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To Wendy Lawton.
Wendy is one of the most creative  
people I know, in so many ways.

Her marvelous business sense is put  
to good use as an agent,

where she blesses us all through her skills  
and encouragement.
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Delphinium

Derived from the Greek word delphis,  
meaning dolphin, since the flowers  

are shaped like dolphins.

They symbolize an open heart  
and ardent attachment  

and convey a feeling of light and levity.
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1

Salton, Nebraska  
July 1866

Has it been an entire year? Delphinium Nielsen thought 
in surprise.

She and her three sisters were gathered around the 
table in their sod house. She said aloud, “We’ve been here in 
Nebraska for a whole year, and I think we need to celebrate. 
After all, we’ve accomplished a great deal.”

She waved to include the addition to the house and their 
section of land that would one day become Leah’s Garden. They 
already had the sign up at the end of their lane. The garden 
would be a dedication to their mother, who dreamed of having 
a nursery of plants, flowers, bushes, trees of the flowering and 
shade kinds, and also fruit and nut trees. Her dream had been in 
Ohio, but then the war got in the way, and both of their parents 
passed on to their heavenly reward.

“I agree.” Larkspur, the eldest, nodded.
“So what are you thinking?” Forsythia, the first of them mar-

ried and the third in line, asked.
Del shrugged. “I don’t know. The words just popped out of 
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my mouth. I guess a party for all of our friends here in Salton. 
I could invite the families of my students too.”

Excitement pricked at the thought of seeing her beloved 
schoolchildren again. She needed to start planning for the fall 
term soon. With all the new families in town, she could have a 
much fuller classroom. Hopefully in an actual school building 
this year instead of the church, where they’d been meeting since 
the tornado last fall.

“We could ask people to bring their own chairs or benches.” 
Lilac, the youngest, held Mikael, the baby they had adopted on 
their trip west, along with Robbie and Sofie, who were playing 
with their carved animals outside. Forsythia had promised both 
of the two mothers who died on the trail that she would take 
care of their children. When she married Dr. Adam Brownsville, 
they had a ready- made family.

“We’d have to.” Del paused. “You know, there’s a town meeting 
coming up. We could issue the invitation there.”

“Why not at church tomorrow?” Lilac watched Mikael as he 
woke and grinned up at her. She kissed his forehead. “You are 
such a good baby.” Her words earned her another grin.

“True, but I also need to ask around about more important 
things.” Lark sighed. “I need to find a bull for Buttercup. She 
should have been bred several months ago.”

Robbie had decided that the little heifer born to Buttercup 
was his. He named her Clover, and she followed him around 
like a dog. Right now she was lying in the shade of the house, 
chewing her cud while the children played.

“Doesn’t the Weber family north of town have one?” For-
sythia asked.

“I’ll find out.” Lark looked up. “Just think, with a roof from 
this side of the house, we could have shade outside for gather-
ings like this. Our trees can’t grow fast enough. When I think 
of home, I covet the trees.”
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The cottonwood they’d dug up at the creek bed and planted 
off the corner of the house last fall had made it through the 
winter and leafed out, but it couldn’t be called a shade tree yet.

“There aren’t many around here, that’s for sure.” Del dug a 
sheet of paper out of the cabinet Jesse, Adam’s nephew, had 
made for them. He had even carved the handles for the doors. 
She sat back down at the table. “All right, let’s plan this event. 
A week or two from this Saturday?”

“No, let’s do as Lilac suggested and have Reverend Pritchard 
announce it in church tomorrow for next Saturday. Why put 
it off?” Lark asked.

They all shrugged, so Del wrote that on the paper. “We’ll 
have a potluck supper and music for singing and dancing after.”

“If there’s to be dancing, we need to firm up some dirt,” Lark 
said. “We’ve not had that many people out here at one time 
before.”

“I know. A real celebration.” Del beamed.
“I thought we had a fine celebration after our wedding,” For-

sythia said. “That was only a few weeks ago.”
“We did, but no potluck or dancing. And besides, that was 

in town,” Del said. “This will be right here.”
Sofie came in from outside. “Mama, Robbie growled at me.”
Forsythia rolled her eyes. “You go tell Robbie that Mama said 

to play nice.” She paused. “Wait. What did you do that made 
him growl?”

They all knew that Robbie was infinitely patient with Sofie.
“I smashed his fence.”
“And why did you smash his fence?”
“Because.” The little girl studied her bare feet on the     finished 

dirt floor, her light blond hair in two braids.
“Because why?”
Del pushed her laughter down. Forsythia was so patient with 

the little ones.
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“’Cause he said my cow couldn’t come in his pasture.”
“And why was that?”
“’Cause there was no gate, so I smashed the fence to make 

a gate.” She pulled her shoulders up to her ears. “And now my 
cow can go in his pasture.”

“Makes perfect sense to me,” Del muttered. Lilac nearly burst 
trying not to laugh.

Forsythia sent a pleading look to the others, then shook her 
head. “Big help you are.”

Del pushed back her bench seat and took the tin they used 
for cookies down off a shelf. She handed two to Sofie. “You take 
these and give one to Robbie. That’ll make him stop growling.”

As the little girl happily trotted outside, the four sisters looked 
at one another and let the laughter roll.

“You’ve got to admit, she thought it through before smashing 
the fence. That’ll teach him to build gates.” Lark reached for a 
cookie and passed on the tin.

“As Ma would have said, there’s a life lesson here: Always 
build gates. First is probably best.” Del nodded. “Our mother 
was a very wise woman.” She hoped to pass along some of that 
wisdom to her students, since she doubted she’d ever have a 
family of her own.

“She would have so enjoyed these little ones. Sometimes I 
miss her so much I hurt all over.” Lilac looked down at the year- 
old boy starting to wiggle in her arms. “We need to remember 
to tell Jesse about the fence smashing.”

Adam and Jesse were spending every spare minute trying 
to complete the four upstairs bedrooms in Adam’s house. He 
was already muttering that they should have made the house 
larger. Forsythia suggested the answer was to move his office 
and treatment rooms to a separate building or off one side of 
the house. Ideally, they could add a room or two for patients 
who needed more extensive care.
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“Any more planning we need to do for the party?” Forsythia 
asked.

“Not that I can think of, except what food we want to fix,” 
Del said. “Folks will bring the rest. What else needs to be done 
here, besides creating a place to dance?”

“Pray for rain. Carrying buckets to water the garden is a real 
backbreaker. I should ask Jesse if he could fashion me a yoke 
to carry two buckets, like I’ve seen in pictures.” Lark looked to 
Lilac. “Could you draw a diagram?”

Lilac thought a bit. “I’ve seen pictures like that. It might be 
faster than hauling buckets in the wagon. What about the barrel 
that was on the wagon we came west in?”

“Too big for the wagon we have now. We’ll use that to collect 
rainwater as soon as we have a shingled roof on some building.” 
Lark thought a moment. “Remember using water from the rain 
barrel to wash our hair?”

“Or dancing in the rain to do the same.”
“Next rain here, we can do that again. It should be warm 

enough by now. I need to hitch the oxen and plow another sec-
tion for seeding more grain. If it stays dry, we can start scything 
the hayfield. Then move the grazers over. An article I read in the 
farming magazine talked about alternating pastures. It means 
more fencing, but everything not planted can be hayed.” Lark 
rubbed her forehead. “Isn’t that the way of farming? We need 
rain for the growing things, and yet to get the hay down and 
stacked, we need sun.”

“While you’re plowing, I need to start hoeing so the weeds 
don’t get ahead of us. I think we have enough leaf lettuce for sup-
per tonight. And the peas will be ready to pick any day now.” Del 
pushed back from the table. “It must be close to dinnertime too.”

“I’m hungry, Ma,” Robbie announced from the doorway.
“We’ll have bread and jam in just a bit.” Del pulled the long 

knife from its slot in a wooden knife holder, something else 
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Jesse had carved for them. He spent many of the long winter 
evenings carving utensils and building furniture. Adam helped 
whenever he could.

There was so much to do, getting a new farm up and running, 
a new home, a new life. School planning on top of it all. And 
now she’d added preparing for a party to the list.

That Sunday at church, Rev. Pritchard announced the invi-
tation for the gathering the following Saturday. “To think the 
Nielsen sisters have been here for a full year. They promised 
the evening would include singing and dancing, so bring what-
ever you would like for the potluck supper and musical instru-
ments besides. Extra chairs or benches if you can.” He nodded 
to Henry Caldwell, the attorney. “You have an announcement?”

Caldwell stood. “We have scheduled a town meeting for a 
week from Monday. There are many exciting things on the ho-
rizon, and we want to make everyone aware of the possibilities. 
I know we’ve been talking about when the train will be running 
on those tracks out there. It turns out the railroad company has 
designated Salton to be a water stop. They will start constructing 
the water tanks and towers soon, but drilling the well comes 
first. We hired a dowser, and he’s certain there is plenty of water. 
It just depends on how deep they will have to drill.”

“Any more announcements?” the young pastor asked, then 
nodded. “We will continue with our closing hymn, ‘Blest Be 
the Tie That Binds.’”

He nodded to Mrs. Caldwell, the attorney’s wife, who sat at 
the piano. Forsythia lifted her violin, and Lark was ready on the 
guitar. They joined in at the opening bars.

Del tapped her foot as they all sang, “‘. . . binds our hearts in 
Christian love.’” It was a blessing to have moved close enough 
to a town that already had a church and a school, and now a 
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doctor. With the railroad investing in the town, all manner of 
changes would come. Lord, show us your way. She scanned the 
congregation, counting the heads of school- age boys and girls. 
She’d found a joy in teaching that she’d never imagined, a chance 
to make a difference in the lives of not just children but also 
their families. Yet the new building the town had promised was 
not yet begun. Worry pinched her middle. She needed to speak 
to someone about that. Again.

They finished the fourth verse, and the musicians continued 
to play softly as Rev. Pritchard raised his arms and, with a glori-
ous smile, pronounced the ancient words: “And now, the Lord 
bless us and keep us, the Lord lift up His countenance upon us 
and give us His peace. Amen.” Smiling, he made his way to the 
front door to greet all the congregation.

At Forsythia’s nod, Robbie and Sofie followed the older chil-
dren outside to play. Mikael woke and stretched in Forsythia’s 
arms, his contagious smile evoking returning smiles from the 
adults around him.

“Oh, Forsythia, he is such a charmer.” Rachel Armstead wig-
gled her eyebrows, making Mikael chortle. “Is he walking yet?”

“Oh, so close. I figure any day now, he’ll make the decision 
and run to catch up to the other two. As it is now, he can crawl 
mighty fast.”

“Do you have something special you would like us to bring 
to the party? I have a whole ham I can hardly get in the oven, 
but it should go a long way to feeding everyone.”

“Oh, that would be marvelous. I’ll tell Lark.”
“You’ll tell Lark what?”
Forsythia turned to grin at their oldest sister, who was reach-

ing for Mikael as he reached for her.
“Hey, big boy.” Lark bounced him in her arms, making him 

giggle. She smiled and nodded to Rachel. “A big ham like that 
would be perfect. We have a couple of young roosters I figured 
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would bake up real well too. If you have any sawhorses so we 
can make tables, we’d be obliged.”

“I’ll ask Pa if he will bring benches and such.” A cloud passed 
over Rachel’s face. If they come was the unspoken addition. Her 
mother, Mrs. Jorgensen, was still having trouble with the new 
doctor, even though he had saved her grandson’s snakebit leg 
and life. She referred to that as an accidental good thing. Trust 
came hard for her after a charlatan doctor failed to help her 
other daughter.

“I’d hate for them to miss out on such a good time,” Del said.
Rachel nodded. “Me too.”
As Rachel Armstead left, Beatrice Caldwell, Henry’s wife, 

joined them. “I so enjoy playing with you two. It’s a shame we 
can’t bring the piano out to your place.”

“Why can’t we?” Lark and Forsythia grinned and nodded at 
the same time. “If Reverend Pritchard agrees, the men could 
push it up on a wagon, and you could play it right from the 
wagon bed. That’d make it easy to return to the church.”

“I wonder who else plays instruments,” Beatrice said.
“I think Anthony Armstead plays the concertina, which is 

good for dancing. Lark plays anything, and Lilac is great on 
a drum. At home we had an old washtub that Pa made into a 
bass fiddle with a rope and a pitchfork. But washtubs are too 
precious out here to drill a hole in one.” Forsythia glanced over 
at the men gathered together nearby.

Discussing “important” business, no doubt. Why was it that 
whenever decisions were made that affected the whole town, 
the men tacitly decided to leave the women out of it?

Del raised her eyebrows with a slight nod to Lark. She tipped 
her head at the men, and Lark gave an answering lift of her 
brows, then nodded in return. Good thing they had perfected 
silent communication over the years.

Passing Mikael to Lilac, Lark ambled over to stand just out-
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side of the circle. Maybelle Young, the banker’s wife, also stood 
nearby, trying to act disinterested and failing miserably.

Del rolled her lips together to keep from chuckling. If anyone 
could find out what the men were up to, it was Lark.

She glanced over the rest of the gathering. She should talk to 
some of her students’ mothers about the next term. She’d had 
concerns at the end of last term that some of the older children 
might not come back, kept home to help with farming instead. 
Building up the land was important, but so was education, or 
the next generation wouldn’t be equipped to steward this soon- 
to- be state into the future. Now that she’d had a break since 
the end of spring term, new ideas for the coming school year 
popped up in her mind every day. With a larger group, she 
wanted some of the older children to help teach the younger— 
after all, the best way to truly learn something was to teach it. 
And she could bring in more of her sisters’ talents this year to 
expand the curriculum— music, art, even botany.

Rev. Pritchard approached the circle of sisters, beaming. “We 
sure are looking forward to that shindig at your place, ladies.”

“Thank you for announcing it this morning.” Lilac shifted 
Mikael on her hip. “You should bring one of your instruments 
and join in the music.”

“Perhaps I will.”
“Reverend, have you heard any more about when we might 

be able to start the school building?” Del asked. “I’d really rather 
not crowd your space in the church for the new term.”

“I haven’t.” He hesitated. “The focus has been on the railroad 
since we learned Salton would be a water stop. I’ll talk to some 
of the men, though.”

“Maybe we could go talk with them right now.” Del peered 
around him at the circle of menfolk.

“I don’t think this is the time.” Rev. Pritchard shook his head 
with an indulgent smile.
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When will it be the time? Del swallowed back the retort. The 
pastor meant well. He always did. Yet shouldn’t her input matter, 
as the sole teacher of Salton’s young people?

Del noticed the Weber family passing by. They had six chil-
dren. At least she could talk to Mrs. Weber. “Excuse me.”

But the Webers had reached their wagon by the time Del 
caught up, Mrs. Weber wrestling a crying toddler. Del stopped 
and glanced around. The gathering was dispersing, wagons head-
ing in all directions. Disappointment sagged her shoulders. She 
had waited too long. She’d have to talk to parents at the party.

“What did you learn, Lark?” Del asked from the driver’s seat 
on the way home.

“They’ve settled on a location for the water towers and train 
station. The railroad already owns that land, so they’ll be paying 
for the construction. It turns out Mr. Young owns most of the 
land Salton is being built on, along with Mr. Caldwell.”

“Really.” Del raised a brow.
“Adam seemed a bit surprised to learn he’d purchased the 

land for his house and clinic from the banker, not the town.”
“Did you happen to ask about the school building?”
Lark slanted her a glance. “I was there to listen, not shut 

them up by reminding them that I was present. But you know 
the other night, when we were talking about a boardinghouse?”

Del and Lilac nodded.
“I have a feeling we need to start working on that while there 

is still land available. Once that train is running, I think land 
prices will rise accordingly. I think instead of paying off the 
homesteaded land, we use that money for a half acre or so in 
town, east on Main Street and on the north side of the tracks. 
The same as the water tower and train station.”

“Who is going to build it?” Del asked.
“I don’t know, but we should sit down this afternoon and 

write a letter to Anders to see if he wants to buy into our idea.”
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“Who will run it?” Lilac asked. “I mean, Del will be teaching 
school, Forsythia is busy being a doctor’s assistant and working 
at the store, and Lark and I are the only two working full- time 
on our own big dream. You think Anders would sell the store 
and move out here?”

“And Jonah?”
“To run a boardinghouse?”
“No, to farm the land for us, and I’ll take over the boarding-

house.” Lark shrugged. “The first step is a letter to Anders, and 
the second is talking with Mr. Young.”

“You think Anders will go along with this?” Lilac asked.
“I have no idea. I asked Josephine to put half the garden 

there into zinnias for seeds. We’ll have a good harvest of bach-
elor buttons and daisies here. I’m hoping the snapdragons will 
work well too.”

“What about cosmos? Ma loved her cosmos.”
“We planted all the seeds we have, so we shall see how it 

goes.”
They climbed down from the wagon, and Lilac led the oxen 

off to the shed, parked the wagon next to it, then unyoked them 
and let them out to pasture in the one field that was fenced.

“Lark, did you hear Jesse talking about a herd of pronghorns 
just north of here?” Lilac asked.

“No, really?” Lark’s face brightened. “You want to go hunt-
ing?”

“Today?”
Lark nodded. “At times like this, I wish we had another horse.”
They headed inside, and Del began pulling out food for the 

noon meal.
“We can ride double till we find them and then sling the 

carcass up behind the saddle. Remember how Little Bear talked 
about hanging on to the stirrups to travel faster?”

“We could roast a haunch for the party.”
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“You two are crazy. Everything we have to do around here, 
and you want to take off hunting.” Del continued slicing bread.

“I wish we had a smokehouse built,” Lark said.
“Oh, sure, one more thing to build.” Shaking her head, Del 

set to buttering the slices and spreading jam on them. She tried 
to squelch the tension building in her middle. Usually their 
time of fellowship after church left her uplifted, not disgruntled. 
“When shall I plan for supper?”

“We’ll be back as soon as we can.”
After they left, Del took a tablet and pencil outside and sat in 

the shade to write to Anders. She breathed in the fragrant sum-
mer air and closed her eyes. Lord, forgive my anxious thoughts. 
But someone needed to stay focused around here.

Dear Anders and Josephine,
It’s Sunday afternoon, and Lark and Lilac just headed 

out to hunt pronghorn. Lark mentioned again how she 
wishes we had another horse.

Haying probably starts this week. We’ll recruit everyone 
we can. Tell Jonah we could sure use some help out here.

The big news is the railroad tracks are being laid 
through Salton and on west. They plan to dig the well this 
week for the water towers, so Salton will be the first water 
stop after Lancaster. Building a train station is high on 
the discussion list.

She laid down her pencil and went in to feed the fire under 
the rabbit stew she had made. Lilac had snared a couple of 
rabbits and given one to Forsythia. A slight breeze tickled the 
short hairs at the nape of Del’s neck, easing peace into her soul.

We have an idea— not that we don’t have enough work 
as it is— to build and open a boardinghouse with a café 
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that will be open to the public rather than just those pay-
ing for a room. There is such a need for housing both for 
those working here now and others that are coming. We 
thought that since the wagon trains are less frequent, we’d 
have fewer visitors, but the train tracks are bringing more 
change. I don’t know if you are aware of the emerging salt 
mines, but they are not far from here.

Anyway, we are hoping you will share our interest 
in a boardinghouse and be willing to invest in building 
materials and the other expenses of opening such an en-
terprise. Leah’s Garden is still our primary interest and 
dream, but like Lark keeps reminding us, cash flow is 
critical. My teaching is the only real money we have com-
ing in, and Lark says her purse is thinning down.

I hope and pray that all is well for you back there. How 
is little Marcella doing? How we aunties wish we could see 
her. Looking forward to hearing from you soon. You know 
how Lark is once she gets a bee in her bonnet. Someone 
in this family needs to keep our feet on the ground, and it 
looks to be my job.

Love and prayers from the western part of the family.

Your sisters, Del, Lark, Lilac, 
and Forsythia with the little 
ones

She raised her face to the calming breeze. The fragrance of 
rabbit stew drifted by, reminding her to stoke the stove again. 
Being all alone here felt strange. She missed Forsythia. It was 
only last month that her sister had gotten married. It used to be 
the two of them who managed things at home when Lark and 
Lilac went off gallivanting. Now it was only her.

Del folded and slid the letter into an envelope, waiting to 
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seal it in case the others wanted to add more. Picking up her 
knitting, she watched the sun begin its descent to the horizon. 
The breeze picked up, cooler now. It was time to make sure the 
chickens had all gone into their house, and she glanced out at 
the pasture to see Buttercup and Clover following their trail to 
the fence. Almost milking time.

She stared off toward the setting sun. Lark and Lilac had 
headed northwest. What was taking them so long? But they 
always forgot everything else once they headed off hunting. 
Never mind that they’d left her to do all the evening chores by 
herself. Fighting a prickle of resentment again, she let Butter-
cup into the barn and poured grain in front of her stanchion. 
Clover bawled from outside the door. The windmill creaked and 
squealed as it turned to face the evening breeze that had sprung 
up. Someone needed to climb up to apply grease to the gears.

With the last drop of milk in the bucket, Del stood and 
hooked the three- legged stool up on the post, then set the pail 
out of the way and let the cow out. Buttercup backed up and 
turned to walk out the back door. She always headed to the 
trough for a drink before ambling out to pasture with Clover 
right behind her.

Such a peaceful routine, especially during fine weather. It 
soothed Del’s anxious heart a bit.

Carrying the bucket up to the well house, she poured the milk 
through a cloth to strain out any hair or dirt and then set the 
pans to let the cream rise to the top. They had enough cream 
now to make butter. A Monday job.

The sun had painted the layers of clouds in all shades of red 
and orange, and the yellow of the sun blazed near to white. 
Sunset, and no horse with two figures walking beside it. Del 
had better check on the stew and set the table. Her sisters would 
be hungry whenever they got back. And as usual, she’d have 
every thing taken care of here.
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Del squeezed her eyes shut. Please, Lord, forgive me for being 
like this. I know we need the meat they’re getting. I just . . . I keep 
thinking about the school— or lack of one, that is. I will trust you, 
Lord. I trust you.

She stared up at the darkening blue above her. What if she 
had to teach at the church all year?

Lord, are you listening?
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