't have any money. They're all in debt." 

Bess sighed. Farm equipment was so expensive. She was lucky 

they weren't farming wheat or oats because they'd be in the same 

situation. The economy as a whole was doing well, yet the farmers and 

the cattle ranchers were hurting. 

"Mr. Currie said some of the farmers are saving the best heads of 

wheat for next year's seed," Bess said. "That means they can scarcely 

afford to purchase the seeds they need." 

Bess loved to listen to Papa as he talked about what he had 

learned from the newspapers and listening to the radio. But she was 

impatient and was itching to make the phone call to Pearle.  

“Papa,” she said. “Anna and I have to go into Haley for some 

school business. We’ll be back in a couple of hours.” Bess and Anna got 

up from the table and went into the bedroom. Bess took Anna by the 

arm. "Let's go into town to the Currie Store and call Pearle." 
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Anna raised her arm and clinched her fist. "Yes!" 

As they were walking to the garage to get the car, Bess shouted 

into the wind, feeling as light as a feather. She was sure that she was 

doing the best thing for her daughters. When they arrived at the Currie 

Store, Bess and Anna headed to the back where the telephone was 

located. With shaky hands, Bess dialed the numbers and waited. After a 

few rings, Pearle picked up. 

"Hi, Pearle. It's Bess Parker. In Haley!" 

"Bess! I was hoping you would call! How are you and your dear 

Anna?" Pearle said. 

Bess was delighted that she mentioned Anna. "We're fine, thank 

you. I hope you and Frank are well," Bess said. "I don't mean to intrude, 

and please feel free to say so, as I would understand." 

"Bess," said Pearle, "you never intrude." 

"Thank you, Pearle." She cleared her throat. "Ever since Anna 

and I visited you and Frank in Chicago, I haven't been able to stop 

thinking about how wonderful Chicago is, but mostly about Lyons 

Township High School. Anna and I have discussed this possibility at 

length, and we have decided that school in Illinois would be a great 
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opportunity for the girls--Marion and Helen--to enroll at the school. 

You don't have to--" 

Pearle interrupted her. "Wonderful! I was hoping you would 

come to that conclusion! Frank and I will be delighted to have the girls 

stay with us! Harriet will be excited to have them as classmates. We’ll 

go to the school first thing Monday morning and make arrangements 

for them to enroll." 

"You are aware that Helen is a year younger than Marion," Bess 

said. "Is that going to be a problem?" 

"Not in LaGrange," said Pearle. "They often let students skip 

grades. That will be no problem at all. As long as they’re ready.” 

"They’re ready,” said Bess. “We were going to say they are 

twins.” 

"Well," said Pearle, "they certainly look alike, but that won't be 

necessary." 

Bess gripped the phone and jumped up and down, and Anna 

joined in. The commotion they generated drew a few stares from the 

other customers. "Thank you! Thank you, Pearle!" Bess shouted. 

"You're welcome, dear. I’ll be in touch." 
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After Bess hung up the phone she hugged Anna, and then kissed 

her on the cheek. They hurried out of the store where they then 

celebrated by jumping up and down in the street, as if they were the 

ones who would be going to high school. 

*   *   * 
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Chapter Forty-Nine 

 

Mrs. Stearns ran unopposed for the school board and on Friday, May 

28, the election was held. Bess went to the school house for the 

announcement even though the outcome was certain. The next board 

meeting during the second week of June would take on a vastly different 

character. 

When Bess arrived home, Mama was getting supper. "Supper in a 

half hour," she said. 

Bess motioned to Anna. "Stone johnnie," she said. 

Anna smiled, put on a light wrap and joined Bess on the trek up the 

hill. When they arrived at the stone johnnie, Bess lit up a Bull Durham. The 

sun had set in the west and the Teepee Buttes had assumed a dark burnt 

orange color in the light of the red sunset. “You remember the nautical 

saying . . . ,” said Bess. “Red skies tonight—sailor’s delight.” 

Anna smiled. “The last part is ‘Red skies in morning—sailors take 

warning!” 

Bess drew a deep puff. "Well, she won," said Bess.  
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Anna was not upset by the news. Accepting the inevitable, I suppose, 

thought Bess. 

"I'm not going to do it," said Anna after a long pause. "The prayer 

and exclusion from teaching children about natural science--evolution--is 

nonsense. I'm not gonna do it! This a matter of principle with me." 

"You can guess what they'll do, can't you?" 

"Of course. They'll fire me, Bess. This will really affect us and I am 

sick at heart at what it will do to us—to our family. But it will be all right, 

Bess. Whatever happens.” 

Bess kissed Anna on the cheek. "Who's consoling who?" she 

whispered. 

Anna chuckled. "Leaving teaching will affect us both. Leaving will 

change my life—our lives—forever. I always wanted to teach school--I 

love it. But my first priority is you. Us. Being together." 

"The first board meeting is in a couple of weeks," said Bess. "We'll 

have time to think about what we're going to do by then." 

“Yes,” said Anna. 

"I'm worried about Billy and Tip," said Bess. "Marion and Helen will 

be gone, but the boys will still be in the school--whatever happens." 
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"Maybe we should take them to Scranton," said Anna. "They could 

live with my mother and father while going to school." 

"Now that's an idea," said Bess. "I've been thinking about Scranton 

for the boys, but wouldn’t that put a burden on your parents? If they were 

to go to school there, we would have a home with just us--and Mama and 

Papa. The joy of the children at home would be no more than a memory." 

"Except when they come home on the weekends," said Anna. 

Bess paused and puffed on her cigarette. "I think Billy would be 

excited," said Bess. "Remember how enthusiastic he was in talking with 

your father about working in the dairy?" 

Anna smiled. "I don't know who was more enthusiastic—Billy or my 

father! He likes being a grandfather." She paused. "Well—a step-

grandfather at least." 

"Well, for sure we'll have to talk with my parents and ask them if 

Billy and Tip can come to with them while they go to school in Scranton. 

I’ll do that this week.” 

“And we have to talk to the girls," said Bess. 

"Yes, the girls. Soon." 



 

491 
 

"Sunday? We have to tell Mama and Papa first so they can support 

us.” 

"Yes." 

"Together," said Bess. 

Anna smiled and put her arm around Bess. "Yes—we’ll talk to them. 

Together!" 

*   *   * 

Marion and Helen had finished school in Haley! Next stop, high 

school, Bess thought. They thought they would be enrolling in the high 

school in Scranton, fifteen miles north of Haley and Bess had talked with 

them about boarding with the Grimes family who were friends of the 

Curries. Bess and Anna had told them nothing about the possibility of 

going to Chicago, staying with Pearl and Frank, and attending high school 

there. The thought of the girls living so far away tugged at Bess's 

heartstrings, and both Anna and Bess had been reluctant to discuss even the 

remote possibility with them. Maybe they'll get to experience the city when 

they're older, Bess thought. But the more pondered the situation, the more 

she realized she couldn't put it off. The girls needed to know what Bess and 

Anna had decided was best for them. 
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On Saturday, Bess and Anna told Mama and Papa about their plans 

for the girls to go to Chicago for high school and stay with Pearle and 

Frank Swanson. Having Pearle and Frank at the house the previous year to 

meet Mama and Papa was a godsend. They thought the idea was good—but 

Bess could tell that the girls would be sorely missed around the house.  

On Sunday morning, the boys were bouncing off the walls with 

energy, so Bess scurried them out of the house to help Papa who agreed to 

keep them busy with work in the shed. Then she and Anna asked Marion 

and Helen to sit down in the living room for a discussion. 

"Girls, I have some very exciting news to share with you," Bess said, 

her voice shaking. I can't believe how nervous I feel, she thought. The girls 

looked at her with wide eyes. 

"We love you both," Anna chimed in. 

The girls suddenly looked worried. This isn't going well, Bess 

thought. It’s now or never. 

"Before you say anything, I want you to let me explain. You 

remember Auntie Pearle and Uncle Frank from Chicago. They have 

suggested both of you come to Chicago to go to high school. You 

remember when Anna and I talked about the school there--Lyons Township 

High School." 
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"High school in Chicago? Not in Scranton?" asked Helen. 

"Yes," said Bess. Auntie Pearl and Uncle Frank have invited you 

both to stay with them while you attend high school there in LaGrange. 

They have a daughter, Harriett, who is the same age as Helen. Anna and I 

have discussed this, and we've decided this would be the best decision for 

you both. Living in Chicago would open the door to many different 

possibilities Haley or Scranton could never offer." Bess took in a deep 

breath. Her heart was pounding. What have I done? she thought. 

While Bess initially thought the girls would be hesitant--even fearful 

of the idea of going to Chicago to high school, she was mistaken. She and 

Anna had thought Marion would show some reluctance and Helen would 

be enthusiastic, but what happened was almost the reverse. Marion was 

ecstatic about the idea. Helen was happy, but not so enthusiastic. 

"How long will we be gone?" Helen asked. 

"Well," Bess said, "high school is four years. But you'll be able to 

come back home to spend the summers. Anna and I will also come and 

visit you. Chicago is a wonderful place and a wonderful city. Quite 

magical, really." 

“Why Chicago?” asked Helen. 
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Bess paused. Be careful with your answer, she thought. "Because if 

we try to enroll you in Scranton, they probably would not permit Helen to 

enroll," Bess said, "because of her age. Helen would most likely have to 

repeat the eighth grade. In Haley." 

"Then I want to go to Chicago," Helen said. "I want to go to high 

school!" 

Marion smiled with a look of adventure and contentment on her face. 

"I want to go to Chicago!" 

Bess turned to Anna. "Let's go up to the stone johnnie. I need a 

cigarette." 

*   *   * 

The stone johnnie was a safe sanctuary for Bess and Anna—to be 

alone together and to think. Somehow being close to the sky and looking 

out at the beautiful prairie made thinking much clearer.  

This time the discussion was about the boys. "Anna," she said. "We'll 

have to talk to the boys about switching schools from here to Scranton." 

"I'll go to my parents and make the arrangements," said Anna. 

"Won't be a problem. I'll go during the week." 
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On Wednesday morning, Anna went to Scranton to arrange for the 

boys to stay with them while they were in school in Scranton. Her trip 

didn't take long because she was back at the homestead two hours after she 

had left and was in time for dinner. When she came into the house, she 

whispered to Bess, "My parents are thrilled that the boys will stay with 

them!" 

"Wonderful," said Bess. 

"School starts on Monday, the eighth of September," said Anna. "We 

should take the boys there early--maybe a week before school starts so they 

can get comfortable living with my parents." 

"Good idea," said Bess. "Just after the girls leave for Chicago. That 

will be on Saturday, the sixth." 

"Things will be a little quiet around here," said Anna. "Just you, me, 

Mama and Papa." 

"Yes, the place will be different," said Bess. "But we'll 

accommodate. The boys can come home on the weekends whenever they 

want." 

During supper, Bess broke the news to the boys. "Billy and Tip," she 

said. "Anna and I have something exciting to tell you. You remember how 
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much fun we had during Thanksgiving and Easter at Grandpa Jess and 

Grandma Carolyn's dairy farm, don't you?" 

"Yes," said Billy. "That was so much fun! Grandpa Jess said I could 

work for him someday." 

"And I wanna work for him, too," said Tip. 

Anna pitched in. "How would you both like to attend school in 

Scranton this coming year? Grandpa and Grandma said you can live with 

them. And Grandpa said there would be plenty for each of you to do at the 

dairy." 

"Not in Haley?" asked Billy. "Why?" 

"Because Anna might not be teaching in the Haley school next year," 

said Bess. 

"You won't be our teacher?" asked Tip. 

"Times change and people move on," said Anna. 

"Who will be our teacher in Scranton?" asked Billy. 

"Mrs. Paulson, a friend of Grandma and Grandpa, will be teaching 

sixth grade," said Anna. "I’m not sure who will be teaching in high school. 

Billy will most likely have different teachers for different subjects." 
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After supper when the children had gone to bed, Anna, Mama, Papa 

and Bess sat in the living room. Papa was listening to the radio program 

"Sam 'n' Henry," a comedy starring Freemen Gosden and Charles Correll 

on radio station WGN from Chicago. When the program was over they 

discussed the plans for the children. 

"Sure will be quiet around here," said Mama. "I'll miss the girls 

helping me in the kitchen." 

"You won't have so many to cook for anymore, Nellie," said Papa. 

“And you won’t have a helper to look after the sheep,” said Mama. 

"The girls will enjoy Pearle and Frank," said Bess. "And they'll have 

a new sister--Harriet. She's Helen's age and in the same grade. 

"What about you, Anna," said Papa. "Those changes in the school 

board." 

"I'm not sure yet," said Anna. "They have different ideas about what 

should be taught in the school." 

"We'll just have to wait and see, I guess," said Bess. "The first board 

meeting is next week. I dread attending.” 

"You can handle whatever happens, my Anna," said Papa. “And so 

can you, my Bessie!” 
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Anna got up from her chair, went over and gave Papa a kiss on the 

forehead. “Thanks, Papa,” she said. Tears formed in her eyes. “Means a lot 

to me.” 

Bess forced a smile. "We'll see what happens." 
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Chapter Fifty 

 

On Friday, June 13, the school board met at the school house at 

one o'clock in the afternoon. About twenty people were in attendance 

as Mrs. Tollifson called the meeting to order. She was dressed in her 

familiar all black dress and wasn't smiling at anyone. Her friend and 

new board member, Mrs. Stearns, sat beside her with a look on her face 

Bess thought was a cruel smirk. 

Anna and Bess attended the meeting and sat in the back of the 

audience expecting the worst. She and Bess had decided Anna would 

not say anything during the meeting nor would she oppose any motion 

about the curriculum. 

The first order of business was the nomination and election of a 

new president of the school board. Mrs. Stearns nominated Mrs. 

Tollifson and, without discussion, Mrs. Tollifson asked for a vote and 

Mrs. Tollifson became president of the board. 

The saga is now complete, thought Bess. 

Mrs. Tollifson didn't hesitate to get down to business. The main 

item on the agenda was to discuss and approve the budget for the 



 

500 
 

upcoming year. Bess had to admit to herself that Mrs. Tollifson had 

prepared a thoughtful and workable budget, so when she asked for a 

vote to approve it, the vote was unanimous. 

Mrs. Tollifson then announced there was "another matter" she 

wanted to discuss. She explained as the school grows, there needs to be 

a refreshing look at instruction and at the teacher who provides it. She 

proposed the board resolve to find a new teacher who could support 

such growth. 

Mrs. Currie pointed out the enrollment of the school in the 

coming year would be only eleven students--six students from the 

previous year were leaving to go to high school and only one new 

student would be enrolling. She wasn’t aware an additional two 

students--Billy and Tip--would not be among the student body. 

Without them, the number of students would be only nine. 

Mrs. Tollifson listened politely to Mrs. Currie’s comments and 

abruptly asked for a vote on her motion to replace Anna without 

asking for any public comment from parents who attended the 

meeting. When Mrs. Stearns supported her motion, Mrs. Tollifson 

didn't ask if anyone opposed the measure—ignoring Mrs. Currie. "The 

motion is carried," she exclaimed. 
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Anna is out, thought Bess. Our worst fears have come to pass. 

Then she made a motion to adjourn the meeting. Before asking 

for a vote on her motion, Mrs. Tollifson said she would inform Miss 

Matthews her services were no longer needed. She asked for a vote on 

the motion to adjourn and slammed the gavel on the table. 

Bess was appalled but wasn't surprised at the immediate action 

the two women took to terminate Anna. Without saying goodbye, she 

and Anna headed back to the homestead. 

* * * 

When they arrived, Anna's face had taken on an ashen and 

sorrowful look—reality had set in. They went into the house and told 

Mama and Papa what had happened. Papa and Mama gave Anna a 

warm hug. "You'll be all right, my Anna," said Papa with a tone of true 

affection in his voice. 

Anna had known her termination was coming but it still hurt her 

to her core. "I've always wanted to be a teacher," she said. "I never 

thought about what it would be like not having students to be with 

every day. It makes me sick to my stomach." 

She started to cry and Bess, Papa and Mama hugged her. 
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"I don't want to tell the children yet, Bess," Anna said. "Let's go 

up on the hill and have a talk. I can't talk about it here." 

Bess and Anna walked silently up the hill to the stone johnnie. 

Bess lit up a Bull Durham. 

Anna had tears in her eyes. "Oh, Bess," she said. "My fears have 

come true. I've been fired!" 

"This is awful," said Bess as she tried to provide some comfort 

and understanding. 

"The whole problem is about us," said Anna. "I was fired because 

we're living together. Those two women say we're immoral." 

"Love isn't immoral," said Bess. 

"They said our living together and our relationship is against the 

Bible." 

"The Bible doesn't have anything to do with the schools," Bess 

said. "The church doesn't have anything to do with public schools." 

"Of course," said Anna. "But the school board runs the school, 

and those two are adamant about this. I'm out. All the way out!" 
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"They’re ridiculous," Bess said. "You're an outstanding teacher. 

The children have benefited from your teaching. All the children who 

attended the school. You affected their lives in such a positive way." 

"Mrs. Tollifson brought to the meeting the lyrics of a song. She 

handed them out to everyone but you and me, but Mr. Feist gave one to 

me. The song is called, 'Masculine Women, Feminine Men.'" She handed 

the paper to Bess. “The words are so cruel.” 

"Masculine women, Feminine men 

Which is the rooster, which is the hen? 

It's hard to tell 'em apart today! And, say! 

Sister is busy learning to shave, 

Brother just loves his permanent wave, 

It's hard to tell 'em apart today! Hey, hey! 

Girls were girls and boys were boys when I was a tot, 

Now we don't know who is who, or even what's what! 

Knickers and trousers, baggy and wide, 

Nobody knows who's walking inside, 
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Those masculine women and feminine men!" 

"Oh my god," Bess said. "How awful. They've tried to damage 

your reputation." 

"I'll be over it eventually, but now I just don't know what to do. 

Please understand, Bess, I love you and always will. And I want to be 

together. But I also think I've gotta face this alone for a little while. I 

feel like I want to go into the house, lock myself in our room, and shut 

the whole world out. Maybe I'll go to my parents' home and spend a 

week. Just lock myself in my old room and suck my thumb!" 

Bess hugged Anna. Then she took a deep puff on her cigarette. 

"You have to do what you think is best, Anna. If it means spending a 

week at your parents' place, you should do it." 

"It would only be for a week, Bess. I could spend some time 

getting the place ready for Billy and Tip. I could be productive." 

"I'm always here for you, Anna, and I always will be." Bess said. 

"But if this is something you need to do, then I suppose you have to do 

it. I want you to be comfortable about it." 
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"We need to tell the children about this, but not the details. And 

we can tell them I'm going to my parents' place to prepare the rooms 

for the boys. That's the truth." 

At supper, Anna explained she was leaving her teaching job to 

spend time being a rancher with Bess. She explained she would be 

going to her parents' home during the coming week to prepare the 

upstairs rooms for Billy and Tip. 

On Saturday morning Bess drove Anna to Scranton to her 

parents' home. She stayed through dinner while Anna explained what 

had happened in Haley--sparing no detail. Jess and Carolyn were 

understanding and supportive. 

"We want to do what's right," said Jess. 

"It doesn't sound like you would be happy teaching there 

anymore," said Carolyn. 

"I'm going to become a rancher," said Anna with a note of 

brightness in her voice. "And maybe I can give piano lessons again. I'll 

have the time." 

"You can practice while you're here," said Jess with a smile. 
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Anna laughed. "I'll have to find something to play where I can 

pound the keyboard. Pretend the keys are those women!" 

On the drive back home, Bess was angry—and sad. She loved 

Anna more than life itself, and she was willing to do whatever it took to 

make things right, but the thought of Anna being upset over the 

consequences of her termination was upsetting. Were we too naïve to 

think people would accept us? She thought. Had we been too naïve to 

think we would be able to live in peace and harmony until old age? She 

felt sad at the prospect of life at the homestead without the children. 

And without Anna--at least for a week. 

During the week while Anna was absent, when Mama had asked 

for her linens, Bess didn't wash the bedding for fear of losing Anna's 

scent. For the first time in a long time, Bess felt utterly alone and she 

pulled the sheets over her head. A major life-changing time, she 

thought. What will we do? WE! I won't be alone this time! 

* * * 

The following Friday morning as Bess was coming in from the 

chicken coop, a car drove up and stopped in front of the house. It was 

Jess and Carolyn Matthews--with Anna! Bess set the egg basket down 

and ran to the car as a smiling Anna emerged. 
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"Hi, Bess," she shouted with a smile. "I'm back!" 

Bess ran up to her and embraced her, not being ashamed or shy 

about showing her affection. 

"How are the kids?" said Anna. "And Papa and Mama?" 

Bess's heart pounded with joy. She's back! My Anna is back! 

As Anna walked into the house, Bess heard Carolyn's voice. 

"Bess," she said, "can we speak for a moment?" 

Somewhat concerned, Bess turned and walked over to the car 

where Carolyn was standing. 

Carolyn walked up to Bess and hugged her. "Bess," she said, "I 

have never seen Anna so happy. She loves you so. She wanted to come 

back earlier in the week, but we were a bit selfish, I think, because we 

enjoyed her company." 

"How is she doing?" Bess asked. "Has she come to grips with her 

leaving teaching?" 

"Oh, my," said Carolyn. "She's happy. She talked about her 

frustrations with those women you spoke of, and I think doing so 
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helped her She adores you and her life on the ranch, Bess. She said 

she's anxious to become a real rancher!" 

Carolyn was right. Anna was happy and expressed such cheer 

and enthusiasm Bess thought she had completely forgotten about what 

had happened with the school. During the following nights, Anna 

snuggled closer to Bess than ever before and their embraces were 

sensual and true. Happiness filled Bess's heart. 

Anna spent her time over the next few weeks helping Bess and 

Mama get the girls ready for their journey to Chicago and the boys 

ready to go to the Matthew's home in Scranton. Nary a word was said 

about the school. She's either over it or is hiding her emotions well, Bess 

thought. Probably a little of both. But she appears to be happy. 
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Chapter Fifty-One 

Because of the news that the girls would be going to Chicago, 

Mama made two new dark navy blue dresses for Marion and Helen. 

Papa gave each of them a heavy woolen hat they could pull down over 

their ears during the cold winter days. "They're a little large for you 

now," said Mama. "But at the rate you're growing, they should be right 

for high school next year." The girls instantly tried on the dresses and 

Bess took a photo of them outside while posing with Buck, the dog. 

 

Helen (14); Marion (15); (1924) 

Tip was becoming a real sparkplug and was a constant source of 

ideas about fun things to do. At supper during the Fourth of July weekend, 
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he asked, “Are we gonna take a trip this summer? Like go back to that 

swimming pool in Hot Springs?” 

It was as though a light bulb appeared over his head. A road trip! 

Bess thought. We have the whole months of July and August. The kids don’t 

leave until September. 

“Well that’s a great idea, Tip,” said Bess. “Let’s plan a road trip!” 

“A road trip!” shouted Billy. 

“Let’s think of someplace fun where we can go in August,” said 

Helen.  

“Someplace fun like Hot Springs—or maybe something else that 

we’ve never seen,” said Marion. 

“I’ve got an idea,” said Anna. “In August, there’s a celebration in 

Deadwood called the ‘Days of ’76.’ I’ll find out more about that and we 

can talk about it tomorrow.” 

“Days of ‘76’,” said Bess. “Sounds like fun. 

The next day, Anna drove to Scranton to the public library to 

research the celebration and other places they might visit. That evening at 

supper she was ready. 
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"We've all been to Spearfish and Deadwood before, and we'll 

return on a road trip again in early August. Something special is 

happening this year--we'll go to the celebration in Deadwood called the 

Days of '76. The celebration lasts three days--Wednesday, Thursday 

and Friday the 12th through the 14th of August. We'll go to Spearfish 

on Wednesday, spend time in Spearfish on Thursday, and go to the 

Deadwood celebration on Friday." 

"What kind of celebration is it?" asked Helen. 

"The celebration is about the wild west days in Deadwood after 

gold was discovered in the Black Hills in 1876. Famous people were 

there--Calamity Jane and Wild Bill Hickock. He was shot by Jack McCall 

at Saloon Number 10 in Deadwood when he was playing poker." 

"What will they do at the celebration?" asked Billy. 

"The paper says the celebration this year will feature a 

reenactment of the Battle of the Little Big Horn when the Indians 

massacred General Custer and the Seventh Cavalry. That battle was 

called Custer's Last Stand." 

“What’s a reenactment?” asked Tip. 
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“They’ll dress up in costumes and put on a show—just like the battle 

was fought so we can watch how it was,” said Bess. 

"We can go to the museums, too," said Anna. “And on Saturday, 

we'll go back to Spearfish where you've been before and to the park 

with the swinging bridge and the great swing set that you enjoyed. 

We'll go up into Spearfish Canyon for a hike and a picnic." 

"Can we visit the college, too?" asked Helen. "I want to go to that 

college someday." 

"Yes, Helen." said Bess. "We'll stop at the college." 

"Then, on Sunday, we'll leave Spearfish early and drive up to 

Devil's Tower. You'll find that interesting." 

"What's Devil's Tower?" asked Billy. 

"Will a devil be there?" asked Tip. 

Anna laughed. "I don't think there will be a devil, Tip, but you 

will find that Devil’s Tower is a mountain the likes of which you have 

never seen before." Anna took out a brochure and showed the children 

a picture of Devil's Tower. 
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Devil's Tower 

*   *   * 

On Wednesday afternoon, August 12, Bess and Anna loaded the 

children into the Model T and set off for Spearfish. On Thursday, they 

spent time in the Spearfish park, had a picnic and toured the college. 

Then early on Friday morning, they drove the fifteen miles to 

Deadwood to attend the Days of '76 celebration. 

The town was decked out for the occasion. The many brick 

storefronts were covered with split logs--slabs as they were called--to 

transform the appearance from the modern look to what it was like in 

1876. The locals were dressed up to fit the occasion--women wearing 

long dresses and men with their high-top, high-heeled boots and broad 

western hats. Several Indians were in attendance—and some were 
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dressed in their native costumes complete, in some cases, with the 

bright feathered head dresses and war paint. 

Local citizens had prepared many reenactments of historical 

events, such as the killing of Wild Bill Hickock, the trial of Jack McCall, 

an attack by Indians on an emigrant train as well as another attack on a 

pioneer cabin complete with the burning of the cabin. 

Some people dressed in cowboy outfits had two old-fashioned 

stage coaches and offered rides to the visitors. The stage coaches were 

in excellent condition and had been used to ferry many passengers 

with their treasures to and from Deadwood to Rapid City. 

Many demonstrations were held such as employees of the 

Homestake gold mine in Lead showing methods of drilling and blasting 

the ore--the children loved the many controlled explosions. Groups of 

soldiers from the Fourth Cavalry Regiment from Fort Meade near 

Sturgis marched in precision. The children met and shook the hand of 

famed movie star, Jack Hoxie, who was not only a famed rodeo 

performer, but a hero of many western movies. Movies were not 

something the children had experienced, and Bess made a note to take 

them to a movie in the new theater in Bowman. 
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Late in the morning, a parade down main street displayed people 

in western costumes, Indians in their full dress, two marching bands, 

and a host of horses pulling decorated wagons--floats--with costumed 

riders waving to the large crowd lining the street. 

Plenty of tables with a wide variety of foods were situated in  

several locations throughout the town. The food included tasty items 

like fried chicken, potato salad and home-made pies and ice cream 

which delighted the children. 

They left Deadwood late in the afternoon with the children 

exhausted and full of new and different experiences to occupy their 

memories. 

Saturday was a day of leisure and a picnic up in Spearfish Canyon 

at the same spot they visited before. The hike from the picnic spot to 

Bridle Veil Falls was, again, the highlight of the day. 

Early Sunday morning, they drove the sixty miles from Spearfish 

through Sundance, Wyoming up to the awesome Devil's Tower. Bess 

pulled out the camera and took a photo of the tower. 
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Devil's Tower 

The children were awed by the rocky tower and Tip was excited 

because he was the first to spot it in the distance as they drove up the 

dusty, gravel road from Sundance. 

"Wow!" said Billy as they neared the massive and unique-looking 

monolith. "That mountain is weird!" 

"Devil's Tower is a National Monument," said Anna as the parked 

the car near a path they could take to walk around the mountain. "It 

was the first such monument and was established by President 

Roosevelt in 1906." 

"How did it get that way?" asked Helen. "The sides are like long 

sticks of rock piled up." 

"They say Devil’s Tower is the center—the core—of an old 

volcano. The rock in the center of the volcano is very hard, and over 
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many thousands and maybe millions of years, the sides of the 

mountain washed away--eroded--and left the rocky core. Legend has it 

a group of young girls were being chased by a big bear and they 

climbed to the top of the mountain to hide. The bear couldn't get up the 

mountain and clawed on the sides, leaving the marks that you can see. 

"A bear?" asked Marion. "Must have been a huge bear!" 

"The story is just a legend," said Anna. 

Bess, Anna and the children took the path at the bottom of the 

massive monument and walked slowly around it savoring the views. 

The journey took almost two hours and when they arrived back at the 

car, Bess took out the picnic basket with the sandwiches she and Anna 

had prepared. Several picnic tables dotted the area and, after eating, 

they jumped into the Model T and made the long drive back to Haley. 

* * * 
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Chapter Fifty-Two 

During the last week of August, the girls and boys were busy 

getting ready for their new places--the girls in Chicago and the boys in 

Scranton. Bess told the girls they should refer to Pearle and Frank as 

"Auntie Pearle" and "Uncle Frank" out of respect. "They'll be your 

parents, so to speak, when you're in Chicago," she said. "You have to 

live and behave as though that were true even though they are not 

actually your family." Anna told the boys to refer to Jess and Carolyn as 

"Grandpa" and "Grandma." 

Mama made four more dresses for each of the girls--all different 

colors--and Bess took them to Bowman where they bought two dresses 

from the JC Penney Store. 

As the day when the girls were set to leave approached, the 

excitement grew. The girls would leave from Scranton on the 

eastbound train and the next day the boys would go to the Matthews 

home. 

Bess purchased a traveling suitcase for each of the girls that was 

enough to contain all the clothing that they would need. She also called 

Pearle and told her that the girls would bring a check for three 

hundred dollars to cover the girls' expenses for the year. 
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The night before the girls were to leave, Bess, Anna, and Mama 

made a special supper as a celebration for all the children. Papa shot 

three pheasants and Mama made a large pot roast complete with 

potatoes, onions, and carrots.  

During the celebration supper, Bess couldn't keep her eyes off 

the children and she felt such deep satisfaction and pride. In a sense, 

they're embarking on a journey away from home, much like I did in 1908 

when I came west to homestead. They're on their own—both the boys 

and the girls—and they're going to an entirely new place--a place that is 

much different from this wide prairie. Her eyes began to mist as she 

thought of her two beautiful girls and the opportunity--and challenge--

that awaited them in Chicago. 

Anna seemed to sense how Bess was feeling and reached over, 

took her hand, and whispered, "This is real, Bess. Your boys and girls 

are going on a journey you did long ago. They're exactly like you. You 

can tell from the sparkle in their eyes. See? You can tell!"  

The next morning, Saturday, August 30, Bess and Anna drove the 

girls to Scranton and put them on the train bound for Chicago, the 

same Milwaukee Road train that Bess and Anna had taken when they 

went on their trip. As the train slowly chugged out of the station, Bess 
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thought about what Papa must have experienced when her train left 

the station when she was heading west almost twenty years ago. Tears 

filled her eyes and she grasped Anna's hand as they watched the train 

fade into the distance to the east. 

Early the next morning on Sunday, Bess and Anna took Billy and 

Tip to the Matthews home and helped them get settled in their rooms. 

Both boys were anxious to "get to work," as Billy said. They couldn't 

wait to help Jess at the dairy and no tears were shed as Bess and Anna 

left to return home. 

Two days later, Bess and Anna went to the Currie Store and 

called Pearle on the telephone. The girls had arrived and were settled 

in a room next to Harriet's upstairs. Bess had a chance to talk with both 

Helen and Marion, and they were excited. 

"I'm enrolled," Helen said breathlessly. "I'm going to high 

school." 

When they returned to the homestead, Papa was listening to the 

radio and Mama was preparing dinner. "It'll be ready in about an 

hour," she said. 

Bess looked at Anna and smiled. "Let's go up to the stone 

johnnie!" 
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The short climb up to the top of the hill took took only a few 

moments and both Bess and Anna were exhilarated. Bess lit up a Bull 

Durham and gazed out over the ripening prairie hay and the winding 

Grand River. The tobacco tasted extra rich on such a warm morning. 

"We are entering a new life, Anna!" said Bess. "We've got a lot to 

think about and a good future ahead of us. 

Anna's and Bess’s fingers interlaced as they stood by the stone 

johnnie. Bess needed to unwind, and what better way to do so than to 

go to her favorite place with her favorite person. 

Anna smiled, and the wind gently blew her hair into her face. 

Bess moved the lock aside and kissed her cheek. 

"What I love about you, Bess, is that you always plan for the 

future."  

"It pays to look ahead. And the next decade should be a good one. 

We're financially secure, and the business is reasonably healthy." 

"You have four wonderful children and they're headed for new 

experiences. Your life is so healthy!" 
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"WE have four wonderful children, Anna! I don't worry about 

them. They're well-grounded. We taught them well. This is their home. 

This is who they are. This who we are." 

"A new decade and a new life without the children in the house 

awaits us, Bess. You, me, and your parents.” 

"Giles and Nellie are happy, but I'm worried a bit about Papa. 

He's taken on a lot of responsibilities for the sheep and cattle, and he 

isn't getting any younger. He and Mama are sixty years old." 

"But they're healthy and happy. You couldn't ask for much 

more." 

"We gotta think about the future, Anna. Papa always said ‘You 

gotta have a plan.’ We can plan our future together." She took a final 

puff and stomped out the cigarette on the ground. "Someday it will be 

only you and me here." 

"Hard to think about.” 

"But we've gotta face it, Anna. The reality of the future." 

Anna giggled. "We can do it! Maybe we just try a different life 

somewhere else. Somewhere together. Doing something else. An 

adventure together. Take on a new challenge!" 
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Bess smiled. "Like down in Hot Springs? Seems like there's 

plenty to do down there." 

"I was thinking about Hot Springs, too. Packing up and going 

down there, living together and starting something new. We wouldn't 

have the problem that we seem to have around here." 

"We can do anything we set our minds to do." Anna reached over 

and touched Bess's hand. "We're together and that's all that matters." 

"A new decade is on the horizon. It’s like we’re on a ship out in 

the big, wide ocean." 

A warm but gentle breeze came up suddenly. Anna took Bess's 

hand as they both turned into the wind and looked toward the west. 

They listened to the sound of the near-silent wind. It was like an 

orchestra softly tuning up to play; or maybe something coming toward 

them from beyond the horizon. Maybe they were sailing into a beautiful 

sunset.  

Whatever it was, Anna and Bess were ready. 

The End 
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