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Introduction

I

would love to believe that my daughter and her generation
realize they stand on the shoulders of those who have gone
before them. When I watch them make life-altering decisions in
a frivolous manner and insist on acting like children into their
twenties, I have to wonder. Do they understand the importance
of building for the future? By living only for themselves, do
they not realize they are destroying the foundations on which
their lives are built? Countless selfless acts have gone into building our nation. Is it possible for one generation to dismantle all
that has been accomplished by so many people?
The story of Rea grew out of my frustrations. Born a child
of the Great Depression, by the time she was in her mid to late
teens, Rea was expected to take on the responsibilities of an
adult. The young men and women of her time stepped from
difficult childhoods headlong into a world torn by war. Even
though thousands of the brightest and bravest were killed on
foreign battlefields, the ingenuity and hard work of those left
pulled our nation with them into a promising future.
Rea’s wisdom and sense of responsibility were common
traits among her peers. Accustomed to a life swamped with
tribulation, she was more than prepared to face the heartache
and pain that beset her in the summer of 1941. Her advantage
over the young women of today was that she did not have great
material wealth that weighed her down with the desire for the
next best thing.
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I fear for us when I look into the future; I suppose my fears
are deeply embedded within this story. A nation mirrors the
characteristics of its citizens. Will we continue to be a great
nation throughout the generations to come?

x

Chapter One

The Nightmare

I

’d had this nightmare so many times I could visualize every
moment in my waking hours. I stood cold and shivering on
the rough wooden boards that paved Rock Island’s one-lane
bridge. The iron trusses above me were silver grey in the moonlight. As I watched, they began to shiver. I felt the vibrations
in my feet. Looking out toward the lake, I saw that the surface
of the water was as smooth as glass and reflected a full moon.
The trees along the bank stood sentinel, still as death. My attention returned to the bridge. The shiver became more violent in
nature. The trusses turned and twisted, groaning in complaint.
The bridge began to undulate, and it was difficult to keep my
balance. It occurred to me that I should run to one end and find
safety on the quiet shoreline. The option to run was quickly lost
as the convulsing bridge knocked me to my knees. Grasping
for the side railing, I barely kept myself from rolling off into
the lake below. Had I been thinking clearly, I would have realized the water offered a safe refuge from the horrific creature
the bridge had become. Petrified with fear, however, I could
not think. Desperate to control my fate, I refused to release the
railing. This would be my final decision. Suddenly the structure
heaved upward with an unseen force toward the heavens, rendering it no longer recognizable as a bridge. I felt myself falling,
trapped among the broken and dismembered metal and wood.
The dream always ended there.
1
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Waking in a cold sweat, my heart raced and the blood
pounded in my ears. I fought to control the fear that had followed me through to reality. For years, this nightmare had found
its way to live among the more pleasant dreams of my childhood. Fantasies I had read in books during the day took on a life
and were relived in my sleep. However, I never called forth the
nightmare. It came unbidden and unwanted from the recesses of
my mind. Enslaving me in uncontrollable mutilation and agony,
it destroyed the bridge and, eventually, me along with it.
As I grew up, I thought the nightmare would go the way of
all things youthful. Maturity, I reasoned, would purge its fiendish
hold on me. To my utter dismay, it clung with a vicious tenacity
somewhere in the darkest reaches of my being. It sucked at the
very thing that made me human. It wanted to weary and then
destroy the peace of my soul.
Waking once again from the struggle, I could feel the
warmth of the sun on my face. Startled by the brightness in my
room, I rose to my feet quickly. The nightmare had held me in
its grip too long. Stumbling to the wardrobe to grab my work
clothes, I jerked them on as I made my way out of the room.
I hoped I had not slept beyond the point of redemption with
Pa. A strong coffee smell washed over me as I descended the
stairs and ran headlong out the front door. By sleeping late, I
had burdened Ma with cooking breakfast alone. Stopping in the
kitchen would have resulted in a tongue lashing. My reprieve
would be short-lived; she would find ample opportunity to make
her displeasure known later.
The morning was cool. Each breath I took turned to a cold
fog and clung to my eyelashes as I slipped and slid across
the dew-covered grass. Pa’s voice rose above the noise of the
animals as he gave Jinx, our field hand, instructions inside
the milk barn. I couldn’t afford to delay my arrival. The tone
in Pa’s voice was harsh. He often took his displeasure out on
the person in his path at the time of his anger, even when they
were innocent of any wrongdoing. Jinx did not deserve to suffer for my sin.
“I’m here, Pa.”
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“Get over here, Rea, and take my place. I should already be
out in the field.”
“Sorry I was late, Pa. I didn’t hear Ma knock on my door
this morning.”
“You been up reading again?”
“No, you took my lamp out of the room the last time I was
late for chores.”
“Oh, yeah. Well, being late again will still cost you those
precious books and earn you a good whoppin’ with my belt.”
To add emphasis to his statement, Pa threw the cleaning rag
into the bucket of soapy water at my feet. Cold water splattered
up, wetting one side of my clothes and the Jersey cow beside
me. She cared as little for the dousing as I did and kicked at the
air, narrowly missing my leg. I had already suffered one broken
bone because of these ornery creatures; I did not want to endure
another.
Jinx remained intent on his work with his head down. He
would never comment about my shortcomings. Had my brothers been there that morning, they would have jumped at the
opportunity to go into a tirade about the inferiority of females,
especially me.
The men in our family shared the same view of women. We
were to be silent, obedient, and preferably ignorant. Adjectives
such as weak and slow always found their way into the verbal
battering I endured for their entertainment. The fact most often
driven home was that having been born a girl, I had inherited
responsibility for the original sin from Mother Eve. All women
were cursed because we were responsible for man’s fall from
God’s good graces.
Once, when I was younger and didn’t fully comprehend my
place in the world, I had tried to defend poor Eve. Very carefully,
I explained that since women were so weak, she couldn’t have
forced Adam to eat the fruit. It was obvious he chose to eat it
just as she did, making his sin equally as bad. I suffered a good
licking from Pa for my insolence. I never again questioned my
father’s religious convictions, but I later imagined that the curse
adhered to me like a second skin.
3
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Now my brothers were gone. They had left the farm to pursue other ways of making a living. Pa intended for both of his
sons to be well educated. To his credit, he wanted a better life
for them than the one he had endured on the farm. My older
brother, Steve, worked at a feed mill near Nashville and was
studying to become a minister, God help us all. Jeff, who was
two years older than me, worked as a hired hand on a farm near
Knoxville while he attended the University of Tennessee. Pa
sent them every extra dime we were able to make beyond what
was necessary for our survival. We often went without food so
that they could finish their educations.
That left me, his only daughter and youngest child, to work
in the place of my brothers. Pa had determined it was my duty
to marry and provide him with permanent cheap labor for the
farm. He expected this to be acceptable to me and the unfortunate man I would marry. We were to work the farm; however,
my brothers would inherit the land. It seemed that my choices
for a husband would be limited to men of little intelligence and
ambition. Only a man of such character would sacrifice himself
for so little in return.
To my dismay, several men in the area around our farm fit
the necessary qualifications. Although I was only fifteen, Pa had
already begun sizing up the candidates. Occasionally, one would
appear at our front door. It was obvious that the potential suitor
came to look me over like a heifer at the local sale. To my advantage, they had little to see. For at my very best, I was plain. This
would be my saving grace, I hoped. Evidently, all men preferred
their wives pretty even though they might be the most pitiful of
male specimens themselves.
Realizing that freed me from making any effort at improving
my appearance. It suited the fancy of my mother that I continued
to follow that course of action. Her paternal aunts were of dubious
reputation, and she lived in the fear that I might have inherited their
tendencies. It was far better in her mind that I was plain to look at
than for any shame to be visited on the family because of me.
While the hunt continued for my future husband, Pa still
allowed me to attend school. He did understand that time moved
4
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the world away from the life he was accustomed to on the farm.
My education would be beneficial in helping the farm make
the transition into an uncertain future. Because Pa had not gone
beyond the third grade, he saw the opportunity to advance his
education through me. Since I would forever be tied to the
farm, he would always have my knowledge at his disposal. High
school was as far as he intended to let me go. He considered
anything beyond that level to be a waste on a mere girl.
Pa left me no option other than to aspire to growing old alone.
Even if I had beauty at my disposal, I had nothing else to offer
a man of high consequence. I had seen many well educated and
beautiful young women in Rock Island during the summer. They
came to stay at their family camps, and it was not hard to recognize the difference between us. I was, if nothing else, realistic
about my options. The very best I could hope for was to be an old
maid. To accomplish this goal, I would have to walk a thin line
over the next few years. Convincing the selected suitors that I was
not worth the effort might take some maneuvering on my part.
“Rea, are you going to talk to me at all this morning?” I
had completely forgotten about Jinx who was not ten feet away.
Normally, he would not even speak unless I spoke first.
“Sorry, I’ve been thinking about some personal stuff. I can’t
believe I overslept again this morning. I thought I had that problem solved when I moved my bed closer to the door. Ma doesn’t
knock very loudly.”
“My ma yells at me every morning. Why can’t yours just
open your door and yell at you?”
“She’s afraid she’ll wake Pa up too early. He doesn’t get up
until breakfast is ready. This morning, I was in the middle of the
nightmare when she knocked, so I didn’t hear her.”
“That the same nightmare you always have?”
“Afraid so. I didn’t get up in time to help with breakfast, so
now I’ll get it from Ma when I get back to the house.”
“Life’s awful tough ain’t it, Rea?”
“Yep.”
I’d known Jinx Cummings most of my life. He’d been helping us on the farm since he was a small boy. His family was very
5
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large, eleven children in all, and very poor. Their father hired
all of his sons out as soon as possible to supplement the family
income. I knew we were close to the same age although I was
not certain how close. Jinx had attended grammar school for a
while, and we were in the same class. His grades were always
high even though he had no time to study. His mind was quick,
his memory flawless, and his loyalty unquestionable.
In all the years we worked side by side, he had saved me from
many thrashings by taking credit for my mistakes. As a result,
my Pa thought he was simple minded and not capable of being
responsible for complicated tasks. Pa wasted many hours each
day explaining over and over directions to jobs my friend could do
blindfolded in his sleep. Pa considered it his Christian duty to help
Jinx, who accepted his humbling treatment without complaint. I
knew not why. Maybe the meager pay he received helped his
family more than I could imagine. I thanked God in my prayers
every night that Jinx and my pa could tolerate each other. Jinx’s
presence on the farm was necessary for me to maintain my sanity.
Beyond that, the farm could not have operated without him.
Milking the twenty cows that my father called his herd took
some time, even at a steady pace. I helped Jinx as long as I
dared before heading back to the house. He would finish my
part for me. This was an arrangement we had used often in the
past. Entering the kitchen was a sobering prospect, but I had no
choice. Ma had already cleaned away what was left of breakfast
and had begun her daily chores. I knew nothing would be left
of the morning meal. In general, Pa’s hogs ate better than me on
days I failed to help Ma in the kitchen.
“Ma, I didn’t hear you at the door this morning. I did not
skip out on my chores on purpose.”
“Rea, I could hear you mumbling to yourself, probably reading one of those books.”
“It was a nightmare, Ma.”
“You use that excuse a lot. Now get cleaned up and head
out, or you’ll miss your ride to school. Oh, and I expect I’ll have
quite a bit of work for you when you get home today, so don’t
waste time getting here.”
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“Yes, Ma.”
Once again, I rushed to change clothes. With few choices,
it did not take long. Only three dresses hung on the hooks in
my room, two for school, the other one strictly for church. Each
had been made by Ma to ensure that they showed no hint of my
figure. This was an unnecessary effort on her part because I had
no figure. If Ma would have agreed to let me wear my overalls
to school, the only thing that would have betrayed me as a girl
was my long, dark hair. I received many snide remarks from the
other students at school about my lack of wardrobe. However,
my skin had grown tough over time, and I barely noticed the
comments anymore. I had no time for my morning bath. I only
hoped that the smell of the milk barn, so evident on my work
clothes, had not settled into my hair and on my skin. Dressing
took only a few minutes, and I once more ran down the stairs
and out the door.
The ride that had become so important was waiting on me
in Rock Island, over two miles from our farm. I would have to
run to make it on time. Dr. McKinney owned the only car in the
area. He drove every day to McMinnville to the hospital and
returned at night to his home near our farm. On Saturdays, he
operated a clinic out of his house for the local residents, many
of whom would never be able to travel the long distance to town.
In addition to supplying me with a way to school, he also paid
me to clean the clinic for him on Saturday afternoons. I would
have preferred to work for free, but Pa would never allow me to
“waste” so much time without something to show for it.
Dr. McKinney was also the source of my reading materials. Every Saturday, he had a new book for me at the clinic to
replace the one I returned from the week before. Pa had no idea
the doctor lent me the books. He thought they came from a traveling library that stopped in Rock Island on every third Friday
of each month. I worried about Pa not approving of my borrowing the books, but Dr. McKinney said that what Pa didn’t know
wouldn’t hurt him.
I guess things were just about as good as they could be at
that time in my life—except for one thing. The accursed bridge
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stood between me and the McKinney home. I had to cross it
twice every day. Knowing the demon of my nightmare lay ahead
of me was grating at my nerves already, and I had just left the
house.
Running shortened the trip to the bridge considerably.
Most days, other people were coming and going on horseback, by wagon, walking, or sometimes in a car. Rarely
though was the bridge deserted as it was in my nightmare.
Those were the hard days. When it was just my imagination
to keep me company, terror followed as my shadow across
that short span of timber and steel. Coming around the curve
that brought the bridge into view revealed that it was empty
of traffic. I stopped and considered waiting to see if someone
would show up before I crossed. But that would only add to
my lateness and increase the risk that Dr. McKinney would
leave without me. Forcing myself to walk in a direct path, I
tried to push aside the fears that were rising in my mind. My
legs began to shake and grow weak. Eventually, I dropped to
my knees. My heart raced as it did when I awoke each time
from the nightmare. Frantically, I tried to catch my breath
and calm my nerves. It would be very unfortunate if someone
came along at that moment to see me kneeling before the
bridge in terror. Finally, a small amount of calm eased into
my legs, and I slowly began to stand up.
It was then that I recognized the sound of an approaching
horse and its rider very close behind me. There was no doubt
that the rider saw me kneeling in the road. The person could
not have seen my face and probably assumed I fell. Making the
effort to stand and step aside from the road took a great deal of
my energy. My legs began to quiver as each step became more
difficult. Having made the decision not to look at the rider
directly, I acted as normally as possible and kept my eyes on the
ground in front of me.
“Rea, you all right?” Relief flooded over me. Jinx’s familiar
voice swept the panic out of my body. I slowly turned and faced
the one person who would never judge me harshly for my fears.
“What are you doing here?”
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“You didn’t answer my question.”
“Oh, I just needed to rest for a second. I ran all the way from
the house.”
“Wouldn’t your face be red and not white as a ghost if that
were the truth?”
“Well, if you must know, I was having a hard time making
myself cross to the other side.”
“You looked like you were praying to me. I don’t think God
will pick you up and set you down on the other side. Give me
your hand, and I’ll take you across.”
God might not have put me on the other side miraculously,
but He was going to get the credit for sending Jinx. I reached up
to take the strong arm extended toward me. Jinx easily pulled
me up to sit behind him. As I wrapped my arms around his
waist, it was not hard to notice that Jinx had grown and that his
boyish build had been replaced by that of a man. I had been so
obsessed with my own life and misery that my best friend had
changed, and I had failed to notice. With confidence, he took the
reins and urged the horse into a canter. It did not take long to
reach the safety of the other side. I had been holding my breath
even with the comfort of my prince on an old plow horse. Heaving a sigh and relaxing my body, I lay my forehead against Jinx’s
back.
“It’s just a bridge Rea, not a monster.”
“I know that Jinx, but the nightmare has been coming more
often than usual. It’s just this bad on the days after I have one.”
We rode in silence the rest of the way to the clinic. Jinx took
my arm and eased me down to the ground with the same effortless motion he had used to pull me up.
“Thanks, you never did say why you are here,” I commented.
“Come to pick up supplies for your Pa at the store.”
“I’m glad you showed up. I might not have made it across
without you.”
Jinx broke into a smile and turned the horse around. He left
me watching him ride away. Dr. McKinney’s car was parked
by his gate. Apparently, I had arrived in ample time. The stone
wall that edged his front yard looked like an inviting place to
9
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rest and wait. The air had begun to warm up, making the stones
feel cool to the touch. I was listening to the song of a robin in
a small tree beside me when my name floated across the breeze
from the house.
“Rea, come into the house. Robert has a patient, and it will
be a while before he can leave.”
Sarah McKinney stood framed in her kitchen door. She was
the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Taller than most, her
chestnut colored hair hung in loose curls across her shoulders.
She had soft features and crystal blue eyes. More impressive in
my mind was her determination and self-assurance. She never
appeared to be intimidated and approached life with casual ease.
It was not surprising to me that Pa cared little for the doctor’s wife. When given the opportunity, he raved about her lack
of humility and called her arrogant and self-serving. On the few
occasions in which they had been close enough to speak to each
other, it was evident that Sarah was not the least bit impressed
with my pa. She appeared to live life as her own, not at the will
of her husband. I had heard her say that she took full responsibility for her own mistakes. I was sure she did not like my pa,
but she was too much of a lady to mention it.
Walking up the path toward her, I felt very small and unimportant in the world. To add to my discomfort, the wonderful
smell of bacon drifted out onto the morning air, and my stomach
protested its emptiness just as I passed her going into the house.
The rumbling was too loud not to be heard.
“Rea, did you eat anything at all this morning? You look a
little pale.”
“Well, I slept through breakfast, and after I finished the
chores, I didn’t have time to eat. I’m not hungry though,” I
added hastily to the end of my defense.
“Slept through breakfast you say? Well, sit down and I’ll
make you a bacon sandwich. I just took this bread out of the
oven and milk is in the pitcher. Pour yourself a glass. By the
way, does your father ever sleep through breakfast?”
“No ma’am. Ma wakes him up when it’s ready. I usually help
her cook and eat as I walk to the barn to start helping Jinx with
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the milking. Pa comes down to the barn after he finishes eating.” The expression on her face made me realize that she didn’t
understand the way things worked on a farm.
“Just so that I’m sure I understand, you and your mother get
up first and cook the breakfast. Then she wakes your father up
after you have already gone to the barn?”
“Yes ma’am, you see, I have to get my chores done early so
that I can go to school. Pa has all day to finish his work, though
sometimes he does not come in from the fields until after dark.
When my older brothers were home, I didn’t have to help with
the milking, but now there is only me and Jinx.”
“Is Jinx your brother?”
“No, he has been our farmhand since we were in grammar
school together. I suppose this will sound bad, but Jinx is more
important to me than my own brothers.”
“Was he the one who helped you down from the horse? The
way he was looking at you, I’d say you’re important to him too.”
“Yes, that was Jinx. He and I have spent so much time
together working that we know what the other one is thinking
without having to ask.”
“It makes me happy that you have such a good friend. Now
eat, Robert will be ready to leave in a little while.”
Sarah left me in the kitchen to enjoy my sandwich. Talking
to her about Jinx made me start to think about that morning.
Obviously, I had ignored the fact that Jinx was really more of
a man than a boy. I had never asked him his age, but I would
at the next opportunity. Considering how much I depended on
him, it would be wise of me to prepare myself for the day when
he would surely leave. Pa might think Jinx was not smart, but
I knew better. Someday soon, he would have the chance to
do better for himself, and he would take it. The prospect of
life without Jinx produced a queasy feeling in my stomach. I
chewed the last bite of the sandwich excessively to make sure
it stayed down. I was still chewing when Sarah returned to the
kitchen.
“Robert’s finished and ready to leave. Looks like you
enjoyed the sandwich.” She could tell I was struggling to swal11
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low and speak at the same time. “It’s all right, Rea. I know you
appreciate the meal. Go on before you choke.”
Flashing a grin in her direction and waving, I ran out the
door and down the path toward the gate. Dr. McKinney stood by
the car talking to a man with his arm in a sling. I slid to a stop
on the grassy slope, not wanting to disturb their conversation. I
could only see the back of the stranger. But even from this direction, I had to force myself not to stare. He was about the same
height as the doctor, several inches taller than Jinx I guessed.
His frame seemed too lean for the clothes he wore. Nothing
about him screamed for attention except his hair. I knew of no
words to describe the color. Somewhere between blond and silver, it literally shimmered in the sunlight reaching down through
the trees. As if the color was not enough, his hair fell in perfect
curls. Try as I might, I could not get the word halo out of my
head. The memory of Ma talking about entertaining angels
unaware beat at the sides of my skull. No doubt my mouth was
opened because just as Dr. McKinney looked up in my direction, some disgusting bug flew in and landed on the back of
my tongue. I turned to face away and tried to dislodge the bug
without losing my breakfast. By the time I regained some sense
of dignity and looked up, the stranger was walking by me up the
hill. Very deliberately, he ran his free hand through his hair as if
he knew what I’d been thinking.
“Are you ready to go, Rea?”
“Yes, sir.” I couldn’t resist one last look in the stranger’s
direction. Then I turned and ran down the hill and got into the
car.
“So I gather you enjoyed some of my wife’s wonderful cooking this morning?”
“Yes, she made me a bacon sandwich. I’m grateful because
I missed breakfast.”
“She told me that. So you’re still helping with the milking?”
“Yes, sir. I imagine I’ll be milking for a long time to come.”
I did not have to go into detail. He knew my pa and ma relied on
me to pick up the slack since my brothers had left. Once I heard
the doctor talking to Pa about the fact that it was not good for a
12
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girl to do the amount of heavy work that he expected of me. Pa
had not been hateful, but he had been firm in his assertion that
I was his daughter and under his authority. It was my obligation
to do as he deemed necessary. The kind doctor never questioned
Pa again. He did, however, offer me the ride into town so that
I could continue on to high school. I imagine he was trying to
spare me some of the hard work at home by doing so.
That morning, the trip progressed without further conversation. Dr. McKinney seemed lost in thought, and I was
thankful for the silence. On many mornings, he would drill
me on the book I was reading at the time. Soon we came to a
stop at the corner two blocks from the front door of the high
school. It was my request that he always let me off at least that
distance away.
At first, he was reluctant to put me out on the street so far
from my destination. After a long discussion, I finally had to
give him my reason. Like the social hierarchy that existed in
our county, one the doctor was very familiar with, the high
school had its own. As a farm girl from the country, with only
two dresses, my status fell at the very lowest level. It would
have caused all kinds of needless gossip and questioning were
I dropped off by a car at the front door. Dr. McKinney insisted
gallantly to be allowed to do the gentlemanly thing. It took a
few unbidden tears on my cheeks to make him understand my
need to be as invisible as possible. He conceded to my wishes,
and even during the worst of weather, he did not press the point.
Walking down the street toward the school, I started to prepare my mind for the multitude of finals that I would face on
this last day of the school year. They would give proof I had
mastered the information presented to me by each teacher. My
poor night’s sleep and stress-ridden morning had made me feel
sluggish. I could only hope that it had not spread to my brain.
When I came to the school two years ago, I was required to
take a placement test. The teachers feared my education at the
country school might have put me at a disadvantage. To their
surprise, I surpassed most of the students in the grade above
me. Unfortunately for me, they placed me as a sophomore, not
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a freshman. The students my age were not receptive to me. By
putting me in with students who were at least a year older and
often two years older, I became an outcast on every level. My
teachers seemed blind to the hostility toward me in their classes.
They took every opportunity to comment on my abilities while
pointing out the obvious lack of advantages in my life. This was
the environment I was about to walk into as I climbed the steps
one more time.
Pushing through the front door, I was hit hard by the smell
and noise of the mass of bodies pressed together in the hall. It
appeared that every student in the school had managed to find
their way to the main hallway at the same time. I could hear our
principal directing students into the auditorium for the senior
awards ceremony. Thankfully, I was not required to attend. Underclassmen could choose to study in the library. By looking at the
crowd, I might have the entire library to myself. Awards were
very important to the socially minded of this school. The more
recognition, the more important a student became. Slowly, I made
my way around and through one group of students after another.
For the most part, I was unnoticed until I reached the main office
door. The principal’s secretary saw me and yelled, “Rea Wilson,
come in here immediately.”
The irritating woman knew every student by name and face.
I should have walked down the other side of the hallway. Students stopped to stare at the sound of her voice. By her tone,
it appeared I had committed some offense of which I was not
aware. Several of my classmates exchanged grins. The sheer joy
that these people seemed to experience at another’s suffering
never ceased to amaze me. Their joy had no foundation with me
for I had already overcome the worst my day could offer. No
matter what I found waiting for me in that office, it was of little
consequence to my life. Suddenly, I smiled back in their direction. This pretty much wiped their faces clean of expression. I
turned from them to walk into the office, which freed me of the
chaos in the hall.
“You need me I assume?” My voice sounded more disrespectful than I intended, but the day was wearing on me.
14
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“Miss Delton wanted me to send you to her office as soon as
you got here. Hurry on up there; she has to be in the auditorium
in a few minutes.”
The conversation ended there, so I stepped back into the
hallway. Most of the students were seated in the auditorium
ready for the ceremony. It took very little time to travel up
the stairs and into the guidance counselor’s office. I could not
imagine why she needed to see me. We had set my schedule for
next year several weeks before. Whatever it was, she would not
have long to explain. She was to give the awards out in less than
ten minutes according to the clock on her wall. Miss Delton
motioned for me to sit down in the chair and began to shuffle
through the papers on her desk.
“Rea, I have some wonderful news for you. I sent your
scores to several colleges. One women’s college from out of
state has offered you a full scholarship. You only have to finish
the rest of your required classes by the end of next year.” She
smiled brightly and waited for my reaction.
Saying that I was speechless really didn’t cover the stupor
that grasped my mind in a stranglehold. The silence in the room
stretched to an uncomfortable level.
“Rea, you don’t look pleased by this news. I thought you
would be as excited as I am for you. It’s not often any student
gets an offer for a full scholarship at the end of their junior year,
especially a female student. Aren’t you even interested in which
college made the offer?”
“No ma’am, I don’t want to know where the offer came
from. I just assumed you knew that college is not an option for
me. I am the only one left at home to help my pa and ma. With
both of my brothers gone, the workload is too much even with
our hired help. It’s not that I don’t appreciate the effort you put
into getting this for me, but Pa has my life pretty much mapped
out and college is not part of his plan.”
Miss Delton sat very still. I saw her struggling with what she
was going to say next. “Neither of your brothers received offers
for scholarships, Rea. Your father should be proud of you. He
should not punish you for being the only one left at home.”
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“Besides the fact that I’m the youngest, my pa doesn’t
believe women should go to college. He has definite ideas about
the place of women in the world. Honestly, I’m happy he has
agreed to let me finish high school.”
“Will you at least talk to him over the summer about the
scholarship? He might change his mind.”
“Yes, I promise I will. But please don’t expect him to give
his permission.”
“You have until the middle of the next school year to make up
your mind. Hopefully, by then, your pa will come to his senses.
Now, I have to go to the awards banquet. Are you coming?”
“No ma’am, I am going to the library to study.”
As Miss Delton nodded, I quickly retreated from her office.
The disappointment written on her face was heartbreaking and
flooded me with remorse. She saw me as weak of spirit and
downtrodden. I was neither. Now I faced the rest of that day and
all those that followed realizing that there were other opportunities for me outside the narrow scope of my present existence.
Looking at what could have been only made living with what
had to be seem almost impossible. A weighted heart made the
rest of the day long and tiresome.
Once my tests had been completed and the school day came
to a close, the fresh air outside did little to relieve my exhausted
mind and body. Placing one foot in front of the other took great
effort and concentration. My body ached as if it were wracked
with fever. Walking to the park in the downtown square took
longer than usual.
Dr. McKinney’s schedule varied each day. I could have
waited at the hospital, but I preferred the park. It offered a
variety of sights and sounds to occupy my thoughts. Only very
inclement weather forced me to continue on to the hospital waiting room. The warm weather had coaxed an assortment of older
men onto the many benches spread out among the trees. Most
held small pieces of wood in their hands. Whittling with their
pocket knives produced little piles of shavings between their
feet. Their language was colorful; their stories deep in character.
Pa would have been furious to know that I positioned myself
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close enough to eavesdrop on their lively tales and proficient
cussing. Their accounts of days long past fascinated me, and I
relished the time I spent on the fringes of their informal gatherings. That day was no different. Losing myself in one story after
another allowed me to clear out the abundance of confusion that
had my mind twisted in knots.
While I listened to the old men, one of my hardest-learned
lessons came barreling out of the depths of my memory. When
all dreams and fantasies fail, reality will land a crippling blow
right between your eyes. Remembering the reality of my situation forced me to dwell on the concrete evidence before me. In
life, unfounded hopes pose great danger. As much as I wished
that my life could somehow be different, that wish had no solid
foundation on which to stand. Unlike childhood dreams, reality
is anchored by the facts of family and financial considerations.
Most would call me a coward for not demanding that I be given
the chance before me. Most do not understand truth. A coward
would take any road out of a hard life, no matter the cost to those
left behind. I would tell Pa about the scholarship to remain good
to my word. However, college would remain a fantasy. Something
to be worked into my dreams at night, but it had no place to put
down roots in my life. It was simply an unnecessary consideration.
Eventually, the passage of time became obvious as the men
made their farewells and set out in search of an early supper.
Without a watch to be certain, I could only guess that the doctor
was well over an hour later than normal. With Ma’s promise of
extra chores from that morning, a late arrival home would only
make my afternoon harder than usual. Depending on the time of
year, sickness would sometimes delay Dr. McKinney’s arrival.
One day last fall, it had been nearly dark before his appearance
due to some sort of terrible accident. Waiting now, I wished for
the tiniest amount of patience. Exhaustion from the day tempered my urge to pace. Instead I began shifting my gaze between
my tapping feet and the street leading toward the clinic. This
useless waste of energy was thankfully interrupted by his car
coming toward me down the street. Something seemed different
about the driver at the steering wheel. The closer it drew toward
17

Jan Kendall

me, the more certain I became that this was the doctor’s car but
not the doctor driving.
After pulling to a stop by the curb in front of me, a stranger
turned to gaze at me with a rather bored look on his face.
Although I had never seen the face clearly, I had not forgotten
the hair framing it.
“I assume you’re Rea. I have been sent to take you home.
Get in the car please.”
Orders were a fairly constant occurrence in my life. This
wasn’t even an order; it was more like a request. My years of
training in obedience should have made me follow the request
without hesitation. However, I just couldn’t make myself rise to
my feet and comply. I had too many questions; the most prevalent
being, who was this man and how did he get the doctor’s car?
“Are you deaf and dumb? Get in the car.”
Now it was an order and an insult. By standing my ground,
I ran the risk of insulting someone that Dr. McKinney knew. It
had been a long and hard day; I had completely used up my ability to overlook the rudeness in others.
“I mean no offense, but I don’t ride in cars with people I do
not know.”
“I can’t imagine you having the opportunity to ride in very
many cars other than this one. You saw me this morning at the
clinic. I’m Collin, Sarah’s brother. Now will you get in the car?”
Having provided the answer to my objection, I reluctantly
climbed in the back seat. It seemed best to avoid any further
conversation considering he was compelled to insult me every
time he spoke. To prevent my temptation to ask about the cause
of Dr. McKinney’s absence, I fixed my gaze on the passing scenery. My curiosity was short lived.
“There was an accident down on the river bluff today. I
helped with the recovery and rode back with Robert to the hospital. He insisted I tell you this so you could relay the message
to your parents. It’s beyond me why he feels the need to burden
himself with being your chauffeur every day, much less transferring that burden to me.”
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“Thank you for telling me. To be honest, I don’t understand
why Dr. McKinney is so nice to me either. I am truly sorry that
you are being forced to take me home.” A truer statement I had
never uttered.
“I have no idea where you live. You’ll have to give me directions from my sister’s house.”
The tone in his voice had changed but not enough that I
cared to continue the conversation. My answer to this last question would fulfill my obligation to be civil. “I will walk from
Rock Island. It is not my intention to be more of a burden than
is absolutely necessary.”
“You sure use big words for such a little country girl. Robert
said you were smart. It would be fine with me if you walked, but
I promised Robert I would take you all the way home. I prefer
not to go against his instructions.”
“Fine, just take the main road past the house and across the
bridge. The farm is two miles from the bridge on the left.”
Turning my head back to the window, I tried to rest for the
short time left in the car. Soon the big, blue house belonging to
the McKinneys came into view, and not long after, the bridge.
Having never crossed the bridge in a car, it took me by surprise
how quickly we reached the other side. As the farm grew closer,
the thought of explaining why a strange man was driving me up
the lane grew more unpleasant.
“Please let me out at the bottom of the next lane. There is
not enough room to turn around up at the house.” It was a lie,
but he would never know.
“Does your farm come all the way down to the main road?”
“Yes, so you won’t be breaking your word to Dr. McKinney.”
Collin pulled the car into the lane and stopped. I wasted no
time climbing out, thanking him as I stepped onto the packed
ground. The sun was already sinking below the tops of the trees.
I did not look back after beginning the climb up the hill. Collin
did not back out of the lane until I took the turn into the trees
and disappeared from his sight. The strangest sensation began
to spread up my back once I knew he could no longer see me.
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Ma met me at the door, a stern expression boring out from
her eyes. She gazed suspiciously down the lane behind me. The
arrival of the car had not gone unnoticed. “ hat was that noise
I heard?”
“There was an accident at the river bluff today. Dr. McKinney made his brother-in-law bring me all the way back to the
farm so I wouldn’t get home so late.”
“His brother-in-law! as anyone else in the car?”
“ o, ma’am, but I rode in the seat behind him and tried not
to be a bother.”
“It ain’t fittin’, you riding around in a car by yourself with a
man we don’t know.”
“Yes, ma’am, you’re right. If I have to walk all the way home
next time, it won’t happen again.”
“Get to the barn and help finish the milking. Then come
back here and start on those extra chores.”
I didn’t bother changing clothes. Turning around, it was hard
to make myself head to the barn. Pa met me on the way and
didn’t acknowledge me in passing. He seemed not to even notice
me; his eyes were downcast and his body was weary. Jinx, ever
faithful, had the milking well underway by the time I got there.
Although he made no mention of my late arrival, he did seem a
little amused by my dress. In a strange sort of way, I felt more at
ease there than anywhere else. The day’s trials slowly vanished
as I worked and talked with Jinx.
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