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      Dear Reader,

      

      In these letters, I usually explain how an idea for the story developed in my crazy head, but not this time. You see, I had a different vision for If You Choose Me in which I’d follow a new couple with only glimpses of the Besslers. That didn’t happen though, because my Knight Readers (special group of super-readers) nudged me to continue with the Bessler family who’s story was shared  in book I. If you haven’t read book I of A Sugar Maple Holiday Series, If You Keep Me, I’d advise that you start there. You can find it by clicking here.

      My hesitation on continuing with the same family was that I wasn’t sure it would be well received since most of my books follow various families in the same town. This allows readers to pick up a book anywhere in the series and enjoy it without starting from the beginning. However, I trust my Knight Readers so I decided to go for it.

      After receiving a lovely note from my proofreader about how much she loved If You Choose Me, I  suspected I was onto something. Once beta readers and advanced reader review feedback came in that said the same thing, I knew I’d struck something special.

      So, I humbly thank my Knight Readers for their guidance and encouragement. I should’ve known you were right. :)

      Sincerely,

      Ciara

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      After two days on and off buses, Shirley Malone thought she’d collapse when she finally reached Sugar Maple, Tennessee. She snuggled her little girl to her chest and watched the landscape change from long open fields to snowy hills in the distance with patches of grass. If only she had more money and more time, she wouldn’t have to arrive to her nanny job exhausted.

      “Looks like the weather isn’t as brutal here as upstate this time of year,” said the man she’d met on day one when he’d helped her with her bag at the station. He was dashing, sophisticated, and polite. If Shirley had met him a few years ago, she would’ve fallen over herself to get to know him, but not now.

      “Sure, I guess.” She turned to face the window, less to watch the passing scenery and more to end the conversation.

      Smoke plumed along the roof of the bus, and she only hoped the man coughing two rows up wouldn’t wake her sweet Beth. The little thing had done well—sure, she’d cried on occasion and squirmed, but she was tough. Tougher than Shirley had been at her age or any other age. Of course, when you’re born to social royalty, you tend to be soft. It was thanks to the beautiful angel in her arms that she had managed to survive the last couple of years. Now she needed to summon the strength to accept her new life.

      Her arm went numb, so she shifted Beth to the other and leaned against the rough, crimson fabric of the seat that scratched at her skin. She closed her eyes and reviewed her make-believe history one more time. The hardest but most important part was remembering she was no longer a Malone and had taken the name Stephens. Not for any other reason but the commonality of the surname and because everyone knew who the Malones of New York City were. The more she faded into the world, the less people would realize she was hiding something.

      Next, she went over important dates. She’d married Beth’s father before he left for war, April 4th, 1943. January 4th, 1944, Beth was born. That was true except for the part about being married.

      It had been over two long years since her life had been changed forever, but she didn’t regret it. Giving up the silky sheets, hot baths, and stress-free days languishing in the gardens outside their massive estate was rewarded with baby spittle, potty training, and unconditional love. Love that gave her reason to live and work beyond the emptiness of cotillions and fancy dinners and being paraded about to marry the proper man. That didn’t matter now, because no man would ever have her back home if they learned the truth. Of course, if her family had their way, no one would ever know of their daughter’s sins.

      The bus squealed, and they jolted to a stop next to a building buzzing with people. Finally, they’d arrived. Shirley rubbed the back of her neck. She felt like she was eighty-one instead of twenty-one, but she’d feel eager and ready to work once she had some sleep. The advertisements for bus travel had made it look glamorous, and although it wasn’t completely uncomfortable, she had to admit to herself that she did miss the private cars and chauffeurs. She still struggled at times with having to give up luxuries she’d once thought of as necessities.

      That was the past, though. Once she exited this bus, she’d own her future. She would be the servant instead of the master yet be free from the constraints of proper society.

      “Can I help you with anything?” the dashing man asked before anyone even got out of their seats.

      “No, I’m fine, but thank you.” Shirley kept her head down and her conversation minimal, certain she’d slip about something.

      People gathered their things, slid their coats on, and made their way off the bus. Once the aisle was cleared of people, she placed Beth in the seat, where she stretched, yawned, and opened her eyes while Shirley managed to put her coat on—but not fast enough. Beth climbed down and took off thumping at full speed straight into the man Shirley had just sent away.

      “Gotcha, little one.” He tossed her up into his arms, and she squealed with glee.

      “I’m so sorry. She’s so fast these days.” Shirley retrieved her daughter from his arms, but before she could escape him once more, he removed his hat and smiled. The kind of smile that made a woman believe he could save her.

      “I’m Wayne Bishop. I figured we should officially meet since we’ve traveled almost two days on this bus together.”

      “I’m Shirley M…Mrs. Stephens. This is Beth.”

      He tweaked her nose, and she squirmed, kicking her feet and laughing. “Nice to meet you, Beth.” He put his hat on and headed for the door. “I really don’t mind helping you with your bags or anything else you might need. It can be challenging with a little one.”

      “I’m fine, but thank you.” She tightened her coat around her like a handsome-man shield.

      At the door, the driver assisted her with the steps. “Good evening, Mrs. Stephens. Your little one is certainly an angel.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She nodded and went to the porter, who waited with her bag. “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure, ma’am.”

      “Let me help.” Mr. Bishop grabbed the bag handle before she could reach it.

      “Mrs. Stephens?” a woman—she assumed a servant sent by the Besslers—called from the walkway.

      “No need. I have help now, but thank you.” She snatched the suitcase from him and marched toward the woman, who waved madly.

      The woman, dressed in overalls with paint and other stains and her hair pulled back with a scarf around it, looked barely presentable enough to be out in public. “Looks like you have your hands full.” She took the suitcase from Shirley.

      “Thank you. I appreciate it. That was an exhausting journey. Not that I’m complaining.” She shifted Beth to her other hip.

      The lady pointed at the truck waiting nearby, so Shirley followed her. “I’ve only corresponded by letters. Are Mr. and Mrs. Bessler nice?” Shirley stole one over-the-shoulder glance back at the man who demanded attention each time he was near her and was thankful to see him being left in her past. No man needed to be in her present or future. Not after the last one had left her pregnant and alone in the world.

      “I’d like to think so.” The woman opened the door and helped her settle in with Beth and then tossed her suitcase in the back before she opened the door and started the truck with a rumble.

      Beth squealed and beat on the dashboard.

      “She still has energy, huh?” the lady asked with a twirl of her finger at Beth.

      “I’m not surprised since she slept all day.” Shirley took some fruit from her purse and gave it to Beth. “How long have you worked for the Besslers?”

      The other woman laughed and glanced down at her dirty overalls. “I know I don’t look like it, but I’m Rosie Bessler. Sorry for my attire. I ran out here to get you after I closed up shop and settled the kids in the house with Vic.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. I assumed you were…well, the hired help since you were picking me up.”

      Rosie shook her head. She was an unadorned but beautiful lady. “Sorry to disappoint, but we’re not a fancy family. We’re just in need of help. Having five kids join us at one time while my furniture business is taking off and Vic is working in the toy shop…well, I’m learning that I can’t do it all on my own.”

      Shirley shifted in the seat, trying to adjust her expectations. “I don’t need fancy.” She’d assumed that they were in a large house with staff because that’s all she’d known. Apparently she still had some growing to do to integrate into normal society. After two years of living in convents and homes for unwed mothers, she would be thankful for a room for her and Beth to themselves.

      The truck rumbled over the rough roads, and Beth squealed with each bounce.

      Rosie tucked some wayward hair under her scarf. “The house is still under renovation, but the room for you and Beth is finished. We hope to add on another one. Right now, the five kids are crammed into one. We want to have a room for the boys and one for the girls. Davey’s helping with the renovations. He’s a character, but you’ll love him.”

      “Davey… So he’s the eldest of the five children, correct?”

      “That’s right.” Rosie turned, and they headed down a long road with nothing on either side but a few bushes.

      Shirley had wanted to be out of the way where she couldn’t be found, but this was in the center of nowhere. “I appreciate this opportunity. Since the war, things have been tough for Beth and me.”

      “We understand tough, and no worries. That’s part of why we chose you. That and there was no one in town besides babysitters and part-time help. We wanted stability for the children. Don’t worry. As I wrote, you’ll have plenty of free time. It’s more that we need backup and someone to stay with the children when I make deliveries.”

      Deliveries? Women didn’t do things like that, not since the war ended. It was unseemly. Of course, so was having a baby out of wedlock. “You adopted all five, correct?”

      Shirley noticed Rosie’s hand slip to her belly. “Yes, but they’re like our own.”

      “Understood.” Shirley brushed Beth’s hair from her forehead and scanned the terrain. “It’s pretty out here.”

      “You’re from up north, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sure it must be brutal in the winter there. You’ll find the climate here more temperate. Although we get snow and cold weather, it isn’t constant. We had a big snowstorm around Christmas, though. Biggest in years.”

      Shirley nodded, uncomfortable with so much conversation after living alone and in silence for so long, and she worried she’d slip and say something wrong to give her away.

      “Well, this is God’s country. That’s what they call it anyway.” Rosie smiled again. She was different than Shirley’s friends from school or home. They were so refined by the age of sixteen that no one spoke so much in public. It would be different here, but she could handle different. She’d proven that to herself.

      Shirley attempted to redirect the conversation to employer-employee suitable talk. “Tell me what all you’d like me to do. It mentioned housekeeping and childcare.”

      “The childcare part is easy enough. Since the kids lived on the streets for so long, they’re pretty independent. Too independent at times. And Davey wants to help with everything. He has more energy than anyone I’ve ever known.” She chuckled. “Really, you’ll need to keep up with what I fail at daily. Laundry, housekeeping, and cooking.”

      The heat of a thousand-degree oven flashed through Shirley. “Cooking?”

      “Yes. I can cook, of course. But on weekdays I’m usually working until dinnertime. That’s where I need the most help.”

      Shirley studied the approaching town ahead, realizing the error in her plan.

      “I’m so sorry. Did I forget to mention that?” Rosie sat forward and grabbed on to the steering wheel as if she had trouble seeing the road.

      “Yes, but it’s fine. Thank you.” It wasn’t okay, though. She’d never learned to cook. Why would she? She’d had servants, and then in the convent and even in the shelter, food was provided.

      Somehow, some way, Shirley needed to learn to cook in a day or she’d be out of a job. A job that she’d spent the last of her money on, and the last two days on a bus to get to. She’d barely made any money in the last two years, but what choice did she have? If she asked her family for help, they’d take her baby from her, and that was the one thing Shirley would never let happen.
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      Sugar Maple offered peace and tranquility, something Wayne wasn’t used to after the battles on the home front with the riots in Detroit and then at the front in Germany during the war. Quiet only allowed the sounds to intensify in his head. It wasn’t until the bus honked that he startled back to the present with a fading view of the truck carrying Mrs. Stephens and her sweet daughter.

      Her husband was a lucky man to have such a beautiful and capable wife to travel all that distance on her own. She was brave and independent, something he struggled with when it came to his sister-in-law. She’d been from a well-to-do family who lost everything in the war, and then she lost her husband. It was his job now to provide for her, after all the years his big brother had cared for him while their father lost himself to his drink. Even in the various homes and orphanages, his brother was always there for him. Now it was his duty to take care of his family.

      Now, after seeing war, he no longer hated his father for wanting to live in oblivion after he served in World War I. He’d only been sixteen at the time. A child. Too young to face the horrors of war. His father was at peace now, though, along with his brother. Wayne was the only man left to help his sister-in-law, Helen. Despite being too much like his own father, cynical of humankind, undeserving of companionship, and ill-equipped to be a family man, he would not turn his back on his obligations. But a man who’d lost a mother before he was eight and with a drunkard for a father, Wayne would never be a role model for parenting.

      “You look lost, sir. You need some help?” the porter asked.

      Wayne scanned the area as if checking the terrain ahead. Old habits. “Yes, please. Where’s the nearest hotel?”

      “Nashville.” He sniffed and wiped his nose with his sleeve. “There’s a boardinghouse in town, though. Woman rents rooms to visitors. It’s a large house, clean, and she cooks well.”

      “Great, thanks.” He turned in all directions to get his bearings. “Which way?”

      The porter waved him to follow. “Come on. You can hitch a ride with us. We’re headed into town. You don’t want to walk. It’s too far.”

      Wayne wasn’t sure what other option he had, so he followed the boy to a truck already brimming with young men. It jolted him back to wartime, when they’d all piled tight into vehicles, where they were shipped off in different directions, never really knowing where they were going or where they’d been.

      “You coming?” the porter asked.

      “Yes, thank you.” Wayne tossed his bag into the truck bed, eyeing the main road out, curious if Mrs. Stephens had headed to the same town. He climbed up on the side and held on.

      “Name’s Glen Horton. You?” He offered his dirt-stained hand, and Wayne wouldn’t refuse to shake the hand of a man who worked hard for a living. That was something he respected, something he’d always had to do.

      “Wayne Bishop.”

      “Mr. Bishop, what brings you to Tennessee? You don’t look like a southern boy.”

      “Please, call me Wayne. No, I’m from Detroit. I work as a journalist, and I was sent here on assignment.” The truck bounced, sending him into the air, but after all the practice he’d had in the DUKWs, it wasn’t anything he couldn’t handle.

      “In our town? With all the news going on around the world? There’s talk about a United Organization for the world, not to mention racial riots, the trials for those war crimes overseas, and this is where you want to report? How’d you hear about something way out here?”

      “Well, I need to stay in the States, and people want some feel-good news after four years of nothing but war. That’s what my editor says anyway. Besides, I’ve spent years reporting about the men who have lost their lives and come home with missing body parts. It might be refreshing to report about things that will provide hope.” That’s what he kept telling himself anyway, ever since his editor told him it was this or leave the paper.

      Glen shrugged. “I guess I can understand that. How’d you hear about a story way out here, though?”

      “My editor heard about this story through a sister’s, cousin’s, brother’s, best friend, or something like that.”

      “Oh, well, I guess I’m still upset I missed the action. I tried to fight, even lied about my age, but never made it over before the fightin’ ended.”

      “Consider yourself a lucky man and live for those who can’t live now.” Wayne’s voice dipped in respect. “I didn’t personally fight myself. I was a reporter, but I still found myself holding a gun and having to watch all the killing. One soldier said it best as he faded away in my arms: ‘I died so you could live free. Go live the best life you can.’”

      “Never thought about it like that. Always felt like I let my country down because I couldn’t fight.” Glen had an innocence about him that Wayne wanted to savor. It was a rarity in these times.

      Glen sat up straight and his eyes went wide. “Hey, what family you reporting about?”

      Wayne thought about his options at the moment but didn’t think another reporter would scoop his story, and Glen could help direct him to where they lived. Hopefully a little extra cash sent his way would make him keep his mouth shut, since he knew it would be better to meet the family and gain some knowledge before they knew he was here to report on them. People tended to guard the truth and refuse an interview, even with positive stories, when they didn’t know and trust the reporter. “Besslers. You know them?”

      “Of course! They’re something. Victor Bessler owns the old toy shop he inherited from his father, and Mrs. Bessler, well, she’s something else.” Glen looked mesmerized as he spoke, as if he had a crush on the woman. “She started a furniture-making business, and it’s really taking off with all the people trying to rebuild and wanting new things.”

      “She sounds industrious. Good for her.” Wayne wondered how her husband felt about his wife working and being so successful. Times had definitely changed. If Helen found a way to provide for her and her children, he wasn’t sure if he’d be proud and relieved or resentful. It was his job to provide for his brother’s family now that Tom wasn’t around, but he’d struggled to do so since his return from war.

      “You just missed her, by the way. She came to the station to pick up a woman who’s going to be a full-time nanny.” Glen smiled. “She was pretty, too.”

      Was Mrs. Bessler the one who collected Shirley and Beth Stephens from the train station, or was he looking for a connection that wasn’t there? “Sounds like you want to find yourself a girlfriend.”

      “No.” Glen shook his head, his overgrown hair flopping over his eyes. “Too many women, not enough men. I’m thinking about enjoying life like your soldier told you to do.”

      Wayne laughed. “I’m not sure that’s what he meant, but you’re young, so figure out your way in life before you have the responsibility of a wife and child. Of course, what do I know, since I plan on remaining a bachelor for life.”

      “There’s the town ahead. I’ll take you to the house to see if Mrs. Slaughter has a room. If she does, then you can walk to the Besslers’ from there. You can walk anywhere you want around here. Weather has been decent since the big snowstorm in December, but we usually get another one around now or in February. Guess you’re used to the winter stuff though, since you’re from Detroit.”

      “I think I’ll manage, but thanks for the information.” Wayne pulled out some cash and handed Glen some. “And if I need some more information?”

      Glen lit up. “I’m your man. I know all the goings-on around here. ’Cause of my job, I even know who’s comin’ and whose goin’.”

      The truck rolled to a stop in the center of a charming little town. It was something you’d see on a postcard. A general store, the Maple Diner, courthouse with a clock tower, fabric store, and Bessler’s Toy Shop.

      “Are there many other nearby towns to the bus station?” Wayne asked.

      “A couple. Creekside and Riverbend, but Sugar Maple is the closest. Come on, I’ll show you to Mrs. Slaughter’s place.” Glen snagged Wayne’s suitcase as if he were still doing his porter duties. “That’s the general store. There was a rift between Mr. Mason and Victor, but this last Christmas, Victor’s son Davey saved Mr. Mason’s daughter Melba from freezing to death so all is forgiven now.”

      “Sounds like Davey’s a special kind of kid.” Wayne had tried to dig up some information on the children, but there was little known about them. “Can you tell me anything else about the children and the Besslers?”

      Glen pointed down a side street. “Sure, um, well, oh, I know. This mean lady from Memphis came and tried to take the younger children. I’m not supposed to talk about it because the Besslers are still working on adopting the kids, but this lady tries to charge people to get children. The sheriff says he thinks it’s a money-making scam and has notified authorities in Memphis, but he says they’re all paid by this woman, Mrs. Tann.”

      “That’s terrible.” That sounded more like a scoop, but would his boss approve the drama or did he only want the happily ever after part of the story?

      “Yeah, he says he told the people in Nashville and then up the chain, but don’t know what’s going on with that.”

      Wayne spotted the row of houses only steps away, so he tried to nudge Glen in another direction. “Are the kids happy and safe at the Besslers?”

      “Yeah. Town says she can’t have children of her own. Well, she can have them in her belly, but then they get lost.”

      “She’s had miscarriages.”

      “Yeah, that’s the term.” Glen lifted Wayne’s suitcase toward a well-kept house on the right. “That’s where the Besslers live.”

      Wayne wanted to catch a glimpse of someone since a truck was parked outside, but he only saw movement and light beyond the drawn curtains.

      “Up here’s where you’ll stay.” Glen held the suitcase up to the left.

      “Great. You were right about walking everywhere.” Wayne glanced over his shoulder back at the Bessler place, but still no sightings of kids or parents. “Can you do me a favor?”

      “Sure.”

      “Don’t tell anyone I’m here to write an article yet. I need to get approval from the Besslers before I start, and I’d like to propose the idea to them personally.”

      “I can keep a secret.” He saluted. “This here is Mrs. Slaughter’s place. I’ll introduce you.” Glen guided Wayne up the front walk of the stone and wood two-story home that looked like it wasn’t sure if it wanted to be Tudor or farmhouse. Either way, it looked friendly and warm. And after such a long journey where he felt responsible for a woman and her baby, he was ready to rest.

      Glen opened the door as if he lived there. “Mrs. Slaughter, I have a person here who wants to board if you’ve got room.”

      A lovely woman who was probably only ten years older than he was, maybe thirty-five, wiped her hands on her apron and entered the foyer. “Yes, sir. I do. Welcome, Mr…?”

      “Wayne Bishop.” He removed his hat and held it to his chest. “This is good news. I’ve been traveling for a few days, and I was looking forward to some rest.”

      “Glen, take his bag to my best room, upstairs and at the end of the hall on the left.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Glen darted up to the second floor, and Mrs. Slaughter ushered Wayne into the kitchen.

      “Please, have a seat. You must be starving.” The woman pulled a tray of biscuits from the oven and filled the air with a delicious buttery aroma. Apparently his stomach could smell, because it growled embarrassingly loudly.

      “I hope you like stew and bread. It’s what I make when I’m not sure if I’ll have any boarders or not. Tomorrow morning, though, you’ll wake up to fresh eggs, bacon, fruit, and coffee. If that’s to your liking.”

      “It’s perfect, thank you.” Wayne didn’t wait a heartbeat to try the stew when it was placed in front of him. The hearty, savory aroma was nothing compared to the flavor of fresh spices and tomato. “You’re an excellent cook, ma’am.” The word ma’am was a foreign term to his northern roots, but he’d been told it was expected out of respect to people.

      “I’m so glad you like it. Seven okay for breakfast in the morning? I’m afraid I need to run up to the Besslers by 7:30. I told Rosie I would help get the kids off to school since she’s on an out-of-town delivery. Vic tries, but he’s not a good cook.”

      “So Mr. Bessler will be home then?”

      “Yes, of course. They’re good parents.” Mrs. Slaughter looked at him suspiciously, so he thought fast. He wasn’t ready for anyone to know why he was here yet, but the opportunity was too good to pass up. “If it would be okay, could I walk down with you? To introduce myself, of course. I wouldn’t want them to see a strange person walking around in such a small town.”

      She relaxed and smiled. “I’m sure they’d love to meet you. Finish your stew, and you can get cleaned up and to bed early. I don’t want any of my guests getting sick on my watch.”

      He cherished each bite but soon found his bowl and bread plate empty. He devoured every crumb as if he’d not eaten for days. He hadn’t, except for the two lunch stops and a few breaks along the route. Mrs. Stephens had even less. Perhaps Mrs. Slaughter would know about her.

      Once he finished and Glen left after promising once more to keep Wayne’s secret about the article he’d be writing, Wayne cleared his plate.

      Mrs. Slaughter snagged it from him before he could reach the sink. “I’ll be taking care of you while you’re here.”

      Wayne wasn’t used to such hospitality. He’d always done for everyone else in his life. He thought again about the poor woman on the bus and worried for her. He wouldn’t like Helen traveling all that way alone. “Do you by any chance know a Mrs. Stephens?”

      “No, I don’t think so. Oh, wait.” Mrs. Slaughter tapped her lips. “She might be the new nanny Vic and Rosie hired. I’ve been helping out with the kids when I can, as has the rest of the town, but there’re five of them and Rosie is awful busy with her new business. The nanny should arrive any day now I think. I’ll be glad. Not that I mind helping, but I could use some extra time to work around here.”

      The information led him to believe that Mrs. Stephens was indeed picked up by Mrs. Bessler from the station, but why would Mrs. Stephens travel all this way alone? Perhaps her husband would be following later.

      “Sad thing, what happened to Mrs. Stephens’ husband. But I guess none of us have escaped the horrors of that blasted war. I know I didn’t. After twenty years of marriage, I found myself alone again.”

      “Twenty years? You don’t look old enough.”

      “You’re too kind.” Mrs. Slaughter sighed. “I hope to help her any way I can since we both suffered the same fate. I’ve considered selling this place and moving near my daughter, but she’s married with her own life.”

      Wayne thought about the poor, innocent, sweet woman on the bus with her young child. She could’ve been his sister-in-law. He only wished he could do something to help all these women who had lost their husbands. Life would be difficult for them. But what could a man who never stayed in one place more than a week do? A man who didn’t believe in choosing to have a family. Not when they were always torn apart.

      There was a dull ache in his chest that he rubbed out. He was here to get a story, not help every woman who reminded him of his brother’s wife. He already had one woman and her children to take care of. He didn’t need more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The Bessler home was simple but happy. Shirley eyed the couch by the warm fire, remembering her childhood snuggled with her sister near the oversized hearth full of tall flames with servants nearby providing hot chocolate. Her sister had married well and enjoyed a life of luxury, yet Shirley didn’t envy her. Not with the price being freedom.

      “I know it isn’t much,” Rosie said in a shy tone. “But it’s loving.”

      Shirley kissed Beth’s forehead and held her tight in her arms. “Your home is perfect. Thank you for welcoming us to it.”

      Children flooded in from the back door with puffy hats and tiny boots. “Mama, you’re home. You’re home!” Four little ones raced over and formed a hug circle around Rosie.

      “Hi! I want you to meet Mrs. Stephens. She’s going to be with you when I can’t.”

      “Told ya we don’t need no babysitter. Been on streets so we can take care of ourselves.” A little man with a big attitude ripped off his hat and sulked by the fire.

      “You must be Davey.” Shirley shifted Beth into one arm and held out her hand, which Davey shook begrudgingly. “I heard that you’re the one who knows everything about everything. I’m hoping you’ll help me with the others. It’s obvious you don’t need me.”

      “Darn right.” He turned, but not quick enough to hide his smile.

      Shirley’s sister always told her how she could read what people wanted and tell them what they wanted to hear. A gift for a socialite wanting to climb the ranks.

      Apparently Rosie approved of Shirley’s interaction, because she nodded at her before Rosie turned the kids around by their heads one by one. “This is Betty, Reggie, Eva, and Gina. And you already met Davey.”

      Gina put a hand next to her mouth and said in a whisper, “He’s stubborn.”

      “Then we’ll get along well. I tend to be set in my ways a bit at times. All that means is that we’re organized and reliable, right, Davey?”

      “Right.” Davey lifted his chin and offered a funny, old man–looking grin. That boy was beyond his years. “Let me get your bag for ya.” He took her suitcase and headed to a hallway, mumbling, “Could’ve had my own room if you let me care for the babies, though. Never had my own room before.”

      Shirley felt a little ashamed for taking his room, but if he only knew how badly she needed it, he wouldn’t complain. As much as she guessed he needed it last year. “Thank you,” she called after Davey.

      The eldest-looking girl, Betty, approached with arms outstretched. “Can I play with her? She’s two, right?”

      “Yes.” Shirley didn’t have a choice but to pass Beth down to the floor because she was off and running. The kids followed behind, laughing.

      “Please, have a seat and relax. I’ll get dinner on the table.” Rosie, who apparently was made of more energy than etiquette, raced into the kitchen, leaving Shirley behind. She wasn’t sure where her place was. There obviously weren’t servant quarters, but the main area was for the family. At a loss of how to behave, she removed her coat, hung it on the rack, and headed to the kitchen.

      “Let me help you with that.”

      “No worries. It’s a casserole that the amazing Mrs. Slaughter made for us earlier. She didn’t know you’d be arriving today, but it’s for the best since I’d like you to get a good night’s sleep before you have to start working. I’m sure traveling all that way with a two-year-old wasn’t easy.”

      Shirley couldn’t argue with that. “Maybe I should check on Beth.”

      “No need. Davey’s with them. He’s more parent than I am at times.” Rosie opened the oven and pulled out something that smelled amazing.

      “Can I set the table for you?”

      “That’d be a great help, thank you. Silverware is over in that drawer.” Rosie pointed.

      Shirley removed the salad forks, regular forks, dessert spoons, and knives and then went to work setting the seven places at the table. She measured the distance from the plate and made sure everything was in the proper spot before she returned to the kitchen. “Would you like me to set out water glasses or wine glasses for you and Mr. Bessler?”

      “We’ll probably have milk like the kids. Cups are over by the refrigerator. Plates are in the cabinet next to that.” Rosie placed two trivets on the counter.

      Shirley set out the cups and plates and then returned to the kitchen. “I’ll tell the children wash up and bring them to the table.”

      Rosie leaned out of the kitchen into the living room and yelled, “Time for dinner. Wash up and get to the table.”

      An eruption of complaints was followed by the sound of little feet running down the hallway and to the table, telling Shirley they listened and obeyed well.

      “Who we havin’ for dinner tonight? The queen?” Davey called from the dining area.

      Rosie grabbed the trivets and headed for the table. “Oh my, that is an elegant set-up, isn’t it? I’m not sure which fork to use.”

      Shirley blinked at the table. She’d made a mistake. No, she knew how to eat from a proper table. It might have been her first time setting one, but not her first time at a dinner. “I apologize if I’ve done something wrong.”

      “Wrong? No. It’s perfect. I don’t think the kids are ready for that, though. We’re working on getting them to used one fork after being on the streets so long. You’re marvelous. I hope you can get them to eat like proper ladies and gentlemen. I’ve failed with that skill miserably over the last few months.” Rosie tapped Betty, who held Beth in her arms, on the nose.

      The front door opened, and in stepped a gentleman Shirley assumed was Mr. Bessler. “Sorry I’m late. I had a run on Slinkys again. Davey, I might need your help after school tomorrow.” The man stopped in his tracks. “Hi, sorry. I’m Victor Bessler.”

      “Nice to meet you, sir. I’m Shirley Stephens, the new nanny.”

      “But she’s not my nanny,” Davey shouted from the table where he’d already dumped a heaping spoonful of casserole onto his plate and was eating with the fork like he was swinging a bat.

      “Understood. But she’s going to help us out around here and be part of our family now, so I hope you give her the old Bessler welcome.”

      “Not a Bessler.” Davey buried his nose in his plate as if he were ashamed of his own words.

      “You will be soon. I heard back from the attorney in Nashville, and we look good. It should be finalized by the end of February.”

      “Really?” Davey and the kids bolted from the table, abandoning their food. Such displays were unsettling. But Rosie and Vic danced around with the children, so Shirley scooped her daughter up into her arms and headed to the kitchen to eat.

      “Where’re you going?” Rosie asked.

      “If it’s okay, I was going to fix Beth and me a plate and eat.”

      Gina came over and took her by the hand. “Don’t be a fuddy duddy. You heard Dad. You’re part of the family now. Davey, get her a chair. Reggie, cup and silverware.”

      Davey eyed the table. “Don’t know how to do that, but I’ll bring it out.”

      Shirley was overwhelmed at their kindness. She was the hired help, not family. Family meant unconditional love, until you disgraced them. “I don’t mind. No reason to interfere with your time together.”

      Rosie took her by the elbow and led her to a chair in the center of the long, beautiful wooden table. “Don’t be silly. Right here. There will always be a place for you at the Bessler table.”

      The evening was like a whirlwind of activity, and Shirley could barely keep her eyes open once she put Beth to bed, so she made her apologies and promised to be ready to work tomorrow.

      But she wasn’t, because once she fell asleep after so many months and years of having to keep one eye open and worry for Beth’s safety, she finally felt comfortable enough to close both eyes and drift away.

      It wasn’t until a man’s voice broke through her dream world that she shot up in bed and looked to the tiny bed Beth had slept in. But Beth wasn’t there. She was gone.

      It took Shirley several moments to realize where she was and that she’d overslept. Betty probably already had Beth in tow, so Shirley bolted from bed, dressed quickly, combed her hair, and got ready faster than she’d ever managed in her life. With one last glance in the small oval mirror hung over a dresser, she bolted out the door into the living room and straight into a person. “Sorry.”

      “No reason to apologize.”

      That voice wasn’t Victor’s. It was Mr. Bishop from the bus. The handsome man who distracted her during most of the trip, the one that she’d finally escaped. Now, he was standing in a strange house alone with her.
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      At the sight of Mrs. Stephens, Wayne wanted to investigate this mysterious woman who’d traveled all this way alone with a child. He couldn’t help it. His journalistic curiosity always drove him to find out more about everything. But truth wasn’t always a gift. He’d learned that when he had tracked down his brother in the prison camp, only to discover his demise.

      Beth squirmed out of Mrs. Slaughter’s arms and toddled into the room with her arms up to her mother. An angelic little thing with golden red hair and puffy cheeks.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Stephens. I’m sorry if I startled you. Mrs. Bessler insisted that we allow you to sleep due to your rigorous journey here. She didn’t want you to fall ill.” He motioned to the woman beside him. “This is Mrs. Slaughter. She runs a boardinghouse I’m staying at while in town and is a friend of the Besslers.”

      Mrs. Stephens snatched Beth up and held her tight, as if Mrs. Slaughter had stolen her away and they were just reunited. “I’m not fragile. I’m afraid I overslept, though. I’ll start work immediately.” She sashayed to the hallway, her hips moving like a dancer from a great show he’d once seen in Berlin while on assignment. But Mrs. Stephens was far more beautiful than the stage actress.

      “Wait,” Mrs. Slaughter called after her. “You must eat first. You’ll need your strength to keep up with six children, a house, and all the other various activities. I’ve been helping out, but I’m certainly glad to see you. Please, sit. I’m a pretty good cook.”

      Mrs. Stephens eyed them both with great suspicion. What caused a woman to be so distrustful? Wayne saw the answer in her eyes. Someone had wronged her or threatened her. Perhaps there was more to her story than a lost husband at war. No, he wasn’t interested in such information. He didn’t need to involve himself in anything beyond the story his editor had sent him to write.

      “She’s being modest. She’s an excellent cook.” Wayne pulled out a kitchen chair to allow Mrs. Stephen’s to sit.

      For a moment, she remained standing, eyeing the chair as if it were rigged with explosives, but then she sat on the edge like a princess dining at the castle. Before she could even settle, Beth hopped down and ran through the kitchen. She stopped at Mrs. Slaughter for a moment to eat part of a biscuit and then ran to Wayne, where he scooped her up and made her fly. She giggled, bringing such joy into the world. The innocence of a child was a gift. Just not a gift he ever wanted for himself.

      Mrs. Slaughter plated some food and placed it in front of a tense Mrs. Stephens. She wouldn’t remain so guarded with a conversationalist like Mrs. Slaughter, though. “Tell me all about your trip. Did you come from New York City?”

      “No… What makes you say that?” The way Mrs. Stephens spoke made Wayne suspicious, but he didn’t intrude on their conversation. Instead, he tended to Beth and her infectious joy but remained within listening distance. “I mean, I’m from a small town in Ohio. I’d gone to New York briefly for another job, but it had already been filled by the time I arrived there. That’s when I decided to inquire into this position. It’s much better for Beth to live in a small town than a big city anyway, so this is perfect.”

      “She’s a darling thing. And she loves the others. Davey has taken a great liking to her. He might be rough around the edges, but he’s a good boy,” Mrs. Slaughter said with pride, as if she’d raised him herself.

      Mrs. Stephens kept her attention on her food, Mrs. Slaughter, and Beth all at once. As if she suddenly managed to acclimate to the strangers and situation, she cleared her throat and asked, “Mr. Bishop, was it?”

      “Yes.”

      “What brings you to Sugar Maple?”

      “Passing through on my way to another job but stopped to check out the town for some family who might move here.” He’d thought of that excuse while lying awake last night formulating a plan to get the story his editor wanted. Besides, it wasn’t a bad idea since it was expensive to live in the city and the kids would thrive more in a small town.

      “You two know each other?” Mrs. Slaughter asked.

      Mrs. Stephens nibbled at her biscuit, but he caught the blush upon her cheeks. “Only in passing. We were on the same bus on our journey here.” She studied him for a moment. “What kind of family? And why here?”

      Wayne scrambled for details beyond his original thoughts. “My sister-in-law lost my brother during the war. I’ve been searching for a place they might be able to settle down far from Detroit. The civil unrest has become a danger to her and her children. I’m afraid she’s suffered from nervousness and worry ever since the troops occupied the streets in 1943. Not to mention the increasing expense of city life.”

      “Poor girl,” Mrs. Slaughter said. “She’s all alone, right?”

      “Yes. I do what I can for her and my niece and nephew, but I’m not her husband.” A fact he said a little more firmly than he’d intended.

      “A woman can do just fine without a husband.” Mrs. Stephens cleared her plate and went to the sink. “I should get to work. It’s my first day, and I’d like to do a good job.”

      Mrs. Slaughter rose and handed Mrs. Stephens a note. “Rosie asked me to give this to you. It’s the schedule.”

      “Thank you.” Mrs. Stephens wiped her hands on a towel and opened the note. Her face tensed. “Oh, um. Right. Got it. Thank you.”

      “Is there something wrong? I’m happy to help.” Mrs. Slaughter touched Mrs. Stephens’ shoulder, as if to make her listen.

      But the woman lifted her chin, scooped Beth up into her arms, and gave her a wooden spoon and a pot to bang on while she went to work. “Thank you, but I can handle everything.”

      “Right, well, we’ll get out of your way, then. I’m just up the street at the house that is made of stone and wood. My husband built it himself. As Mr. Bishop said, it’s a boardinghouse now. Since my husband passed during the war and my daughter is grown and gone, the house is empty unless I have guests. Please, feel free to come down to visit. I’ll have tea, coffee, and cakes at two this afternoon. I’m always happy to help any way I can. It keeps me busy so I don’t miss my own family.”

      Mrs. Stephens didn’t look up from the note. She studied it as if it were news of her husband.

      “Do you know what time you’ll be expecting Mr. and Mrs. Bessler this evening?” Wayne couldn’t help but give Beth one little tweak to her cheeks to make her giggle.

      “Says I should have dinner ready at six.”

      “Great. I’ll stop by a few minutes before that to meet them. I’d love to know what Mr. Bessler thinks about the town. Good day.” Wayne grabbed his hat and coat from the rack near the front door, but he couldn’t help but glance back at the beautiful, distraught Mrs. Stephens.

      Once outside, Mrs. Slaughter paused at the edge of the front walk. “Something tells me that poor girl needs help with something, but she won’t ask for it.”

      “I agree. Perhaps she’s been on her own for so long she doesn’t know how to ask for help. We can stop in later to check on her if she doesn’t come by at two,” Wayne offered.

      “We? I’m thinking I’ll send you. You’re awful sweet on that baby and I think on her mama, too.” Mrs. Slaughter walked briskly up the slight hill before he could argue with her. Besides, what would his argument be? That she spoke the truth but that didn’t matter because he’d never be worthy of a family? He could barely care for a sister-in-law and her kids. No way he’d ever be capable of raising his own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Shirley was thankful that Beth wanted to sit and play with the pots for a while so she could sweep, mop, do dishes, and everything else but start figuring out dinner. How had she not asked about cooking? She’d never even been in a kitchen, not even when they lived in the unwed mothers home. She’d learned how to do patches on clothing and fix hems, though. She found some socks and darned them while Beth sat at her feet playing with a wooden car, but still, no food.

      She eyed Beth, who stood and ran over to her with open arms. “Mommy!”

      Life could be good here, and she’d be safe in this out-of-the-way town where no one would discover the truth. She couldn’t make a mistake, not when it was her first real chance to take care of her child.

      “My love, guess what? It’s time to make food.”

      Beth blinked at her as if she were speaking German, but she apparently understood enough because she ran into the kitchen and plopped down in the center to enjoy her pot banging again. Shirley was starting to regret her ploy to get Mrs. Slaughter and Mr. Bishop out of the house earlier. She spun around the kitchen, opened and closed cabinets and refrigerator, but she didn’t know what to do with any of it. “Recipes. There has to be a book or something in here.”

      She rummaged through every drawer and cabinet until she spotted a Better Homes and Gardens cookbook. Relief fluttered through her until she opened to the pages upon pages of different recipes, ingredients, measurements, and jargon she didn’t understand.

      It was a start, so she took a deep breath and flipped through to find what appeared to be the easiest thing to make. Pork chops. She’d had those before, and they were delicious with potatoes. She rummaged through and saw a chicken with a note—chicken and dumplings—on it. With a hint of excitement and fear, she flipped through the cookbook and found a Chicken with Dumplings recipe. The directions weren’t too complicated with the chicken, but the dumplings seemed more challenging. She was smart, top of her class in school. She could do this.

      It didn’t take long for her to find a big pot and manage to disassemble the bird. The poor thing looked like she’d given it to the dogs and then taken it back, but it would look better after it simmered for two and a half hours or so. She tossed in a couple of celery sticks and carrots and onion and then poured some water in about a third of the way up and turned on the stovetop.

      Relieved with her ingenuity, she looked to Beth, who’d abandoned the pot for the wooden car again. “I think we’ve got this, darling. I’m not sure what I was so scared of.” She’d slipped into her formal accent she’d worked so hard to lose since it would be a giveaway to her upper-class heritage. It would be all right while she was alone with Beth, though.

      After she fed, bathed, and dressed Beth, Shirley decided some fresh air would do them some good, so she bundled Beth up and donned her own coat to go for a short walk. It was nearly one, and she’d have to be home for the kids to set up the snack and help them with their homework by three in the afternoon, so she decided to not go into town yet. Up and down the street would do well for their first outing.

      It was unnervingly quiet without the sound of honking horns and trains and boisterous conversations.

      “Mrs. Stephens, how are you?” Mr. Bishop came running out from the stone house waving.

      Mrs. Slaughter joined him on the front porch. “Come have some tea and treats with us.”

      Beth jumped up and down, her little curls bouncing at her ears. “Treats. Treats.”

      It would be rude to not accept the invitation, but what choice did she have? “I’m afraid I need to get back to get ready for the kids. Besides, it isn’t two o’clock yet.”

      “Never you mind the time. Come on inside and rest a bit. I’m sure you’ve been busy today.”

      Shirley didn’t know what to do with Beth so excited. Her poor girl had been such an angel on the bus, and it had been months since she’d had a real treat. “Thank you, but only for a couple of minutes. I don’t want to do anything wrong on my first day.”

      Mrs. Slaughter ushered them inside while Mr. Bishop held the door open. The kitchen was larger than Mrs. Bessler’s, but she still had an old-fashioned, wood-burning stove and no freezer. “Please sit.”

      Shirley removed her hat, and Mr. Bishop took her coat, his hands grazing her shoulders, sending an unwelcomed jolt through her body. “Beth, just one, and remember, we can’t stay long. The other children will be home for you to play with soon.”

      Mrs. Slaughter plated some delicious-looking cookies and cakes and placed them at the center of the table. Shirley waited for the small plates, but when Mr. Bishop grabbed one and put it in his mouth while standing, she realized this wouldn’t be a proper social gathering, so she took one and handed it to Beth, who squealed with delight.

      Her daughter took a bite. “Mmmm.”

      “I believe she likes them. Thank you.” Shirley’s heart warmed at watching her little one enjoy a special treat.

      Beth shoveled the rest into her mouth, sending crumbs down her dress, and then grabbed for another one. “No, Beth. I said one. And look at the mess you’ve made.”

      “No harm done.” Mrs. Slaughter came around the table and brushed the crumbs onto the floor. “I’ll sweep in a little bit anyway.”

      Shirley couldn’t imagine if her mother walked into the room right now. The woman would’ve swooned at the sight. No servants, no proper place setting, no manners.

      “Please, have one. I would love your opinion since it’s a new recipe I’ve created.”

      “Mrs. Slaughter is such a good cook. The best I’ve ever had, I think,” Mr. Bishop said.

      Shirley thought for a moment about how much this would displease her mother, so she decided to take one and nibble the edge. “Oh my, this is delicious.” She bit her tongue to stop her slip about how it was better than any cook had made while she was growing up.

      “I’m so pleased you like it.” Mrs. Slaughter clapped her hands together. “I’ll get the tea.”

      Mr. Bishop sat down next to Shirley and twirled his finger around in front of Beth, who seemed to enjoy the motion, since she grabbed at it.

      “She’s been excited today since it’s her first day of being able to run around after being stuck in the bus all that time.”

      “I feel the same way.” Mr. Bishop grabbed another cake and sat down at the table, where he rested his elbows. “Why did you say you were in New York again?”

      Shirley tensed. Why would he ask such a question? She ate the rest of the cookie in one giant, unladylike bite and rose from the table. “Mr. Bishop, please excuse me. I really need to get back. I have chicken on the stove.”

      “Wayne, please.” He stood and retrieved her coat. “Perhaps tomorrow we can chat more.”

      “I’m afraid I’ll be far too busy. Tomorrow is washing day.” She slid her arm through her coat, careful not to allow Wayne to touch her again, and then swooped Beth up into her arms.

      “No, walk. Mommy. I walk,” Beth cried out, so Shirley put her on the floor.

      “You must hold my hand, then.”

      She nodded her head like a woodpecker on fresh wood.

      “Let me walk you home.” He slid his coat and then hat on before Shirley could refuse. “Be right back, Mrs. Slaughter. I’m walking Mrs. Stephens home.”

      “Already? You just got here.” Mrs. Slaughter looked more than disappointed, tugging at Shirley’s will, but with one glance at Mr. Bishop, she knew she had to leave.

      “My apologies. Another time. Perhaps I could have you over another day.” Shirley made her way down the front steps, helping Beth on one side. Mr. Bishop grabbed her other hand and swung Beth up in the air and then down.

      “Again. Again,” Beth cried out, so Shirley went along with the game.

      “Tell me, what made you decide to take a job here instead of one in the city? I’d think you’d have more opportunity with all those rich uppity types and probably have staff to help you with the household chores.”

      She stiffened and tried to think of a valid reason. “I don’t need help, Mr. Bishop.”

      “Everyone needs help, Mrs. Stephens. Call me Wayne.”

      They reached the front door. “I assure you that I’m quite capable of caring for myself and my little girl, but thank you for walking us home, Mr. Bishop.” She flung open the door but stopped before she crossed the threshold.

      Beth screeched. “Bad smell. Ewww.”

      Mr. Bishop held his arm out, backing Shirley and Beth up while he went inside. “It smells like a skunk got in here. Wait out there.”

      Shirley didn’t like standing behind while a man promised to save her. All men were the same, with their protective promises they never delivered. She picked up Beth and marched inside, where she found Mr. Bishop in the kitchen removing her pot. “No, that’s dinner.”

      “I’m afraid not. You couldn’t feed this to the strays.” Mr. Bishop’s words left her stomach feeling like rabid dogs had attacked her insides and shredded her hope.

      Perhaps she was in over her head. “What am I going to tell the Besslers? I didn’t know that I had to cook.” Tears flooded her eyes, which only made her more angry. She swiped them away and turned in all directions, as if she’d find the answer from some nearby servant. But she was the servant. And if one of her cooks had prepared a dinner like that, her mother would fire them, march them off the property, and never welcome them back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      At the sight of Beth’s eyes watering from the smell and Shirley looking like she was going to cry, Wayne knew he had to help even if she didn’t want it.

      Shirley left the kitchen.

      “Where’re you going?” he asked.

      “To pack. I won’t have a job after this,” she said in a desperate tone.

      He followed her into the dining room. “Why would you say that? It’s one meal. You made a mistake.” Wayne eyed the chicken that obviously either didn’t have enough water in it or it had boiled over.

      “Because I can’t cook.” She threw her arms up in the air and paced the kitchen. Beth copied her mother. “I thought I would be a nanny. There’s normally a cook and a housekeeper. I didn’t know I’d be all three. Not that it would be a hard job in such a small house, but they never told me there would be cooking.”

      “You don’t know how to cook? I thought all women knew how to…” At her narrowed gaze, he shut his mouth and thought about the options. “Don’t worry. I’ve got this.”

      “You know how to cook?” She grabbed hold of his arms, and for the first time in his life, he actually wished he did possess the skill. “I’ll pay you part of my wages this week if you can make dinner. Just for tonight. I know I can figure out how to make food once I have some time.”

      “I don’t know how to cook,” he said, a little disappointed that he couldn’t swoop in and make this better for her. He’d had the same issue with his sister-in-law. The pressure of having family was something he never wanted or felt worthy of accepting, but he had no choice but to try to step up to the challenge.

      She headed for the hallway.

      “Wait. I might not know how, but I know who does. Stay here.”

      Shirley eyed the clock. “But the kids will be home in an hour. There isn’t time. Is there?”

      Wayne grabbed the pot and headed for the front door. “Listen up. Keep your coats on and open up all the doors and windows to get some of the smell out of here. I’ll be right back.”

      “But…”

      “Just trust me.” Wayne paused long enough to see the doubt in her eyes. If he were good at reading people, which he was, he’d say she’d been wronged in some way and she had issues with trusting people. There wasn’t time to question her about it, so he raced outside and dumped the chicken in the trash. He abandoned the pot on the front steps and then raced up the street, flung open the door—startling poor Mrs. Slaughter—and rummaged through her kitchen.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Sorry.” Wayne turned in all directions. He wasn’t sure what he had planned, but he knew Mrs. Slaughter was an excellent cook. “Do you want to help someone who really needs it but keep the information to yourself?”

      Mrs. Slaughter quirked a brow at him.

      “It’s not illegal or anything. Promise.” Wayne found himself pleading for a woman he barely knew, but she needed help beyond what he could offer alone.

      “I suppose if it’s not anything bad and it’ll be to help someone, sure.”

      “Mrs. Stephens burned dinner and needs your help.”

      Mrs. Slaughter laughed heartily. “Is that all? Rosie won’t mind. Certainly Mrs. Stephens can whip something else up for dinner.”

      “That’s the part you need to keep secret. She can’t cook.”

      “What?” Mrs. Slaughter’s eyes went wide. “How can she not know how to cook?”

      He shrugged. “Didn’t ask.” Not because he wasn’t curious but because in all his years of journalism, he knew that a person who was hiding something would never answer a direct question, and Wayne knew Shirley Stephens had secrets. And somehow, some way, he’d uncover them.

      Mrs. Slaughter wiped her hands on her apron and then hung it on a hook. “Well, let’s get down there and see what we can do to help.”

      “I knew you would be her guardian angel.” Wayne held up her coat for her at the door.

      “You’re a charmer, aren’t you?” She shook her head.

      Wayne opened the door and offered his arm to escort her down the street. “Only to women who deserve my attention.”

      She giggled like a schoolgirl and smiled all the way down the hill to the Besslers’. Inside, she held her knuckles to her nose. “Oh, honey.”

      Mrs. Stephens rushed from the kitchen with a wild expression and pursed lips. “I know, it’s horrible. There’s only an hour until the kids get home. I’m such a failure. I thought I could do this, but I can’t. I didn’t know I’d be serving as a cook, too.”

      Mrs. Slaughter unbuttoned her coat, handed it to Wayne, and then put her arms around Mrs. Stephens. “There, there, child. It’s all going to be fine. Cooking isn’t that difficult. I’ll get you ready for tonight, and tomorrow you’ll come up to my place and start learning the basics. We’ll just plan simple meals until you gain some confidence. That’s all you need for cooking—a little bit of lessons and some confidence. Now come on. Let’s see what’s in the kitchen.”

      Wayne tossed his coat and hat on the rack and raced in after them. The kitchen was a disaster, with what appeared to be every ingredient out on the table and countertops. Mrs. Slaughter didn’t even grumble. She only looked around and then said, “No worries. We’ll make some meatloaf, greens, and mashed potatoes for tonight.”

      She removed an apron from the wall and handed it to Mrs. Stephens. “Time to learn how to make your first meal. Tell me something, though. How did a beautiful young woman like you learn how to watch children, obviously clean a house, but not learn how to cook? Didn’t your mother ever teach you to cook?”

      “No.” Mrs. Stephens eyed Wayne, as if she weren’t about to share any personal information while he was in the room.

      Wayne stepped back from the kitchen. “Tell you what. I’m going to play with Beth while you ladies get to work. That way you don’t have to worry about her while you focus on learning.”

      “No, I can’t ask you to do that.” She looked reluctant yet hopeful.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve been watching my niece and nephew while my sister-in-law tried to find work for herself. I’m great with kids. They love me.” Wayne snagged the wooden car Beth pointed at and rolled it around the living room. Perhaps if he gave Mrs. Stephens the opportunity to work with Mrs. Slaughter, she’d open up and share a little about herself and the Besslers.

      Beth was a bundle of energy until she toddled over to him, cuddled up, and fell asleep. It wasn’t until sometime later when the front door flew open, kids rushed in, and tossed books and lunch pails to the floor, that Wayne jolted awake. Beth was no longer in his arms, so he scrambled to find her.

      “Whatcha doin’ on the floor, mister?” Davey scratched his head, looking down at him.

      Mrs. Slaughter came out holding Beth in her arms. “I see you’ve been working hard out here while we’ve been cooking,” the woman teased.

      Mrs. Stephens entered the room with a new, calm demeaner. She was glowing, a little disheveled, but with a hint of pride. “You kids get to your homework. I’ll come help in a minute.”

      Davey slapped his palms to his thighs. “Aww, seriously? We just spent all day learnin’. How about we get some time to play?”

      “Tell you what. Snack is ready at the table, then you can go outside for a half hour, and then back in to do homework before dinner.”

      “Deal.” Davey offered his hand to Mrs. Stephens, and she shook it. And with that, as fast as the kids had entered, they fled the room once more.

      “I did it—I mean, with Mrs. Slaughter instructing me, but I made the meatloaf. All I have to do is slide it in the oven, but I’m not leaving the kitchen until it’s done. Mrs. Slaughter said she’d come back to check on it at five thirty before the Besslers get home.”

      “We best get back to my house if I’m going to get our supper ready,” Mrs. Slaughter said. “Remember what I said, Mrs. Stephens. You can do this job, no problem.”

      “Shirley. Please, both of you can call me Shirley. I think we’re on a first-name basis if you both just saved my job.”

      “I didn’t do anything.” Wayne headed for the coat rack. “But I’ll call you Shirley if you promise to call me Wayne.”

      “Deal.”

      He and Mrs. Slaughter headed back up the street, but his mind remained in the Bessler house. The woman wasn’t anything like his sister-in-law. She was interested in learning more and working to make her own way, but still, there was something not right about what she’d told them and the fact that she’d never learned to cook.

      “Tell me. Did Shirley share why she hadn’t learned to cook? Was she an orphan?”

      “No, she wasn’t an orphan. I think her family all worked a lot. She probably got a job at a factory during the war and never had time to finish learning her domestic skills.”

      “But certainly she would’ve learned since she had Beth. She couldn’t possibly have worked since she had the baby.”

      “Why, Wayne Bishop. I knew you were sweet on Shirley.”

      “No. Don’t be ridiculous. I’m here to scope out a place for my sister-in-law and her family. That’s all. Can’t a man help out a neighbor in trouble without someone making assumptions?”

      She didn’t say anything else, but she didn’t have to, because the idea had been put in his head and there was no removing it now.
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      Shirley had thought she could kiss Wayne for what he’d done for her, but she had kept her mouth far from his cheek. The afternoon went smoothly, and the meatloaf even turned out thanks to all of Mrs. Slaughter’s help. She’d stopped in at 5:30 just before Rosie rolled up in the truck.

      Mrs. Slaughter was a doll. She’d even dropped off treats for the family for after dinner and never mentioned a word about helping out. When Shirley made the great escape from New York, she hadn’t any idea about how friendly people would be down here. They spoke differently, but from what she could tell, despite how her family had slandered southerners, they all sounded educated and capable.

      Of course, any kindness without judgment was a welcomed feeling. It would change if they knew the truth, though. She had to be careful and not relax too much, or something might slip.

      “Wow, this smells delicious. I see I shouldn’t need to plan meals for you since you come up with better ones.” Rosie tossed her coat on the rack and walked out of her shoes to sit on the couch, where she scooped her children into her arms.

      Shirley swallowed and thought about what to say about dinner. She didn’t like Rosie thinking she didn’t appreciate the chicken and dumplings meal she’d planned, but did she confess that she didn’t know how to cook? Her nerves stirred, and she decided on the truth but without explanation. Something her mother once told her years ago about society life, you say as close to the truth as possible so you don’t forget the lie but you never give anyone information that could be damaging to the family. “I’m afraid I wasn’t paying close enough attention and took Beth out for a stroll and ruined dinner. My sincerest apologies. You can take the price of the ingredients out of my pay.”

      “Nonsense.” Rosie shook her head and then laughed as if Shirley had told her a joke. “At least you didn’t cause a kitchen fire. I’m afraid when I first married Victor, despite cooking while growing up, I wanted to do everything so perfectly that I ended up ruining all the food. I made the mistake of washing red socks with his white shirts and turning them pink, ruining dinner, and almost setting the house on fire, all in one day.”

      Gina hopped off the coach and lifted her chin in a theatrical way. “I’m not going to learn to cook. I’ve decided that I’m going to be a star, and I’ll have servants that do that for me.”

      Shirley had to bite her lip not to tell the child that would be the gravest mistake of her life, because being raised with no skills meant she could struggle on her own later. And as a woman, she’d learned that relying on a man could be dangerous.

      Rosie didn’t seem bothered. She only touched a finger to the melodramatic child and said, “In my house, we all learn to cook and learn a trade.”

      Davey huffed. “I’m a man. I don’t need to have no cooking skills.”

      “Nice try. My children will know how to do everything for themselves before they leave my home.” Rosie stood and stretched. She looked worn out and dusty.

      “Why don’t you clean up while I finish dinner and set the table? You and Victor can relax this evening,” Shirley offered.

      “You must be tired, too. I’m sure Beth keeps you on your toes, not to mention the rest of these little monsters.” She tweaked Ava’s button nose, and the little girl giggled.

      “Hey…” Betty stuck out her pouty lip.

      “You’re supposed to be active. You’re children. That’s what you do.” Rosie eyed herself in the mirror, wiping under her eyes and pinching her cheeks.

      “Don’t worry about a thing, Mrs…I mean, Rosie. The kids were easy. Actually, they kept Beth busy while I worked on dinner. They’re amazing children. It’s my pleasure to help care for them.”

      Rosie lifted her chin with obvious pride. “The best.” She headed down the hallway. “I’ll take you up on that offer, though. I know Vic would appreciate me in something besides my overalls and my hair tied up. Thanks.”

      “My pleasure.” Shirley tended to dinner and set everything out in time for Mr. Bessler to arrive home to a new and improved Rosie in a fine dress, makeup, and hair styled. When he walked in the door, his grin was bigger than a Bing Crosby smile.

      Shirley longed for that moment with her husband coming through the door and her feeling like she was his world. The way Victor looked each time Rosie walked into a room despite her appearance.

      “Okay, kids. Go wash up. Dinner is served.” Shirley ushered them from the room.

      Victor took the opportunity to sweep Rosie into his arms, so Shirley retreated to the kitchen, allowing them some alone time.

      Before they could settle around the table together, there was a knock at the door. She hurried out to answer so as not to disturb the Besslers. When she opened it, Wayne stood with flowers in his hands.

      Her breath caught, and for the briefest of moments, she was excited, thinking the handsome man had arrived to court her.

      He looked down at the flowers and then at her. “Um, I came to formally introduce myself to the Besslers. These are for Mrs. Bessler.”

      Shirley straightened her apron and stepped aside. “Right. Of course.”

      Thank goodness Victor was already at her side with his hand out in greeting, allowing Shirley time to recover her wayward thoughts. “Hi. I’m Victor Bessler.”

      She retreated to the kitchen to clean some dishes. How could she have been so stupid, believing the man had brought her flowers? Had she not learned anything about how men could manipulate to get what they wanted?

      Memories of Harry holding her, telling her she was his everything and how he couldn’t leave for war, to die, without feeling her touch. She scrubbed the pan harder than necessary.

      “You can leave that for us to do after we eat. Come. Relax.” Rosie was so kind, but Shirley couldn’t take advantage of the woman. “I’m almost done, please. Beth and I should eat in the kitchen since we’re the help.”

      Rosie eyed the two plates on the counter. “You’ll do no such thing. You’re part of the family now.” She snagged them and carried them into the dining room.

      Shirley remained hidden in her dish washing for a few more minutes, but she couldn’t help but overhear the conversation in the living room.

      “Victor, invite your friend to sit down and eat. There’s plenty here.”

      “I couldn’t intrude.” Wayne’s deep voice, with the charming roll of his Rs from his tongue, carried all the way to Shirley’s ears.

      “We insist.” Rosie raced back into the kitchen. “I’ll set the other place. Good thing I made such a big table.”

      Rosie had made that beautiful, large wooden table? The woman was beyond talented and capable. Shirley suddenly felt inferior. How to set a table, she could manage, but making one? Never.

      “Come sit, Shirley. The food’s getting cold,” Rosie called.

      Apparently, Shirley wouldn’t be able to remain in the safety of the kitchen. Funny, the kitchen never would’ve been a safe spot for her before and still probably wasn’t the best place for her, but anywhere that Wayne wasn’t was the safest room in the house. She wiped her hands on a towel, removed her apron, and joined them at the table.

      Rosie held up her hands, and like dominoes, the children joined around the large rectangle.

      Shirley took Beth’s hand from where Beth sat in Betty’s lap and then turned to find Wayne’s strong hand waiting.

      She swallowed and slid her fingers into his palm. The warmth shot up her arm and into her chest. It had been two years and nine months since the last time she’d felt a man’s touch. With all her strength, she focused on Victor’s prayer and not on the way Wayne’s fingers cupped her hand and made her feel safe. It was a lie. A lie like the one Harry had told her to get her to believe in him and how much he loved her.

      “Amen.” Wayne squeezed her hand, reviving her attention.

      She slid her hand away to her lap as quickly as possible but longed for the comfort he’d briefly offered. It had been a hard, cold, demanding few years with little to no interaction with anyone but Beth. The judgment each time she left her room at the home was unbearable. The constant reprimand for being a sinner had been damaging to Shirley’s hope, but she’d broken free of that place and now sat in a home where no one could judge her.

      “So, Mr. Bishop. You were telling me that you’re staying at Mrs. Slaughter’s place and that you’ve been checking out the town to see if it would be a good place for your family to settle?”

      Family? Was it more than him and his sister-in-law, niece, and nephew? Was he married? Of course, because she had a curse to only fall for those who were already attached to another.

      “Yes. With my brother gone, I want his wife and children to have a better home than where they are now. The turmoil is still raging in Detroit, and the expense of the city is becoming too much.”

      “This is an amazing town, but what made you check it out all the way down here? Certainly there are other towns like ours closer to Detroit. How did you even hear about Sugar Maple?”

      Wayne lifted his fork and eyed Victor. “I had been down here for work. In Nashville, I mean. This is one of the towns someone mentioned to me.”

      “Well, we’re glad you’re here,” Victor announced, looking to Davey, who nodded his confirmation. “Although, I’m surprised our little town came up in conversation in Nashville.”

      The meatloaf was passed around, and when Davey took his first bite, his eyes exploded with delight. “Mmmm.”

      Shirley blushed at his reaction. It felt like she’d just married the most eligible, rich bachelor in New York City high society. It had been forever since she’d done something worth praising, and she savored it, even from a child.

      Wayne took a bite and said, “I think Master Davey’s right. This is the most delicious meatloaf I’ve ever tasted.” He gobbled down a couple more bites, and she wanted to kick him under the table for overdoing the display.

      “I agree with the consensus.” Victor lifted his fork. “This is delicious. Thank you, Shirley. We’re so happy to have you here with us.” He eyed his wife, and Shirley could tell that he appreciated her taking the time to make herself more presentable to him.

      Wayne cleared his throat. “So Mr. Bessler—”

      “Victor, please.”

      “Victor, it wasn’t so much Sugar Maple that was the topic of the conversation while I was in Nashville. It was your family specifically we spoke about,” Wayne said before he dug into his potatoes. He pointed the fork tines at them and said, “Wow, these are excellent, too.”

      She did nudge him this time with the toe of her shoe, hoping he’d take a hint.

      “Us?” Vic paused midair with a fork full of greens. “Now I’m intrigued.”

      “I heard about how you adopted all the street children.”

      “We ain’t street kids!” Davey shouted. “Well, not no more. We’ve gots ourselves a family.” The boy lifted his nose high into the air and did this funny thing where he jutted out his chin, making him look like an old man with no teeth.

      “You sure do. And that’s what attracted me to this town. I mean, anywhere that a nice couple would bring in five children and raise them is a town I had to see for myself.”

      “I don’t think we took them in. I think they adopted us.” Rosie smiled at each of them, as if not wanting to miss one little expectant face looking at her. She’d taken care to make each child feel special in her eyes—a gift Shirley’s mother never had time to give to only two children.

      “So you’ve adopted them now?” Wayne asked. The man was always asking too many questions. She wanted to nudge him again to make him stop, but they were barely more than strangers. Although, he had saved her job today.

      “No. We’re working on it, though. We’re anxious to finalize them. It appears that four out of the five applications have gone through, but there’s a snag on one of them.”

      “That’s me.” Davey pointed to his chest with his thumb. “I’m the trouble.”

      “It’s no trouble,” Victor said loud and clear. “We’re anxious to have it official, though. Our lives would never be the same if one of our children had to leave us. We love them all.”

      Davey cleaned his plate, grabbed the spoon, and slapped some more potatoes onto his dish.

      “You’re hungry this evening.” Rosie smiled at Davey.

      There appeared to be a hierarchy of sorts in the family. Davey always sat closest to Mrs. Bessler, and little Ava always sat closest to Vic, Gina was always by Davey’s side, with Reggie and Betty in the middle.

      “I’m a growing boy,” Davey said with pride. The poor kid was small for his age, but Shirley hoped he’d grow up big and strong now that he was living in a home with loving parents.

      “What do you think the delay is on the adoption with Davey?” Wayne asked.

      Victor scooped up some more greens. “I don’t know, but I’ll be happy when it’s done and finalized.”

      “I know someone in the Department of Child Services. Do you want me to write to them to see if they can give us any information?”

      Rosie sat forward. “That would be amazing. Thank you.”

      “It would be my pleasure. I’d love to know more about you and the kids so I can write to my sister-in-law about all of you. I’m still trying to convince her to come down here, but she’s a little nervous.”

      “Tell her we’re nice and we’d welcome her kids,” Davey said with such authority, he sounded like a grown man despite his child voice. “Melba’s friendly, too.”

      “If you like that sort of girl,” Gina said under her breath.

      Shirley suspected there was some sort of jealousy there. She’d have to meet this Melba and make sure she didn’t interfere with the happy family dynamics.

      Wayne took a bite and twirled his fork about. “Tell me, Davey. How did you become so wise and well-mannered? How long were you on the streets for?”

      Davey put his fork down, crossed his arms, and leaned over the table toward Wayne. “Tell me why you ask so many questions.”

      Wayne looked to Shirley as if he needed help. She felt obligated since he’d done so much for her, but she didn’t want him asking any more questions either. Still, she owed him, so she said, “I think Mr. Bishop wants to tell you how impressed he is with you, that’s all.”

      Wayne reached under the table and squeezed her hand. She froze. It was sinful for him to touch her like that in secret. That was something she’d learned in the home for unwed mothers.

      She snatched her hand away and wanted to tell him that they were even now and she wouldn’t owe him anything else. But were they? He’d saved her job. She’d saved his conversation.

      Something told her she shouldn’t take any more favors from Wayne Bishop. One thing she never wanted to be was indebted to anyone ever again. Especially a man.
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      Wayne insisted on helping clear the table since he’d eaten their food. He’d even offered to help with the dishes, but Shirley insisted she had it and that she was capable of cleaning up after dinner. Something told him he’d aggravated her, but he wasn’t sure how. And it bothered him more than it should. Enough that he spent most of the evening contemplating dinner. A dinner that hadn’t gone the way he had hoped it would. He’d need to speak to them in smaller groups.

      He returned to the boardinghouse where Mrs. Slaughter had settled in for her evening knitting. “I’m afraid your dinner has gone cold.”

      “I’m so sorry. The Besslers insisted I stay for dinner. I should’ve sent word to let you know.”

      “How was the food?” Mrs. Slaughter raised a brow and looked at him over the pink yarn she’d twisted into what he thought might be a child’s scarf.

      “The dinner you made with Shirley was outstanding. You’re an amazing cook.”

      Mrs. Slaughter paused somewhere between a knit and a purl he guessed. “I didn’t make it. I just told Shirley how. She’s a capable and beautiful woman.”

      “Yes. I mean, she appears to be strong-willed and independent.” He adjusted his tie that suddenly felt like it was choking him.

      Mrs. Slaughter set her knitting aside and walked toward the kitchen. “I’ll get us some tea and cakes.”

      “Please, don’t go to any trouble.” He rubbed his belly, sure he couldn’t fit another morsal of food inside, but despite how full he was, the idea of another of her cakes was appealing.

      “No trouble.” She waved his notion off and disappeared to the kitchen.

      They sat quietly and ate. Before he could stop himself, he’d devoured the entire lemon cake that left his gut heavy and tight. He held the warm teacup in his hands and tapped the side. “Mr. and Mrs. Bessler were as nice as you said, but the one eldest child, Davey, he’s suspicious and forward.”

      “I’m not surprised, since he cared for the other children for so long.” Mrs. Slaughter set her plate to the side and returned to her knitting.

      He thought about his next question carefully, not wanting to bring about suspicion. “They are an interesting family. The wife works her own business, and from what I understand, it’s more successful than Mr. Bessler’s. I’d think that could put a strain on a man.”

      “It would on the old Victor, but since him and Rosie found their way back to each other, they’ve both changed considerably,” she said in a tone that told him he was moving too quickly, so he slowed down and thought about his next approach.

      He took a sip, trying to not show his interest at this obvious tidbit of information about the couple. He decided to use the tactic of repeating a statement she said as a newly posed question. “Their way back to each other?”

      “You know, he returned from war, so they’re together now.” The way she rushed her words told him there was more to the story.

      “Of course, many men came home to wives that had worked but then insisted they return to their duties at home. What makes Mr. Bessler different than most men?”

      “He lost a lot, and that changes a man.” She kept knitting and didn’t sound irritated, so he continued to push.

      “Many men lost people they cared about, buried comrades during war.”

      “A child. And almost Rosie.” She tossed her knitting down to her lap, as if realizing she’d shared too much. “Why’re you asking so many questions about them? You have a problem with Mrs. Bessler working? Let me tell you, she’s good at what she does, and Victor is man enough to be proud of his wife.”

      He decided on a retreat and reattack strategy. “Please don’t misunderstand me. I’d love for my sister-in-law to work, but she’s of the belief that it’s unseemly.” He took his and Mrs. Slaughter’s cups to the kitchen and washed them both, making sure she didn’t think he had an issue with women working, since it seemed to bother her.

      When he returned, Mrs. Slaughter gathered her knitting and headed to her room. “Breakfast will be at 8:00 in the morning.” Her voice dipped to a teasing tone. “Unless you have other plans with Shirley.”

      “No, I have no plans with her in the morning,” he said flatly, careful to show no emotion, despite the quickening of his pulse.

      She smiled and held her knitting to her bosom. “I just thought maybe all those questions were to see if Shirley’s job is safe so she wouldn’t be sent away when Rosie decided to give up working.”

      He thought for a moment to argue the point but then decided it would be pointless. Mrs. Slaughter wouldn’t give up on the notion. Sure, Shirley was beautiful, and he’d felt something when he’d touched her hand under the table earlier, but he wasn’t here for a woman. He was here for a story. “As you said, she is a beautiful woman, but I’m not interested.”

      “Ha. I knew you were sweet on her. She’ll be here tomorrow afternoon for a cooking lesson at lunchtime. You might want to stay and help out with Beth. That darling little girl has taken a liking to you. And there’s nothing more important to a mama than her child.”

      “Beth’s adorable, but I assure you I’m not the fatherly type.”

      Mrs. Slaughter headed upstairs with only a backhanded wave of acknowledgement.

      Tired and ready for a good rest, he changed and collapsed onto the bed, but sleep didn’t come. Instead, he tossed and turned all night, thinking about the lovely Shirley and what he’d done to upset her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After a friendly breakfast with Mrs. Slaughter in the morning, Wayne made his way into town and found the post office.

      Glen rode by in the back of the truck and waved madly. “How’s it going?”

      “Good,” he shouted back as the truck continued into town.

      Wayne dropped his letter off and headed to visit with Mr. Bessler. This would allow him to speak with one of the parents without Davey causing them to be suspicious of him. Once he announced he’d reached out to child services on their behalf, he’d tell them about the article and how it would help others. He didn’t want to wait too long or it would appear as a creep instead of a friend wanting to share their story to help others.

      Wayne entered the toy shop with a jingle of a bell that called Mr. Bessler’s attention from where he worked carving a piece of wood. “Good morning, Mr. Bishop. How’re you today?”

      “Great. I stopped by to tell you that I sent a letter to my contact, so I hope to hear back soon in regard to what’s holding up Davey’s adoption.”

      “Thank you so much. Rosie, did you hear that?”

      She stuck her head out from a back room. “Yes, thank you.”

      “You work here, too?” Wayne asked, eyeing the woman who seemed to do everything.

      “No, I just use the back room as my workshop where I build my pieces before I send them out.” Rosie brushed some sawdust from her face. “We do appreciate you sending an inquiry about Davey. We’re awful nervous about the adoption, so I hope to hear something soon.”

      “I understand. You’ve all become attached to each other, then?” Wayne asked in the lightest tone possible.

      Rosie looked to Victor, who smiled back at her and said, “It’s more than an attachment. They’re our children.” He tucked her into his side and squeezed her tight.

      “Yes, but five children are more than most people would take in. What will you do when you have more?”

      A shadow crossed Rosie’s face. A retreat bell sounded in his head, but before he could process his next move, the door jingled, drawing everyone’s attention to the front. Shirley stepped inside, holding Beth’s hand.

      “We have the children God intended us to have,” Rosie said before she went to Shirley.

      “I came by to see if you’d like me to bring you both some lunch today?” Shirley asked, but her gaze traveled to Wayne with a hint of agitation shown by the way her lip twitched at the corner. “Are you feeling all right?”

      “Yes, I’m fine.” Rosie knelt down to see Beth. “No need. I packed one for us this morning, but thank you so much.” Rosie tugged Beth’s coat tighter. “Your mama is something, isn’t she?”

      “Uh-huh.” Beth nodded and rocked back on her heels and then onto her toes.

      With Shirley and her narrowed-eyed gaze at him, he decided now wasn’t the time to inform the Besslers about the story. “I better go. I only stopped in long enough to tell you about sending the letter. Have a nice day. And thanks again for dinner last night.” He made sure he looked at each of them and then made his way out the door, but he didn’t even reach the end of the block before Shirley was at his heels.

      “I can’t believe you did that,” she called out.

      He stopped and faced her. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m speaking about how you just upset Rosie. You don’t ask women about the children they don’t have. Are you that insensitive?” She lifted Beth into her arms as if someone would take her away if she didn’t keep her close. “I mean, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out she can’t have children of her own.”

      Beth covered her mouth. “No mad.”

      Shirley removed the child’s hand from her mouth and kissed her palm.

      Wayne eyed his feet. “I hadn’t thought of that.” He’d been around men the last four years with little interaction with the fairer sex. “I’ll apologize to her.” He headed toward the store, but Shirley stuck her arm out to stop him.

      “Don’t you think you’ve done enough? Don’t make it worse. What gives you the right to be in everyone’s business? You probably think that I owe you for last night.”

      “Last night?”

      Shirley lifted her chin. “In regard to the dinner that you helped save. Well, I don’t owe you. I owe Mrs. Slaughter. I’m not indebted to you, no matter what you might think. I don’t owe you anything.”

      “I didn’t ask for anything.” He blinked, trying to follow her train of thought, but for the first time in over four years, he didn’t have a clue what someone was thinking or talking about. All he did know was that he didn’t like Shirley being mad at him and he’d do anything to change that.
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      Shirley’s nerves were prickly as she headed up the street to Mrs. Slaughter’s for her first real cooking lesson. Although, she’d managed to pack lunches, get the kids off to school, and do several loads of laundry. She was thankful for Rosie’s comment about pinks and reds not mixing with the light colors. She wouldn’t have known that. Why hadn’t that home done more than teach her to sew? It was as if the girls were too damaged to ever marry and therefore had to be taught a trade to survive while living there for the rest of their lives.

      No, the minute she’d seen the advertisement for the Besslers, she’d packed up and run off without a word to anyone. It was the only way to guarantee her escape.

      Wayne held the door open before Shirley even reached the front steps. He was at her side, taking the meat from her hand. “Here, I’ve got that.” He also offered his hand to Beth, who took it far too easily. “Come on, kiddo. I managed to finish my chores for the day so I could play with you. Sound good?”

      “Uh-huh. Uh-huh.” Beth let go and raced inside the house.

      Shirley stepped inside, removing her coat. “No need. Beth can watch us cook. She’ll be a good girl. I wouldn’t want to trouble you.”

      “No trouble. Besides, I figured she’s a little too young to learn to cook yet.” He closed the door behind her, took her coat, and hung it on the coat rack by the door. “You look lovely this morning.”

      She clasped her hands in front of her like a proper lady and headed for the kitchen. “I am healthy, thank you.”

      “I didn’t mean—”

      “Mrs. Slaughter, thank you so much for agreeing to do this. I really want to be a better cook for the Besslers.”

      “No problem at all. I still say you should tell them the truth. There’s no reason for lies.” Mrs. Slaughter opened the package and eyed the meat. “Ah, perfect. We can make sauce for spaghetti tonight. This is a great meal because you’ll learn about browning meat, sautéing vegetables, and cooking pasta. All great for your foundation to build upon. If we have time, we’ll make some bread to go with it, too.”

      “I can do that?” Shirley couldn’t help but shake her head. “That sounds difficult.”

      “Not too difficult for us. I’m a good teacher and you’re a good student.” She went to work immediately, looking through her fridge, but paused. “Wayne, I need you to run down and see if Mrs. Bessler has onions.”

      “Sure, I’d be happy to.”

      “I can go.” Shirley went for her coat.

      “How are you going to stay here and learn and go get ingredients at the same time?”

      Shirley eyed the door. “But is it okay for him to go into their home unannounced?”

      “Unannounced?” Mrs. Slaughter laughed. “You do use the strangest words.”

      Shirley bit her bottom lip, realizing she wasn’t pulling off being a common girl at all. Her accent had even slipped.

      “Besides, no one’s at the house, so there’s no one to announce his entry.” Mrs. Slaughter shooed him off.

      He took Beth with him, which made Shirley more uneasy.

      Obviously Mrs. Slaughter noticed her concern and said, “Trust me, Beth’s in good hands. Mr. Bishop is a good man. You know, he even offered to help with breakfast this morning, mailed that letter for the Besslers, and even offered to help with any fixing I might need done in the house.”

      “I’m sure he’s a good man, but I don’t know him well.”

      Mrs. Slaughter clapped her hands together as if to return Shirley’s attention to the reason she was there. “Now, let’s go ahead and get our pots and pans and utensils ready and organized so we’re not running all over the kitchen.” She pulled out a large skillet and set it on top of the stove. “Wayne’s not only helpful, he’s handsome too. You have to admit that.”

      “I hadn’t noticed.” Shirley picked up the wooden spoon Mrs. Slaughter had left in the pan, not that she knew what to do with it.

      “You know, I lost a husband in the war like you.” Mrs. Slaughter’s lips twitched. “It wasn’t easy, and it can be lonely.” She sighed and looked at the window as if she watched for her husband to walk up the front steps. “Sometimes, I think if I were to meet another man, I’d like to consider getting married again.”

      “No, I’m not interested in such notions.” Shirley held the spoon as if it were a sword she was about to wield for battle. But she felt like she had to grab something to keep her in the moment, not to slip back into her past mistakes.

      “I understand. When we marry the first time, we think of it as forever, but sometimes it isn’t. That’s why the vows say until death do us part. We’re not meant to live alone.”

      Shirley tried to think of something—anything—to redirect Mrs. Slaughter’s attention. “I’m not alone. I have Beth.”

      “And Beth will need a father someday.”

      Shirley had never thought she’d be so pleased to see Wayne again, but when he opened the door, she thought she could throw her arms around him to say thank you for ending the unnerving conversation.

      Mrs. Slaughter showed her how to chop vegetables and sauté them and then add the tomatoes and other ingredients until the sauce filled the air with hearty meat, parsley, and basil aromas.

      Mrs. Slaughter stirred the bubbling sauce, lifted a spoonful, blew on it, and then tasted it. “Mmm, you’ll be a hit tonight.”

      Shirley lowered her head. “You should be the one that everyone praises, not me. I would’ve never known how to make this.”

      “But now you do.” Mrs. Slaughter pointed to Wayne on the floor. “I think we should save some for him as payment for keeping Beth busy all this time. Looks like she wore him out.”

      Shirley watched the strong, good-looking, gentle man who played well with her daughter sleeping with her in his arms as if protecting her from any harm. A warmth pooled in her that made her think of possibilities she didn’t want to consider. “You’re right. I believe Wayne Bishop is a fine man.”

      “I knew you—”

      “But he’s not my man,” Shirley said more to remind herself not to open her heart to a stranger who could ruin her life all over again. Not that she’d fall into his arms with the words of a man shipping off to war but because he was too inquisitive, and she didn’t ever want to start a relationship with a lie. And she could never tell someone the truth that could ruin her to the Besslers.
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      Wayne shoved his hat on and opened the door to head into town. He’d spent a week trying to run into the Besslers to casually bring up his story idea to them, but the only person he kept seeing was Glen. At this rate, he wouldn’t have his story together by Easter, let alone Valentine’s Day. He’d wasted too much time each day watching Beth as Shirley and Mrs. Slaughter cooked and baked. He’d found himself drawn to the little girl. He had never spent this much time with his niece and nephew and never thought of himself as good with kids, but Beth made it easy. She was fun and cuddly and loveable. But he needed more time to interview the Besslers and less snuggle time with Beth.

      The mailman headed up the street. “Hey, Mr. Bishop. I have that letter you were waiting for.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Meyer. That’s great news. How’s your shoulder?”

      “Fine today. Thanks.” Mr. Meyer continued on his route, and Wayne retreated back into the house.

      “Any mail for me?” Mrs. Slaughter placed the last clean breakfast dish into the cabinet and then came into the living room.

      “Mr. Meyer didn’t give me anything but this letter.” Wayne opened the envelope and read: Good to hear from you. I was able to make some calls, and it appears that the child in question isn’t available for adoption due to a possible uncle who lives in New York City.

      “Good news?”

      “For you perhaps, since this information might get me out of your way soon. I’d hoped to have news of Davey’s adoption before I left.” Wayne offered a smile.

      “I’m sure Rosie and Victor will be happy to get the news, but why are you in such a hurry to leave Sugar Maple? Doesn’t it feel like home yet?” She sat on the couch and put her feet up. It appeared as if her left ankle had swelled.

      “This isn’t my home. I don’t even know anyone in town except for you and the Besslers.”

      “Oh, I forgot to ask. How’s Mr. Meyer’s shoulder?”

      “Good. He said it’s better.”

      “I’m glad, because falling off a ladder could cause some real damage.”

      Wayne folded the letter and slipped it into his pocket. “He hurt it cutting down the Christmas tree.”

      “That’s right.” Mrs. Slaughter picked up her knitting. “I wouldn’t expect a stranger to know that, though.”

      He blinked at her.

      “Not to mention that when I was in the general store yesterday, Mr. Mason asked if you needed more Junior Mints. He knew it was your favorite candy, and they just came in yesterday.”

      “I’m good. With all the baking you do, I better not eat candy, too.”

      She laughed. “I’ll let him know. I’m surprised he’d worry about getting the right candy for a man he doesn’t consider a friend, but I get it. You’re a stranger.”

      “It’s only been a week. I can’t call this home. It’s just that everyone here’s friendly.”

      “Where’s home for you?” Mrs. Slaughter asked.

      Wayne put on his hat, ready to head out to tell the Besslers the news. “I’ve lived out of a sack far too long to think of anywhere as a home.”

      “Don’t you think it’s time to enjoy being home from the war? Maybe you don’t want to sit too long for a reason?”

      “I was more clerical than fighter. Yes, I saw action, but I didn’t have to deal with things that other men did.”

      “Who says I’m talking about fighting?” She eyed the window. “You should hurry before Shirley arrives for her cooking lesson.”

      He discovered something about Mrs. Slaughter in that moment. She had a way of putting ideas in people’s heads and letting them stew.

      “I’ll be back in time to help by watching Beth.”

      “Right, because you do that for no other reason than to help.”

      “Is that so difficult to believe?”

      “Not from a resident of Sugar Maple, no.”

      He shook his head. “You’re a sneaky one, aren’t you? Listen, I know you’re trying to play matchmaker, but I’m not meant to stay in Sugar Maple, and I don’t want to have Shirley believing that I’ll be the man that sweeps her off her feet and will take care of her and her daughter.”

      “What makes you think she needs taking care of? Looks to me that you need it more than she does.”

      “Me?” He opened the door, and the wind shot through him with a bitterness he hadn’t braced for.

      “Yes. I mean, she’s employed. Are you? If so, what exactly is it that you do again?”

      At that question, he escaped the house before he fell into a trap he could feel was being set up for him. “I’ll be back in time to watch Beth.”

      He shut the door and headed into town to see Mr. Bessler. Now he finally had an excuse to see the Besslers casually so he could tell them about the story. It had been too long already.

      Two kids ran out of the toy shop, obviously happy with new toys. It had to feel good making things that put smiles on children’s faces. He entered to find Mr. and Mrs. Bessler sitting down to have a hot beverage together.

      Rosie shot up, and Wayne felt bad at the intrusion into their private moment that he guessed didn’t happen often with five kids at home and a nanny with her own child all crammed into three rooms. “Please sit. I’ll make you a cup of coffee and you can join us.”

      “No, please. Don’t trouble yourself.” Wayne pulled the letter from his pocket. “I only stopped by to share some news with you both.”

      Rosie looked with soft, expectant eyes, and he wanted to deliver better news, but he wasn’t meant to do that. He was meant to report the truth. That was his job. The one job he’d always been good at. She must’ve read his hesitation, because she reached for her husband and held his hand tight. “Go ahead.”

      “It’s not bad. It’s just a complication of sorts.” He took a deep breath. “Davey might have an uncle. It doesn’t mean that Davey’s uncle will want him, though, or is even alive. It only means that there is a report that he has the potential to have a living relative that could care for him.”

      “When will we know?” Rosie asked, her voice strained with obvious fear.

      Mr. Bessler patted Mrs. Bessler’s hand. “I’m under the impression based on my calls with the adoption agency in Nashville that they’re overwhelmed with placing children. That’s why they were unable to tell me immediately why there was a hold on the adoption. This has been going on for two or three weeks, so I’m guessing it will be much longer before anyone can determine if Davey has a relative or not.” He looked at his wife. “We’ll just have to be patient, my dear.”

      “I don’t know if I can do that.” Rosie’s eyes pooled with tears. “Don’t worry, I’m fine. I’m stronger now and can handle losing another child. I guess I never assumed it would be one this old, again, though.”

      The way Rosie walked away with her head down and the words she’d spoken gutted Wayne. He couldn’t ask them if he could interview them now. How could he do a feel-good piece about a family that’s torn apart? He needed to get this story back on track. “I might be able to help,” he blurted.

      Rosie stopped and turned with black tears down her face. “What can you do?”

      “I’ll go to Nashville and see if I can get some information and then follow it up in New York if I have to. I’ll leave tomorrow.”

      “I’ll go with you.” Mr. Bessler turned to Rosie. “Can Davey run the shop with you while I’m away?”

      “Of course.” Rosie lit up with hope, and Wayne didn’t have the heart to tell her he didn’t know if there was anything more he could do than get information for them. That’s what he did. Bought and sold information for a living.

      “Please, come for dinner tonight so we can work out the details,” Mr. Bessler said. “I know Shirley and Beth would enjoy your company, too. I think Davey’s getting jealous because all they do is talk about you and Mrs. Slaughter all the time.”

      “They do?”

      “Well, Beth does. Gina says you must be the most fun dad ever.”

      “I’m no father,” he said before retreating.

      “Dinner’s at six,” Rosie called after him.

      “Thank you. I’ll see you at six.” He wanted to go to dinner since this was the perfect opportunity for him to get more information in case they could work out custody and the article would work, but part of him wanted to stay far away from that table. He’d already spent way too much time with Shirley and Beth over the last week. He’d told himself it was all in the name of research, but who was he fooling now? He hadn’t learned anything, and he never would if he didn’t stop playing house and start working.
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      The morning had been hectic. Shirley couldn’t figure out why the vacuum wasn’t working. It wouldn’t suck up the dirty footprints Davey left this morning when he walked through the house after running out back to check on a stray animal he’d seen the evening before. Then she’d fought with one of the kids’ beds and ripped the edge of the blanket on the wooden frame. After mending that, she went to check on Beth in the living room where she liked to play, but she wasn’t there.

      “Beth?” she called out and listened for her daughter’s sweet voice but heard nothing. She went to their bedroom, looked under the bed and in each corner, but no sign of her.

      She took a deep breath and tried not to panic. Kitchen. She probably tried to get into the cookies she’d baked with Mrs. Slaughter yesterday. “Beth? This isn’t funny. Please tell me where you are.”

      She went to the kitchen, and that’s when she realized the back door was cracked. A fire shot through her, jolting her into action. Before she even thought to grab her coat, she ran out into the frosty yard. “Beth!”

      No answer.

      She checked behind the bushes, the side of the house, the neighbor’s yard, and ran up the street to Mrs. Slaughter’s place. With fists tight, she banged on the door. “Is Beth here?”

      Mrs. Slaughter answered. “No. What’s wrong, dear? Oh, look at you. Come inside.” She opened the door wider and waved her to enter. “You’ll catch your death.”

      “No. I can’t. Beth’s missing.” Shirley didn’t wait for any additional information before she ran down the road toward home.

      Before she reached their yard, Wayne was by her side. “How long has it been since you last saw her?” He removed his own coat and wrapped it around her.

      “About thirty minutes ago. I left her in the living room playing while I worked in the kids’ room cleaning up and remaking the bed. When I came out, she was gone.”

      “She can’t be far. Don’t worry. We’ll find her.” He grabbed her hand and ran by her side.

      “I already checked around the house,” Shirley said, tugging toward town.

      Wayne followed her up the street. “Beth!”

      “Beth!” Shirley looked in all directions, her heart pumping at such a speed she could barely hear the small cry from some bushes at a house ahead.

      Wayne released her hand and ran, faster than Shirley could manage in her heels.

      “We’re coming, sweet girl. Keep calling out.” Wayne’s voice echoed in the empty street.

      Shirley’s pulse beat against her neck faster than her feet could move. She rounded the corner and found Wayne on his knees with Beth in his arms.

      “You’re okay. I’ve got you.” He stood, lifting her into his arms. “Let’s get her back to the house and warmed up. She’s shivering.”

      “Lost,” Beth cried.

      The bitter wind cut through the large gaps in the sleeves of Wayne’s coat, and that’s when she realized he had to be frozen with no protection against the elements at all. At least Beth was dressed in her sweater and hat, which still wasn’t enough for this weather.

      They reached the house, and Wayne set Beth down in the living room.

      Shirley dropped to her knees and grabbed her daughter by the arms. “What were you thinking? Why would you ever go outside without me?”

      Beth pointed a finger. “Play wiff him.”

      “Don’t ever do that again.” Shirley’s tears burst free, and Beth wrapped her arms around her mother’s neck and squeezed tight.

      “Sowwy, Mommy.”

      Wayne placed a calming hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay. She’s safe now.” He rubbed comforting circles on her back until she could manage a real breath again. “Make some warm beverages. I’ll get a fire going.”

      A pounding sounded from the front door. Wayne went to answer it while Shirley kept hold of Beth, scared if she looked away, her daughter would disappear again. It had been her recurring nightmare ever since she had to flee the nunnery when her mother had sent a man to take her baby away.

      “Did you find her?” Poor Mrs. Slaughter hobbled inside. “Oh, thank the dear Lord she’s okay.”

      Wayne helped her to the couch. “Please sit down, Mrs. Slaughter, put that ankle up, and I’ll get a fire going. Shirley, she’ll be fine. Mrs. Slaughter and I have her. We won’t take our eyes off her. You go get those warm beverages.”

      Shirley went to the kitchen, filled a pot with milk and chocolate, and started the stovetop in a sort of numb state. By the time the hot chocolate heated, she began to shake uncontrollably. So badly she couldn’t pour the milk into the cup without spilling it.

      “Here, let me do that.” Wayne took the pot from her and divided the hot chocolate into three mugs and a small cup. “She’s fine.”

      “I shouldn’t have taken my eyes off her. Maybe I’m not a fit mother.” The words told to her in the past slipped out of her mouth into the present. She snagged Beth’s cup and put it in the refrigerator for a few minutes.

      “You’re shaking.” Wayne pulled her into his arms and held her tight. “You’re an amazing mother. That could’ve happened to anyone.”

      She didn’t push away because in that moment, the only reason she still remained upright was because Wayne held her. It took a minute of him holding her tight for her to find the strength to stand once more on her own. The thought of being inappropriately close to a man again sent her a step away. “Sorry. I’m fine.”

      “Don’t apologize. I was shaking, too.” He brushed his thumb across her cheek, pushing the hair that had fallen from the wind out her eyes. The heated trail left behind frightened her and exhilarated her all at once. “I’m as responsible. She was looking for me. I should’ve known. She’d said she wanted to play with me everyday.”

      “She did?” Shirley retrieved Beth’s cooled hot chocolate from the refrigerator, took one of the mugs, and stood tall. “I’ll speak with her. Perhaps it’s time to stop the cooking lessons. I apologize for her getting so attached so quickly.”

      “Please don’t. Mrs. Slaughter says she’s been good for me. And if I’m being honest with myself, I’ve never allowed myself to get close to my niece and nephew. Beth has been a gift to show me that I’d like to be closer to them.”

      “Why aren’t you close to them?”

      “Ah, now who’s asking the questions?” He winked, took the remaining two mugs, and strutted out of the kitchen, leaving her knees as weak as earlier.

      “How’s your ankle?” he asked Mrs. Slaughter.

      “Just a little gout again. I’ll be fine.” She went to stand, but Wayne rushed over and handed her a cup and then pulled the footstool over and lifted her foot gently to push it under. “You rest for a spell.”

      Shirley had never seen a man so gentle and kind besides Victor. Even her own father had never shown her mother affection like that.

      They sat around until it was time to start the cooking lesson, but Shirley worried it was too much for Mrs. Slaughter’s ankle. “Maybe I can make something I’ve already made this week so you don’t have to help with dinner today.”

      “Nonsense.” Mrs. Slaughter waved her off.

      “Wait, that reminds me. I’ll be coming for dinner tonight.” Wayne collected Mrs. Slaughter’s mug and headed for the kitchen.

      “What do you mean you’re coming for dinner tonight?” Shirley followed him with her own mug in hand.

      “Mr. Bessler insisted, and I didn’t want to be rude.” Wayne washed all three mugs and Beth’s small cup while she dried and put them away.

      “No, you wouldn’t want to be rude.” Shirley was ashamed of her reaction. It wasn’t Wayne’s fault she had issues with spending time with him. Despite her past, Wayne had been nothing but honest and helpful. Not to mention saving her child. She needed to find a balance with her feelings and her temper. “Of course, you should come to dinner whenever you’re invited.”

      They returned to the living room to sit by the fire with Beth, who’d found a ball and brought it to Wayne. “I’m going to discuss our plans for tomorrow.”

      “Plans?” Mrs. Slaughter asked.

      Wayne sat on the floor in the living room and rolled the ball to Beth, who grabbed it and rolled it back to him. Mrs. Slaughter was right. He was good with children. All the more reason to finish these cooking lessons so she could stop seeing him so often. The man had surprised her with his gentleness and willingness to help.

      “Yes, Mr. Bessler and I are going to Nashville tomorrow to try to find out about Davey’s adoption.”

      “You’re helping with that?” Shirley couldn’t help but glance over at him and admire his kind heart. How many men would go through so much trouble to help a family? Maybe she’d been too hard on him from the start. If nothing else, they could be friends. After all, it wasn’t his fault she felt stirrings when he was around.

      “Yes. I hate that there’re complications with the adoption. Mrs. Bessler was beside herself with grief. I’m afraid I may have said something wrong again.” He looked more remorseful than perplexed. Perhaps he really did have a heart under that inquisitive nature.

      Wayne bounced the ball gently, and Beth giggled, a sound that always filled Shirley with great joy. “You do have a tendency of upsetting her. What did you say?”

      “I told her about a possible living uncle to Davey. There wasn’t another choice. They needed to know.” He studied the ball as if it held all the answers, but Beth wasn’t going to tolerate his distraction.

      She smacked the floor and said, “Ball.”

      Wayne shook his head and then rolled the ball.

      “You did the right thing.” Shirley sighed. “That’s terrible news, though. I wish there was something I could do to help. The Besslers have treated Beth and me more like family than the help. It’s strange how at home we already feel in a stranger’s house.”

      “It gets worse.” He bounced the ball a little too high this time, but that sent Beth toddling after it with the glee only a child could experience. “She told Mr. Bessler that she was strong enough now and not to worry, that she was used to losing children, but not this old, again. I didn’t understand.”

      “You wouldn’t.” Mrs. Slaughter sniffled, and Shirley wasn’t sure if it was from the pain in her foot, the cold dry air, or the conversation. “I’m afraid Rosie didn’t only lose her babies, but Davey’s sister. She’d died while Rosie was caring for her. She suffered greatly for a time, but when they adopted the children, she was restored to her beautiful, former vibrant self. I don’t know what this will do to her. She and Davey have an extremely special bond. I think they saved each other.”

      “How so?” Wayne asked, but Mrs. Slaughter only shook her head and his question away.

      That was the side of Wayne Shirley didn’t like. “I really wish I knew how to help them. Do you have any additional contacts you can call upon?”

      “I don’t know, but I’ll try. If we discover any information beyond his uncle being in New York, then I can try to track him down. Perhaps even convince him that Davey is better with the Besslers.”

      “New York?” Shirley forced her tone to sound steady, but inside fear festered and erupted like a thousand-year-old dormant volcano exploding.

      “Yes. That’s where my contact said they believe the uncle lives. I have an old contact in New York, so I’m sure I can uncover more information quicker than the government can at this time. We’re hoping the Nashville adoption agency will provide some additional information, but we didn’t think we’d get anywhere with a telephone call or letter. Mr. Bessler said he’s tried for weeks with no response.”

      Shirley remained silent on the subject. The idea of him poking around in New York made her squirm. If he dug too deep, what would he find? Hopefully Davey’s uncle was someone who worked hard labor and there’d be no reason for Wayne to dig into New York society. Everything inside her screamed for her to convince him not to follow the trail of information, but how could she put herself above the family who’d offered her a life beyond the constant reminder of her failures as a mother and a lady? To provide safe shelter from a family who wanted her child torn from her arms in secret so that they could reintroduce Shirley into society and marry her to a proper gentleman? “I’ll pack lunches for you both for the road tomorrow. This is a good thing you’re doing for the Besslers.”

      “Thanks,” he said with an undertone of surprise to his voice, but then he offered a proud smile and chased Beth around the room, playing tickle monster.

      In that moment, Shirley knew she should be thankful for everything she had, yet she wished for more, the entire family package, but that would never be for her and her sweet daughter. And more than her desire was her fear. Anyone stumbling around New York could uncover her truth, or worse, lead her family thugs to the Besslers’ door. Something she could never allow to happen because there was too great a cost.

      Beth.
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      Shirley greeted Wayne at the front door, dressed and ready for her day, when he arrived to meet Victor for their drive to Nashville. She looked fresh and awake and beautiful and tense.

      “Good morning. The children aren’t up yet for school, but coffee is on and Mr. Bessler will be out in a moment.”

      He followed Shirley into the kitchen and welcomed the strong aroma of rich, wake-me-up roast. A welcomed promise considering he didn’t want to wake Mrs. Slaughter before he left this morning to make him anything. Besides, she didn’t need to be on that bad foot making him breakfast. “Thank you.” He took a sip, and it warmed him with fresh bean flavor with a hint of bitterness, the way he liked it. “You’ve become the coffee expert.” He lifted his cup to her.

      Her skin looked rosy and healthy this morning under the harsh lights of the kitchen, but he could tell there was something that troubled her, the way she shuffled around the kitchen and moved things about without any real purpose.

      “Are you worried about Davey?”

      “Yes. Rosie didn’t seem herself last night at dinner.”

      “I noticed that.” He patted the seat next to him for her to sit and chat.

      She took her cup in both hands and gently blew the steam over the rim. Her eyes were dark and beautiful next to her porcelain skin. “I hope you can find something in Nashville and return with good news. I fear this will be too much for her, but she continues to insist to Mr. Bessler that she’s fine.” She looked toward the doorway as if Beth stood there like an angel. “I couldn’t imagine losing a child.”

      Wayne saw the real trouble inside her the way she bit her bottom lip and her eyes misted with worry. He couldn’t help but place a comforting hand on hers. To his delight, she didn’t pull away this time or reprimand him. “You don’t have to worry about losing Beth. Yesterday was an accident, and everything’s fine. For as long as I’m here, I won’t let anything happen to that sweet little girl.”

      She glanced at him with such joy, but it morphed into a tight-faced expression. “But when you’re gone…” She pulled her hand free and held the mug as if it were a rifle on the front line and he was the enemy. “I need to protect my daughter and myself. I’m going to do better. No one will ever harm her or take her from me.”

      He could see how much she’d already bonded and connected with the Bessler family. To his shock, he’d done the same. He’d been in the same room, in the same house in Sugar Maple, longer than any place in his life. And he couldn’t help but feel strangely settled. The urge to run to the next story, the next moment, the next experience had faded. “I might be staying a little longer. Perhaps I’ll write to my sister-in-law and tell her she should move here with the kids. It would keep me here long enough to find a home for her and the children. It’s the least I could do for my brother.”

      She lowered the cup and cleared her throat. “Why is it that you’re not close to your niece and nephew and each time you mention your sister-in-law, you look tense and worried?”

      He traced the rim of the mug, wishing Mr. Bessler would walk into the room and end the conversation, but what harm would it do for him to share a little truth with Shirley? If anything, it would do what he couldn’t seem to do for himself. It would put some distance between them and show her he wasn’t the right man for her, despite how much he wished he could be. “I’m not the family type. I didn’t develop those skills growing up since we were tossed from home to home while my father drank, and then when he died we were put in a home that didn’t want us. My brother always looked out for me, though. He made sure I had food and I didn’t freeze to death. He even made me feel like I wasn’t parentless at times.” He rubbed his forehead, trying to rid the tension. “Somehow, my brother wanted a family the minute he was of age. I was the one who never sat still long enough to develop anything serious with anyone. I’ve bounced all over the world but never landed anywhere for too long. When my brother’s last wishes letter arrived after he was killed in action, I was left with no choice. He asked me to care for his wife and children the way he’d cared for me all those years. It’s not something I should be doing but that I have to do, even though it’s beyond my abilities.”

      To his shock, Shirley didn’t run from him. In fact, she touched his arm. “You’re more that man than you give yourself credit for.” She held on to him a little tighter. “I can understand the fear of not feeling up to the task, though.”

      “You ready?” Mr. Bessler walked in, his gaze landing on Shirley’s hand.

      She grabbed her mug and raced away. “I have coffee and lunch ready for your trip.”

      In all the moments during their brief conversation Wayne had hoped and prayed Mr. Bessler would interrupt, that was the one time he wished he hadn’t. She’d looked vulnerable, caring, connected to him.

      “Right, ready,” he said, despite his desire to remain in the quiet kitchen alone with Shirley.

      Mr. Bessler took the thermos and a lunch pail and darted out of the kitchen. “I’ll go warm up the truck.”

      Wayne downed the last of his coffee and tried to take his lunch pail from Shirley, who held tight and didn’t let the handle go. “A man who’s willing to drive to Nashville to help sort out a child’s adoption is a good man who cares about families.”

      Guilt nipped at him for not being completely honest with her about why he was in Sugar Maple. “And you’re a woman who learned to cook in a week.”

      She released the pail and he headed outside, but he felt like he had a string attached that was trying to pull him back to her.

      The cold, damp air of late January found its way through his coat, but his insides remained warm—probably from the coffee, or so he tried to convince himself. He climbed into the truck with a nod and placed his lunch pail between himself and Mr. Bessler. The interior smelled of sawdust but was as clean as their home. It was obviously the truck Mrs. Bessler used to make deliveries. The early morning sun only poked through the mountains in the distance, as if telling him a long day was about to begin.

      “Shirley looked mighty pretty this morning, didn’t she?” Vic asked in a nonchalant tone, but Wayne saw where he was going before the man even backed onto the street.

      “She’s a nice lady, yes,” he said in a blank tone.

      Vic changed gears, jolting them forward. “Well, I noticed her pinching her cheeks before you arrived. That’s something Rosie does when she thinks I’m not looking when she wants to look pretty for me.”

      Wayne shifted in his seat, which had become uncomfortable. “I’m only here for a time. I need to get back to work soon.”

      “That’s right. You’re in communications. Perhaps you could find something locally.” Victor shrugged. “Or maybe discover a different career.”

      Wayne cleared his throat. “It’s all I know. Communications, I mean.” He hated himself for lying, but now wasn’t the time to break the man’s trust, not when he needed to help Victor keep his family together.

      Mr. Bessler twisted his hands on the steering wheel and his eyes remained forward. “I’m considering turning my family toy shop into Rosie’s furniture store.”

      The truck jolted over some rough road. Wayne eyed the beautiful scenery outside of town and thought he would never grow tired of seeing such nature after witnessing so much devastation.

      “You might think of me less of a man by having my wife earn money to help with the family.”

      Wayne worried Mrs. Slaughter might have shared his initial misgivings when he’d arrived. “No, of course not.”

      “Well, Rosie’s a special woman. We’ve both been through things most shouldn’t. For a time, we didn’t connect when I arrived home from war, and that was the worst nightmare of my life. It took time, but I grew to understand that Rosie had to change in order to grow and cope with life, as did I. The differences between what I thought of as the ideal wife and what I discovered were profound. Profound and wonderful. A gift to realize that we were stronger together than apart.”

      “Rosie wasn’t always so independent?” Wayne asked, hoping to get a little more backstory for his article.

      “No, but imagine our surprise when we discovered how strong she was. Stronger than most men I know. That’s why Rosie adores Shirley so much. A woman who’s overcome such struggle and didn’t fall apart under the pressure. She might not be the typical woman, but sometimes different is only another word for special.”

      Wayne chuckled. “I’ve never been one for typical.”

      “I didn’t think so.” The rest of the ride to Nashville, Mr. Bessler opened up about everything with his family, and Wayne wished he had his pencil and paper to take notes.

      It had taken longer than he thought, but then he started to realize this was the perfect story for the first post-war Valentine’s Day. He wanted to write more than a sweet story. He wanted to show the truth. It was time for him to come clean. He couldn’t lie to the man any longer, so he started planting the seed to grow the idea as if it were his own. “Have you ever thought about sharing your secret with the world? The Bessler truth about how love is stronger than loss?”

      “No, because it’s not a secret or special to the Bessler household. Anyone can conquer loss with love.”

      Wayne opened the thermos, poured coffee into the top, and then handed it to Victor. “I don’t know if I agree with that. Nothing can overcome certain losses.” He looked out the window once more and knew no matter what, he had to keep Davey from being shifted from home to home with no love in any of them. Wayne would never want the boy to suffer. Not when he knew how his life would be if he was ripped from the Besslers. He wouldn’t wish his childhood on anyone, especially on someone who’d found their forever home.
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      Rosie paced the floor and eyed the front door. “They should be back anytime now, right?” She bit her nail and stood at the window looking out.

      Shirley wanted to ease her anxiety but understood how it was to wait for someone who held your future in their hands to return. She’d waited for four months while she hid her pregnancy. And then again while in the nunnery, sure Harry—a man who’d promised to marry her when he returned from war—would return. And yet again when she lived in that awful home for unwed mothers. She waited until the news reached her that he’d remained in Europe to marry another woman. She’d never wait for any man to walk through the door again.

      Davey went to Rosie’s side. “Don’t worry. Those knuckleheads can’t take me. I’ll run right back.”

      Rosie pulled him into her side. “That means more to me than anything that you want to stay here with us, but we need to do this the right way. And I promise I’ll never stop fighting for you—or any of you.” She held her belly, and tears pricked her eyes.

      Shirley had to do something. She couldn’t watch these sweet people suffer. “How about we all sit and play a game?” she offered. “Gina, why don’t you get Monopoly?”

      Davey huffed. “Don’t wanna.”

      The clock ticked away on the mantel, and Shirley knew there wasn’t much she could do to help pass the time for Rosie and Davey, but she could for the other children. “Who wants to help me make cookies?” This would be her first time making them alone, but she felt ready and confident, and she knew there had to be something she could do to help the family that had provided a home for her daughter. “What do you say, Davey?”

      Davey didn’t have a chance to respond before Rosie spun around with what appeared to be a happy smile, but Shirley could tell it was forced. “Yes, let’s make some cookies so that we can have a celebration when the men arrive home with good news.” Rosie took little Ava by the hand, and they all waltzed into the kitchen.

      Shirley removed the cookbook she’d been studying at night after Beth had gone to sleep and turned to the basic dough recipe. “Let’s make special cookies.”

      Betty held Beth’s hand and sat on the floor next to her. They’d become so close in only a couple of weeks. “Special cookies? What’s that?”

      “Those are cookies you make from your heart. I’ll make and roll out the dough, and then you all cut them into whatever you want. It can be letters or shapes or anything.”

      “I know my letters now,” Reggie said pridefully.

      “Fun.” Beth clapped her hands and squealed. Her speech was improving since they’d arrived. Shirley had worried her child was slow, but Beth was blossoming in front of her eyes now.

      Shirley put her apron on, and Rosie pulled out the ingredients and then situated all the kids at the big dining room table. Once Shirley mixed up the dough to the point she thought it should be, she took sections and rolled little balls and put them each on their own plate and then set them in front of the children. “Now you have to mash the dough down flat then make a shape.”

      “I’m not allowed to touch knives,” Ava said, sniffing.

      Rosie was by her side before Shirley could answer. “Just this once and with my help.”

      “I’ll help Beth,” Betty said.

      Shirley hoped she hadn’t overstepped with the idea, but by the time they finished making the cookies and Shirley baked them in the oven, made frosting, and decorated them, the lights flashed through the windows and the truck rumbled up to the house.

      Rosie hugged Shirley. “Thank you. That was the most brilliant idea. I’m so glad you’re here with us. I would’ve fallen apart without you.”

      “No, you wouldn’t have. I only hope I can be as strong and capable as you someday.” Shirley looked to the floor and studied the scuff on her shoe she should have cleaned off last night.

      Rosie stood back and studied her for a moment as if looking for answers to a question that hadn’t been asked. “Shirley, you’re far braver and more talented and beautiful and capable than anyone I’ve ever met. You’ve come in here and taken over the chores, the laundry, the shopping, the cooking.” She paused. “Even learned how to cook in only a matter of weeks. That’s something to be proud of. It took me years to not burn or undercook something.”

      “You knew?” Shirley asked, shame flooding her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know cooking would be required, or I wouldn’t have applied for the position here. And then, when I arrived, you were both so nice, I didn’t want to let you down. And I needed the job.”

      Rosie only patted her shoulder. “The Lord works in mysterious ways. He brought you to us for a reason. I’m guessing it’s to keep us all together and happy through this troubling time.” She rubbed Shirley’s upper arm. “And dear, you don’t have to worry. You can tell me anything, and I’ll never share or judge. Whatever you’re hiding from, you’re safe here.”

      Shirley opened her mouth but didn’t know what to say, so she shut it again. Rosie was right, though. They’d be safe here as long as no one uncovered her identity or told her family where she was.

      Rosie leaned in and whispered, “I know you were raised with considerable wealth and class. I don’t know why you’re here, and I don’t care. I just want you to know that you’re safe with us.”

      Shirley’s lungs seized. Her mouth went end-of-life dry.

      The front door opened, and Rosie raced to Victor. The kids all flooded around him except for Beth, who ran to Wayne. Shirley remained near the kitchen, still processing Rosie’s words and taking slow, deep breaths to calm herself. How had Rosie guessed? Was it her accent that slipped at times? The fact she didn’t know how to cook?

      “Are they takin’ me? I’ll run if they do,” Davey said with that old man look on his face.

      Mr. Bessler chucked his jaw. “No, son. I won’t let that happen.”

      “Come eat cookies.” Ava grabbed Victor’s hand and yanked him to the long table.

      “Cookies? But I haven’t eaten dinner yet,” he teased but settled in with the children.

      They looked like the perfect family. It hardly seemed fair that these two people who hadn’t sinned the way Shirley had still suffered. She knew her suffering was because of her own actions and would spend the rest of her life keeping Beth from being held accountable for her sins.

      Beth ran back to Shirley. “Cookie, Mommy?”

      “Sure, darling.” She sat down and held Beth in her lap, relaxing a little more despite her secret being semi-unveiled. The comfort of her child in her arms brought joy and a little less fear this time.

      Rosie and Victor sat with all the kids crammed in around them and Shirley and Beth, too.

      “Look up,” Wayne called.

      When Shirley did, she spotted the camera up near his face, and she froze for a second. She’d spent so long hiding from the world, she hadn’t expected a camera pointed at her in the living room of the Bessler house. She hid behind Beth as he took a few more. When he finally folded the camera back up and set it on the table, she was able to breathe again.

      “Looks good. Can I have one?” Wayne sat next to her and tried to playfully nibble at Beth’s cookie, but she snatched it away with a giggle.

      “No, Daddy.”

      The room fell silent. Shirley looked to Rosie, who resumed eating her cookie while stroking Ava’s hair as the little girl sat in her lap.

      Shirley bent over and whispered, “He’s not your daddy, honey.”

      Beth stuck out her bottom lip. “Who Daddy?”

      All gazes flew to Shirley, and she wanted to run again, but there was nowhere else she’d want to go after living with the Besslers.
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      The morning sun brought a touch of light into Wayne’s room, coating his skin with warmth. He stood at the window with his eyes closed, feeling the heat. The temperature had dropped a little the night before, but not a surprise since they were headed into late January. It would be frigid and windy in Detroit by now, almost unbearable for his sister-in-law and the kids to leave the house.

      He eyed the paper on the desk. He’d started a letter three separate times in the night, inviting his sister-in-law to come to Sugar Maple. He raved about the town and how much the children would thrive with the other kids. He specifically spoke of the Besslers and Shirley and Mrs. Slaughter. It would be the right thing to do, even if he knew he wouldn’t be able to stay. He’d at least know someone who could care for his brother’s family would be close by.

      There was only one problem. He had to tell the Besslers about why he’d come to Sugar Maple in the first place. He’d already received two letters from his editor inquiring into his story and meeting his deadline. His only response had been that he was onto the best Valentine’s Day article of the century. He only hoped the Besslers would still welcome his sister-in-law and the children after they discovered that he wanted to write a story about their family. He hadn’t meant to keep the truth of his profession from them for so long, but the time hadn’t been right to approach the subject. Knowing the Besslers, they would understand. They were a special kind of people.

      He readied the letter to be mailed and headed into town to have his film developed. He’d already figured out how to help the Nashville adoption agency expedite their process. They’d been inundated with adoptions in the last couple of years, and they didn’t have the manpower to keep up with the demand. If he could find the uncle, or if someone knew of him in New York, then he could end the nightmare for the Besslers.

      At the end of the stairs, he saw Mrs. Slaughter with her foot up, and it appeared even more swollen. “Please, stay off your foot today. I’ll help Shirley in the kitchen, and you can tell us what to do.”

      “I already told Shirley that I wouldn’t be able to work with her today, and she said she was ready to cook on her own.” Mrs. Slaughter pointed to the table. “Breakfast is only eggs and sausage, but it’ll be good to help start your day.”

      He attempted to hide his disappointment that he wouldn’t have his afternoon playtime with Beth and have the pleasure of watching Shirley cook. The way she concentrated with her brow crunched together as she mixed something, or when she held her wrist up in a dainty sort of way as she chopped was adorable. The way she moved about the kitchen, or anywhere, was like watching an angel glide through the air.

      “I know what you’re thinking about. Or who. Why don’t you go see if you can help out with Beth while she’s cleaning and cooking on her own today?”

      He ignored her remark and redirected the conversation. “Please, don’t feel like you need to cook for me. I can make my own food.” Wayne went to the kitchen and ate what she’d prepared, not because he was hungry but because she’d done it despite her discomfort. “I have a question for you.”

      “Yes, I think Shirley is perfect for you,” Mrs. Slaughter said loud and clear.

      He decided to ignore her since he’d discovered arguing his point didn’t get him anywhere. “How do you feel about renting a room to a woman and her two children until I can find them a home of their own?”

      “I have two rooms, and I’ll do it for the price of one,” she said with a smile. “I miss having little ones around.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Slaughter.” He eyed her foot. “Should I call the doctor?”

      “No, it’s just because I need to rest a bit. I’ll be fine in a couple of days.”

      “Listen, I’m going to run into town to send this film and a note to a contact I have at The New York Times. I’m hoping it’ll help with Davey’s adoption.”

      “Sounds like a great idea. I hope it helps. I wish I could do more,” she said but only picked up her knitting, this time working on what appeared to be a dark blue wool scarf.

      “Can I get you anything before I leave?”

      “Don’t you dare worry about me. Go get that mailed out.” She shooed him away. “Then go visit with Shirley and Beth. She wants to see her daddy today.”

      He chuckled. “That child is persistent. No matter how much Shirley tells her not to call me Daddy, she only says it louder.”

      “Maybe because you both aren’t listening and she’s the smart one.”

      Mrs. Slaughter went on knitting, so he scooted out the door and down the street with his coat tight around his neck and his hat pushed down on his head. He slowed his pace as he walked by the Besslers’ house, but he didn’t see anyone through the window and the truck was gone. He decided that Mrs. Slaughter had made an excellent suggestion, though. He should check on Shirley and see if she needed anything on his way back.

      He wanted to tell her the truth before he told the Besslers. He’d wanted to tell her for so long, but it wasn’t until the thought of losing Davey that he realized how wrong it was for him to manipulate the family in any way. It worked during war, but this wasn’t a fact-finding mission to help troops. This was a loving family who didn’t deserve deception. His editor would never understand his change of heart. Wayne wasn’t the type to put the wellbeing of others before a story.

      After mailing the film and message to his contact at The New York Times, he ran into Dr. Anderson out front of the general store. “Can I trouble you for a moment?”

      “Yes, of course. What can I do for you?” Dr. Anderson tightened his coat around his neck.

      Wayne tipped his hat up despite the wind so he could see the man eye to eye. “It’s not me. It’s Mrs. Slaughter. She says she only needs to rest for a few days, but I’m worried her foot is awful swollen. And if I’m not mistaken, her fingers are a little, too.”

      “She’s a stubborn one. I’ll stop by this afternoon to check on her. Maybe with you there, she’ll actually listen to my professional opinion.” Dr. Anderson shivered. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

      Wayne allowed the man to duck into the general store for warmth while he went down to visit with Victor for a moment. He was inside, bent over like a man twice his age. When he looked up at Wayne’s entrance to the store, Wayne saw the dark circles under his eyes.

      “Good morning, Wayne.”

      “Good morning. I’m sorry to intrude, but I wanted to let you know that I’ve sent some information to a contact at The New York Times. I’ve requested that he post a message to Davey’s uncle, and I provided the film from the pictures I took last night showing your lovely family. I’ve requested that the uncle contact the Nashville adoption agency and release any guardianship so that you and Rosie can adopt him.”

      “Thank you. That’s good news,” Victor said in a low voice, as if he were too exhausted to speak.

      Something told Wayne there was even more bothering Victor than Davey’s adoption. “I noticed the truck was gone. Is Rosie out delivering furniture?”

      “I’m afraid so. I tried to go in her place, but she wouldn’t hear of it, and she promised she wouldn’t be moving the furniture around.”

      Wayne didn’t follow why that was a problem. “Did she get hurt? You should have told me to go. I would’ve been happy to help.”

      “You’ve already done so much.”

      Guilt grabbed hold of Wayne’s throat and squeezed. “Victor, I wanted to come by tonight to tell you something, but I don’t think I can wait. I only ask that you don’t tell Shirley until I have the opportunity. I plan on going by your home after here to tell her the truth.”

      “Sounds serious.”

      Wayne picked up a small toy and turned it to analyze all sides. “It is.” He placed the small carved puppy back where he’d found it and cleared his throat. “Mr. Bessler, I’m afraid I haven’t been entirely honest with anyone here in Sugar Maple, and it’s been weighing heavily on me. I hope you will forgive me. I never meant to deceive anyone.” He pressed his lips together as if to stop the words that could ruin his story, end his career, and send him from this great town. A town he’d only planned on staying long enough to get a story but now wanted more. What, he didn’t know, but all he did know was that he couldn’t even figure it out as long as the lie was in his way. “I’m not only in communications. I’m—”

      “You’re a journalist,” Victor said as if speaking about the weather.

      “You knew?” Wayne sat down on the stool near him, as if he couldn’t stand another second. The weight he’d been carrying fell from his shoulders, and that knot in his gut loosened.

      “Yes, I’m afraid you’re not great at hiding the truth.”

      Wayne laughed. “I used to work for the United States gathering information from the Nazis during the war and reporting the details back to the front. I fooled them for a long time. How did you know I wasn’t being honest?”

      “First, you ask way too many questions. I figured you were an interrogator during the war or a reporter. Also, you have too many connections for a normal salesperson.”

      Wayne raised his brow at him. “You are a perceptive person.”

      “That, and Glen told someone five minutes after you got out of the truck the day you arrived, and I knew by morning. You should know, Glen is not good at keeping secrets, no matter how much you pay him.”

      Wayne bowed his head. Shame flooded him.

      “It’s fine. Based on your line of questions, I assumed you were looking at doing a story about us and the adoption. We’ve told others no, but Rosie and I discussed it and decided that if it helps motivate others to bring in the lost and forgotten older children people typically don’t want to adopt, we’d be doing God’s work. And it might help us with Davey’s adoption.”

      Vic’s face flashed with concern, and Wayne wanted to make it better. The way his brother had always taken his pain away. “I’ll do everything I can to help. Also, if Rosie needs any help with deliveries, I’m happy to do it. I’ll be staying a bit longer. I’ve sent word to my sister-in-law. I’m hoping she can come stay at the boardinghouse with me while I look for a permanent home for her. It’ll be less expensive for me to care for her here than in the city, and I know she’ll be in a great place with a small-town family.”

      “It’s a great place to raise a family.” Victor looked at the door. “You’ve trusted me with your secret. Can I share mine with you?”

      “Yes, of course.” Wayne leaned in as if it were such a secret it would have to be whispered.

      “Rosie is with child,” Victor said with a hint of fear instead of joy in his tone. “That’s why I didn’t want her delivering furniture.” He held a small chisel in his hand tight, his knuckles whitening.

      “I thought…well…” Wayne swallowed a lump of indecision but decided to ask anyway. “I thought she couldn’t have children.”

      Victor put the chisel down and let out a long winter sigh. “She hasn’t been able to yet, and we don’t know if she can carry this baby either. The doctor says if she makes it to February 14th, there’s a good chance she’ll carry the baby to the end.”

      “That isn’t too far off. A few weeks?” Wayne reassured him, not that he knew anything about pregnancy.

      “Yes, a few extremely dangerous weeks with all this stress.” Victor looked at him with such sad eyes. “I don’t know if Rosie will survive losing both Davey and a baby at the same time.”

      “Then I’ll have to make sure to make Davey’s adoption happen so that you and Rosie can concentrate on that baby.” For the first time in his life, he believed in a family, that Victor and Rosie were loving parents who wanted to spend all their energy keeping their family together. And for that reason, he had to help no matter what. If only he and his brother had had parents like the Besslers, their life would’ve been so different.

      “That sounds like a kind offer. I hope you’ll be here to meet our new child when he or she arrives. Or are you planning on leaving as soon as the story’s done?”

      Wayne thought about his words. He liked the town, but he didn’t know if he could stay. “My work will take me away once I’m done with this story.”

      “I see.” Victor looked disappointed, but Wayne couldn’t fathom why. “I’d hoped you’d be sticking around for Shirley and Beth.”

      “I wouldn’t be good for them. I’ve never been good as any sort of family support. It never stuck with me the way it did with my brother. I’m not good with staying in one place.”

      “Maybe you haven’t found the right place. Do yourself a favor. Go tell Shirley the truth. About everything—your hopes, your dreams, what you’re scared of. I think you’ll be surprised to learn Shirley’s truth, too,” Victor said.

      The other man’s words stayed with Wayne all the way back up the hill and to the Bessler house. What was Shirley’s truth?
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      The knock at the door drew Shirley from reading time with Beth, who snuggled into her side on the couch.

      “It’s Wayne,” a deep voice called through the cracks in the front window.

      Beth climbed down from the couch and toddle-ran to the door. “Daddy here!”

      “No, honey. I told you he’s not your father.” Shirley set the book on the cushion by her side and answered the door.

      “Hi, I didn’t want to disturb you, but I wanted to ask for a favor.”

      Shirley eyed her little girl jumping with her arms in the air toward Wayne.

      “I fly. I fly.”

      He swung her up into the air and then spun around into the room without being invited inside.

      “I’m about to get to work cleaning the floors,” she announced, not wanting to be alone with him. It wouldn’t be proper.

      “I can do that if you can make some lunch for me to take to Mrs. Slaughter.”

      Shirley couldn’t send him away without discovering what was going on with Mrs. Slaughter, the woman who’d spent each day teaching her to cook. “Why? What’s wrong?”

      Wayne put Beth on the couch, but she hopped up and down with her arms held up to him.

      “Again. Again.”

      He flew her around Shirley. “It’s her foot. It’s swollen worse today.” He spun and spun until they both fell back onto the couch. Beth laughed and her eyes rolled along with her head. Wayne must’ve felt it too, because he closed his eyes until Beth crawled up his lap and placed both hands on either side of his cheeks and pulled him to look at her.

      “Fun.”

      Shirley snagged her wiggly little one and held her up. “You need to clean up your toys. You’ve made a mess.” She set Beth down next to the pile she’d dumped from the wooden box and then headed for the kitchen. “I’ll make some food for you to take down to her. Tell her not to worry about dinner. I have extra pork chops, too.”

      He stood with a slight wobble and then followed her into the kitchen. “That’s kind of you.”

      “It’s the least that I can do, considering the fact she’s taught me how to cook.” Shirley went to work packing a lunch up for Mrs. Slaughter and for Wayne, but she couldn’t ignore him standing only a step or two away from her. He looked smart today in his dark tie. It brought out the blue in his eyes that always appeared as if he was looking deep into her thoughts. He looked at her as if she were the only one in the world, making her feel special and vulnerable at the same time. He’d been nothing but a gentleman and made Beth so happy when he was around. She couldn’t hold back any longer. “Have you made any decisions about your sister-in-law coming to live in Sugar Maple?”

      “What?” He blinked as if he’d been lost for a moment in his thoughts. “Oh, yes, I think this would be a swell place for her to live.” He put his hands in his pockets and rocked back onto his heels. “You know, I think I’m going to bring her to stay at Mrs. Slaughter’s until I can find a place I can afford for them on a more permanent basis.”

      “So I guess that means you need to return to work.” Shirley snagged some carrots and some fruit to add to their lunch.

      “Yes, I guess I need to, which is something that I wanted to speak with you about.”

      “Oh?” She tried not to show too much enthusiasm, but it would be nice if he stayed in town. “What have you been thinking?”

      He approached and took both her hands in his before she could even register what he was doing. They were alone. Not even Beth at their feet. “What are you doing?” she said in a shaking voice.

      “I need you to listen to me.” Wayne took in a deep breath. “I never thought when I came to Sugar Maple that I’d want to stay here. I’ve never wanted to stay anywhere for longer than a week before. But then I met Mrs. Slaughter, the Besslers, Beth, and you.” He squeezed her hands and caught her gaze. “You’re a remarkable woman, Shirley Stephens. I’ve never met a person like you before. You’re strong, capable, independent, but beautiful and gentle, too.”

      Her breath caught. He was declaring his feelings for her, and she didn’t know how to react. Wayne had done nothing but earn her trust since he’d arrived. Never once attempting to convince her of something inappropriate or sinful. Still, her heart beat faster than she thought possible. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that I would like to stay in Sugar Maple longer. That is, if you’d like that.”

      She closed her eyes and thought to move away from him, to keep her future safe from a man who had no guarantees in the world. “I’d like that,” she whispered before she could stop herself.

      He smiled, an excited about life kind of smile. “Great. But there’s something I have to tell you first. I told Mr. Bessler earlier, and he already knew the truth of it, but I’m not sure if you do, and I would never want to lie to you or manipulate you. I’m guessing someone has already done something of that nature to you.”

      She swallowed hard and took a step back, but he didn’t release her.

      “Please, you need to listen. I’m not a salesperson. Well, I am, but I’m a salesman of words.” He moved closer, his gaze flashing to her lips and then back to her eyes. “I’ve been a journalist since before the war, but by the end of my stint in Germany, I was done with violence and devastation. I returned stateside, expecting to report on political news, but my editor told me that people wanted more feel-good pieces and he sent me here. I thought he was crazy. There’s no happiness in the world. That’s what I believed at the time. The Besslers were supposed to be the story that won me a new position at the paper.”

      She blinked at him, trying to decipher why he’d do such a thing. “You lied to them and to me?”

      “I only wanted to meet them first since people tend to avoid journalists when they’re strangers. I’d intended on telling them the morning after our first dinner, but then everything happened with Davey and it complicated things. My being here turned more toward helping with Davey than writing a story.”

      “The omission of truth is a lie.” She pulled from him, and this time he let her go.

      Wayne followed her to the refrigerator, where she went to get something but couldn’t remember what. “You’re right, but I never wanted to deceive anyone. I’ve already told Mr. Bessler everything.”

      “And he wasn’t mad?” she asked, feeling naïve—the one thing she never wanted to be again.

      “No, he said he had already figured it out.”

      She shook her head. “I’m a fool.”

      He swung her around in his arms. “No, you’re not. I’m the fool for not telling you when I first met you. I hope you can forgive me. I’d like to remain friends with you.”

      “Friends?”

      “Yes, for now, but in the future I’d like to take you on a date, to court you properly.”

      A flush rushed from her body, up her neck, and onto her face. “I-I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say you’ll forgive me. Would it help if I told you I might have used my connections as a journalist to keep the Besslers together?”

      She found her breathing shallow, challenging. His touch distracting. Despite her will to maintain her composure, she found herself thinking about his strong lips and arms. How she could feel safe and treasured by him. “How?”

      He stroked her hair away from her cheek, leaving an electrified trail behind. “Remember the photos I took last night?”

      She wasn’t sure why, but a hint of warning simmered inside. “Yes…”

      “I sent them to The New York Times for publication in the newspaper to see if Davey’s uncle comes forward. Even if he doesn’t, someone else might recognize the boy and the information.”

      “Pictures? Paper?” Her head spun so fast, she thought she’d collapse.

      “Yes, remember? While you all were decorating cookies.”

      The simmer boiled over. She pushed from him and raced to the living room, pulling Beth to her chest and pacing in different directions. “You don’t know what you’ve done.”

      Wayne followed her around the room like a lost kitten. “Tell me.”

      “Get out,” Shirley said in a cold tone. “Now.”

      Beth whimpered and touched Shirley’s face. “Mommy. No. Mad.”

      She brushed Beth’s hand from her face. “Take the food to Mrs. Slaughter and don’t come back.”

      Wayne stood with an expression she could only describe as devastation. “I don’t understand.”

      She held Beth tight to her, sure someone would bust through the door and steal her away at any moment. “No, you wouldn’t.” But she couldn’t explain. All she could do was figure out where to run to next. Because once her family saw her picture in the paper, they’d track her down and send one of their men to get her and Beth. And if they held true to their threat, she’d never see Beth again and be married to a suitor of their choice by the end of the week.

      No. She’d made it this long with her beautiful girl at her side. She wouldn’t give up now. She waited for Wayne to leave, slammed the door, and raced to her room to pack. She’d have a few days, but she’d be ready to run at the first sign of trouble. In the meantime, she’d collect her wages and make another plan on where to hide next. She didn’t know where that would be, but she only knew she’d have to go far from the first house she’d ever felt was like a real home. Not a place of servants and coldness, or a damp nunnery, or a judgmental house full of despair. This was a home she wished she could live in until Beth was grown, but that wasn’t an option. Once again, they’d be alone. And next time, she’d make sure she didn’t fall prey to another man and his attentions that would ruin her life.
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      February brought the coldest morning temperatures Wayne had felt since arriving in Sugar Maple. Perhaps it had more to do with his spirit than the actual weather, but it felt darker and more bitter than in Detroit.

      He’d gone to the Besslers each day over the past week, but it was tense and he’d only stayed long enough to tell them that there wasn’t any news yet.

      He made his way downstairs and prepared breakfast, knowing Dr. Anderson didn’t want Mrs. Slaughter on her feet. The minute a pot touched the stove, Mrs. Slaughter made her way down the stairs and into the kitchen. “I’m the one that’s supposed to be doing that.”

      “I’m the one who promised Dr. Anderson you wouldn’t.”

      Mrs. Slaughter huffed but hobbled over to a stool and sat down. “You know, for an outsider, you sure are bossy.”

      “I guess Dr. Anderson didn’t consider me an outsider, because he told me I was in charge.” Wayne cracked some eggs into a pan, dug out a couple of shell fragments, and swirled it around the pan like Mrs. Slaughter had done. Somehow it didn’t look the same.

      “I need to get Shirley up here to teach you to cook,” Mrs. Slaughter teased.

      Wayne pushed the eggs around the pan a little more vigorously. “She wouldn’t come.”

      Mrs. Slaughter nudged him out of the way, dumped the eggs in the trash, and started over. With each step, she winced, making him feel even worse.

      He’d been down for days. How many times had he walked into town to check to see if they’d received a message? He knew it wouldn’t come yet since the article only ran a day or two ago. Still, it gave him an excuse to walk by the Besslers.

      “For a bright man, you sure are stupid. What did you do?”

      Wayne couldn’t argue the point, but it didn’t mean he liked it. “I tried to be honest with Shirley, and she didn’t like it.”

      “Did you come on too strong? You better have been nothing but a gentleman.”

      “Of course. I’d never be anything but kind to Shirley and her daughter. They’re both too special.” He sighed, knowing he had to spill his secret to Mrs. Slaughter too, but he wasn’t ready to have another woman mad at him. Especially the woman who owned the house he was staying in for a while. “How long do you think she’ll be mad at me?”

      “A normal girl, probably a few days.” Mrs. Slaughter mixed eggs with milk. Ah, that’s why his had looked so yellow.

      “It’s been a week already.” Wayne leaned against the counter.

      “That’s for normal girls. Girls who like you, it could take another week or even two.”

      “Like me?” he asked, surprised. How much had he wished and hoped for such news.

      “Don’t even play games with me.” Mrs. Slaughter waved the spatula at him. “You’re sweet on her, too. Now you just have to make her see that you’re serious and not just wasting her time. She’s got a little girl to think about, too. Have you asked her about her late husband? Is she ready to move on with her life?”

      He hadn’t thought about that. Perhaps he should’ve asked her more about her past instead of trying to insert himself into her present before he knew if he wanted to be part of her future.

      A knock sounded at the front door, so Wayne answered to find Davey with a plate in his hands. “Mama told me to bring this down to you.”

      “Thanks. How’s everyone in the Bessler house doing?”

      Davey shrugged. “Why you not come down no more?”

      “Was I invited?” he asked with a hint of hope after he’d been turned away and told never to return by Shirley the evening of his confession. He hadn’t seen her since.

      “No, but that didn’t stop you before.” Davey handed the plate to him. “Says I’s supposed to give this and that I’m to tell ya that I’ll bring fried chicken tonight.”

      “Tell your mama and Ms. Shirley that I’ll be fine. No need to make extra food. She’s already got enough mouths to feed,” Mrs. Slaughter called from the kitchen.

      “And more coming,” Davey said with a furrowed brow. Was he mad Rosie would have another baby soon? Perhaps he thought that once they had a baby, they wouldn’t want him anymore. Smart kid. That’s what happened to Wayne and his brother with the third family they stayed with.

      “What’s that?” Mrs. Slaughter asked.

      “Nothin’. I best be getting back.” Davey shot down the hill, running full speed, but he lost his hat and had to backtrack and get it before he set off again.

      “Spill it. What did you do?” Mrs. Slaughter called from the living room. “Must have done something since this is the sixth day I haven’t seen Shirley and you haven’t been invited to dinner.”

      He set the plate down on the counter and then collapsed into the chair next to the couch. “You might as well know.” He ran his hands through his hair and then down his face. “Ugh. I made a huge mistake.”

      “You mean about how you lied to get close to the Besslers so you could get inside information for a story you want to write for some Detroit newspaper?”

      He dropped his hands to his sides. “How’d you know about that?”

      “Who doesn’t?” Mrs. Slaughter laughed. “You don’t lie well, and—”

      “And Glen told you.” He sighed. “He’d seemed so trustworthy.”

      “He can be trusted to help or to do anything you might need, but he’s never been good at keeping secrets.”

      Wayne held his head in his hands. “I don’t understand how Mr. and Mrs. Bessler could forgive me but Shirley can’t. I never meant to deceive anyone. I only wanted to meet them before I told them about the story.”

      “Because Mr. and Mrs. Bessler only wish to be your friend. Affairs of the heart are much more complicated. Shirley started to trust you and opened her heart to the possibility of you despite her obvious desire to remain closed off from the world.”

      The telephone rang, shrilling through the quiet house and shattering what was left of Wayne’s nerves.

      “Answer that thing please. I can’t believe I decided to have that monstrosity installed.”

      Wayne ran over and picked up the receiver. “Hello, Mrs. Slaughter’s place.”

      “Call from New York City, connecting now,” a woman’s voice said in a rehearsed and rushed voice.

      It had to be important if someone were willing to pay the expensive long-distance fees. “Hello? Is this the man who placed the advertisement in the paper about Davey?”

      Wayne didn’t know if he should be happy or worried. “Yes, that was me. Who am I speaking with?”

      “Sorry, connection isn’t great. Difficult to hear you. I’m Davey’s uncle. Who’s caring for the boy?”

      “A lovely couple. They adopted five children.”

      “Six children and another woman in the picture. Must be a full house.”

      “That’s the nanny and her daughter. Listen, I need you to notify the Nashville orphanage that you will relinquish custody. Davey is in an excellent home.”

      “Don’t want to take the boy if he’s good. But I need to see for myself. I’ll be down there in a few days.”

      “There’s no need.” Wayne didn’t get to argue his case further because the man disconnected the call on his end.

      “News?” Mrs. Slaughter stood with wide eyes.

      Wayne placed the receiver down on the phone. “Yes.”

      “Good or bad?”

      “I’m not sure.” Wayne scratched his head. “Davey’s uncle says he wants to make sure he’s well cared for before giving up custody but isn’t interested in taking the boy if he’s satisfied. That’s good news, right? I mean, who wouldn’t approve of the Besslers?”

      Mrs. Slaughter looked to the door. “I guess you have a reason to go visit with Shirley now.”

      Wayne wanted to go see Shirley more than anything, to beg for her forgiveness after spending the last week feeling more alone than he had his entire life. In that moment, he knew he wanted more than to travel the world alone. He wanted Shirley and Beth with him, but had he ruined his chances before he’d even realized how he felt?

      With a heaviness in his chest he hadn’t felt since he lived in a combat zone overseas, he put on his coat and hat and headed up to the Besslers’. His stomach rolled at the thought of giving the information to Vic and Rosie and facing Shirley for the first time since she’d sent him away.
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      Not even the fire warmed the living room with the tension that bubbled over in the Bessler house this morning. Shirley had been waiting any day for someone to knock on the front door and take her and her daughter away. Not to mention the threat of Davey’s uncle wanting custody. Rosie had been sick each morning, obviously so stressed by the situation that she couldn’t keep any food down.

      Shirley wanted to do something to make them feel better, but she couldn’t think of anything that could distract them from discovering if Davey could stay or would be torn from their lives.

      Davey crashed through the front door. “I delivered the food, but Mrs. Slaughter said not to send no more because we have too many mouths to feed.”

      “She’s being polite. The doctor says she shouldn’t have her place open any longer, but if she doesn’t, I don’t know how she’ll afford to eat. She’ll have to sell the house, I guess.” Rosie held her stomach and sat down in the chair.

      Victor was by her side, rubbing her shoulders. “Take it easy, darling.”

      “Would you like some tea?” Shirley offered.

      Rosie pinched the bridge of her nose. “No, thank you. I don’t think I should.”

      “I know it’s cold out, but I could take the children into town while you rest. I don’t have to open the shop today,” Vic said.

      “It’s Saturday, the biggest day of the week for you. I won’t hear of it. However, I think I’ll take the day off and spend it with our children.”

      Rosie had been getting done early and going in later each day, and now she took off all day. Shirley was happy she was taking the time for herself, but she worried that the stress would get to her, sitting around the house all day.

      “What if we all went to the picture show?” Shirley offered.

      Victor didn’t leave Rosie’s side, but he offered a reassuring smile. “That would be a grand idea, but it’s too cold to sit in the back of the truck.”

      Davey went to Rosie’s side. “No it ain’t. We lived out in this with less. I think it’s a swell idea. You know I want to see The Enchanted Forest. And I’ve never been to no moving picture before. You said you’d take us.”

      Shirley admired Davey’s attention to Rosie and how he always wanted to help. “I’m happy to ride in the back of the truck.”

      “It’s settled. We’ll all go to the moving pictures,” Victor announced.

      The kids erupted in applause and squeals of delight. Even Beth jumped up and down, despite the fact she didn’t even know what a moving picture was.

      Victor knelt by Rosie. “Please, we could all use a day of fun. Don’t you think?” He took her hands and kissed them with such love and tenderness, it almost made Shirley believe there were good men and a chance at happiness someday.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      The eruption of joy silenced. Victor rose. “You kids go get ready to leave. I’ll send whoever it is away, and we’ll head out to the show.”

      “I don’t know. We don’t want the kids to catch a cold or fever.” Rosie worried for her babies, something Shirley could understand as she stood there, holding her breath and waiting. Waiting to see if these were the thugs her parents sent to take her home.

      Shirley closed her eyes and said a silent prayer.

      “Good morning, Victor. I’m sorry to trouble you.” Wayne’s voice echoed from the front door through the living room.

      “It’s no trouble, but I’m afraid we’re heading out in a bit to the moving pictures so I can’t visit right now.” Victor glanced back as if he couldn’t keep his gaze from his wife for too long.

      “I understand, and I wouldn’t trouble you if it wasn’t important. It may calm your nerves if you have a minute to hear what I have to say.” Wayne removed his hat and crumpled the brim with his hands. “It’s about Davey.”

      “Please, come in. Sorry. You must be cold out there.” Victor closed the door and took Wayne’s hat and hung it on the rack. He offered to take the coat, but Wayne shook his head.

      Rosie raced to her husband. “You have news about Davey?”

      “Yes. I’ve received a long-distance call from New York.” Wayne glanced at Shirley, and she retreated behind the chair.

      He knew. He knew everything.

      Her hands trembled, but she remained in her spot, ready to face the lies of her past that had caught up to her. Why had she thought she could lie to get what she wanted in life? It wasn’t right, but what choice did she have?

      “It was Davey’s uncle.”

      Shirley let out a long breath, rubbing her chest free of the sting, but she knew that her good news could be bad for the Besslers. She straightened and swallowed her own fear to be by their side. “What did he say?”

      “He said that he didn’t want to take Davey.”

      “That’s a relief,” Rosie said in a rushed, weak tone.

      “Not unless…” Wayne looked to Victor.

      “Go on.”

      “Unless he feels like Davey isn’t well cared for.” Wayne stepped forward with hands in the air as if to hold them both up. “I told him that Davey could be with no better family and there was no reason for concern.”

      “Then that’s good news for sure. Did you hear that, Rosie?” Vic squeezed her tight into his side. “He’s not going to take our boy.”

      “I’m sure he won’t, but he didn’t take my word as fact. He’ll be here in a few days to see for himself. But don’t be worried, there is no way he could be anything but pleased with the care you provide Davey.”

      Rosie burst into tears. Shirley had never seen her cry before, and she couldn’t help but rush to Rosie’s side. “It’ll be fine. We’ll make sure that he sees you both for the amazing parents you are and how lucky Davey is to have you as his mom and dad.” Shirley ushered her from Victor’s arms and into the kitchen, where she made Rosie a cup of tea and then sat next to her.

      “I can’t lose another child. Not Davey. Is this my punishment for wanting one made of Victor and me?”

      In that moment, Shirley realized the poor woman wasn’t sick from stress but from the baby. “I thought you couldn’t…I mean…” Shirley wrung her hands, realizing she should keep her thoughts to herself.

      “It’s true, I have never been able to carry a baby, but the doctor is hopeful this time. I will be showing soon. He said that if I make it to February 14th, my chances of carrying full-term go up substantially.” Rosie grabbed one of the place mats and curled the edge of it. “Funny thing is that when we tried, we could never conceive or we would lose the baby early on after the first miscarriage, but this time… This time I thought the baby was meant to be. As if God gave us this special gift.”

      “I’m sure he did.”

      Rosie laughed, not hysterical as if she’d slipped into some sort of state but as if there was something truly humorous. “And to think I embarrassed myself and my husband when he returned from war by going to the store to buy rubbers.” She laughed harder. “We got pregnant despite them. You see, that’s why I thought this baby was meant to be.”

      Shirley didn’t begin to understand why, if they wanted a baby, they would use such a thing, but it wasn’t her place to ask. “Your baby will be fine, and so will the rest of your children. I think you’re right. God put this family together.”

      Rosie abandoned her assault on the place mat and grabbed Shirley’s hand. “He did. And you’re part of our family now. He brought you to us. I couldn’t survive all of this without you.”

      “Nonsense. You’re the strongest person I know. If I could be half as brave as you…”

      Rosie wiped the tears from her eyes and leaned in, capturing Shirley’s gaze as if she were about to say the most important thing to her. “I’d say you’re strong. You’ve survived something in your past so dark you don’t want to tell me about it. Of course, you never have to tell me, but I’m here if you ever want to talk about it.”

      Shirley looked away, the shame filling her to the brim. “I’ve been lying to both you and Mr. Bessler. I don’t deserve—”

      “Hush now.” Rosie glanced over her shoulder as if to make sure no one else could hear. “I’m telling you now that whatever is in your past, I know who you are today, and that’s what matters. It’s not a lie to withhold the truth, not when it’s too painful to discuss. You never have to tell me because I don’t need to hear it to know how great a person you are. Now you just need to believe that you deserve what you want in life. And I know one person who hopes he’s deserving of you.”

      Her words twisted Shirley up inside. Part of her wanted to walk out there and tell Wayne that she did care for him and that she didn’t hate him but she hated herself.

      Rosie stood but didn’t leave. “However, I do think you should tell Wayne since he deserves to know the truth before he becomes any more attached to you. I mean, he’s already considering staying in Sugar Maple, and I know that isn’t because of us. It is all because of you.”

      Rosie left Shirley sitting at the kitchen table. She couldn’t manage to get up and face the family and Wayne. How could she tell Wayne the truth and risk everything she had here that she’d built for Beth?

      But if she didn’t, how could she move forward with the man who was honorable enough to tell the truth despite the chance he’d lose his job, the man kind enough to try to keep a family together, a man tender enough that her own daughter called him daddy?

      The house erupted in cheer as if someone had cut through the tension and released it in a burst of air. Shirley peered into the living room.

      Victor slapped Wayne on the back. “Thanks for the offer. I’d feel better with the kids in Mrs. Slaughter’s car instead of in the back of the truck all that way.”

      “My pleasure. I’ve been wanting to see a moving picture again. I’ll, um, tell Shirley,” Wayne said.

      If he was going to the picture show with them, she’d make an excuse to stay home. Beth was awfully young to go, but she’d be upset that all the other children went without her.

      “I think that’s a great idea. Victor and I will be in the back of the house getting the kids ready to go,” Rosie said loud enough that it was obvious she meant Shirley to hear. “I think she was looking to speak with you anyway.”

      Shirley retreated deeper into the safety of the kitchen and held herself up by the counter.

      Wayne entered, but Shirley didn’t look up to greet him. She closed her eyes and willed herself to figure out what to do.

      “I know you’re angry with me, but I can’t just leave you alone. I need to apologize again. And I’ll keep apologizing until you forgive me. I promise never to lie to you again—”

      “I forgive you,” she whispered through the rawness of her emotions.

      “You do?” Wayne’s footsteps drew closer.

      “Yes.” She still couldn’t face him, though.

      “What’s wrong? Is there anything I can do?” Wayne offered. Of course he did. That’s what he always did when someone needed something.

      Shirley blinked, trying to remain focused on now instead of her fleeting thoughts and fear. “The bigger question is if you can ever forgive me.”
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      The ride to Clinton was long and uncomfortable, but not from the rough road and bouncing in the Cadillac with Beth in Shirley’s lap next to Wayne and Betty by their side, Ava, Reggie, and Gina asleep in the back seat. Only Davey had gone with Victor and Rosie in the truck. This was warmer for the younger ones and gave Davey some time alone with them. Wayne wished for time alone with Shirley, though.

      He wanted to know her secrets. His instinct was to drill her for the information and not stop until he knew everything, but if he did, he knew he’d lose her. The little snores from the back seat and Beth’s head bopping until it landed on Wayne’s shoulder told him they were finally semi-alone, and he knew he had to say something. If for no other reason than to relieve Shirley’s distress. She’d been chewing on her lip and fidgeting since they’d left Sugar Maple, and he couldn’t be the cause of it any longer.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” Wayne announced, his voice too loud for inside the car.

      “But I have to if…” Shirley eyed her baby girl in her arms and then eyed him. “At the same time, I struggle with what trouble it could bring for myself and Beth.”

      Wayne straightened, gripping the steering wheel, and realized that he cared more for them than the story. He’d guessed she’d struggled as much as his sister-in-law had, but there was more to her than a lost husband at war. Perhaps her husband had done something wrong, died a coward, or something she had to face the shame of when people discovered her truth. He’d heard many tales of such problems from the war. It didn’t matter. “I don’t need to know anything you don’t want to tell me. Only that you promise to tell me if I need to chase something away. You and Beth mean more to me than I could have expected. I’ve always been a loner, but there’s something here that I want to discover.”

      “But…” Shirley brushed Beth’s hair away from her face. “Rosie says that I can’t move forward with how I feel about you if I can’t be honest.”

      His heart stuttered and fell into a new rhythm, one that connected with Shirley. “You feel for me?”

      She looked up at him with hooded eyes and nodded. “I fear that I do.”

      He wanted to pull her into his side, kiss her, tell her how there was nothing to fear, but he didn’t want to scare her away, so he took her hand and pressed it to his lips. “There’s nothing to fear. I’ve got you.”

      She closed her eyes, and he noticed her hand trembled, so he held it tighter to his chest. After a few miles, she relaxed into him, and he wrapped his arm around her and Beth.

      They reached Clinton and found parking. Wayne escorted the children to Rosie and Victor, who looked like they were excited and alive for the first time in a week. Wayne’s chest warmed at the sight of how happy they looked, and in that moment he knew he wanted that, so he lifted Beth into his arms, took Shirley by the hand, and headed forward together. And he didn’t let go. Not when they reached the ticket booth, or when they walked through the lobby with Beth pointing at the grand entrance, or when they sat to watch the picture. He didn’t let go of her when they left, or drove home, or any moment they were in the same room for the next two days.

      Each night he spent dreaming and longing to be next to her again, and each morning he woke to dress and hurry down to see them and play with Beth as Shirley worked. On the afternoon of the third day, he knew he wanted to do something special, so he went to Mr. Bessler’s store, where he found him working on carving a horse. “Good afternoon.”

      “Hello. How’re you today, Wayne?” Victor abandoned his work and greeted him at the door.

      “I’m well. Actually, I think it’s going to be an amazing day today.”

      “I see. Would Shirley have anything to do with that?”

      Wayne smiled, a smile he felt all the way to his soul. “That’s why I stopped in to visit with you. I’d like to ask your permission to take Shirley to the soda fountain tonight.”

      Rosie bolted out of the back room. “I’ll keep Beth while you two go out. Yes, of course. Go.”

      “I think my wife approves.” Victor laughed and kissed Rosie on the forehead. “My wife suffers from wanting everyone around her to be as happy as we are.”

      Wayne didn’t want to mention the uncle’s arrival, but he wanted to make sure they understood that he’d be here tomorrow based on the second strange phone call he’d received from Davey’s uncle telling him that he was delayed in transit. Still, he didn’t even know the man’s name, but he had the impression that he was only coming to handle business. Hopefully that meant he would see Davey and that would be the end of the conversation. “Tomorrow, I’ll make sure I’m at the house too. I still believe the man is going to stop in, look around, and approve in a matter of minutes. Then Davey will be all yours.”

      Rosie flung herself at Wayne. “Thank you so much.” She hugged him tight and then backed away with a blush on her cheeks. “Sorry. I just can’t thank you enough for all you’ve done for us.”

      “It isn’t over yet, but I know that Davey belongs with you both and that the moment his uncle sees you together, he’ll know it, too.”

      “Go, ask Shirley if she’d like to go out with you tonight. Tell her that I insist on keeping Beth and that I look forward to it.”

      Wayne hesitated at the door. “Are you sure?” He looked to her belly.

      Rosie rubbed her tiny bump. “I’m sure. I feel great. The morning sickness is fading, so I have more energy now.”

      “Thank you. I’ll head to ask Shirley, then.”

      Wayne placed his hat on his head and walked to the Bessler house. He’d never been so nervous to ask a lady out before. Not that he’d asked many of them out. He’d seen a few overseas, but they were only looking for company to escape the war temporarily. This time, this date, meant something.

      When Shirley opened the door, she lit up like the north star. “Come in. I’m just working on cleaning up the kids’ room.”

      He removed his hat but remained outside on the front porch, wanting to make this a proper invitation. “I stopped by to ask you something.”

      “Yes?” She crossed her arms over her chest and shivered.

      He wanted to warm her and protect her, but he refrained. “I would like to ask if you’d do me the honor of going to the soda fountain with me tonight.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at Beth.

      “Rosie wanted me to tell you that she would love to watch Beth and that you should take the night off.” He added the last part but knew Rosie would agree.

      “I’d love to.” She shivered again, so he backed down the steps, tripping over his own feet. “I’ll pick you up at seven. That way you can finish dinner and then go out for a treat with me.”

      “Perfect.” Shirley stepped forward. “Of course, you’re welcome to come for dinner.”

      “Not tonight. Tonight I’m taking you out on our first official date.” He put his hat back on his head. “Now, get back inside before you catch a chill and can’t go out tonight.”

      He returned to Mrs. Slaughter’s place and found her resting on the couch. “How’s your foot?”

      “I’m afraid it’s not improving.” She held her needles but didn’t knit. That’s when he noticed her swollen knuckles. “The doctor’s urging me to sell this place and to rest more. He says it isn’t gout. It’s an arthritic condition that has become chronic because I won’t rest enough.”

      Wayne wanted to fix her, but he couldn’t. “I’m so sorry.”

      “No reason to dwell. I wrote to my daughter in Ohio, and she said I can come stay with them.” She tilted her head toward the side table. “Letter for you from Detroit.”

      “Thanks.” Wayne retrieved the letter. “Tonight, I thought I’d make us something simple for dinner, and then if you’re feeling all right, I have some plans.”

      “Finally get up the courage to ask Shirley out, have you?”

      He opened the letter and attempted to act calm. “Yes, I’m taking her to the soda fountain while Rosie watches Beth. I figured I would tell you since the town would alert you before I even sat down at a table with her.”

      “You’re probably right. The telephone makes the news travel even faster, especially on those party lines. I don’t even need to call half the time. I just pick up the receiver and someone’s there.”

      He chuckled at the realization that the phone had not only connected people from far off places but also neighbors.

      The script in the letter he recognized as Helen’s.

      “Important?”

      He skimmed the letter. “Yes. Helen and the kids said they’d love to come stay here.” He sighed. “I guess I need to look for a place quicker now.”

      “I know one for sale.” She winked.

      Wayne looked around at the large old house. “I’m afraid I don’t think I can afford it. Especially when I don’t turn in the story and I lose my job at the paper. Come February 14th, I’ll be looking for new employment.

      “I thought Vic and Rosie gave their blessing.”

      He sighed. “They did, but the article I sent didn’t go deep enough. The paper wants a little dirt with their happily ever after story. I can’t do that to them.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find something here.”

      He shrugged.

      “Speaking of February 14th, I know what your next date should be with Shirley.” Mrs. Slaughter pulled a flier out of the side table drawer. “My husband and I used to attend this each year until he left for war.” Sadness breeched her normal sweet expression. “Everyone from town will be there, so it would be a great way for you to control the narrative of your own story with Shirley.”

      “You make it sound like big news.”

      “Honey, in a small town, everything’s big news.”

      He laughed. “I see your point.”

      The house was charming and well maintained, but there would be no way he could afford it, even if he landed another job today. “Can you do me a favor?”

      “Of course.”

      “Since I can’t afford this home, could you let me know if something more modest becomes available? I need to figure this out before Helen arrives.” Wayne tried not to let the concern for his responsibility to his brother cloud his joy at his first date with Shirley.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll figure something out. God always has a plan for us. We just need to let it happen.”

      Wayne spent the afternoon working on odd jobs around the house to help Mrs. Slaughter, despite her complaining that he was a guest. A fact he no longer felt was accurate. He’d become closer to her and felt like she was extended family. After he fixed some simple stew with specific instructions and guidance from her, he cleaned up and dressed for his date.

      “You look dashing this evening,” Mrs. Slaughter said when he reached the bottom of the stairs.

      He straightened his tie and adjusted his suspenders, unable to stop moving with the herd of buzzing bugs flittering around in his gut. “Okay, I guess I should head down the street before I decide this was a mistake.”

      “Why would you ever do that?”

      “Because I’m not the family kind of guy, remember? I’d never want to hurt Shirley and Beth.”

      “Then don’t,” she announced, as if it were that easy. “Listen, you might have been a drifter before, but you’re a Sugar Mapleonian now. Face it, you’re stuck with us.” She waved him out the door, so he put on his coat and hat and walked up the street.

      A flurry of snow fell around him, but he didn’t care. All he cared about was seeing Shirley again. Despite his excitement, there was a little sprig of doubt growing with each step he took. At the front porch, he adjusted his coat and tie once more before he knocked.

      And when Shirley opened the door with her hair perfect, makeup perfect, everything about her perfect…all the doubt floated away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Wayne stood like a light in the night. Shirley turned to see her daughter one last time, blew her a kiss, and walked out of the home and into a new world of possibilities. She’d promised herself that tomorrow she’d try to tell him the truth, but tonight would be magic.

      They walked down the street into town. He held her hand, and even through the mittens there was a connection like she’d never experienced before. The night she’d spent with Harry after months of courting had left her empty inside. Not tonight. With only Wayne walking by her side, she felt full and excited.

      “After you.” He opened the door to the soda shop and then took her coat, pulled out her chair, and settled in across from her. Of all the men who took her out in the city attempting to win her affection before the war, their courtesies had always been rehearsed and mechanical. Not Wayne. He looked at her making her feel like she were the only person in the room, no, in his life.

      “How was your day?” she asked.

      Wayne took her hand from across the table. “Good because I knew I’d be seeing you later.”

      People watched his every move as if they’d never seen a more famous couple in town. “I’ve been looking forward to tonight all day. Despite all the time we’ve spent together, I’m still nervous.”

      “If I’m being honest, so am I.” Wayne eyed the menu board written in white swirly letters. “What would you like?”

      Shirley browsed the menu, but there were so many choices. “How about you choose and we’ll split it.”

      He raised a finger into the air, and the waitress raced over. “What can I get for you?”

      “One root beer float. Two straws.” He smiled like a man who’d won a war.

      “You got it.” The waitress scurried away, and they were left alone at their table, excluding the prying eyes.

      “I received a letter from Helen. She and the children are going to come to Sugar Maple.”

      “That’s great news, right?” Shirley noticed a slight downturn to his mouth that she’d learned meant he was worried.

      “Yes, except I don’t know where we’re going to live.” Wayne ran his thumb back and forth across her bare knuckles, distracting her. “Mrs. Slaughter says she’s going to have to sell her place. I’d love to buy it, but it’ll be out of my reach I’m afraid.”

      “It’s a large house. There are smaller ones that are more reasonable in the area. I’d be happy to help you look.” She liked the idea of looking at homes with Wayne. She’d only lived in the mansion while growing up and then in those awful homes with Beth. The Besslers’ house was the first normal home she’d ever lived in, and she looked forward to having her own someday. For now, though, it would be fun to see what was available out there.

      “I’d like that. You know, I’m not a well-to-do man. As a matter of fact, I won’t even have a job soon. When I don’t turn in the article that my editor wants for the Valentines edition, I won’t have a job at all.”

      Shirley sat tall. “Don’t worry. Everything will work out. It has a way of doing so.”

      “You believe that?” Wayne asked, and for a moment she had to think about it.

      “I do.” She laughed. “I didn’t for a long time, probably all my life until I came to Sugar Maple. Now I believe everything works out if you have a little faith. That’s what Rosie says anyway.”

      Their root beer float arrived, and they drank forehead-to-forehead, eye-to-eye, nose-to-nose. She never wanted the drink to end, but it did. “Would you like to take a walk?” she asked.

      “It’s cold outside,” he reminded her.

      She looked at her fingers. “I guess you’ll have to keep me warm, then.”

      Wayne was out of his chair with her coat in hand before she knew what happened. “It would be my pleasure.”

      After he paid, they meandered through the town square, shoulder pressed to shoulder with hand in hand. The snow came down a little harder, but not so much they were forced to flee their beautiful stroll through the town square. “Look, up in the sky.”

      She followed where his finger pointed and caught the tail end of a shooting star. “Quick, make a wish.”

      He turned her in his arms and held her close to him. “I don’t have to. It’s already come true.” His mittened fingers grazed her lips, cheek, and stalled at the back of her neck. His gaze locked with hers as if asking permission to kiss her.

      The small streetlight at the corner cast a glow over his face, and all she could do was offer a small nod, but it was enough.

      He kissed her.

      Not a kiss to say good night. Not a tentative kiss. Not a sweet kiss. A kiss that left her body warm, her toes curled, and her imagination wild with thoughts of a life with a real man who’d never run off on her, leaving her to care for herself and her child. Wayne was a man who showed up and made a difference.

      When he released her, they both panted with puffs of white air filling the small space between them. She shook, but less from the cold and more from the passion.

      “I’ll escort you home, but before I do, may I ask if you’d attend the Valentine’s dance with me next week? Mrs. Slaughter offered to watch the children that night so Rosie and Victor could go, too.”

      “A double date?” she asked.

      “Yes, if you’d like.” He caressed her cheek. “And I hope you do.”

      “I do. I’m just sorry it’s a week away.” She took his hand, and they walked home with the beautiful white snow starting to stick to the grass and roofs. “I hope the weather doesn’t delay Davey’s uncle. I know Rosie will relax once this matter is behind her. If there was anything I could do to help them, I would.”

      “I know you would. You’re an amazing woman, Shirley Stephens.”

      She froze mid-step headed up the front walk of the house.

      Wayne was by her side. “What is it?”

      Shirley closed her eyes. “If I tell you something, no matter how much you hate me when I’m done, will you vow to keep my secret?”

      Wayne put his hands on her waist as if to hold her up, which he would have to do when she started talking. “I told you that you don’t have to tell me.”

      “I know, and tonight I won’t. Because this one evening I want to treasure as the most perfect of my life.”

      Wayne kissed her cheek and whispered in her ear. “You can trust me. And I’ll never hate you.”

      Shirley hugged him tightly. She only hoped once he heard it from her, he’d be able to understand why she lied and forgive her. “Tomorrow, then. Come over after the children leave for school.”

      The front door flew open, and Victor cleared his throat. “Shirley, I think you better come inside.”

      She blinked at him but slid from Wayne’s embrace and entered the house. On the couch sat Harry. Her insides turned inside out, her head spun, and she fell back into Wayne, who was there to catch her.

      Harry strutted over to offer his hand to Wayne. “I’m Harry Wilson, Shirley’s husband.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      There were no words to describe the pain in Wayne’s chest. He tugged at his tie, attempting to breathe, despite the words from the stranger that Shirley was married. A stranger with a familiar voice. The voice from the phone call with Davey’s so-called uncle.

      A sting worse than a bullet pierced his gut. Heat exploded like a grenade searing his skin. “What? No.” He looked to Shirley. “She’s not married.”

      “She is. I’ve returned from war.” He looked down at Shirley and leaned in, kissing her cheek. She winced and took a step away. That wasn’t a woman in love.

      This didn’t make sense. “You were pronounced dead,” Wayne announced, as if the man in front of him wasn’t aware he’d died in battle.

      “Is that what she told you?” The man grabbed hold of Shirley’s arm tighter than he should. “Well, I’ve returned now.”

      Wayne took a step forward, ready to free her from this man’s hold on her, but Victor moved in before he could and Harry released her.

      “But Davey’s uncle. You were the one on the phone. Why would you lead me to believe you were him?” Wayne looked to Victor, to Rosie, to Shirley, to anyone who might give him some sort of information.

      “Yes, well. I spoke with his uncle and assured him that I would let him know how Davey faired. I’m here on his behalf.” I’ll take care of that when I return to New York with Shirley.

      “How do you know him?” Wayne asked, feeling there was more to this story than the man shared.

      “He’s a rich but old man. Since I am of his same social standing, we know some of the same people. When I saw the picture in the newspaper, I knew I’d found my wife and child.”

      Davey stepped forward. “What’s my uncle’s name?”

      “Charles.”

      “Charles what?” Wayne asked.

      “Stetson.”

      Wayne fisted his hands. “If you’re her husband, why’s your last name different?”

      Harry shrugged. “Good question, since I’d like to know, too. I mean, Stephens isn’t even her maiden name. Malone is.”

      “As in the Malone family?” Wayne cleared his throat. This was all too insane to comprehend.

      “That’s the one.” Harry lifted his chin. “And now that I’ve found my wife and child, we’ll be leaving together.” He looked to Beth but didn’t even sound like he had an ounce of desire to see his daughter. “Come, child. Say hello to your daddy.”

      “No.” Beth raced forward and threw her arms around Wayne’s leg. “Daddy.”

      Shirley pried Beth from his leg. “No, sweetheart. I told you that he’s not your daddy.”

      Harry didn’t even try to comfort Beth. He only stepped toward Wayne. “Thank you for caring for my wife and child while I was away, but I’m here now and I’ll be taking Shirley back to New York in the morning.”

      Wayne looked to Shirley, who paced the floor like a wild bear in a rabbit cage. She held tight to Beth, and he could see she wanted to be anywhere other than near the man in front of him. “Shirley?”

      “I’m not returning to New York. Not now, not ever.” She raced out of the room and down the hall. With suitcase in hand, she returned to the living room and wrapped Beth in her coat and hat.

      Harry leaned in to Shirley and whispered something too low for Wayne to hear. When Harry moved away, she dropped the suitcase. In that moment, Wayne knew whatever the man had said changed everything. “I’ll go with him.”

      “You don’t have to go. Whatever game this man is playing, you don’t have to deal with him alone,” Wayne said, stepping closer to Harry with his hands fisted at his sides, but Victor put a hand on his chest.

      “Not here in front of the children. Go. I promise to look after Shirley until all of this is figured out. If this is her husband, though, you have no choice but to stand aside.”

      Victor’s words drove him from the house and up the street. He pushed the door open, startling Mrs. Slaughter.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Shirley. Her husband. Life. Everything.” He threw his hat at the wall and ripped his coat off. “It’s not right. There’s something wrong here. I can feel it. Call it journalistic intuition or just a dislike of the man. But there is no way Shirley is married to him. She can’t be.”

      “Her husband?” Mrs. Slaughter asked, dropping her knitting into the basket at her side.

      “Yes, apparently. The woman everyone thought I should date. The one I thought I could give up my career for and remain in this small town and marry.” He shot up the stairs, feeling like he could punch through a wall. He wanted to run that man out of town, but Shirley said she’d go with him. Why? It didn’t matter. She’d made her choice so he grabbed his suitcase from under the bed and tossed it onto the mattress.

      The slow steps of Mrs. Slaughter approached. “You going to run away the first time things get rough like you used to? What about your sister-in-law and your niece and nephew?”

      “When things get rough? How about impossible? She’s married and she’s leaving tomorrow,” Wayne said, his breath coming in spurts of tight gasps. “She told me she wanted to share something with me, and I trusted her. I said I didn’t need to know, but I did. If she’s married, she needed to tell me that.”

      “She did tell us she was married but that her husband died.”

      “Yes, but something tells me she knew that wasn’t the case.”

      “Did she say that man was her husband?”

      Wayne opened his suitcase. “No, but she didn’t say he wasn’t, and she said she’d leave in the morning with him to return to New York.”

      Mrs. Slaughter sat on the edge of the bed, and he knew it had pained her greatly to make it up the stairs. “Tell me everything, from the start until now.”

      “We had a magical night.” He told her about how perfect the date had been, how they’d kissed under the stars and talked about their next date, but about how they’d been surprised when they reached the Besslers’. “The man stepped up, called himself Harry Wilson, and announced himself as her husband.” He collapsed onto the bed, feeling dizzy.

      “What did Shirley say to that?”

      Wayne shot up once more, snatched his clothes from the top drawer, and dropped them into the suitcase. He told her about Shirley packing a suitcase.

      “Doesn’t sound like she wants to be with that man.”

      He emptied the second drawer and snagged his other jacket and shirt hanging in the armoire. With a frown, he explained about the man whispering something to Shirley that caused her to change her mind about returning with him to New York. “Why would she do that if he wasn’t her husband?”

      “I don’t know, but why would a man come into town under the guise of being Davey’s uncle, only to announce he’s Shirley’s husband? If they were happily married, wouldn’t he want her to know he was home and alive? Why play some sort of game unless he was concerned she wouldn’t be here if she knew he was arriving? Maybe her husband is an evil man who hurt her and she is trying to keep Beth safe from him.”

      “Yes, but the fact is that she’s married to him.” Wayne sat up. “Unless she’s not.”

      Mrs. Slaughter patted him on the shoulder. “Sounds like a good place to start. Maybe it’s time for you to put back on that journalistic hat again and go investigate.”

      “Can I use your phone? I’ll pay the long-distance charge.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “First I need to delay Shirley leaving, though.” He halted at the top of the stairs. “Actually, can you call the Besslers and ask Victor to tell Shirley that she can’t leave until they find a new nanny, that she owes them that much? She’ll stay as long as she can for them.”

      “Yes, of course. I’ll go do that now.”

      Wayne went to the desk in his room and wrote out Harry Wilson, Malone family, Charles Stetson. He took notes on everything he could remember from what Shirley had told him and what Harry had said on the phone and in person, and then he raced downstairs.

      When he reached the bottom, Mrs. Slaughter hung up the phone. “Victor promised to do his best. He says the man—Harry—has left for the evening but that he’ll be returning in the morning. He says Shirley has agreed to leave with him but that Victor knows she doesn’t want to go. Rosie is going to try to speak with her to see if she can gather more information.”

      “Perfect, thank you.” There wasn’t time to correspond via letters, so he lifted the receiver, not caring how much this cost. “Long-distance operator, please.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Shirley hugged the pillow tight to her and cried into it. She wasn’t sure what she’d be able to do to escape this mess. If she stayed, then would Harry return her to the family in shame and take Beth away in secret? Could she come forward and tell the world the truth of her sin so that her family would no longer be able to hide the shame on the family name? If she ran, they’d take Davey. That’s what Harry had said. And if she knew her family, they’d do anything to protect their name.

      The last time she saw the clock, it was three in the morning, but even when she did fall asleep, it was restless and plagued with nightmares. She brought Beth to bed with her and held her tight for the rest of the morning until her daughter woke.

      When she heard stirring in the kitchen, she knew she couldn’t hide from the world any longer, so she dressed and readied Beth, who wasn’t her normal vibrant self today.

      Rosie waited with a cup of coffee in hand. “Settle Beth in with the others for breakfast. I’ll be going in to work later today so we can chat.”

      Shirley shook her head. “I’m so sorry I brought this into your family.”

      “I don’t know what this is yet.” Rosie didn’t appear angry, but how could she not be? The entire time the kids ate in silence, Shirley thought through all of her options, but none looked good. When she and Rosie finally settled in for a conversation, she still didn’t know what she would tell her. No matter how she tried to rearrange the pieces in front of her, they never fit together right.

      “It’s time to tell me the truth. I know I told you that you didn’t have to tell me, but we can’t help you if you’re not honest with us.” Rosie settled in on the couch, angled to face Shirley.

      Tears pooled in her eyes and slid down her cheeks. “I wish I could. There’s so much I wish I could tell you, but I can’t. All I can say is that you and Vic need to remain far from this situation. I’ll be leaving today, and you and your family can move on with your lives.”

      “No.” Rosie huffed. “I’m not going to allow you to run off right now. I’m with child, and I have five children. I hired you to help me. The least you can do is stay until I can find a replacement for you.”

      Shirley swiped the tears away. “I don’t know if I can.”

      “Give me a week. That’s all I ask. That doesn’t seem unreasonable.” Rosie lifted her chin.

      “You don’t want me staying here another week.”

      “Yes, I do.” Rosie clapped her hands together. “Now that that’s settled, I need to get to work.” She donned her coat and left the house.

      Before Shirley could even gather her wits, a knock at the door warned Shirley that Harry had returned to collect her. No doubt her parents had sent him here, but why had he agreed? She needed to somehow convince Harry to leave. She removed her house apron and answered the door. “Hello.”

      “Hello. It’s time to go,” Harry announced without even looking at her. “Where’s the child?”

      “I’m not leaving today,” she said, lifting her chin higher. “Tell me why you’re really here. How much have my parents offered you? How did you find me?”

      He barged inside, so she shut the door but went to the hall to block him from where Beth was playing in their room. “It doesn’t matter how I found you, just that I did.” With a villainous smile, he moved to touch her, so she shot around the dining table.

      “Don’t.”

      “You didn’t say that the night we last saw each other.” He rounded the table, but she continued to move away.

      “That was the past. From what I understand, you met a girl overseas and married her.”

      He stiffened. “How would you know about that?”

      “Because I tried to find you. The night we were together, you promised to return and marry me. That you loved me and that nothing would ever keep us apart. That the thought of leaving me behind was like ripping your heart from your chest.”

      “A man will say anything before he leaves. You didn’t put up a fight. Besides, I didn’t know who you were. I thought you were some broad looking for a soldier to pass the time. Not some rich kid that had a real life.”

      “So, when you found out who I was, you returned to the States.”

      He removed his hat and tossed it on the table. “No, I returned when the war ended, and I brought my girl with me, but we’re not married. We’d planned to when we reached New York, but then I saw the picture and went to your parents. Told them where you were. I’ve got nothing since the war, no way to live or make a life except in a factory, and I’m tired of working for others, following orders, and doomed to die young. All I have to do is marry you and I’m set for life. Your parents told me they’d set us up in a house and I could live my life in private how I wanted as long as it never became public.”

      “Of course they did.” Shirley’s temper threatened to take hold, but she couldn’t let it. She needed to stay focused. “How do you see this marriage working, considering you’re in love with another woman?”

      “I’ve already spoken to her, and she agreed to remain in the house with us unmarried. We’ll be together with money, and you’ll live in the house with your daughter. It’s fair. You get to keep your child, and I get to keep the woman I love.”

      “How is that fair when I love someone else?”

      “That man from last night? He’s a nobody.” Harry cracked his knuckles against the tabletop. “Listen, you don’t want to live like this. I’m giving you a ticket back to your family. They said they wouldn’t let you keep the baby unless you were married, so here I am, answering your every prayer.”

      “No, you’re forcing me into servitude. I refuse to return to my family, who controlled everything I did. My daughter will not grow up in that world. I’d rather be poor and happy than rich and miserable.”

      “You’re only saying that because you’ve never been poor.”

      “Haven’t I?” She couldn’t hold back any longer and met him at the edge of the table, poking him in the chest with her finger. “Until I had Beth, I lived with nuns, who told me I was a worthless, sinful creature. Then I lived in an unwed mothers home, where I sewed until my fingers hurt so bad and my eyesight began to change. I’d eat things that tasted worse than dead rat and I lived with such misery and poverty, but I fought my way out of it. Yes, I lied to get where I’m at, but the truth was unbearable.”

      “Well, that’s over. Let’s go. No more stalling.” He grabbed his hat and marched to the door.

      Rosie’s words echoed in her head. She wasn’t sure if she clung to them to buy herself more time to think or because she couldn’t bear leaving without helping Rosie find a replacement.

      “I can’t leave today. Give me one week.”

      He glowered at her.

      “Mama?” Beth called from the hallway.

      He snarled at her. “I doubt that brat’s even mine.”

      “I wish she wasn’t.” Shirley raised her chin, determined to win this argument.

      “Fine, one week. We leave with no more stalling. If not, I alert your parents to the price you wish to pay. It’s gone up. Davey will be taken away and put in an orphanage in New York City. Wayne will also disappear. You know your parents have the money to make it happen.”

      She did, and not even a week would change that fact.
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      Wayne was sitting at the dining table at Mrs. Slaughter’s house, working through everything, when the telephone rang. He darted to answer it before Mrs. Slaughter could even stand. “Hello?”

      “Call for Wayne Bishop from The New York Times. Connecting.”

      It took another few minutes before a voice boomed over the line.

      “I knew you were waiting, so I thought I’d call to let you know that there’s no record of any marriages in the last six years between a Harry Wilson and a Shirley Stephens or Malone. I’d say your instincts were right. That man isn’t married to her.”

      Wayne knew it. “What about the rest? Any other information?”

      “I sent you everything I have. You’ll probably get it in a day or two in the mail. On paper it looks like Shirley Malone still lives at the Malone mansion, but no one has seen her in three years.”

      “Cover-up about the baby. Maybe she rescued Beth from some bad situation with this man. There’s something wrong here.”

      “My guess is the parents. They have been known to engage in questionable business practices. They were one of the few to maintain their fortunes and actually grow it during the war.”

      “Understood. Thanks, Frank.”

      “My pleasure. I couldn’t refuse to help the man who snuck me out as part of his film crew from a Nazi interrogation camp. Call me anytime.”

      The phone disconnected, so Wayne hung up and put on his coat. “I’m headed to town. I’ll be back soon.”

      “You get what you need to help Shirley?”

      Wayne shook his head. “Not sure, but I have enough to dig a little more. All I know is that man is not her husband.”

      “I’d say you know enough, then.” Mrs. Slaughter pointed at the door with a knitting needle. “Go get her.”

      With no time to waste, he darted out the door and up the street. It had been four days since he’d last seen Shirley, who’d not left the Bessler house for any reason. Something told him she wasn’t hiding from him but from Harry. It didn’t take long to reach town and the toy shop that was currently serving as a showroom for both wooden toys and furniture.

      Victor and Rosie worked together staging a beautiful table with carved hearts and flowers in the center.

      “I can see that you both work well together.” Wayne pointed to the wooden pieces on the table.

      “Thanks, I’ve enjoyed making them. Although, I still enjoy making toys. We’ll have a smaller section of them for sale that we’ll expand during the holidays. We’re changing the name to Bessler Furniture and Gifts.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      Rosie brushed sawdust from the top of the table. “I see you’re bursting to share some news. I’m hoping it’s about Shirley. She hasn’t been doing well.”

      “Harry is not her husband,” he announced, as if that cleared everything up and they could all move on with their lives.

      Victor took Rosie’s hand. “Why would she agree to leave with him, then?”

      “My guess is that her parents are involved. They’re powerful people, and I think she had to run when she had Beth. I don’t know why, but that’s what I believe. It’s all speculation at this point, but I have people working on piecing this together. I’m hoping to speak with her later today, but she doesn’t answer the door when I knock.”

      Rosie sighed. “I don’t suppose she would. Harry has come by every evening to make sure she’s still there. He tells her how many days she has left until they leave. This morning, he said two. He also said to stay away from the man up the street or she knew what would happen.”

      “What a scoundrel.” Wayne fisted his hands but shoved them into his pockets. He’d learned a long time ago that knowledge was far more powerful than fists.

      Rosie patted his back on her way by to move chairs into place. “How awful. Could you imagine being treated so poorly by your own parents? Then to be alone. I knew God brought her to us for some reason. I thought it was to help me, but perhaps it was for us to help her.”

      Wayne knocked on the table twice. “Now I know where I need to look next. If we can’t get Shirley to tell us what’s going on, we can at least find a way to get him away from Shirley.”

      “How will you do that?” Rosie asked.

      “From my experience, you need leverage before you can make a deal. And I think Harry’s hiding something.” Wayne bolted out the door and headed to the Bessler house. He knew one thing. He had to make Shirley listen.

      He wanted to pound on the door until Shirley answered, but he didn’t want to scare Beth. After several knocks with no response, he knew how to get her to open the door. “I know you’re not married to him, so I won’t stop fighting for you.”

      Steps sounded inside, and then the click of the lock and the door opened. She stuck her head out and looked in all directions and then yanked him inside and slammed the door shut. “You need to stop,” she protested, but Wayne was done listening.

      “Nothing will make me stop because I know you don’t want to go with him. I know about your family. I know everything.” He overplayed his hand, but he only hoped it would get her talking.

      “Everything?”

      “Yes. I know about Beth.” He kept his face steady, even when she crumbled to the floor.

      “Mommy?” Beth ran out and wrapped her little arms around Shirley’s neck. “No. Bad Daddy. Make cry.”

      Wayne lowered to the ground and sat by Shirley’s side, rubbing small circles. “No, Daddy’s here to help.”

      “You’re not her daddy.” Shirley wiped her tears and pulled Beth into her arms. “I’m fine, darling. Wayne is here to help, not to make Mommy sad.”

      Beth kissed Shirley’s cheeks and wiped her tears. “Kiss make better.”

      “Yes, you make everything better. Now go play while I talk to Wayne.”

      She climbed off Shirley’s lap and stuck her finger out at Wayne. “No make cry, Daddy.”

      He took Shirley’s hand in his. “I only want to make your mommy happy.”

      Beth toddled away, as if his declaration would fix everything. He needed to find out more information, and he didn’t care how he got it if it meant saving Shirley from going with that awful man.

      He took her face and cradled it with care. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “How could I? You must hate me. How can you even touch me?”

      Wayne’s fear of what could be so terrible made him waver, but if there was one thing he knew, the truth was always the best answer. “How can you say such a thing?”

      Her face twisted in such shame, he wanted to pull her into her arms and tell her how much he cared. “Because I’m sinful and dirty and wretched, and I can’t bring this poison to the Besslers’ doorstep.”

      “Your parents. What are they threatening you with? I know you’d never leave with Harry if you had another choice. You don’t love him. I know you don’t.”

      She bowed her head, but he wouldn’t let her look away. “Tell me. I’ve discovered this much. I’ll discover all of it.”

      She jolted, stood up on her knees, and grabbed his coat collar. “No, stay out of it. You’ll only make things worse.”

      “Then tell me what they will do if you don’t leave with Harry. I’ll protect you. Nothing will stop me from finding out the truth. I won’t stop until I keep you here in Sugar Maple, with me. You and Beth.”

      Shirley shook her head, tears streaming down her face. “I’m not the one who needs protecting. They won’t hurt me. They’ll hurt the Besslers. They’ll hurt you.”

      Wayne suddenly realized what Harry must have said to Shirley to get her to change her mind about going to New York City with him. “I need to go. I promise it will all be okay.”

      He kissed her cheek and then ran out the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      February 14th, 1946. A date that Shirley knew she’d remember for the rest of her days. Today, she relinquished control of her life after finding a taste of freedom. She stroked Beth’s soft hair and knew there was no other choice. If she married Harry, then she’d keep Beth and be able to try to give her a loving home, Davey would be able to stay with the Besslers, and Wayne would be safe.

      Shirley picked up her suitcase and walked to the living room with all the dignity she could muster. Did the Besslers know of her sinful past and the shame she’d brought upon their family?

      Beth threw herself into Davey’s arms and cried.

      Rosie waited in the living room in her beautiful red dress she’d made for the Valentine’s Day dance. The little bump in her belly was a telling sign that all was well with her pregnancy. Another reason Shirley needed to take the stress far from the Bessler house. “You don’t have to do this,” Rosie pleaded.

      Shirley averted her gaze, unable to face her, guessing Rosie knew the truth that she was a ruined woman who belonged in a home for unwed mothers with a large scarlet letter on her chest like in the story she’d read years ago.

      “I do. And you would do the same to protect the ones you love,” Shirley managed without one tear.

      Rosie held her belly with one hand and Eva and Betty tucked into her side, with Gina throwing herself on the couch in an epic display and Reggie standing in the corner watching everyone. “But you have family here. The kind that will love you no matter what, and we want to help.”

      Shirley looked to the door, wishing she could see Wayne’s handsome face, feel his strong arms around her one last time, but that couldn’t happen. It was better that he didn’t come anywhere near them. She thought if she saw his deep blue eyes, she’d fall into his embrace and forget all about the consequences, but that’s what had started this entire mess. Now, she needed to be smarter and do what was right, not what her body and heart led her to do.

      She swallowed the lump of regrets. “We’ll write to you soon. Please, go enjoy the Valentine’s dance.”

      “It won’t be the same without you,” Victor said.

      Shirley lifted her suitcase and headed for the door. “I better get going before he shows up here.”

      “Let me take you to town.” Vic held Shirley’s coat up for her.

      “No. It would be harder to have him pick me up here, and I didn’t want to make a scene.”

      The kids surrounded Beth in a hug circle and they all cried, testing Shirley’s resolve not to cry herself.

      Rosie tugged Beth free of the children and wiped her tears. “You have a job now, Beth. You have to be a good girl for your mommy.”

      “I miss you,” Beth said and threw her arms around Rosie.

      Victor snatched her up and made her fly. He had a gift with redirecting children. Beth giggled, and by the time he had her coat and hat on with the door open, she was full-out laughing. Shirley mouthed a thank-you to Victor and then picked up her suitcase, took Beth’s hand, and headed to town.

      The snow fell harder today, covering Beth’s hat in white flakes. It would’ve been a perfect day to walk to town with Wayne by her side to dance the evening away at the Valentine’s social. Dreams that would never be, and it was time for her to face the truth.

      Harry waited by a car at the town square, waving her over with an irritated expression. “Get in. We need to make it out of this town before the snowfall traps us in this place.” He took her suitcase from her. “I guess we better start working on getting along since we’ll be man and wife soon. Your mother says the wedding will be set at the house with a preacher and a backdated marriage license.” He held the door open to the passenger side.

      She crawled into the back seat with Beth and snuggled with her to keep warm. When Harry settled in the driver’s seat, he glanced over his shoulder. “If that’s how you want to live the rest of your days, fine, but once we’re married, you’ll have to obey me.”

      “Let me be clear… My family will never allow you to harm me. There are many things that they will do in the name of keeping up their status in the community, but this isn’t going to be about controlling me. They’ll be controlling you.”

      “For that much money, I’ll figure out how to work with your family.” He revved the engine and backed out of the space.

      Knowing the truth of her future, Shirley grabbed the door handle, willing herself to flee. But this wouldn’t end. Her parents would never stop until their name was protected. She released the door and held tight to Beth. “Quick, let’s make a memory.” She sat Beth on her lap. “Pick a place in town, look at it, close your eyes, and memorize what you see.”

      Beth pressed her palms to the window. “Daddy!”

      Shirley looked out the window and caught a glimpse of Wayne standing at the corner.

      “Not your father. You best start calling me Daddy. Your grandparents won’t like it if you call me anything else in public,” Harry yelled at Beth.

      Beth either didn’t hear him or chose not to listen. “Daddy.” She banged on the window.

      “I can see this child needs some discipline. You’ll no longer be caring for her. We’ll have a nanny for that.”

      “No,” Shirley stated as if fact.

      “Your mother already hired one until the brat’s old enough to go to a girls’ boarding school.”

      Shirley pressed her own palm to the window, willing things to be different. To be able to choose the man she’d marry.

      The car thudded and bounced.

      “What the…?” Harry beat on the wheel and then hopped out.

      Wayne approached. She wanted to run and tell him she’d stay. Why did Harry have to hit something on the way out of town? They needed to go now before she lost her will to leave.

      Shirley held Beth tight but got out to investigate the problem. “What happened?”

      “Tire’s flat.” Harry rounded the car and yelled at Wayne, “You did this!”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll have this fixed immediately, and you’ll be on your way. You must’ve driven down Hope Street with all the debris from reconstruction there.” Wayne looked at Beth, who stretched out her arms to him. “It’s too cold out here. We need to get the ladies inside.”

      He reached for Beth, but Harry inserted himself between them. “I’ll stay with my wife.”

      To Shirley’s shock, Wayne didn’t argue the point about being married. Perhaps he’d given up. Despite his declaration never to let her go, perhaps he’d figured out there were no other options. “We can stay here,” Shirley said.

      Beth shivered in her arms. “Mommy, cold.”

      She nodded her agreement, and they followed Wayne to the courthouse, where the Valentine’s dance would be starting in only a matter of minutes. With Beth held tight to her chest, they made their way to the room filled with balloons and streamers decorating the ceiling, tables, and chairs. It looked perfect.

      “How long will this take?” Harry asked in a huff.

      “That depends on you,” Wayne said, settling into a military-style stance blocking the exit.

      “Wayne, no,” Shirley pleaded.

      He didn’t look at her. He only kept his eyes on Harry.

      “There’s nothing you can do to stop this.”

      “I already have.” Wayne lifted his chin. “You weren’t entirely honest with the Malone family.”

      Harry’s eyes flashed wild, searching the room as if he needed a way out. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I should’ve known you were a coward.” Wayne advanced, causing Harry to stumbled back, hitting a chair that scooted several feet.

      Shirley blinked but stood by, holding Beth and listening.

      “You lie. Besides, nothing you can say to the Malones would change anything. They’ll do whatever it takes to keep their name untarnished.”

      “He’s right,” Shirley said. “Trust me, they’ll never stop until they have covered up my sin.”

      “What’s sin, Mommy?” Beth asked, and at that moment, she wished the child in her arms still didn’t speak or understand much.

      “You’re both right about the Malone family, but in this case it means you can’t marry Harry Wilson. Your family would be shamed if you married a deserter who is supposed to be court-martialed.”

      Shirley gasped and covered her mouth.

      Wayne took another step, closing the short distance between him and Harry. “As a matter of fact, I’ve already contacted the military to let them know you’re here in town.”

      “No.” Harry morphed from bully to wimp in a breath. “I…I…”

      “Need to run. The way you left Shirley to run from her family,” Wayne said, stepping nose-to-nose with the man as if challenging him to a duel. “You care for no one but yourself. You are, and always will be, a coward.”

      “I’m no coward.” He shoved Wayne, but Mr. Mason and Officer Walker entered the room.

      Victor led the men. “We think it’s time for you to be leaving our town now.”

      Harry turned to Shirley. “You’ll never be safe. All you’ve done is caused your parents to come after you with thugs. This was the solution that allowed you to keep your child, allowed the Besslers to keep Davey, and that man not to be put in the ground.”

      Wayne took Beth from Shirley’s arms. “I knew you manipulated her to leave Sugar Maple. To leave me.”

      Shirley touched his arm. “He’s right, though. My parents will never stop.”

      Wayne kept his eyes on Harry and jerked his head toward the door. “Get him out of here.”

      The men ushered him out the door and left Shirley alone with Wayne and Beth. “You don’t know what you’ve done.”

      Wayne stroked Beth’s hair. “Hi, sweet girl.”

      “Hi, Daddy.”

      “I have a question for you.”

      “What Daddy?”

      “Would you like me to be your daddy forever?”

      “Yes.” She kissed his cheeks and held tight to his neck.

      Shirley moved to take her little girl from him. “No. Don’t do this. You don’t understand.”

      Wayne whistled, and Rosie came in with the children. He passed Beth to Davey. Instinct had Shirley reaching for her daughter, but Rosie shook her head and offered a reassuring smile. “I’ll take good care of her. You need to listen to Wayne now. And Shirley, we all love you. Now you just have to love and forgive yourself.”

      They left Shirley alone with Wayne, who took her shaking hands in his. “Your parents need you to cover up the fact that you had Beth before you were married. Well, I can do that. And your family agreed that the option I proposed is the best one for the family name.”

      Shirley scanned the room, waiting for large men to come in and take her from Sugar Maple. “I don’t understand.”

      “They agree that an award-winning war correspondent was a better match for their daughter than a man who is up for court-martial for desertion.” Wayne caressed her cheek, drawing her attention to him and away from her fear. “Shirley, it’s going to be all right. You can keep Beth and live in Sugar Maple, with me.”

      “But my parents… They would want me to marry a man who’s of social standing. They’ll never let this happen.”

      “They will because I’m the man with all the evidence, and if they didn’t agree, I’d publish the story.”

      Shirley gasped. “You’d tell the world that I had a baby out of wedlock? I’d be shamed and never find a place to raise Beth.”

      “No, I’d share the corrupt business they’ve engaged in during the war that made them money. As for you being ashamed of your past… You’re not the first woman or the last who was seduced by a soldier headed to war.”

      Shirley bowed her head. “How could you forgive me? How can you look at me?”

      He grabbed hold of her arms and pulled her close until she had to look up at him. “You listen to me. I love you, Shirley Stephens, Malone, whatever. I admire the woman you’ve become to protect your child. You’re brave, innocent, loving, and protective of those you care about. You were willing to sacrifice your own happiness to save us, but you don’t have to now.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but he covered it with one finger. “I know I’m not worthy of you. I’m an orphan turned drifter, a jobless man who has little to offer you, but what I do offer is my love. I want to marry you and be Beth’s father. We’ll make a life here in Sugar Maple where Beth will have cousins to play with and the Bessler children. If you choose me, I’ll never control you, manipulate you, or lie to you. I will only love you.”

      “You can’t love me. I’m damaged.”

      “If you won’t believe in my words, then believe in this.” Wayne took her into his arms and kissed her, long and hard, and when he finally released her, she knew one thing. He spoke the truth.

      He loved her.

      And he loved her little girl.

      And they would be a real family together.
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      “They will be exhausted after such a long journey. We should head straight back to Mrs. Slaughter’s house and get them settled.” Shirley eyed the bus pulling into the station.

      Rosie patted her large belly. “The kids and I made some treats. We’ll drop them off this afternoon for your niece and nephew.” She looked to her five children running around, even Davey looked child-like. A change that occurred after he’d discovered he’d be part of the Bessler family  forever.

      Wayne scooped Beth up into his arms. “Are you ready to meet your cousins?”

      “Yes, but I was flower girl.”

      Wayne stole her nose, and she batted at his hands. “You’ll always be my girl.”

      The bus squealed to a stop. “I know Mrs. Slaughter will be happy when Helen can start working. Apparently Sugar Maple is becoming a hot spot for nature lovers. An escape from the real world. The Slaughter Inn is booked through summer,” Mr. Bessler scooped Eva up in his arms and twirled her around.

      The doors opened and the driver got out. Wayne still struggled with the idea of taking care of everyone, but he’d grown to understand that he could run and protect himself or choose to have a real family. “And this will give Helen something to help with her own children. I know she didn’t want to work in a factory, but this way she’ll be with her kids when they get home from school.”

      Shirley slid her arm around his waist, causing his body to warm instantly. “And you, starting your own paper. I’m so proud to call you my husband.”

      “A husband who still needs to make enough money to put a roof over our own head instead of staying at the inn. She’ll need that room soon.” He slipped his hand to her belly. “And we’ll need two soon enough. Not to mention, it’ll be nice to have Beth in a room with a little brother or sister instead of in our room,” he whispered in her ear.

      People unloaded, flooding out to crowd the area around them. Wayne spotted Helen and opened his arms to her.

      “This is an unexpected greeting. I can see the letters are true. Shirley Bishop has tamed the wild and unattached Wayne Bishop.”

      Sarah and Donald joined them, gathering their bags. Shirley reached to help, but Wayne was right there and took the bag from her hand. “You don’t need to do the heavy lifting anymore. I’m here now, and I’m not going anywhere.” And he knew he wouldn’t, because after all those years he’d been searching for the next great story, never staying in one place long enough to unpack, he’d now grown roots and they’d taken hold. And he’d found what he never knew he’d been looking for…

      A family of his own.

      

      The End
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      Mrs. Slaughter’s Meatloaf

      This is the recipe that Mrs. Slaughter used to save the day when Shirley ruined the chicken. :)

      Ingredients

      
        	3 slices bread (Left out overnight covered with cloth)

        	1 large egg, lightly beaten

        	2/3 cup 2% milk

        	1 cup shredded cheddar cheese

        	1 medium onion, finely chopped

        	1/2 cup finely shredded carrot

        	3/4 teaspoon salt

        	1/4 teaspoon pepper

        	1-1/2 pounds ground beef

        	1/4 cup packed brown sugar

        	1/4 cup ketchup

        	1 tablespoon mustard (your favorite kind)

      

      

      Directions

      
        	Preheat oven to 350°.

        	Tear bread into 2-inch pieces; place in a blender. Cover and pulse to form coarse crumbs; transfer to a large bowl.

        	Stir in egg, milk, cheese, onion, carrot, salt and pepper.

        	Add beef; mix lightly but thoroughly.

        	Transfer to a greased 9x5-in. loaf pan.

        	In a small bowl, mix brown sugar, ketchup, and mustard

        	Spread over loaf.

        	Bake 60-75 minutes or until a thermometer reads 160°. Let stand 10 minutes before slicing.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Readers Guide

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	Shirley parents were powerful people who wouldn’t allow their name to be tarnished by an unwanted pregnancy. Do you think Shirley’s situation would occur in modern times?

        	Wayne, like many men, returned home with survivor’s guilt. Do you have someone in your family that has struggled with this? How have you helped them cope?

        	Rosie wanted to have a baby of her own, but she already had five children she’d taken into her home. Why do you think Rosie took such a risk after all her miscarriages to have another baby? Why do you think Vic supported her on this decision?

        	Mrs. Slauther had lost so much, including her health. Do you think you would’ve wanted to move closer to family, or would the town family be enough for you? Why, or why not?

        	Davey is a strong person for his age, but when he discovered Rosie was pregnant he was worried about his place in the family. How would you have handled this if you were Rosie?

        	Shirley had no idea how to cook when she arrived at the Bessler house. How would you have handled a situation like that considering there was no internet back then to watch YouTube videos?

        	Wayne didn’t want a family for a long time. What do you think was the biggest reason?

        	Shirley attempted to learn skills while in the home for unwed mothers, but soon discovered she hadn’t been taught the necessary skills she needed to survive in the outside world. Do you think the system of today has improved to help people that are down on their luck and need to be instructed on new job skills? Why, or why not?

        	Many people in Sugar Maple have started finding their new roles in life after World War 2, but not all were so lucky. What do you think would’ve been the biggest challenge for you if you lived in this time?

        	Would you like more holiday stories in which you get to see the Bessler children grow up?
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