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who has entered her tenth decade

of life with grace and contentment.






Prologue



Cath’s hands were shaking badly, but with sheer determination she turned yet another page of the album. Her precious photo album—the quilted fabric worn through in spots, the once colorful yellow rosebuds faded, the embroidered names no longer recognizable.

Photos of Matt graced this page—Matt on his first day of school. His little-boy smile with two missing front teeth grinned up at her.

Next, she found Jack’s photograph. Jack breaking ground for a new store—the one at the shopping mall. How she had always loved that picture of Jack.

Her tears flowed freely now, dropping on the pages, leaving dark splotches staining her memories.

The album, smooth from age and scuffed at the corners, began to slide from her lap. Struggling to hold it, she turned to another page—a montage of smiles and laughter. Matt’s wedding day. Matt and Rennie. Such a happy day. The wedding of her only child—Matthew John Montgomery.

Cath’s fingers scratched at the edges of the thick pages, trying to turn one more. But she couldn’t summon the strength. Her vision blurred, and her hands grew numb.

The album slipped to the floor, landing with a thud, some of the old and yellowed photos breaking loose from their pages.

Half-buried in the scattered remnants of her memories lay a bottle—a pill bottle. Empty. The label bore the name, “Catherine Montgomery,” and the instructions, “Take two daily for pain.”

Her head, white with wisps of unkempt, curly hair, fell to her chest, and her arms, one discolored with fresh bruises, dropped to her sides. A small sob escaped her lips as she whispered, “I’m coming, Jack. I’m coming.”




Chapter 1



Jack Montgomery had reached the apex of his career. The department store, started as a small enterprise by his father, was now so successful he planned to open a second site across from the new shopping mall east of town.

Excited, he brought home drawings and a model of the new store to show his wife.

“Let’s put the model here on the dining room table, Jack,” Cath said. “Right there.” She helped him slide it to one end, making room to unroll the drawings. “Now we can get a good look.”

Together, they pored over the model, casting shadows in the soft light from the antique fixture overhead. Cath ran her finger down the aisles, touching the tiny replica, following Jack’s guided tour through the entire store.

“Honey, it’s so perfect. I’ll be your first customer.” She kissed him firmly on his cheek.

Immensely happy for his success, Cath delighted in sharing his pride in his new venture. As she watched him check out the miniature scale model, his now completely gray head bent over the toy-like structure, she noted how handsome he still was.

Although his tall frame no longer carried the leanness of the youth she married, he remained slim, with only a minor bulge around his middle, acquiescence to his advancing years. His straight nose, bent slightly from a break suffered at the bottom of a pile in a long-ago high-school football game, was centered in his nearly square face—a face now furrowed with concentration as he examined the store model.

“Your dad would be so proud of you, Jack. You’ve made his successful business into a really successful one.”

“Thanks, hon.” He ran his fingers through his hair—a habit he’d had as long as Cath had known him. “It is exciting, but kind of stressful, too. Let’s just hope everything goes as scheduled,” he added. “The ground-breaking is slated for Thursday.”

“I’d like to drive out and look at the spot. I haven’t been to the mall since they added the new bookstore, and I need to find a book for David’s birthday before I go to the gallery next week. We can do both—check out the store site and do a little shopping.”

“That’s a great idea,” agreed Jack, obviously pleased with Cath’s enthusiasm.

* * *

“You know, sometimes I still can’t believe the way Blakefield is growing,” said Cath later as they drove east of town.

“Nor I. When I was growing up here as a kid, the store site was so far out in the country that if someone had suggested it would someday be a major retail spot, they’d have been told they were crazy.”

Blakefield, called by some a “small city” and by others, a “large town,” was the hub for a countless number of rural communities in southeastern Nebraska. Its growth in recent years had been phenomenal, spreading far beyond its original boundaries in all directions—but especially, east. Where less than a decade ago fences outlined the farms dotting the dirt roads, now a large shopping mall, boasting of three major department store anchors and several specialty shops, attracted shoppers from miles around.

Some of the old-time residents despaired over the rapid growth, fearing their community would become too cosmopolitan, too unfriendly. But so far, their fears were unfounded. Blakefield had remained a warm, affable place.

A large expanse of undeveloped land spread across from the mall, property Jack and his investors had purchased for the second Montgomery store, the first being smack in the center of town. Although he had considered space in the new mall, he elected to keep his store separate, to retain, as much as possible, the historic atmosphere prevalent in store number one. Customers had long commented how shopping at Montgomery’s gave them the feeling they were entering an old-time general store—one with all the modern accouterments, one with merchandise undreamed of when Jack’s father had opened the original Montgomery’s.

Jack and Cath sat in the car a moment, quietly taking in their surroundings. The road, now a busy highway, led directly to the approach, soon to be the parking lot in front of the store. The land had been cleared of brush and other growth and was ready for the groundbreaking.

In Cath’s mind’s eye, she could see the store, Jack’s model enlarged many-fold. She envisioned the shoppers, their old friends and the new residents of Blakefield, many living in homes in new near-by housing developments.

Cath stepped from the car and looked over the expanse of land, her eyes taking in the openness that would still remain behind the store when it was completed.

“It’s beautiful out here, Jack. Blakefield’s city fathers have done a superb job expanding and building without totally demolishing the wonder of Mother Nature.”

Jack put his arm around her just at the moment she shivered slightly in the early evening dampness. “You’re getting cold, Nature Girl,” he commented. “We’d better be going.”

As they started back to the car, he said, “You really do get inspired out in the open, don’t you, hon?” He was partly teasing, partly admiring her ability to be awed in the presence of nature’s elements, as he had so many times before.

“Yep, I sure do. I’m a farm girl, remember? Why do you think most of my paintings are landscapes? There’s no way we lowly people can begin to create beauty equal to what’s in nature, but I try. Anyhow, whenever I’m out in the open like this, I feel so free. I guess being a kid out on the country, where my boundaries were almost non-existent, I developed a real need for wide open spaces—a real need for the feelings of freedom they bring.”

She laughed at herself. “I’m getting a bit too philosophical, aren’t I? And facing that mall,” she said, gesturing at the bustling spot across the highway, “brings me down to earth. So let’s go over there and buy a book. I don’t want David to think I’ve forgotten his birthday.”

* * *

Dreary gray clouds blanketed the sky on Thursday, the day of the groundbreaking. Shivering, Cath wrapped her coat tightly around her as the breeze whipped around the corner, bringing tears to her blue eyes—blue like some of the bounty of wildflowers native to the area, Jack always said. Her short red curls, made curlier than ever by the moisture of the day, were tossed about by the wind. A steady drizzle had ceased only moments before the scheduled ceremonies.

But nothing could detract from the high spirits of the occasion. Jack dug the shovel firmly into the damp ground and overturned the first soil at the site of the new structure amidst the shouts and whistles of his friends.

“Way to go, Dad,” came a cheer that could only belong to his son, Matt.

* * *

Later that week, a photograph of Jack breaking ground for the new building hit the front page of the Blakefield Bulletin.

“This is a really good shot of you. I simply must have a copy for our album,” said Cath.

“I think the Bulletin sent one to the office. Call Marcy and tell her you’d like a copy. We’ll probably frame it for the office—public relations, you know,” he said with a mixture of marketing sense and pride.

“I’m surprised you can still find room in the album,” he added, referring to the wedding present they had received from Cath’s mother, Sarah Rowan, so many years ago.

Cath picked up the album from the table, holding it almost reverently. Its thick pages bulged with photographs, each carefully mounted, all telling stories of the Montgomerys and those who touched their lives. The quilted fabric cover, although faded and worn from years of use, was still bright with yellow roses, and Cath and Jack’s names embroidered across the bottom were still legible—although barely.

“It’s packed, that’s for sure. I really must be selective about what I put in these days, but this one’s too important to bypass. I’m so delighted with the store’s success, and it’s all your doing.”

“Not entirely, Cath. First of all, Dad had already made it quite successful by the time I took over, and then, I inherited a workforce like none other. They’re really a great crew. Without them, there wouldn’t have been a ground-breaking,” he said with conviction, looking again at the photo.

* * *

Three days later, Jack’s secretary of nearly twenty years, Marcy Landish, dropped the photo by the house. Cath placed it squarely on a fresh page in the album—so glad she had requested it. It was a wonderful photograph of her husband and depicted so well the energy he had given to his career, to the retail establishment he had inherited from his father and so successfully enhanced.

* * *

Cath’s career during these mid-life years was also headed for a change. For years, she had been caught up in the hectic pace of a successful painter. Her daily life alternated between the solitude of the creative artist and the fervor of showing the results of her creativity.

The pictures couldn’t be in greater contrast: A paint-smock-covered Cath with traces of ultramarine blue or cardinal red smudged across her cheek was transformed into an elegant lady in a designer suit as she drove to Omaha on a regular basis to the Fairfield Art Gallerie. There she met routinely with the gallery’s artistic director, David Lakey, who handled her work, displayed her paintings, set up showings, and managed sales.

The sales were numerous. Cath had become quite successful as a local artist of acclaim.

She had begun painting when Matt started school. It was a pastime she had always loved, and she did it well, even as a child. She still had, stashed away among her childhood mementos, the award she won for her fifth-grade painting of the wildflowers along the creek behind the Rowan farm.

She treasured that award and the happy memories it brought her. Her mother had been so proud of her. Her brother, too. It had been a painting from the heart—a capturing of the feelings that playing along the creek and picking flowers from the bounty growing there always gave her. Even as a toddler, the creek had drawn her like a magnet—something that had caused her mother no small amount of anxiety.

At first, painting was just a hobby, an activity to kill time, which sometimes seemed endless with Matt in school and Jack giving his all to leading the Montgomery department store to financial success. When Jack and Cath bought their home, shortly before their son was born, she gave little thought to where she would paint, never dreaming a career as a well-known artist loomed in the future. For a while, working in a corner of the kitchen satisfied her needs. She set up her easel where ample light streamed through the curtain-bordered windows in the dining area, using the table to lay out her paints and prepare her canvasses.

It didn’t take long, however, for both Cath and Jack to realize that her “kitchen studio” wouldn’t suffice if she were going to take her painting seriously. Late one afternoon, when Cath was cleaning out her brushes in the sink, Jack walked in. He had come home from the store early, planning to accompany his young son to a Boy Scout troop organizational meeting.

“Cath, that’s gorgeous,” he said, admiration evident in his voice as he looked at the landscape his wife had just completed. A lake, water shimmering in early morning sunlight, the Rocky Mountains rising majestically in the background, numerous tall pines dotting the landscape—a scene from a vacation they had enjoyed last summer.

Jack walked over to his wife and hugged her tightly. “You are a very good artist, Mrs. Montgomery. Do you realize that?”

Cath wiped her paint-stained hands on a cloth before she turned around and returned his hug. “Thanks, hon, I’d like to think so. I’m having fun, anyhow. Sometimes, though, I feel like I’m falling over the cookie jar out here, everything’s so close. Sure wish I had a bigger space, but I really don’t know where it would be. None of the other rooms has any extra space to speak of, and there’s not nearly enough space or light in the garage.”

“I’ve been giving some thought to this, Cath,” said Jack, taking the cloth and wiping away a spot of paint from her cheek. “We have plenty of room out in back. Let’s build a studio, a separate building where the light’s just right, plenty of space. A painting studio, a place all your own.”

“Are you serious, Jack? Can we afford it? It would be so wonderful!” she exclaimed, filled with animation at the prospect.

“Whoa! One question at a time. Yes, I’m serious, and yes, we can afford it. Am I not a successful retail manager?” he teased. “I’ve given this a lot of thought, honey, and I’d really like to do it.”

So Cath’s painting studio came into existence. The style was a bit more rustic than their home, a one-story, unpretentious bungalow, painted white with gray-blue trim. The studio was somewhat barn-like in appearance, complete with cupola and weather vane. Cath painted it gray-blue, a good blend with the house. Over the years, they painted the house colors other than white, but the studio barn, as it was dubbed by their son, Matt, was always repainted gray-blue.

Eventually they painted the house to match the studio. Many changes were made to the house as the years went by, but the studio barn was so ideal, it was never changed.

Large windows covered the east wall, and small openings overhead, like long and narrow skylights, allowed shafts of light from above. Floor to ceiling cupboards covered one wall for storing canvasses, unused or in all stages of completion. Bins for paints and brushes filled one shelf. For the floor, Cath selected a hard-finish tile, one that could be scraped, as well as scrubbed.

“It’s perfect, Jack. Just perfect.” Cath hugged her husband, glowing with excitement.

“Is it okay if I come in?” asked young Matt as supplies were being moved in.

“Of course, silly,” replied his mother, welcoming him with open arms.

“But remember, son, this is your mom’s domain,” admonished his father. “When she’s working, you need to respect her privacy. We’ll have a sign made for the door: Master at Work.” The threesome laughed at the suggestion.

* * *

Within days of the building’s completion, Cath was ready to paint. The first day she painted in her new studio was a bright sunny one, nature heralding the beginning of the career of Catherine Rowan Montgomery as a bona fide artist. 

I love this place, she thought, setting a fresh canvas on her easel, its glaring whiteness soon filled with radiant colors as she began a scene of the countryside. She painted for hours, that first day, feeling again the freedom of the open spaces she painted, the open spaces she loved so much.

She spent many hours of many years in her studio, resulting in some really exceptional work. A serious artist had been lurking inside Cath ever since she painted along the creek as a child. She captured the countryside in all directions, plus brilliantly countless landscapes of spots she visited throughout the country.

* * *

“I like David, I really do,” Cath explained one night as she was preparing two of her completed paintings to take to the Fairfield Art Gallerie, “but sometimes his effervescence drives me nuts.”

Over the years, Cath realized that David Lakey had known he had a major find when he met Catherine Montgomery and saw her paintings—his excitement evident every time Cath came to the gallery.

“I enjoy my trips to the gallery, though, I must admit,” Cath added. “It’s kind of a thrill to see my own work displayed. Anyhow, it also forces me to put on some ‘real clothes.’” She looked down at her paint-covered smock and laughed.

“You’re a regular Jekyll and Hyde, my dear,” replied Jack, hugging her, laughing with her. “A recluse artist today, a socialite ambassador of the arts tomorrow.”

“Forget the ‘socialite’ part, but I rather like the rest.”

* * *

The next morning, Cath, donned in an aquamarine suit, perfectly tailored to fit her slim body, her red curls bouncing as she stepped out the door, bore little resemblance to the paint-covered artist of yesterday. Today she was a stylish businesswoman, exuding an air of confidence and independence as she delivered her newest creations to the art gallery in Omaha.

* * *

Later, Cath entered the “illustrating” phase of her career, signing a very lucrative contract with a commercial poster firm in Chicago. She was amazed at the monetary value placed upon posters in the offices of travel agencies and the corridors of airline-passenger terminals—posters used to entice vacationers to travel to faraway and exotic places.

* * *

Fueled by the frenzied pace of success, Jack and Cath’s middle years flew by rapidly. Matt grew into a fine young man they both were proud of and married Rennie. The one child of Matt’s marriage, Cath’s beloved granddaughter, Julie, inherited Cath’s talent and the two of them became close, partly due to their shared interest in art. When Julie met Kenneth, a promising young architect, and moved to Minneapolis after their wedding, they kept their relationship close even with distance separating them.

Finally, Cath and Jack drew their careers to a close. Jack retired from the Montgomery stores, and Cath painted only as a hobby again. Officially retired, they did all the wonderful things together they had dreamed of in their hard-working days. They lounged lazily by the pool, took long walks, nurtured their roses—and traveled, traveled, traveled.

Their travels took them from the Rockies and Cascades in the west to Time Square in New York on New Year’s Eve; from Bourbon Street in New Orleans to the boundary waters in northern Minnesota. They were like children, taking in the wonders of the country.

From time to time, they would visit Julie in Minneapolis. When Cath thought of all the fabulous places they visited, she had to admit the Minneapolis trips were her favorite. Besides seeing the granddaughter they loved so much, both she and Jack enjoyed Minneapolis, where they could walk on paths around its many lakes and still be in the middle of the city. They also visited the art galleries, Walker and the Minneapolis Institute of Art, and were filled with wonder at talent that stretched through the centuries.

Julie and Kenneth had built a lovely, sprawling home overlooking the beautiful waters of Lake Minnetonka—Kenneth’s own design. As Cath had predicted, Kenneth gained quite a name for himself as one of the Twin Cities’ best-known commercial architects. 

Many of Julie’s paintings adorned the walls of their home, and while admiring the most recent, Cath said, “I told you so, Julie. Remember what I said when you were about eight—that you’d see the world differently when you grew up? You’re looking at the world through the eyes of a woman now, and you express what you see very well. Your talents far surpassed mine long ago.”

“I don’t know, Grandma Cath. There are a couple pretty wonderful Catherine Montgomerys in the next room. I am glad I have this talent, though—undoubtedly inherited from you.” She hugged her grandmother. “It gives me so much pleasure, I just get lost in it sometimes.”

* * *

One warm night in late June, Jack, Cath, Kenneth, and Julie sat on the patio overlooking the lake and watched the reflection of the full moon rippling on the water.

“What a great painting,” Cath and Julie said simultaneously, knowing they’d both most likely capture on canvas their version of the breathtaking sight.




Chapter 2



Jack and Cath cut back on their travels that summer. Their one and only trip was the one to Minnesota. While there, Jack caught a cold—a cold that lingered the remaining days of summer.

“I don’t know why I can’t shake this thing,” he said one morning as they were having coffee together in early September. “I’ve taken everything Doc Martin tossed my way, and this damned cold’s got as strong a grip on me as it did the first day.”

“Why don’t you go back and see him again today, Jack?” Cath looked at her husband with concern. She didn’t like the way his cold had hung on. And she especially didn’t like the gray pallor of his complexion or the deep purple circles under his eyes. “In fact, why don’t I call his office right now?”

“Okay, honey. While you do that, I think I’ll just go see if there are any more roses blooming today,” he said, nodding towards the garden behind him, resplendent yet with color, but beginning to fade as the shorter days of fall encroached on summertime. “There were a couple of buds just about ready to pop yesterday. One will most likely be our ‘last rose of summer.’”

Jack walked down the path leading to the rose garden they so enjoyed, and Cath went into the house. She watched him through the window as she made the call to the doctor’s office. He picked up a pair of flower shears from a storage basket propped up against the studio barn at the end of the path and walked over to check the blossoms. The early morning sun brightened their colors—the flamboyant coral of the Tropicana, the sunny yellow of the Lowell Thomas, the soft yellow of the Peace, its petals tinged with pink. Most of the blooms were fully opened and would soon be gone, but there, nestled among the full blooms, atop a long stem on the Lowell Thomas, was a blossom, its petals just beginning to unfold. 

Jack reached for the yellow blossom—yellow, Cath’s favorite. Perfect, she thought as she dialed the phone.

Jack bent to cut the long stem of the rose as Cath spoke to the doctor’s receptionist, setting up an appointment for two o’clock that afternoon.

She watched in horror as Jack fell to the ground. She screamed, dropped the phone, and ran to him. But he was dead before she reached his side.




Chapter 3



“Mom, are you sure you don’t want to stay with Rennie and me for a few days?” asked Matt as the last visitor offering condolences left.

Hundreds had attended Jack’s funeral, and many came by the house later in the day to tell Cath one more time how sorry they were for her loss. Jack’s death was a personal loss for several of them, as well. He had been a beloved friend, a respected businessman and pillar of their community.

Julie and Kenneth were already on their way back to Minnesota. Only Cath, Matt, and Rennie remained in the house where Jack and Cath had spent nearly their entire adult lives—the home where Matt had grown up.

“It’s going to be so empty around here for you alone,” said Matt. His voice choked, the word alone only a whisper.

Matt and his father had always maintained a close relationship. They didn’t golf together as Matt and his father-in-law, Harold Spaulding, did every Saturday morning, and Matt could rarely persuade Jack to join him for lunch at the Club. But Jack was his confidante—his advisor and best friend. He wasn’t sure how the pieces of his life would fit together without his dad.

And he really was concerned about how his mother would manage without her partner, her very best friend. He didn’t think they’d ever been apart for more than a few days.

“I’ll be fine, Matt, really. I need some time to myself. It all happened so fast, I still can hardly believe he’s gone.”

Matt hugged her tightly, and together they let their tears flow anew.

As he and Rennie left a few minutes later, Matt again said, “I still think you should come to stay with us for a while.” He watched his mother quietly shake her head from side to side. “Well, if you should change your mind, call me. I’ll be here to pick you up in a minute.”

Cath smiled, blew him a kiss, and turned back to her empty house as her son and his wife drove away.

She had intentionally spurned all offers of help cleaning up after the guests. Even Rennie had volunteered. But Cath needed to keep moving to keep the pain at bay.

Dr. Landers Martin, Jack’s physician and dear friend, had offered sedatives, but she refused his offer, also. “Lan, I just can’t. I’m afraid if I let you drug me to sleep, I’ll really come apart when I wake up. No, let me handle this in my own way.”

Landers Martin had backed away and watched her suffer from a distance, ready to run to her aid if needed. He had known Jack and Cath for a long time and had always admired her innate independent nature. But he did wish she would be willing to accept some help. She was, after all, in her seventies, and there may be problems ahead she simply couldn’t solve alone.

Cath dried the last plate and placed it in the cupboard. She glanced around the kitchen, the room she and Jack had so enjoyed since remodeling it thirteen years ago. She looked up at the skylight overhead, where the bright morning sun would so often shine in to add its warmth to a clear cold winter day.

Friends had told them they were crazy to put in a skylight—that the heavy Nebraska snows would break through and land on the table where they were seated below. But the forecasters of doom had been wrong. The skylight never broke, never allowed anything in but wonderful, warm, cheerful sunlight.

The sun was setting now in the west. Pink and gold, beauty as only the Master Painter could create. She stood by the window and watched the sun disappear beneath the horizon.

I want to see it gone—see this day end. I know there’ll be many painful ones ahead, but this one has to be over. It just has to be. Today was the day I said good-bye to the only man I ever loved.

Cath had always hated good-byes. She didn’t like saying good-bye to Jack when he left for the department store every morning, and she especially didn’t like it when she had to say good-bye to him at the airport when he left on a business trip. Every day when Matt left for school, for a few moments she’d feel this terrible sense of loss. And when she said good-bye to Julie, a sense of grief washed over her—especially now when good-bye meant Julie was going back home to Minnesota.

All those feelings of loss were simply a series of rehearsals for this day, she thought. Even burying Mama and my dear brother Spence were just practice for today’s farewell.

As she turned her back to the west window and slowly trudged off to her bedroom, Catherine Rowan Montgomery knew her life from this point on would have very little resemblance to what it been before.

They had been a set, Cath and Jack, and now the set was broken.

Cath picked up her photo album and sat down on her bed, clutching the album as if she feared it might disappear, that it, too, might be taken from her. Then she opened it to the first page and looked at their wedding picture—hers and Jack’s—and recalled the day she mounted it, the first photograph in the album.

* * *

“What are you doing?” asked Jack as he came up behind her.

Cath turned her face and kissed him before she answered, her blue eyes bright with unshed tears. “I’m just sitting here looking at our photo album and thinking of my mother. I love this album, Jack. I think it’s my favorite of all our gifts.”

She turned to him to explain. “Don’t get me wrong. We received wonderful presents. The china and silver from your folks are more beautiful than anything I’ve ever had in my whole life. I’ll treasure them always. But my mother put so much effort into making this for us. It’s just like she’s given us a bit of herself.”

“She has, honey. Sarah is a very giving woman. She’s had to be both mom and dad to you for a long time, Cath, and her love for you is very obvious. It’s amazing you didn’t turn out to be a spoiled brat,” he added, smiling.

Jack pulled up a chair beside her, and together they examined their wonderful gift from Sarah, marveling at the impressive handiwork.

“No wonder it’s so heavy,” said Jack. “It looks like she’s glued three or four pieces of paper together for each page.”

“Umm-hmmm. That’s what I think, too. It feels like wallpaper. That’s it! Remember all those odds and ends left after she and Spence papered the bedrooms last year? She’s used pieces of wallpaper glued together to make these thick pages—they’ll last forever. And look, she’s cut them exactly. There isn’t a raggedy page in the whole book. She must have spent hours on this, Jack.”

“And loved every minute of it, I bet.”

Cath rubbed her hand tenderly over the cover, the quilted yellow-rose fabric. Across the bottom Sarah had embroidered, Catherine and Jack Montgomery—1934.

“Now for the first entry,” said Cath as she picked up the wedding photograph.

She dipped her finger into the paste she had made from flour and water a few minutes ago, stirring it until it was smooth and just right. With the same finger, she carefully rubbed the sticky concoction across the back—side-to-side, corner-to-corner. She placed the photo squarely in the middle of the page, taking great care to keep it straight. Then she ran the heel of her hand across it, pressing gently to make it secure.

“There,” she said, patting the photograph. She reached over and squeezed Jack’s hand as she scrutinized her entry.

Page one of the album.

A smiling Cath and Jack looked up at them, lovely and handsome in their wedding finery.

* * *

With weariness and an aching heart, Cath closed the album, placed it back on the table, and crawled into bed, keeping well away from the side that had been Jack’s—as if touching it would remind her too much of its emptiness. Eventually, exhaustion took over, and Cath drifted into a restless sleep.

The day was finally over.




Chapter 4



Cath buried herself in the pages of her album the first few weeks after Jack’s death. Night after night, she relived her wedding day—and the days when Jack first entered her life. She remembered meeting Jack as if it were yesterday.

* * *

She attended a country school when she was a young child—a school that she loved from day one. When she turned fourteen, it was time for her to go into Blakefield for high school, just as her brother, Spence, had done. And there she met John Richard Montgomery, better known as Jack.

Jack was a senior when Cath started Blakefield High, three years older than Cath, popular, and well known. After all, his father owned Blakefield’s only department store.

Jack’s quiet, easy-going ways made him a favorite with boys and girls alike. He wasn’t courting the affection of any one girl in particular, but any number of them would have loved to declare Jack Montgomery as her “beau.” Even though he would occasionally take one or the other of them to a picnic, or dance with one at some community celebration, he more or less treated all the girls the same. He enjoyed their company—all of them. Not any one more than another.

That is, until he saw Catherine Rowan at the start of his senior year.

She was new, a freshman, although you might not have realized it just by watching her. Not even on that first day.

It wasn’t her long red hair, although it was beautiful, trailing curls halfway down her back, loosely tied with a ribbon the color of new leaves on the willow trees in the spring. It wasn’t even her blue eyes, clear and snappy. They sort of reminded Jack of a blue sapphire ring his rich Aunt Sophie always wore on her pinky finger.

It wasn’t any of Cath’s physical traits that got his attention that first day and drew him to her like a magnet. It was the air of confidence in her step.

The other new freshmen—there were only nineteen—milled around the hall as if totally lost. A few of them were from Blakefield, but most, like Cath, were from further out in the country. Six were from the country school Cath had attended up to this point, including her cousin, Elmie, one of her Aunt Irene’s sons.

Jack observed that they seemed to follow Cath’s leadership. No wonder, with the confident aura around her. He could see himself following her, too—anywhere.

Jack watched her from a distance for three days. The school was small, and it wasn’t difficult to spot Cath going to her classes, usually surrounded with a small crowd of her classmates. On day four, he followed her into the library. She was seated at one of the library tables, old and nicked, with many an initial from years gone by carved on its surface. With a window at her back, the bright fall sun streamed through the high pane and bounced off her hair, reflecting it like newly polished copper.

Jack sat down across from her, but closer to the end of the table so as not to appear too obvious. He attempted to look as if he were engrossed in a book he had picked up randomly from the shelf on his way in. Glancing at the title of the book, Basic Sewing Instruction, he realized he had made a poor choice. It was a home economics book, a book on the rudiments of a skill he had no desire to develop. He really hoped she wouldn’t notice, and held his hand over the title as he propped it up on the table, supposedly reading.

After a few moments, when he had not dared to even look up, he thought he could feel her eyes on him. He raised his head cautiously and met their sparkling blue.

“Why have you been spying on me?” she asked without hesitation.

“Wh . . . wh . . .” he stammered, not knowing what to say and feeling the warmth of an unwelcome blush starting at his neck and creeping up his face.

“C’mon. You can do better than that,” she teased. Then she laughed. It was a pleasant laugh—a beautiful laugh, soft and rippling.

“Hi. I’m Cath Rowan,” she said, smiling as she put out her hand.

Jack clasped her hand. He hadn’t met a girl who shook hands before. Although his was much larger than hers, she was the one with the really firm grip.

“I’m Jack Montgomery. Boy, do I feel like a fool. So you knew I was watching you, huh?”

“Mm-hmm. You were pretty obvious. For the past three days, every time I rounded a corner, there you’d be. I decided it just couldn’t be coincidence.”

Even her voice captivated Jack. Clear, but soft. Much lower than you’d anticipate from a girl her size.

There was no question, Jack was totally captivated by this girl from the country. Her smile was absolutely infectious. And those eyes—all but mesmerizing him.

He also liked the way she dressed. Her clothes looked new and fit to perfection, but they were plain. Plain in a pleasant sort of way, not overdone or fancy. She didn’t wear any of the silly frills that Jack saw on so many of the other girls.

Sarah had made Cath three outfits for starting high school, and Cath was very proud of her new wardrobe. The dresses weren’t from expensive fabric, and they were without any unnecessary ornament. But they fit her beautifully, complementing her small young figure. The spring green one she had chosen for today set off her copper-colored hair perfectly.

Although very much a redhead, Cath’s skin was tanned to a golden brown. A small smattering of freckles dotted her nose. She wore no make-up, as some of Jack’s classmates had begun to experimentally do. Cath’s face was clear and natural—and still smiling.

Jack looked at her hands as they lay on the table. They were deep brown, her nails cut very short. This girl wasn’t a stranger to work.

“I need to get to class,” she said, rising.

“Mind if I walk with you?” Jack asked, still wondering if she thought him a fool for his badly executed “spying.”

“I’d like that,” she said, emphasizing her statement with another of her brilliant smiles.

* * *

They saw a lot of each other after that. She and Jack just seemed to belong together. She had never had a beau before, and she never had another. Only Jack. 

And Jack never had another girlfriend after he met Cath. No one else even began to measure up.

They were busy young people, each having outside responsibilities in addition to their schoolwork. Cath still had much to do on the farm, helping Sarah and even Spence. She often worked beside her brother in the fields.

Jack had regular duties at his father’s store. He was rarely free on Saturdays, and often worked after school, as well.

But when they were free, they were together, oftentimes, at each other’s home. Emma Montgomery, Jack’s mother, was captivated by this spirited young beauty, as was John Montgomery, Sr.

And Sarah Rowan liked Jack. Even Spence approved of him—and he certainly scrutinized him. Any friend of Cath’s was bound to get the “once-over” from her big brother.

Jack went to business school in Lincoln for two years after graduating from high school. His father wanted him to bring a “good head on his shoulders” to the store that would someday be his. When he completed his formal education and was awarded his business-school diploma, Jack was ready for full-time employment at Montgomery’s department store.

The following year, Cath graduated from high school—at the top of her class. She had never lost the love of learning that captivated her the first day she walked into the classroom.

Sarah had always hoped this bright child of hers would be able to go on to school—maybe teachers’ college. But the money just wasn’t there. No matter how hard she tried, Sarah was never able to save any large sums. Every time she got close, something on the farm needed repairing or replacing.

“Mama, I don’t care if I don’t go to college,” said Cath, kissing her mother lovingly on the cheek. She put her arm around her mother’s waist and laid her head on Sarah’s small shoulder. “I’ll continue to learn by reading, just like always. You know I will. Anyhow, I think Jack is going to ask me to marry him.”

Sarah didn’t say a word, just put her arms around Cath and held her close, tears blinding her vision. She had watched the love grow between these two young people and knew it would probably be only a matter of time before they decided to spend their lives together.

She blinked back her tears and held Cath at arm’s length. Smiling at her lovely child, she said, “Whatever will make you happy is what I want for you Cath. You seem terribly young for marriage, and so does he. But he’s a very nice young man, and I think he truly does love you.”

Jack certainly wouldn’t argue with that. Cath was on his mind every minute of every day. One week after Cath told her mother that she thought Jack was going to ask her to marry him, he presented her with a ring.

“The diamond’s small, I know, Cath. But I thought it was kinda pretty, and—”

“Pretty? It’s beautiful! And Jack, it isn’t either small.” She waved her arm around in circles, totally delighted with her ring. And of course, her response to his proposal was an excited, “Yes!”




Chapter 5



Jack never replaced the engagement ring with a larger diamond, which he could easily have afforded later—Cath wouldn’t hear of it. Every time she looked at her ring, she recaptured that wonderful feeling she experienced when Jack first placed it on her finger and asked her to be his wife.

Cath smiled as she looked down at her wedding picture. She had been so excited about it all, the ring, the dress—her young husband’s declaration of love for her. Even in the photo, old now and faded, her face glowed with excitement.

* * *

Cath awoke on her wedding day thinking, surely there could not possibly be a more perfect day than this. Soft, fluffy clouds adorned the sky, and a gentle breeze carried the sweet fragrance of the flowers blooming along the creek and roadside. Too eager for her wedding day to arrive, she had slept very little the night before. This was her day—hers and Jack’s.

A flurry of activity filled the house, hastening the fleeting time, and soon Cath saw her Uncle Elmer drive up, ready to take her to the church to get ready for the ceremony. Spence would be following shortly with her mother and Aunt Irene.

* * *

“Is it done, Sarah?” asked Irene with a hint of impatience. “We should be getting to the church.”

“It’s done,” announced Sarah proudly, placing the large photo album on the worn table in front of her.

The old table was in perfect harmony with the rest of the room. It sat on floorboards smooth with years of wear, their wood-color scrubbed pale gray. Only two of the chairs arranged tidily around the table matched, not the others. Those two were of lovely highly polished maple, a gift from Sarah’s great-aunt. Of the others, one was painted a sickly shade of green and another upholstered in a faded mauve fabric. The fifth was of unfinished pine.

An embroidered sampler, sewed to perfection, hung on the wall, each letter of the alphabet and the traditional “Home Sweet Home” bearing homage to the Rowan abode. A border of lilies-of-the-valley and assorted colorful wildflowers surrounded the letters. The sampler, along with the faded rose-hued hand-sewn curtains and three of Cath’s paintings of wildflowers growing along the creek added bright spots of color to the kitchen of the Rowan family farmhouse.

The room was old and shabby, but cheerful and absolutely spotless. Many had marveled at Sarah’s ability to give so little the atmosphere of so much.

The lives of Sarah and her children had been meager for a long time, but they didn’t seem to be aware of their own struggling. All three were energetic and ambitious, and as far as anyone could tell, they were happy.

Spencer Rowan, known to nearly everyone as Spence, managed the farm—had since he was a boy. Some years it was very successful; other years, it was a tremendous challenge. Even though the Rowan land sat in the midst of prosperous Midwest farmland, the region had unpredictable weather—too much or too little sun, too much or too little rain—and millions of insects.

No one was ever turned away from the Rowans if they needed a meal, however, and even though Sarah relied on her sewing for income, it was not unheard of for her to quietly give a quilt to a neighbor in need rather than sell it. She taught her children compassion, and she taught them independence and pride.

“It’s all right to be poor,” she said, “but that doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice your dignity. Never give up your dignity. And never turn your back on someone who’s having a really hard time.”

Sarah picked up the album, the gift she had secretly been working on when Cath was absent from the house. 

“She’ll like it, won’t she, Irene?” Some doubt crept into Sarah’s voice as she thought of the more elegant gifts her only daughter would be receiving today, her wedding day.

“Oh, honey, of course she’ll like it,” said Irene, hugging her sister, feeling her sister’s thinness in the hug.

Irene vacillated between envy and worry over Sarah’s slender frame—envy because she didn’t share this trait with her sibling, worry because she questioned how well Sarah cared for herself. When they were children, after their parents died, they managed to see each other regularly, even though they never stayed with the same relatives. Many a time, they would sneak out in the wee hours of the morning, making their way across moonlit fields to compare notes on their lives—to share stories of their day-to-day living. Irene always managed, even then, to remind Sarah to take better care of herself.

“You’ll kill yourself working so hard, honey.”

Sarah and Irene were as close as adults as they had been when they were children, almost of one mind, people said. Often, they came up with ideas at the same time, as if they communicated by thought.

Yet, physically, they were dissimilar—almost direct opposites. Sarah was a small thin woman, very serious. When she was widowed so young, she became more independent and determined than she had ever been—and she had always been known for her independence and determination.

At the time her daughter was married, her reddish-brown hair was streaked with only a few strands of gray. Her skin was taut and smooth, defying the sometimes-brutal Nebraska winds, and her bright blue eyes sparkled with her indomitable spirit. Outwardly, the only apparent concession to her advancing years was her glasses—her very thick glasses. Years of toiling over her work as a women’s tailor and quilt-maker, often after Cath and Spence were in bed for the night, had taken a toll on Sarah’s eyesight.

Irene was a physical antithesis to Sarah. She was as round as she was tall, and although only three years older than her sister, her once raven-black hair was as white as snow before her thirtieth birthday. Her mouth seemed permanently curved in a smile, and her gray eyes always gave one the impression she was laughing at you—or with you.

Irene and her husband, Elmer, had six children in five years—Abby, Betsy, Carl, Diane, Elmer, Jr., and Frank. When the children were very young, Irene said she either smiled all the time or cried. But those who knew and loved her realized she was only joking. She truly adored all six of her children—and the chaotic lifestyle that came with her boisterous offspring.

Uncle Elmer did say he was worried when Irene insisted on naming their babies according to the alphabet, beginning with little Abby. He claimed that he had a suitcase secretly packed. In case Irene became terribly fond of the name Zachary, he was making a quick exit.

Everyone knew he was joking, too.

Aunt Irene’s ample size provided her with a wonderful lap for her many offspring. And she always had room on her lap for Cath right along with her own six. When he was very small, Spence would also join the group of youngsters gathered around his aunt for her very special cookies and even more special hugs.

“Cath will cherish the album for years to come, Sarah,” Irene said to her sister.

As she spoke those reassuring words, Irene thought for a moment about all her widowed sister had given to Cath. Most of all, love. Spence was ten years old when his dad died; Cath, a baby, barely two.

Young Spence had found his father, dead at age thirty-eight from a heart attack, lying in the field beside the wagon. Those who knew of the profoundly close relationship between Larry and his boy worried about Spence, about the depth of his loss. Not to mention the trauma of his finding his father lifeless, lying face down in the lush green field under the clear Nebraska skies.

The boy was frighteningly composed as he ran home to his mother, breathlessly bringing the news of his tragic discovery. He didn’t even cry—at least not when and where any one could see him. And he stayed stoically by his mother’s side every moment as she went through the motions of preparing her husband for burial. It was as if Spence had swallowed his sadness. Sadness for the loss of the father he adored, the father in whose footsteps he planned to walk.

When Spence was about eight, his dad had taught him the ways of the farm. Spence became Larry’s right-hand man, the two blond heads of father and son seen daily bobbing across the fields, working together. Hair, golden and plentiful on father-arms, glistened in the sun, arms muscular from the heavy labor of the farm, arms suntanned below rolled-up sleeves of faded shirts, working side-by-side with little-boy arms, sunburned from hours spent outdoors.

After his father was buried, Spence’s grief seemed to disappear, replaced by an intense drive to work, to make the farm a success. A man’s fervor for work. A man, age ten.

The family barely squeezed by some years. Probably wouldn’t have if it hadn’t been for Sarah’s gift for sewing. Sarah Rowan was known as “the best women’s tailor in southeast Nebraska.” She had learned her skills as a seamstress from her Aunt Amanda. 

Sarah was orphaned at an early age, losing both her parents within a single winter when a flu epidemic ran rampant through her family’s Midwest prairie town. She spent her teen years moving from relative to relative, always paying for her care with hard work, often with very little thanks. Her work was expected.

The one caretaker who was different was her Aunt Amanda. Dear Aunt Amanda. Her great-aunt, actually. While Sarah did her household tasks, Amanda worked right beside her, and when they finished the housework, they would sew.

By the time Sarah was sixteen years old, her sewing talents equaled those of her aunt, and when she married Larry Rowan two years later, she was excited about bringing those talents to her new home.

Sarah had spent countless hours sewing in preparation for her only daughter’s wedding. She designed and stitched Cath’s wedding gown of fine batiste covered with yards and yards of ivory lace—lace from Irish ancestors, saved for just such a day as this. The bodice was covered with tiny pleats and tinier-still buttons.

An elegant gown for a lovely young woman.

And then Sarah’s own dress—deep blue like her eyes, tailored perfectly. Perfect like everything Sarah did. She rarely made anything new for herself, but for Cath’s wedding nothing other than new would do.

Labors of love for Cath.

* * *

“Ma, Cath and Jack will be married before we get to the church if we don’t hurry,” said Spence, straightening his tie for the umpteenth time.

Although it was uncharacteristic for Spence Rowan to wear such finery as a starched white shirt and tie, it emphasized his suntanned face. He was an exceptionally handsome young man, and the eyes of many a young woman would follow him today, imagining themselves going down the aisle of the church on his arm—as Mrs. Spencer Lawrence Rowan.

But it never happened. Spence lost his heart once and only once—lost it to Margaret Murphy, the vivacious and beautiful daughter of Pat Murphy, publisher of the daily newspaper in nearby Harris Valley. She even accepted his engagement ring. For a while. But Meg, as everyone called her, couldn’t imagine living the rest of her life on a farm.

And Spence couldn’t fathom living anywhere else.

“Cath wouldn’t even think of starting without us, Spence,” said his mother indignantly as she straightened the bow on the gift. She’d saved a piece of soft floral fabric left from one of the many quilts she had sewn and wrapped it lovingly around the album. A colorful pattern of small, yellow rosebuds was scattered across the white background of the cloth, matching the cover of the album. A bright yellow hair-ribbon added the finishing touch.

“You’re right, Ma, she wouldn’t. That means we’re probably holding up the whole shindig, so let’s go.”

Spence offered his mother his arm as they left their sixty-year-old farmhouse and headed for the wedding of Catherine Ann Rowan and John Richard Montgomery—better known as Jack—on a beautiful summer day in the Year of Our Lord, 1934.

He looked back at the family home and its surroundings as he dutifully assisted his mother and Aunt Irene into his less-than-new automobile. 

Studying the old farm house with its peeling yellow paint and sagging front porch, Spence felt a tug of sadness as he realized this would no longer be Cath’s home. Now, Cath would become a member of another family. She would be a Montgomery and live in town.

That is, if he’d get to church so the wedding could get take place.

* * *

Only moments before the ceremony was to begin, Spence drove to a hurried stop in front of the small white church that had served the families of the area for so many years. A tall steeple housing the only church-bell for miles around was the one accouterment belying its simplicity. Spence grabbed one of the few remaining parking spots on the grassy field directly surrounding the church. Guests—as many as could possibly squeeze into the small building—had come to celebrate the marriage of Jack and Cath, two of the area’s “own kids.”

Cath was pacing the entryway to the church, anxious for her mother, brother, and aunt’s arrival. She, Uncle Elmer, and Cousin Abby had driven to the church early, before any guests were scheduled to arrive. Abby was to help her dress, the lovely gown draped over Cath’s lap in the back seat of her uncle’s car.

“I can hardly believe this is mine. Abby, it’s just so gorgeous.”

“Mmm-hm,” agreed her cousin. “I can hardly wait to see it on you. You’re going to look so beautiful.” Her voice revealed pleasure, with just a mild hint of envy.

Cath donned her gown, with Abby’s able assistance, in the church basement, which smelled a bit musty but was very clean. After Cath had smoothed the dress around her small waist, and Abby had completed fastening what seemed to her an endless number of tiny buttons, Cath turned and viewed herself in the white-framed mirror hanging on the wall, its tiny capillary-like cracks distorting her reflection only slightly.

“Oh, Abby,” she exclaimed, placing her hands over her mouth in surprise. “Is this really me?”

“It sure is. And just like I said, you look so beautiful.” Both young women’s eyes glistened with excitement.

Guests began to arrive, friends and relatives alike. Cath and Abby stayed hidden downstairs, peeking around the corner of the doorway occasionally, seeing only the feet and ankles of those arriving. Cath knew her mother would come downstairs to see her as soon as she arrived.

“What can be keeping our mothers?” asked Cath anxiously as it got close to the time for the ceremony to begin. “I won’t go ahead without Mama and Spence.”

“They’ll be here, Cath, don’t worry. Nothing could keep them away. Maybe they got a flat tire—Spence’s old car, y’know.”

“Well, I’m going up to watch for them,” said Cath with determination, holding up the folds of her long gown as she climbed the stairs to the entryway.

She had been glancing out one of the small windows that flanked the doorway of the church, worried about what could be keeping her brother, mother, and aunt when she saw the shiny black of Spence’s car round the corner and come to an abrupt halt. Both ladies grabbed their hats with white-glove-covered hands and shouted simultaneously, “Spence!”

Cath smiled as she remembered how hard Spence had worked polishing his car. He was proud of the results, and so was Cath. Jack, too. Spence’s car, although not too new, was as handsome as any parked in the fields around the wedding site.

And he was handsome, too, Cath had noted as she watched him through the door of the church, her small slender mother on one arm and her dear plump Aunt Irene on the other.

* * *

The picture was so vivid in her mind that even now, so many years later, Cath drew a quick breath, recalling that wonderful day as clearly as if it had been yesterday. Her recollections always ended with her thinking of Jack—Jack looking so strikingly grand in his fine suit, a sampling of the best flowers of the field in his lapel, his gray eyes laughing to match his smile.

Jack’s eyes always laughed along with his lips.

Jack and Cath had taken many memorable photos on their trip to Minnesota in June. As Cath entered them in the album, she picked up one of Jack posing on a bridge and ran her fingers over his face, lightly touching, remembering their walk across the bridge spanning the Mississippi, the sun shining brightly, shimmering on the water below. She remembered the light, joyous feeling they had shared.

A lone tear dropped on to the photograph. Cath quickly blotted it away.

She mounted an entire page of photos of that trip—the last photos she’d ever have of Jack.
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