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      There are two things a man knows when he's from a large family. They're equal parts a curse and a blessing. Perhaps men from a family of all boys or at least a better margin of men to women would have less troubles than I. However, with five sisters, a sister-in-law, and a stepmother, a man like me doesn't have a chance of getting away with much. Add to that a wife and two little daughters, and it's impossible to survive without full surrender.

      That was my mistake from the outset. I should never have gone against the wishes of my wife. The problem? I didn't know her wishes. In this particular matter, anyway. If I had known the trouble it would cause my family and our town, I would never have been so foolish. However, that's the problem with mistakes. One doesn't know they're making one until after it’s all over and the mess is done. Splashed all over the floor like milk from a baby's bottle.

      My sisters, in all their womanly wisdom, had advised an onslaught of public remorse. Apologies and the begging of forgiveness and the like. How better to do it, they reasoned, than in the seven days leading up to Christmas. Surely my Shannon would be unable to resist my sorrow, my utterances of shame and embarrassment, especially around the holiday. If I stayed the course, by Christmas Eve, she would have forgiven me.

      However, as sweet as my wife had always been, she was also as resolute in her anger toward me.

      This is how it came to be that I was behind closed doors the week before Christmas of 1925 with four of my six siblings in a meeting of the Barnes family minds. This was also how the couch in my office had become my new sleeping quarters, instead of the warm bed next to my beautiful but rather unforgiving wife.

      “What you need to do,” Josephine said, “is beg for forgiveness and promise never to do something like that without her permission.” As the eldest, she'd always been the voice of maturity during any of the Barnes children's antics. Cymbeline, my second sister, and I were usually the instigators of the aforementioned antics.

      I bristled at the word permission. Who was I to ask permission for anything I did? Especially when it came to business. And from my wife no less! Fine, this attitude was what had gotten me into the current mess. If I’d respected her opinion and wishes, I might not be sleeping in my office. I’d like to blame it on a family tradition, but my father never did anything without first consulting my stepmother. My twin, Theo, had such an open mind about the equality of women that his wife was now a midwife in his medical practice. My sisters had accomplishments of their own, none traditional. I should have known better. My excuse? I wanted to be a hero. Stupid. I could see that now.

      I’d gotten myself into this tangle of marital woes, and it was going to take a Christmas miracle to get me out of it. Which meant I must humbly accept my fate.

      “I’d suggest you adjust your thinking,” Cymbeline said pointedly. She still hadn’t quite forgiven me for declaring our recent mountain competition for men only. “If you’re going to have a happy marriage with a modern woman like Shannon, you’re going to have to understand that she’s not some wilting flower waiting for your instruction on how to perk back to life.”

      “Perhaps this could be bigger than a mere apology to Shannon.” Words of advice from my twin, Theo. The better half of the two of us. Smarter, wiser, gentler, and all around perfectly perfect man, as Fiona was prone to say. I'd never had any chance with much of anything compared to Theo.

      “What do you mean?” Fiona tapped her long fingers against her pointy chin. The youngest of the original set of Barnes children, she was eighteen and had grown into this absolute beauty of a girl, with black curls and dark blue eyes that peered from a face that seemed chiseled from the finest white stone.

      “I mean, there are a few things Flynn should make amends for,” Theo said. “If he were to do so, perhaps Shannon would be softened.”

      “We can only hope,” Cym said. “Shannon’s tougher than she looks, though. She may be pretty, but don’t let those cute freckles fool you.” Cym, too, was beautiful with the same black curls and blue eyes as Fiona. However, she possessed such a ferocity compared to Fiona’s tender nature that most thought they looked nothing alike. Muscular from her outside activities and quite possibly the smartest of all of us, impatience and rebellion ran strong in Cym’s blood. She constantly pushed the world to conform to her wishes. A lot of the time it did. Still, her intelligence did not do her much good. Mostly it got her into trouble. Much like me, Cym was full of ideas. Not always good ones, but ideas nonetheless.

      “And perhaps reminded why she loves Flynn so much,” Josephine said.

      “As much as that eludes us,” Theo said.

      “I’m still in the room,” I said drily. “No need to speak of me as if I left.”

      “We’re trying to help you.” Cym tossed a small ball she’d been passing back and forth between her hands right at my face.

      I caught it and tossed it back, a little higher than my aim at her forehead. Regardless, she snatched it just as it sailed over her head.

      The night before, Cymbeline had surprised us all by winning a ski-jump competition on the Emerson Pass slopes while dressed up as a boy. That was another whole story that I didn't have time to concern myself with at the moment. Suffice it to say, Cym was now the town hero, or heroine as the case may be, and I the villain. Who knew that opening a distillery—from which folks were only too happy to suck down the inventory—would cause such trouble?

      “What kind of amends did you have in mind, Theo?” Josephine crossed her arms over her narrow torso as she leaned against the windowsill. She peered at me for a second before returning her gaze to Theo. My eldest sister had the kind of eyes that penetrated a person's soul. There was no hope in trying to hide from such a gaze. She saw everything. As a girl, she’d been serious and cerebral, preferring to have her nose in a book than do anything else. She had started the town’s first library and ran it with a joyous precision I admired. As the mother of two and married to my business partner, Phillip, she did more in a day than most people did in a week.

      “Like apologizing for making Theo go to war when he didn’t want to?” Cym blurted out before tossing the ball at me again. This time I was ready and caught it before it got close to my face. The girl could take out an eye with that arm.

      “He didn’t make me go,” Theo said. He had the thick brown hair we had in common slicked back with pomade and wore a dark wool suit. A proper look for a physician. I’d wanted to muss his hair from the moment he arrived.

      “You went because of him and everyone knows it,” Cym said.

      “This is all ancient history,” Theo said, looking uncomfortable. “We’ve made our peace with all that.”

      Had we? My sisters seemed to have conflicting ideas about whether that was true. Josephine had been angry with me for years over my idea to lie about our ages and join the fight. Yes, it was reckless, enrolling in the army at only sixteen. I knew that now. Again, hindsight. Theo had followed suit. We did everything together. As much as they blamed me, it was his idea to go. He felt I needed supervising. Whatever the reason, we’d come through it all in one piece. As had our friend Isak, who had gone with us.

      Except for the nightmares. And the way I jumped every time I heard a loud noise. No one knew about those, and I planned to keep it that way. Theo, as the more sensitive and evolved twin, had the luxury of such things. The family expected it of him. Me? I was supposed to be impenetrable in my optimism mixed with recklessness. If anyone knew of the demons that chased me, they might have a better understanding of why I’d opened the distillery in the first place.

      “What do you think, Fiona?” I asked. “You're the kindest of us all. And perhaps the only sibling who still likes me.”

      “We all love you,” Josephine said. “Love doesn't change just because we don't like something a person did.”

      “Of course we still love you,” Fiona said softly in that voice that could sing like an angel. “Our love is unconditional.” She turned to everyone else. “It’s important that Flynn know this. He’s as down as a man can get. Recovering from a bullet that almost took his life, estranged from his wife. Now is the time to rally around him, not chastise him or even tease. I know you all love to poke fun at one another, but this is Flynn’s happiness we’re speaking of right now.”

      “You’re right, Fi,” Jo said. “I’m sorry for making light of it, Flynn. We’re used to teasing you and being teased by you. We love you and forgive you.”

      “Without question.” Cym wrapped one hand around the ball and looked properly remorseful.

      That may be true in the case of my siblings, but I wasn't so sure about my wife. I'd done a few things to her that would be hard to forgive. I could see that in hindsight. First, I'd been running an illegal distillery just outside of town I didn't tell her about. Second, I was threatened by some mobster types to give them my distillery or they'd come after me and ignored them. Then I got shot and almost died. Finally, I was in the hospital fighting for my life when our second daughter was born. I'd gotten the whole town mad at me with the distillery and mobster incident. Once we got rid of the mobsters and the distillery, everything would soon be forgotten. That's how people were. They'd enjoy the prosperity my businesses brought to our town, and all would be forgiven. Except, perhaps, by Shannon.

      My wife. My beloved. I adored her. Worshipped the ground her pretty feet walked upon. She'd been so angry with me, she'd asked me to leave. Something I’d never thought would happen in our marriage. “Go where?” I'd asked.

      “I don't really care.”

      “You’re this angry at me that you’d kick me out of my own house? Shouldn't we talk?” I'd only just been released from the hospital. I'd expected at least a little sympathy considering I'd almost died, but there was none.

      “You've done enough talking, Flynn Barnes.” Not often but occasionally, a hint of Irish accent slipped into my wife’s speech. Her mother and father had immigrated from Ireland when she and her sisters were small. “Maybe a little less talking might suit you better.”

      I had no idea what that meant. Given the look on her face, I'd decided to take her advice and leave silently.

      Anyway, back to Fiona. “What do you think, Fiona?” I asked again.

      “I think the others are correct. You have some apologizing to do. Be humble and ask for her forgiveness.”

      “I already did,” I said. “Got down on my knees and begged her for it.”

      Cymbeline narrowed her eyes as she hurled the ball back to me. “Did you really?”

      “Figuratively, I mean.” Having missed the ball, I reached down to retrieve it.

      “Figuratively is not going to work this time,” Theo said. “You have to do something to prove you truly are sorry.”

      “But are you?” Cymbeline continued to examine me with intense scrutiny. She was one of the only people in the world I could never fool. She knew all my tricks.

      “I am, all right?” I tossed the ball back at her. Again, she caught it without movement from her body whatsoever. Her hand reminded me of a frog's tongue on a fly. “It doesn’t matter how sorry I am. I don't know what to do about it. Shannon doesn’t seem inclined toward forgiveness.” As desperately as she probably needed me with an infant and a toddler at home, she’d shunned me.

      Fiona rose from the chair next to Cymbeline and walked over to the window. For a moment, she looked out at the falling snow. When she turned, her brow was wrinkled and her small mouth downturned. This was her “thinking hard” face. How sweet she was. My chest ached looking at her. “There are seven days before Christmas, starting now, right?”

      “That's correct,” Theo said.

      “And there are seven of us siblings.” Fiona moved back to stand behind her chair, gripping the back with her hands. “What if we each did something for Shannon that helped Flynn win her heart and forgiveness?”

      Fiona could fall easily for romantic notions, and this seemed like one of them. Plus, I didn't understand at all what we could possibly do as a sibling team that would help me with Shannon. I said as much.

      “I'm not understanding either,” Josephine said. “What could we do that would help him?”

      “For example,” Fiona said, “I could compose a song. One that conveyed Flynn's feelings. Then I could play it for her in a home concert. Perhaps while she and Flynn are dancing.”

      “What if we don't have a talent we could lend to this great feat?” Cymbeline asked.

      “We're all different and have something to offer,” Fiona said. “Mine is a little more obvious.” She tapped her fingers on the back of the chair, reminding me of when they flew over piano keys. “Jo, you could write a letter.”

      “What's a letter from Jo going to do for me?” I asked.

      “Not from her. She would write it, but it would be from you. She has a way with words.” Fiona glanced over at Josephine, who was nodding as if she understood.

      “Well, that's kind of interesting,” Cym said. “Jo did get a man to fall in love with her from just her letters.”

      “All very romantic,” Theo said. “Except that Cym and I have nothing to offer. And what about the little girls? They won't have anything. They're too young.”

      Addie was twelve and Delphia nine. They were adorable, but as far as a romantic gesture went, they wouldn't be much use.

      Fiona nodded and plopped back into her chair. “I suppose that's true. Cym’s not romantic at all and Theo is…”

      “Boring,” Theo said.

      “Well, wait,” Cym said. “What if I asked Shannon to help me with my wedding? We want to do it on Christmas day. Maybe she'd remember how grand love is if she were involved in a wedding? She's much better suited to that kind of thing than I.”

      “I wanted to help you with the wedding,” Jo said.

      “Me too,” Fiona said.

      “I need a lot of help,” Cym said. “This is me we’re talking about. Plus, it would be a chance to remind her how great it is to be part of our family.”

      “Is it?” I asked.

      “We're interfering, loud, and basically obnoxious,” Cym said. “What isn't there to love?”

      “We could take her with us to Aunt Annabelle's to have Cym's dress made,” Fiona said. “Would she like that, Flynn?”

      “She has said she feels left out when it comes to you girls,” I said. “At times. Only because you’re all so close.”

      “She has?” Fiona gasped. “That's terrible. Why haven't you told us that before?”

      I grimaced at the look of horror on Fiona’s face. “I don't know. I didn't think of it.”

      “For heaven's sake,” Jo said. “No wonder you're sleeping on this couch.” She pointed at the sofa where Theo was currently spread out with his eyes closed.

      He’d been up with a sick patient all night. Again, the better man, he was here anyway, trying to help me even though he was dead on his feet.

      “I don’t understand what you mean,” I said to Jo. Half the time I didn't know what the women in my family were referencing.

      “It means you're rather insensitive,” Theo said, opening one eye briefly.

      “You never think of anyone but yourself,” Jo said. “Not to be discouraging, of course. I'm supportive of your desire to be a better husband, but I'm afraid you have a ways to go.”

      I let out a long sigh, which I hoped conveyed the depth of my long suffering. “I'll do whatever you suggest, but I'm not sure it's going to help me become a completely different person. I’m flawed, as you’re all quick to point out.”

      “You know what it is?” Cym asked no one in particular, and clearly unsympathetic to my aforementioned suffering. “Everything's been too easy for you. You've never agonized over anything. Thus, you cannot understand the wounds of others.”

      “I'm suffering right now,” I said. “Have you forgotten about the bullet Theo had to take out of me? Not to mention how much I miss my wife and daughters.”

      “Let's return to our task.” Fiona made a sympathetic cluck with her tongue. “I wish we had a chalkboard.”

      “I need an entire chalkboard to capture my problems?” I asked. “Is that how deep my troubles are?”

      Theo muttered something under his breath that I couldn't hear. I'd have shot him a dirty look, but his eyes were closed again.

      “Yes, what can the little girls do?” Jo asked. “We need to take advantage of their cuteness.”

      “Shannon adores them,” I said. “If that helps.”

      “What if we sent them over to play with Pearl for an entire afternoon?” Jo asked.

      “And you could take her for a sleigh ride,” Cym said. She snapped her fingers. “Actually, that's something I could do. I could drive the horses and you could snuggle in the sleigh.”

      “She is a good driver,” Fiona said.

      “Lizzie could pack a delicious lunch,” Jo said.

      “What about the baby?” I asked. “She's only a few weeks old. She won't be able to go on the sleigh.”

      “Louisa and I could take her,” Theo said. “We know how to take care of a baby.”

      “You know how to deliver them,” I said. “But taking care of them is different.”

      Cym made an exasperated sound. “Flynn, there's a perfect example of what we're talking about.”

      I stared at her blankly. “What?”

      “Louisa and Theo would like to have a baby,” Jo said softly.

      “Very much,” Theo said without opening his eyes.

      “You must remember that if you're around Louisa,” Fiona said. “Or you could hurt her feelings.”

      “How would that hurt her feelings?” I asked.

      “By implying that she's somehow inept at having a child,” Cym said.

      I blinked three times. “All right, well, you're right. I had no idea that was a sensitive topic.”

      “It's not really,” Theo said, rolling on his side and opening his eyes. “We're all right.”

      “Are you?” Jo asked. “Because Louisa cried about it at Thanksgiving.”

      “She did?” Theo sat up. “I didn't know that.”

      “Ha, there you go.” I pointed at Theo. “I'm not the only insensitive man here.”

      “I'm astounded either of you found any woman to marry you in the first place,” Jo said.

      “Now we have to work on you keeping them.” Fiona marched between the chair and window. “This is more dire than I thought.”

      Theo shook his head. “I do not need help. My marriage is fine.”

      “When was the last time you did something romantic?” Jo asked.

      “When was the last time Phillip did?” I asked, defending Theo and myself and males everywhere.

      “Just last night,” Jo said. “We left the children with our maid and went for a sleigh ride.”

      “That sounds nice,” Fiona said wistfully.

      “What are you sad about?” I asked Fiona. “You're too young for a husband.”

      “I know, but what if I never have one?” Fiona asked. “Maybe I'm unlovable.”

      I looked at Cym so that I'd know how to react. She was looking up at Fiona as if our sister had just asked us all to stand on our heads.

      “You're the most lovable person who has ever lived,” Cym said. “This is about…” She  trailed off as if she realized she'd been about to reveal a secret.

      Jo pounced. “What is it?” She pointed at Fiona. “What is this about?”

      Fiona's eyes misted. “Nothing.”

      “Fiona, are you in love?” Theo asked.

      “No, not really.” Fiona hid her face behind her hands.

      “Who would she be in love with?” I asked. “All she does is play music and spend time with Li.” Li Wu was one of our favorite people and not just because he made beautiful music in partnership with Fiona. His grandmother was the assistant cook to Lizzie. He and Fai, his sister, had grown up in the servants’ quarters downstairs and were practically family. Our father had gotten Li a place at a conservatory in Chicago, where he'd studied classical music. Now he was back home. He and Fiona played at the underground club as well as church and community dances.

      “It's nothing.” Fiona glared at Cym.

      “Oh, no.” Jo's hands flew to her mouth. “No, no. Please tell me that isn't the situation?”

      “What's the situation?” Theo asked.

      Good, he was as perplexed as I. “It better not be one of the drunks at the club,” I said.

      “Your club,” Theo said. “If you didn't run an illegal club, we wouldn't have any of those men acting the way they do.”

      “Fiona, please tell me you're not in love with Li.” Jo had her hands on her hips. Always bossy, our Jo. It wasn't her fault. She'd had to look after all of us when our mother died and before our stepmother came to us.

      Fiona started to cry. “It's nothing. I won't talk about it,” she said through tears.

      I couldn't stand it when my baby sister cried. She was too sweet to ever feel sad.

      This was indeed troubling. Of all the men in Emerson Pass for Fiona to fall in love with, Li Wu was one of the worst choices. He might be the worst choice, now that I thought about it.

      Cym was looking distinctly guilty. Which told me she'd known about this already. Not terribly surprising, since she and Fiona were very close. My sisters kept one another’s secrets. For Jo not to know? That was troubling and also surprising. If anyone was an outsider among us, it was me.

      “Oh, Fi, say it's not true,” Jo said.

      Theo swung his legs to the floor and sat up to look at our sister. “Fiona?”

      Cym got up from her chair and wrapped her arm around Fiona's waist. “Listen, you vultures, this is no one's concern. Fiona has a little crush. Nothing to fret over.”

      Fiona cried harder and buried her face in Cym's shoulder.

      “This doesn't seem like a harmless crush,” Theo said. “This seems like a Theo-loves-Louisa type of thing.”

      Fiona lifted her tear-dampened face. “It doesn't matter if we talk about it or not. I'm doomed. Anyway, what was supposed to happen? We spend most of our days together. We have everything in common. We play music together as if we’re one person. We've been composing music, and it's as if we can read each other's thoughts. He's gifted, you know. So kind and good.”

      “While that may all be true, he doesn't look like anyone else in this town,” I said. “Not that anyone in this room cares, but you know how the world is.”

      Fiona slumped against Cym. “I do know. Why else would I be crying as if my heart is breaking? It is. Into a thousand pieces.”

      Theo rubbed his eyes. “Fi, does anyone else know?”

      “Just Cym.”

      “All right, let's remain calm,” Theo said. “Fiona, everything will be all right. It always is in the end.”

      “That's not true,” Cym said. “War, disease, famine. Many things are not all right in the end.”

      “For someone madly in love, you're very cynical,” I said to Cym.

      Jo shot me a look to convey how unhelpful I was. To make up for it, I returned the conversation back to me. We would have to think about Fiona's very large problem at a different time. As knotted as my immediate problems were, compared to an interracial love affair, they faded. “What about me? We need to bring this plan to fruition.”

      Fiona took in a deep breath as she wiped under her eyes. “He's right. One sibling crisis at a time.”

      “The more I think about it,” Jo said, “Flynn, this is something only you can fix. No fancy letter or picnic will save a marriage. However, spending some time together in romantic settings can do wonders. I was going to wait to share this on Christmas as a surprise for the family, but I might as well tell you now. Phillip has spent the last few months in his workshop designing and making a new two-seater sleigh. It’s a work of art. You should use it to take Shannon out. Take a picnic and a bottle of wine and really talk to her. Tell her your feelings. Not the surface ones you usually display, but all the things down deep you won’t talk about normally.”

      “Women like talking deeply about things,” Fiona said. “It would go a long way.”

      “That’s right,” Jo said, bossy as ever. “No jokes or charming talk. You're going to have to pretend for at least a few days that you're like Papa or Theo and communicate with her as if you're something other than an overgrown boy looking for a party.”

      “That hurts,” I said. It did, actually. “Just because I joke around a lot doesn't mean you can't hurt me.”

      “You've been coddled your whole life,” Jo said, as if she hadn't heard me. “Lucky and gifted. Now you must grow up and be a man and a father. Go in there and fight for the woman you love.”

      Despite the way her words made the back of my throat ache, she was right. Nothing mattered more than my wife and children. I'd claimed I wanted to be like Papa, successful and rich. In the end, I'd been completely unlike him. Papa put his family above all else. It was time for me to do the same.

      “All right,” I said. “I'm going to do my best. I know what you're saying is true, Jo. What you've all been saying.” To my alarm, tears sprang to my eyes. “I've been an idiot. I want to fix this, but I don't know how. All my life I've been trying to prove how tough I am, how smart and savvy. But I have no idea how to be honest with Shannon about everything.”

      “What's everything?” Theo asked. The way he asked, I knew he already knew the answer.

      I splayed my hands on my desk and hung my head. “All I'm afraid of and worried about and insecure over. The nightmares.”

      “Nightmares?” Jo asked. “What nightmares?”

      I looked up, focusing on the glass paperweight in the shape of a bird on my desk. “About the war mostly.” I held my breath to stop more tears from coming. “Anyway, it’s irrelevant to this discussion.” I lifted my head to look at them in one quick swoop of the room. “Everything we have is because Papa is rich. The reason we could open the ski slope and lodge. All our houses. Everything. I wanted something of my own to be proud of. I wanted to build something without his help.”

      “Oh, Flynn,” Cym said. “I see now.”

      She and I locked eyes. “Ridiculous, I know,” I said.

      “You poor old beast,” Cym whispered.

      The rest of them had gone still and quiet. I’m not sure I’d cried in front of them since we were children.

      “I was a fool to think I could do it without messing everything up for everyone, including Papa.” I covered my face with my hands and tried to compose myself before I turned toward the windows. Snow fell steadily in big, dry flakes that would make the ski runs perfect for the holidays. “You all have something special that belongs to only you. A talent that you then cultivated through hard work. I have no such thing.”

      “I don't,” Jo said. “Granted, Theo became a doctor, and Fiona's musical gifts are obvious, and then there's this one.” She pointed at Cym. “Who is some kind of physical phenomenon, made even better by her unflinching resolve to make the most of her gifts. All that said, I'm just a nice girl who has always done what's expected of me. Perhaps more so because I was trying to make up for our lack of mother.”

      “That's not true,” I said. “You were the one who went to Mr. Carnegie with your plan and secured the funds to open a public library. You made that happen, not Papa’s money.”

      She didn't have anything to say to that, other than to look at Theo, as if he had the answer she was looking for.

      “Flynn, I can understand why you feel this way,” Theo said. “But I couldn't have gone to medical school without Papa's money.”

      “If not for him, I wouldn't have had a piano and any other instrument I wanted,” Fiona said. “We've all benefited from Papa's wealth and generosity.”

      “Yes, now that they say that, I couldn’t have gone to Mr. Carnegie without Papa giving me the money.”

      “Look at me,” Cym said. “I'm the worst of all of us, pursuing athletics, which are no good to anyone but myself.”

      I sat back in my chair. “What have I done, though? Don't you see? Nothing.”

      Theo shook his head. “No, that's not right. You brought the idea of this ski mountain home from the war. If not for this idea, do you really think our town would have grown the way it has? You brought commerce to us. That's what Papa taught us, and you of all of us have done it.”

      “We can sit around all day flogging ourselves.” Cym tossed the ball back to me. “But it won't help Flynn.”

      “Flogging?” Jo asked. “Where do you come up with these words?”

      “Flogging's a terrible thing,” Cym said. “Which is what we’ve been doing.”

      “I know what the word means.” Jo laughed before turning toward me. “What can we do to help?”

      “This painful, laborious conversation has helped.” I managed a grin that I hoped looked more joyful than I felt. “Thank you.”

      “You will make it all better,” Fiona said. “We believe in you. We’re on your side no matter what.” She turned to the others. “Right?”

      They all nodded and murmured yes and of course. I drew in a deep breath. “I’ll make this right. I have to. Shannon’s my life.”
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      I'd just gotten the baby down when I heard a motorcar coming up the drive. Was it Flynn? My heart leapt at the same time my stomach lurched with nerves. We hadn't spoken in days. As angry as I was with him and even though I’d told him to leave, I didn’t think he would. I certainly didn’t expect him to stay away for two nights. I’d figured he’d be home before bedtime the first night. When he didn’t arrive, I thought he’d come the next. I was wrong on both counts.

      Cym had come by earlier to ask if I’d help her with the wedding and her dress. As much as I loved her, I told her it wasn’t in me right now. Not with the baby only a few weeks old and my marriage imploding right before my eyes. “I don’t feel in the mood for a wedding right now.”

      Some women would have argued with me, but Cym understood. She’d said no more, other than to ask how she could help with the children. I’d told her my mother had been a big help and not to worry. Truth was, my mother didn’t know about Flynn’s departure from our home. She was happy and occupied with Nora’s upcoming nuptials to Isak Olofsson. I didn’t want to make anyone worry with my troubles. Not after the hardships of the last few years. I’d assured them both that Flynn and I had talked through everything and were fine.

      My father had died just after the war, and my oldest sister had moved away. That left my mother, Nora, and me to carry on without them. Until Flynn, I’d despaired over our future. The small ranch had been in trouble. Nora and I had spent all our waking hours trying to save us from financial ruin.

      Then Flynn had swept me off my feet and helped my mother and Nora keep the ranch. Now it had been sold and Nora was marrying Isak. Our mother would live with them. Everything was better.

      I went to the window. It was only midafternoon, and the light had already dimmed. Christmas was coming. The shortest day of the year would be upon us. I sighed as I hugged myself. Dark nights were long without Flynn next to me. I’d have loved to say I didn’t miss him, but it wouldn’t have been true. In fact, I ached with missing him. Yet I was angry too. So angry. Rage that wouldn’t seem to soften.

      Perhaps some of it was because I was exhausted from childbirth and lack of sleep. The baby kept me up for much of the night. Our toddler was as busy as she’d ever been, getting into everything and expressing jealousy about the baby. Fatigue seemed to have taken over my mind and body.

      To my surprise, the motorcar was not my husband but my mother-in-law and Josephine. As much as I adored them, I wished they hadn’t come unannounced. With both babies napping, I'd hoped to pick up the house and do a load of dirty diapers. My girl, Sally, had the day off and it was difficult without her, especially with Flynn away. Although he was at work during the day, I always looked forward to seeing him in the evenings. He was wonderful with Pearl, playing with her after she’d had her dinner and putting her to bed for me. Now that the new baby had come, I had to nurse her during the time we normally put Pearl to bed and then try to get her down. Without him here for support, the days had become an endless blur.

      I went to the door to open it before they were able to knock. Josephine and Mrs. Barnes were dressed in attractive wool coats and warm hats. Scarves tucked into the collar of their coats made it so only their mouths, eyes, and noses were visible. Josephine had a wooden box with her, probably food sent over from Lizzie. Good. I wouldn’t have to cook.

      They managed to look both fashionable and attractive. I looked down at the front of my dress to see a spit-up stain from the baby. I couldn't smell myself, but I had a feeling I didn't give off the scent of roses. Did I care? Not as much as I should have.

      “Hi there,” I said, mustering as much enthusiasm to my tone as I could. “What brings you by?”

      “We came to check on you.” Mrs. Barnes seemed to search my face for clues as to my state of mind. Let her look. If she didn’t like what she saw, there wasn’t much I could do about it.

      “Come in.” I scooted backward so that they could pass by me into the foyer. Our home was a one-story cottage with a sitting room just off the foyer. Flynn had painted the walls with a light color that made it seem sunny even on dark days. White wainscoting on the bottom half of the walls gave everything a finished, rich look.

      Flakes of snow had stuck to the shoulders of their coats. They politely brushed the snow off before coming inside. They took off their coats and hats and left them in the closet.

      I peeked behind them to see that the snow had started again, illuminated in the light from my porch.

      “We're sorry to come over without notice,” Mrs. Barnes said. “I called earlier but no one answered your phone. Then I started to get worried and made Jo bring me over.”

      My mother-in-law, Flynn's stepmother, was considerably younger than her husband. She was pretty with golden hair she still wore the old-fashioned way, rather than the bob so many of us young women had adopted. There was something timeless about her lively brown eyes and even features. She'd once been our schoolteacher and still held that power over me. Even today, I was in awe of her and always hoped she approved of me.

      “Lizzie sent over soup and bread.” Josephine was also fair-haired but with lovely green eyes. Everyone said she looked like her deceased mother. Flynn said that was where the resemblance ended. His mother had been imbalanced mentally whereas Josephine Barnes was about as steady and proper as anyone could ever imagine.

      I felt frumpy with my baby weight and my messy hair pulled back in a haphazard way with a tortoiseshell barrette Flynn had given me last Christmas for a gift. Flynn always said I was the prettiest girl in town, but he was biased. I was an Irish girl, with white skin, dark hair, and a sturdy figure made for work. Next to the willowy Barnes women, I often felt like a troll among queens.

      “I didn't hear the phone,” I said. “I went into town earlier for supplies. It's Sally’s day off, and I was out of flour.”

      “Darling, you must be exhausted.” Mrs. Barnes reached for me to give me a kiss on the cheek. “I can remember how difficult it was to function after the second baby came.”

      “Me as well,” Jo said. “Why don't you two go into the sitting room where it's warm. I’ll put the soup in the kitchen and make us some tea.”

      My in-laws loved their tea.

      “Yes, wonderful idea, love,” Mrs. Barnes said to her daughter. “We won’t stay long, Shannon. But let us do a few things for you while we're here.”

      I nodded, too tired to argue even to seem polite. We sat in my comfortable sitting room in chairs by the fire. I'd forgotten to add logs, and it was only embers. I moved to add some now, but Mrs. Barnes was up doing so before I could. “You sit and rest. How is the baby sleeping?”

      “She wakes every two hours.” I stifled a yawn. “And Pearl is terribly jealous. It's been hard.”

      “Why don't you let me stay over tonight and give you a break?” Mrs. Barnes asked.

      “I still have to nurse. There's not much you can do there.” I smiled at her to soften my words. The last thing I wanted to do was alienate my mother-in-law, but my temper was short and my tolerance frazzled.

      She looked at me for a moment. “I have another idea then. You should nap now. Jo and I will be here when the babies wake. We'll feed Pearl at least and bring the baby to you for nursing.”

      I yawned this time, unable to hide it. “I'm so tired I don't know if I can walk all the way to the bedroom.”

      She offered her hand. “Come along. Let's get you tucked into bed. How long ago did the baby go down?”

      “Just before you arrived.”

      “Good. That will give you a few hours to sleep.” She pushed me toward the hallway. When we reached the bedroom, I expected her to leave me there, but instead she followed me as if I had any inclination whatsoever to deny myself a nap.

      She went over to the bed and pulled back the covers. I couldn't help but glance over at Flynn's side of the bed. It was obvious his pillow hadn't been slept on, whereas mine had the imprint of my head. I took off my house slippers and climbed into bed. “I don't usually sleep in my dress,” I said.

      “Desperate times call for desperate measures.” Mrs. Barnes sat next to me on the bed and smoothed my hair away from my forehead. “How long are you going to try to do this all alone?”

      “I don't know. Until I'm not mad any longer.”

      “And that seems like never?” She smiled.

      “Yes.”

      “I can understand. I'm mad at him too. When I think about what he did, I just get mad all over again. But you know, there are reasons people do things that not everyone can understand. Have you talked to him? Asked him to explain what on earth he was thinking?”

      “No, when he first came home from the hospital, we pretended like nothing was wrong, other than we spoke barely a word to each other. I was preoccupied with the baby, and he was looking after Pearl. But then, a few nights ago, we got into a terrible fight. We've never shouted at each other. Not once. Flynn may seem tough and reckless, but he never was with me. He's treated me like a princess from the moment he started courting me.”

      “Perhaps that's why this hurts especially? You expected him to behave a certain way and he's let you down.”

      Her sympathetic expression made me want to cry. In fact, my eyes stung with unshed tears. “He really did.” I searched her face. “Has Lord Barnes ever let you down?”

      She looked up at the ceiling as if thinking. If she had to think, then the answer was probably no.

      “He hasn't, has he?” I asked.

      “Not really, no. But one thing to keep in mind. He was already in his mid-thirties by the time I met him. He had five children. He'd buried his very sick wife. The mistakes of his tempestuous youth were far behind him. Flynn’s still young. He still feels as if he has a lot to prove.”

      “Prove what exactly?”

      “You should ask him, of course. If I were to tender a guess? I’d say he's trying to make his mark on the world. One that’s separate from his father. The Barnes children have felt a lot of pressure to be what the town wants them to be. They hold themselves to high standards. They don’t complain, but it's a lot of pressure. Especially for Flynn. He may seem cavalier to others, but I'm his mother. I remember him as he was the very first day I met him. Only nine years old with a fierceness as if he needed to prove to me how fine he was without a mother. It broke my heart.” She paused, running a finger over the embroidery on the bedspread. “I haven't thought of this in a long time, but I remember that first winter I was here, before Lord Barnes and I were married, they all took me into town for skating. I'd never done it before and kept falling. Flynn was very gallant, offering to help me, even though I could see he was appalled at my lack of skills. I saw beyond his brave face that day. A sweetness I can still see.”

      “That's how he's always been with me.” I could see in my mind the day he'd come out to our farm to ask if he could take me for a ride in his car. I'd been saucy to him, knowing he'd like that, and said I was going nowhere without the promise of a picnic. He'd laughed and agreed that he would return the next day with a basket of food. “Packed by Lizzie, mind you. It's best you know the real me if you're going to allow me to court you.”

      I'd watched his car make its way down our driveway and thought I might have died and gone to heaven. Flynn Barnes, war hero and the best-looking man in town, seemed to have a crush on little old me. My father had already died, leaving my sisters and me to take care of the farm. We'd been doing the job of men for a year by then. I hadn’t had a dress on in weeks, wearing our father’s old overalls. My cheeks and hands were chapped from the cold and wind. He hadn't seemed to notice. When he picked me up the next afternoon, he told me I was the prettiest woman he'd ever seen. “Have you seen a lot of women, Flynn Barnes?” I'd asked.

      “I've been all over Europe during the war,” he'd said. “And I can tell you with all confidence that you're the finest.”

      “He's been good to me, Mrs. Barnes,” I said now. “I can't complain. But lying to me? That's the part I can't seem to get over.”

      “I don't blame you for that. I'd feel the same way. In fact, I do feel that way. He lied to his father and me too. Making illegal alcohol. Such a ridiculous thing to have done.”

      “I think he knows that now. He hates that everyone's mad at him. As you say, under all that bravado, he's a sweet man who wants to be loved and admired.”

      “Yes.” Mrs. Barnes's forehead wrinkled. “In addition, I don't know that he's ever acknowledged how much his mother's death affected him. Theo wears all those feelings out there for everyone to see. Flynn buries them.”

      “Sometimes he mutters in his sleep.” I stared at the wainscoting on the wall across from me. “I think he's dreaming about the war.”

      “It wouldn't surprise me. God only knows what they saw over there.” She smoothed hair from my cheek this time. “Whatever it is, you will work it out between you. Being a wife is harder than we think it will be, isn't it?”

      “How do you mean?” I asked. Being married to Lord Barnes seemed pretty good to me.

      “I mean that being the one who has to support a man in his endeavors—his mistakes and triumphs—is not always easy. Men don't know how to express their feelings, so it makes their actions harder to understand than they might be. If only they could talk about things as we do, perhaps marriage would be easier.”

      “I thought it was going to be easy. I feel foolish now.”

      “You're not foolish. You were a young woman in love. This is the first test in your marriage. It's a big one, too. But Shannon, you're strong and intelligent. You're the partner for my son I hoped for. One strong enough to stand up to him and set him straight when needed. You're right to be angry. Don't forgive him too easily, but in the end, showing him grace will benefit you both. It may take some time, of course.”

      “He's sleeping at the office. Did you know that?” I asked.

      “Rumor has it.” Mrs. Barnes chuckled under her breath. “You know there isn't much kept quiet for long with my brood.”

      “I’ve missed him very much. It's terrible at night without him.”

      “When you've had some rest, give him a call. Tell him it's time to come home. Then you sit him down and tell him exactly what he needs to do to earn your trust again. Forgiveness is easy. You may choose to give that to him or you don't. But trust has to be earned back. The only way to do so is through action. Words won't do, will they?”

      “I guess not.” I looked back up at her. “But what should I ask him to do? What would earn my trust?”

      “I don't know. You'll have to think about that and decide for yourself. You deserve an explanation and a plan for how he will make amends. Don't let him charm you out of that knowledge.” She smiled again. “I know how charming he can be, so that might be hard.”

      “He is charming,” I said sleepily.

      “Now close your eyes. Rest. Jo and I will take care of everything for the next few hours.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Barnes. You’re such a comfort to me.”

      “That's what I'm here for.”
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      I was surprised to see my sister's car in my driveway as I pulled up late that afternoon. After my siblings had left my office, I'd spent the rest of the afternoon finishing up work and talking myself into returning to Shannon tonight. Whether she wanted me or not, it was time for me to come home and help her with our children. She might be mad at me, but she also needed me. I'd let her down for long enough.

      I stood for a moment to the let the snowflakes fall onto my warm cheeks. Since I'd returned from the war almost five years ago now, I'd not once taken for granted how much I loved being home in Emerson Pass. This place was in my soul. I belonged here.

      I'd shoveled the walkway before I left a few days before, but the new snowfall had covered my work. At the front door, I hesitated, almost feeling as if I should knock at my own house. Have courage, I told myself. You fought the Germans—you can have it out with your own wife.

      My sister Jo and Mama were sitting by the fireplace. I held up a hand in greeting before taking off my coat and hat and hanging them in the closet. I drew in a deep breath as I walked into the sitting room. Mama put her finger to her lips and pointed toward the bedrooms. I nodded, then leaned down to give her a kiss on the cheek. “What are you two doing here?” I asked in a soft voice.

      “We came to check on Shannon,” Mama said. “We're not interfering, really.”

      Jo grinned. “We are, but I assured Mama you wouldn't mind.”

      I went over and poured myself a whiskey before joining them by the fire. “I don't, actually. Did Jo tell you how the sibling brigade tried to save me from myself earlier?”

      “She did. It warms my heart to hear that even though you're all grown, you still band together when you need to.”

      “We weren't much help, I'm afraid.” Jo leaned over the table to take a cookie from the tea tray. “Are you hungry?”

      “I ate a late lunch at the restaurant.”

      “How was work, darling?” Mama asked.

      “Fine. The lodge is full tonight. That new road is bringing the business to us just as I knew it would.” The moment I said it, I regretted it. That road is also what allowed my illegal shipments of booze out of town and the mobsters in. All that was behind me. The distillery had burned to the ground. The mobsters had been asked to leave, thanks to Cym's excellent shot with a pistol. We could return to normal. If only I could get my wife to forgive me, all would be well.

      They told me that they'd cleaned up, brought chicken soup from Lizzie, and washed a pail of dirty diapers while my wife and babies took a nap. “Bless you both,” I said.

      “We'll go now so that you can have a good visit when she wakes,” Mama said. “She was going to call you at the office if you didn't come home tonight.”

      “Really?” A surge of hope filled me. “That's good, right?”

      “Yes, very good.” Jo stood, brushing her skirts. “Now, I need to get home to my own family before poor Phillip thinks I've deserted him for good. I've been out all day.”

      “Thanks, Jo. I truly do appreciate everything you've done for me. I know I don't deserve it.”

      She hugged me tightly for a moment. “No one is perfect, dear brother. Not even you.”

      I walked them to the door. Mama hugged me before I helped her on with her coat. “You'll be all right, love. Just speak to her from your heart.”

      “You Barnes women all have the same advice,” I said.

      I walked them out to the car, shivering without my coat and returning to the house when they’d gone. The moment I stepped back into the sitting room, I heard Pearl crying. I hustled back to the nursery to get her from her crib before she woke Rita.

      Pearl was standing in her crib. “Dada.” She held out her arms. My heart went liquid at the sight of her. She looked just like my wife, alabaster skin and black hair. I couldn’t wait to see her freckles when she grew old enough to have them.

      “Hello, sweet girl.” I picked her up from the crib.

      She nestled into my neck and stuck her thumb into her mouth. “Hi, Dada.”

      I could see by the way her diaper sagged that she needed to be changed. Normally, I managed to avoid such chores, but it was the maid's day off and I wanted Shannon to get as much rest as she could.

      Our infant slept peacefully in her bassinet. I'd forgotten how small they were when they were first born.

      I changed Pearl as she babbled away incoherently. Whatever she was saying made her giggle. It was good to be able to make yourself laugh, I thought, chuckling to myself.

      Once I had her changed, I settled her on my hip and went to the kitchen. I knew she always had a snack when she woke from her nap. Something small, Shannon always reminded me, so she didn't spoil her dinner. I glanced at the clock. It was already half past four. Darkness had settled outside the windows.

      I put Pearl in her high chair and found boiled potatoes in the icebox. After mashing them, I put them in front of Pearl. She squealed and picked up a chunk to put in her mouth.

      The pot simmering on the stove smelled deliciously of onion and carrots and parsley. I took off the lid and stirred, breathing in the steam. With dinner taken care of, Shannon would be able to concentrate on talking to me. I hoped, anyway.

      I had just set down the wooden spoon when I saw a movement in the doorway. It was Shannon. She wore a clean dress, and her hair curled attractively around her beautiful, rosy face. God, I loved this woman.

      “Hi there,” I said. “I'm home.”

      “I can see that.” She crossed her arms over her chest, but I did get a smile. Tight, but one nonetheless. Which was better than the last time I'd seen her. She'd thrown a book at me, narrowly missing my head. I'd taken that as my cue to leave.

      “You still mad at me?” I asked.

      “What do you think?” She went over to give Pearl a kiss on top of the head.

      “Mama.” Pearl held up a handful of potato for her mother to see.

      “I'm thinking you're still mad, but maybe less so?” I gave a her a hopeful grimace.

      “That's not quite correct.”

      The baby started to cry from the nursery.

      “I'll go feed her,” Shannon said. “If you'll stay with Pearl.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      While I waited for Shannon's return, I cleaned Pearl’s face and carried her into the sitting room. A book on the table caught my eye. The Night Before Christmas. Papa had read that one to us many times when we were young. “Would you like a book?”

      Pearl nodded and kicked her legs. I brought her and the book over to my favorite chair. With her nestled in my lap, I read the story to her. She was good for being so young. Like her aunt Jo, she loved listening to books. I only had to pull back her hands twice when she grabbed on to a page. “We must be careful of books, sweetheart.”

      “Books,” she shouted.

      I set her down with her wooden blocks and rattle on a quilt on the floor near the fire but not close enough she would be attracted to the grate. The room had chilled, so I put some more logs on the fire. By the time Shannon returned with Rita I was on the floor with Pearl stacking blocks so she could knock them over with a pudgy hand.

      I looked up to see my wife watching us. “Everything all right?” I asked.

      “Yes, she's good. Thanks to your mother and Jo, I feel better than I have for days.”

      “I'm sorry I haven't been here to look after you.”

      “I asked you to go, if you recall.”

      “Is that what the book to my head meant?” I asked.

      “Very funny.”

      “I missed you,” I said.

      She didn't say anything as she sat down in one of the armchairs.

      “You look beautiful,” I said.

      She patted her stomach. “Still fat.”

      I laughed under my breath. “No, it's considerably smaller.”

      “I'll probably never get my figure back.”

      “Nonsense. You did with Pearl. Remember, you thought you wouldn't then either.”

      “That's true.” She held the baby close to her chest, watching her little face. “Isn’t she perfect?”

      “I forgot how small they were.” I got up from the floor to sit in the chair opposite her.

      “I love seeing you with Pearl like that,” she said. “She missed you.”

      “Do you want me to get back on the floor?”

      “No, of course not. I meant that it's nice how you are with her. While you were gone, I noticed how much I've come to rely on you with her. You're a good father.”

      Tears scratched at my eyelids. “Shannon,” I said softly. “Why do you sound like you're getting ready to say goodbye to me?”

      “Don't be ridiculous. I married you for better or worse.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “It's not felt that way.”

      “What do you mean?” She narrowed her eyes, watching me.

      “I mean the whole town hates me and you do too. I'm not saying what I did was right, but it would be nice to know my wife's still on my side even when I mess up.”

      “You think that's what this is? You think that's why I'm angry with you? Because of what you did?”

      “Well, yes.”

      “I am, a little. Although I understand a bit about why you did it. However, I'm mad at you because you lied to me.”

      “I didn't lie. I didn't mention something that was business-related. I didn’t want to bother you with it.”

      “That’s the same thing as lying.” She glared at me. “You know that, right?”

      “I didn't, but I do now.” I glanced down at my trousers, rubbing the crease with my thumb and index finger. “I'm sorry, Shannon. I couldn't be any sorrier.”

      “I know you are.”

      “What can I do to fix this between us?” My voice choked. “I can't stand it. Being estranged from you this way is torture.”

      She didn't say anything for a moment. Pearl got unsteadily to her feet and waddled over to Shannon. “Me lap.”

      “Will you take the baby?” Shannon asked me. “This one’s a little jealous.”

      I stood and took the bundle from her. She was so light compared to Pearl.

      Shannon pulled Pearl onto her lap and kissed her temple. “How are you, little one?”

      “Mama.” She nestled her sweet-smelling head into Shannon’s chest. She had my energy, but there were times she was content to snuggle.

      “How would you feel about a sleigh ride?” I asked. “Just the two of us.”

      She didn't answer for a moment, but I could see by the softening of her mouth that she liked the idea.

      “A romantic picnic, perhaps?” I added, remembering what my sisters had advised. “I'll take us along the river. We can look at the winter birds and the frozen shore of the water.” I don't know why I mentioned all that. Babbling. I hated the way my voice leaned toward begging. No pride, I reminded myself. Pride was a sin and would do nothing to persuade Shannon to forgive me. I must remain humble and contrite if I were to win her over. Theo had said to treat this as if I were wooing her all over again. I hadn't had to work very hard the first time. She and I had fallen in love easily and without conflict.

      Jo was right. I was spoiled. Everything had been laid out for me my entire life. Yes, there had been hardships. Losing my mother. Never really having her in the first place. My memories of her were like looking into a cloud of smoke. Nothing to hold on to. She'd been a vacant, disturbed woman who didn't love her children. Or, if she did, she had been too ill to feel that love. Everyone had worried about Theo, since he'd been the one to find her deceased in the snow, but I had grieved too. Confusion and hurt had defined that time for me too. Grief and chaos had permeated our home until Quinn Cooper arrived. She'd slipped into our lives and become our mother without so much as a hiccup. We'd been grateful to be loved and nurtured and had welcomed her presence in our lives. Papa had done a good job with us, but there was no replacement for a mother's love.

      The war had been hard. I'd thought more than once that I would be killed. Bloody battles and the very worst of humanity had been real, not only stories in a book where the hero always survived. It was true that I'd dragged Theo into my fantasy of being a hero. He'd not have enlisted at sixteen if not for me. If we hadn’t, the war would have been over by the time we were truly old enough to serve.

      An unselfish act, I'd thought at the time. Who cared if we were only sixteen and lying about our age? We were heroes going off to fight for freedom. While that had been true—the fighting for freedom part anyway—damage had been done. Theo and I had never been the same, nor had our relationship. For that matter, most of the family saw Theo's problems as my fault.

      “Phillip's made a new sleigh as a present for the family,” I said, coming back to the present. “Jo told me today that you and I could use it before Christmas. What do you say? Would you allow me the honor of taking you out on a date?”

      She placed her chin on top of Pearl's head and continued to gaze into the fire. “I don't know, Flynn. I'm busy with the babies. I don't really have time for frivolous outings.”

      “Frivolous?” This was not my sweet, fun-loving Shannon. She'd always seemed uncomplicated to me. Not as complex and difficult to understand as my sisters. More like Mama than anyone else in our family: loyal, affectionate, willing to love me just as I was without hoping I'd change as the rest of them seemed to want.

      “Do you think all this happens magically?” Shannon asked. “Feeding and diapers and laundry?”

      “Of course not. When I'm not kicked out of my own home, I help you with all of it. If you recall?”

      She sighed. “You're at work mostly. Be truthful. Especially when you were essentially running two businesses.”

      Anger rose in me. I tried to squelch it, but I was tired. My wound from where I'd been shot ached, as did my head. “Is this how it's going to be now? You're angry and anxious to hurt me? Is this the marriage you want? Everything we shared tossed aside because I made a mistake? I'd like to think if it had been reversed and you were the one who did something foolish while thinking you were doing something good for your family, I would be more forgiving.”

      “Don't you dare turn this back on me. I'm in the right here.”

      I stood, still cradling my baby daughter. “If you'd rather be right than love me, then go ahead. There's not much I can do about it.” My stomach in knots, I walked back to the kitchen. The last thing I wanted was a meal, but I couldn't sit there watching her stony expression for one more moment.

      I wanted to leave or punch a wall or pour another drink, but I had this precious bundle in my arms. She needed her parents to love each other, not become enemies. I had no idea what to do next. Maybe Jo's letter was necessary? She might be able to help me come up with what to say that would melt Shannon's anger.

      I'd had people mad at me before this. A businessman isn't able to please everyone. He makes enemies along the way. However, my lovely wife had always been on my side. We'd not had a cross word between us, even when Pearl was a newborn and we were exhausted and overwhelmed. Had I truly wrecked our love affair?

      I had to try. Storming off in anger wouldn’t help us. I set the baby in the cradle near the kitchen table. She seemed content to stare up at nothing. At least for the moment.

      I fixed my wife a tray with a bowl of soup and bread and took it into the sitting room. She was no longer there. I could hear her and Pearl in the nursery. I left the tray and went back to the kitchen. After fixing a bowl of soup for myself, I sat at the kitchen table and ate. Despite how good it was, the food tasted of regret and longing. As I finished, the baby started to fuss. I picked her up and walked around the kitchen with her in my arms, hoping to cajole her into sleeping. Soon, she fell asleep in the crook of my arm. Suddenly, I ached with homesickness for the loud dinners at my father's table with my siblings. Even when we were children, we'd eaten with Papa and Mama. They'd not believed in the rule about young ones staying silent during a meal. We talked about everything. Good and bad, it was all discussed. I believed strongly that those discussions were the cause of my sisters' strong opinions and belief that they should be counted and heard right along with the men in our family.

      An hour passed as I sat alone with my baby daughter. I'd not gotten to know her as quickly as my first one. She'd been born while I was still in the hospital. Since then, her mother had kept her close, almost as if she wanted to exclude me.

      I looked down at her angelic face, unable to see if she resembled anyone yet; she was too small and not yet formed. Her eyes were that newborn blue and her skin a little blotchy. Still, I loved her with an intensity I wouldn't have been able to imagine before I became a father.

      Still holding her, I cleaned up the dishes. We had running water in our house, a luxury I'd insisted upon. I'd not wanted Shannon to have to work as she'd had to growing up on a small ranch. Her father had supplied most of the beef to our little town. Now the farm had been sold. When Nora married Isak in a few days, Mrs. Cassidy would move in with them.

      Should I have asked her to move in with us? Was that another one of my selfish blunders?

      Rita jerked awake, her tiny limbs jerking from the blanket I had her wrapped in. Her mouth formed into a perfectly cute circle before she began to cry. Cries that reminded me of the bleating of a lamb at first but then altered into a wail reminiscent of Fiona's early attempts on the violin.

      I looked up to see my wife walking through the doorway into the kitchen. She came to me with her arms outstretched, and I gladly gave her my screaming offspring.

      “I left a tray for you in the sitting room.” My words were lost in the screeches. The soup was probably cold by now anyway.

      Shannon took the baby out of the kitchen. The crying faded as she walked down the hallway toward our bedroom. I went to peek into the nursery. It was too early for Pearl to be in bed already. She played in the pen I’d constructed out of old wood scraps and wire. Shannon had to keep her in there now that she could walk and possibly get herself into trouble.

      I peered through the glass window of the nursery.  The sky no longer dumped snow. Through the trees, I spotted several stars low in the sky. I went out to the foyer and put on my coat and a wool cap to smoke a cigarette. The air was still and cold. I lit my hand-rolled cigarette and ventured a ways into the yard.

      I smoked, stomping my feet every so often to keep warm. Above me, the sky had indeed cleared. Stars twinkled down at me, much jollier than I felt. Thus far this evening had been unsuccessful.

      I was about to put out my cigarette when headlights from a car bobbed before my eyes. Who would be coming by at this hour? I tensed. The last time an unexpected visitor had come to Papa's house, I'd been shot and almost died. I reached into my coat pocket for my pistol but before I could pull it out, I realized it was Phillip. He was driving his truck, the one he used for delivering his handcrafted furniture. Besides helping me run the ski slopes and lodge, Phillip made furniture and other products from wood, including skis. Every Christmas, my nieces and nephews received a toy designed especially for them.

      I lit one of the lanterns I kept near the door and went out to see his latest baby in better light.

      A gleaming red sleigh caught my attention. The sled for two Jo had mentioned earlier, I realized. I held up a hand in greeting as Phillip jumped from the front of the truck.

      “Hello there,” Phillip called out. “I've brought you a gift from Santa.”

      “I can see that.” I stubbed out my cigarette in the snow and put it in my pocket to dispose of later. Shannon hated stubs in the snow or grass.

      The sled was a beauty with a frame made of metal with the wooden body painted a bright Christmas red. A section of white panels near the front gave it visual interest.

      “This is a beaut,” I said. “How did you do that to the metal?”

      “Blackie did. He's a miracle worker.”

      Blackie was our new blacksmith. We didn’t know if that was his god-given name or a nickname because of his profession. When asked, he always replied, “You’d have to ask my mama and she’s gone on to heaven.”

      “He melted down some scraps and molded them into the frame,” Phillip said. “I used the same model I use for our skis on the blades.” Phillip’s skis were slender and thin and polished until they slid easily on the snow.

      I knelt to get a better look at the way he'd connected the frame to the blades and to the body itself. A quilted green velvet lined the inside of the sleigh, with just enough room for two.

      “What gave you the idea?” I asked.

      “I don't know. I wanted to do something nice for our family.” He put special emphasis on the word family. Phillip had grown up in an orphanage and possibly treasured our family more than any of us born into it. There was something about losing something or never having had it in the first place that made a man love it all the more when it came to him. “You've all been so good to me. I'm a blessed man. A wife like Josephine and our two children plus all of you? What more could a man want?”

      I could take a lesson or two from my sister's grateful and optimistic husband. He hadn't known about my outside venture. Unsure of his reaction, I’d kept him out of it. Phillip thought of himself as rich now that he’d married into our family and been given a partnership at the mountain. I’d felt certain he wouldn’t understand my desire for more. He’d never said so, but I sensed his ambivalence about our underground club. Not one for booze or dancing, preferring to stay at home with his wife and children, I suspected he disapproved of the men who did frequent our version of the speakeasy. Not wanting to put him in the position of having to tell his wife of my secret distillery, I was careful to keep him innocent. If he wondered how the booze served at our underground club flowed from a never-empty fountain, he'd never asked.

      Together, we lifted the sled out of the back of the truck.

      “You want to take her for a spin?” Phillip asked, followed by a proud smile as if the new sleigh were one of his offspring.

      I glanced back at the house. Shannon was bent over her tray having her soup. I took my pocket watch out to look at the time. “Nah, I better go in. It's time to put Pearl down for the night.”

      “Good man.” Phillip leaned against the side of his truck. “You want me to leave it here? Jo said you might like to take Shannon out tomorrow.”

      “If she'll go with me.”

      “How's she doing? Still angry?”

      “As a hornet,” I said. “I'm not sure what to do.”

      “When Jo's mad at me, I find giving her a little distance helps, and then to return with a small gift makes it even better.”

      “I don't think she's ever been this mad at you.” I put my numb hands in my pockets. I'd left my gloves inside and wished I had them now. “Phillip, say…I haven’t apologized to you yet.” It seemed my apologizing would never end. “I'm sorry I lied by omission about the distillery.”

      He traced a finger over the shiny red paint of his creation. “I know why you didn’t.”

      “You do?” I asked.

      “You didn’t want to put me in the position of lying to Josephine. I’m grateful to you for that. We agreed to no secrets or lies between us, and I would have had to tell her.”

      “I knew that,” I said.

      “I’m glad you're all right. That night those men came? I haven’t been as frightened since the war.”

      “I'm sorry about that too.” I looked up at the stars for a moment. “You've been a good partner. I shouldn't have risked that.”

      “Think no more of it,” Phillip said. “It's all over now. We're all fine, other than your gunshot wound.”

      “Healing nicely, thanks to Theo.” I paused, remembering what my sisters had said about speaking deeply of my feelings. “It seems I’ve spent much of my life feeling like the inferior twin. That he had to save my life seems appropriate.”

      Phillip tugged on the edge of his cap. “It’s interesting you think so. My impression’s always been that he feels that way about you.”

      “Not a chance. Theo’s always been the smart one, the kind one. I’m the opposite, as displayed recently.”

      He reached into his jacket pocket for his handkerchief and swiped discreetly under his nose. “Ah yes, the mistakes we make trying to prove to ourselves the deficiencies we fear are not really true. Errors made because of this are forgivable and understandable to those who have the same kind of all-consuming terror. Most have a suspicion that we’re either bad or unlovable or useless. We spend most of our days in misguided actions to disprove these suspicions, which in turn seem to make them so.”

      “My brother-in-law the philosopher,” I said with a lighthearted lilt I didn’t feel. His words were true. The very thing I’d feared—that I was useless and undeserving and spoiled—had not been wiped clean with my business venture. Or serving in the war. I remained myself, flawed and full of sin.

      Phillip clapped me on the shoulder. “Perhaps it’s time to chase away your fears and simply live each day doing what’s important.”

      “What is that?” I peered at him, hoping he knew. If Phillip didn’t, then who did?

      “Love. Making sure our family and friends know how much we love them. Encouraging them that the things they fear in the middle of the night are not true.”

      “I’m not sure how to do that.”

      “Many men don’t. But you? You’re Lord Barnes’s son. He invented love.”

      I laughed. “He didn’t invent it, but he surely knows how to give it.” I reached into my pocket for another cigarette but didn’t light it. “I suppose you look at me and just shake your head. Here I am, raised with love and privilege and seem to spend all my waking hours making a mockery of both.”

      “Nah, I know your heart.” He tapped his chest. “Like I said, those of us who worry that our imperfections are more serious—my God, even fatal flaws—we understand and forgive. If not, how could we live with ourselves, knowing we’re all a decision away from a terrible blunder of our own?”

      With a voice strangled with emotion, I said, “Thank you, Phillip. I hope to make it up to you in the future.”

      “Next year’s going to be a good one for us. We don't need the distillery. Never did. What you’ve done with your life so far is remarkable. Try to understand that, will you? If you want to make amends with me, that’s all I ask.” He hunched over and kicked at the snow with the toe of his boot. A smile tugged at his lips. “Give yourself the grace you would me.”

      “Thank you. I may not act like it, but you’ve become a brother to me.” I smiled, stretching my dry skin to the point it almost hurt. I held out my hand to shake his, but he grabbed me into an embrace.

      “For me, too.” Phillip patted the back of the sleigh. “Give this old girl a spin and see if there's any magic in her. I made her with love. Maybe she'll be able to remind Shannon of all you've given her, including your heart.”

      “You old sap,” I said.

      “True enough.”

      We were quiet for a moment, both staring up into the night. The stars were really doing their best to cheer up my broken heart, twinkling encouragement. Through the trees, a half-moon hung low in the sky.

      Phillip broke the silence. “Since we’re talking like this, I want you to know how much it’s meant to me to be your partner in business. Taking me on when I had no experience and nothing really to point to that would be a benefit to the business—well, that was an act of love and faith. I appreciate it and always will.”

      My heart filled with gratitude. I might not deserve the praise, but it felt good. “Thanks for your loyalty, Phillip. I mean it. I need it right now.”

      “You’ll always have it. We’re in this together. Mistakes and good decisions, all of it.”
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      The next morning I woke to the sounds of my husband’s soft snores. I kept my eyes closed, not wanting to wake fully and face the day. We’d gone to bed without speaking last night. A first for us. I’d curled up at the very edge of the mattress, as far from him as I could. If he felt inclined to overtures of reconciliation, he didn’t act upon them. I’d made him angry with me, I supposed. As much as I hated this coldness between us, I couldn’t seem to thaw. I’d always thought of anger as hot, but apparently it could be icy as well.

      I rolled onto my side. Still sore from the baby and with breasts full of milk, my body felt like one of the cows my family had raised. Longing for my once slender and youthful body, I sighed, which woke Flynn. He opened his eyes and must have forgotten for a second the strife between us because he smiled and reached out for me. Then, just as quickly, his eyes hardened. He rolled away from me and got out of bed, pulling on his robe.

      About then the baby started crying.

      “I’ll bring her to you,” Flynn said with no emotional inflection whatsoever.

      I didn’t answer but sat up and placed both pillows behind my back, knowing Rita would want to feed. The curtains were closed, but enough light came in through the cracks that I could see around the room. Same room I’d loved since the moment I moved in. Dark furniture and white walls had seemed luxurious and modern compared with my family’s farmhouse. For that matter, they still did. I loved our home with its expensive rugs and wide-plank floors. Lamps and vases decorated the side tables. A pretty clock hung on the wall near the door.

      I caught a glimpse of myself in the large round mirror hung over the dresser. Just inside the bathroom, a nook for my dressing table had yet another mirror. In our whole house growing up, my sisters and I had shared one small handheld mirror. We used to fight over who could look at herself while fixing our hair. My older sister usually won unless Nora protested with tears and pouting, in which case Alma relented. As the middle sister, my turn always came last. I cared more about peace than I did my hair. Where was my sense of peace now?

      I would never have predicted Flynn's head turning my direction. I'd never thought much about him at all, even though we'd grown up together. His sisters were my friends. We all went around together for skating parties and sleigh rides before the war. After the boys came home, I'd had only gratitude that Flynn, Theo, and Isak had all returned unharmed. At that time, my sisters and I were trying to save the ranch. From sunup to sundown, we toiled doing the work my father had managed alone until his death.

      During the first years of my marriage, I'd been blissfully happy. Thankful for this beautiful home and the loving attention of my handsome, bright husband. He’d made me laugh every day, was an attentive father, and gave me anything I could ever need or want. I’d had not one complaint. Until now.

      We’d had everything except for the most important thing, I reminded myself. Honesty. He'd had a secret life. One that he kept from not only me but even his father and brother.

      I listened as Flynn moved around the nursery. The baby continued to cry. He was most likely changing her. Warmth traveled down the length of me. It was nice to have him home.

      A few minutes later, he brought Rita to me. She was red and howling as I unbuttoned my nightdress to let her suckle. For a moment, her little mouth searched desperately for what she wanted until she settled in for her breakfast. I brushed her downy head, still dented in the middle. I'd been concerned when Pearl was born, but Theo and Louisa had assured me it was normal and the two pieces of the head would grow together soon. They'd been right. The second child was so much easier. All the worries and uncertainties of the first baby were no longer plaguing me.

      Flynn passed by the bedroom door with Pearl on his hip. She was snuggled against his chest with her thumb in her mouth. As I’d always been, she was slow to wake in the mornings. Once she had her breakfast, she would perk up and began her zestful exploration of anything in her path. Would this one at my bosom be as energetic, or would she be calm like me? Could I handle two so much like their father?

      My heart softened further, thinking about Flynn with Pearl. He was so good with her. Not once had he complained about helping out with her. That had surprised me. He'd grown up with a cook, maids, and other servants. I'd thought he'd expect all of it to be thrust upon a staff. I'd asked him if we could have just Sally to help with cooking and cleaning. I didn't like a lot of people in my home. He'd readily agreed. He always did when it came to matters of the household.

      When she was done eating, I swaddled Rita and left her in the middle of the bed. Now that she was satiated, she was quiet and still. She seemed bigger than yesterday; I could see her growing right before my eyes. I washed up and did my hair and put on a clean dress. Sally would be here soon to tackle the laundry. Usually one of the Barnes sisters came by with a meal sent over from Lizzie sometime in the midmorning. I was blessed, I thought again. I must remember that. Flynn had given me a great life. But did that mean I couldn't expect him to be honest with me? To treat me as a partner instead of an object like a pretty vase?

      After I was dressed, I took the baby with me into the kitchen. Flynn had Pearl in the high chair as he fed her small spoonfuls of oatmeal.

      “Good morning.” My voice sounded unnatural and stiff, as if my own husband were a stranger. “Thank you for feeding her.”

      “My pleasure.” Flynn made loops with the spoon, making Pearl squeal before her pink mouth took a bite.

      I went to the window and looked out to the yard. The weather was clear with a blue sky. I squinted against the glare of the white snow. My gaze turned slightly to the left. What was that? Something shiny and red? A new sleigh? “Is that the one Phillip made?” I asked, forgetting for a moment about our troubles.

      “Phillip brought it over last night. It's a gift to the family. A sleigh built for two.”

      “It's pretty.”

      “He said it might have magical powers.” Flynn made another twirl in the air with the spoon before offering it to Pearl.

      “What kind of magic? Like flying?” I smiled to myself, thinking of a fairy tale with a magic carpet. Which had that been?

      “No, the kind that makes people remember why they fell in love. And maybe to fall in love again. Even after someone has made someone else very angry.”

      I turned slowly from the window to look at him but changed my mind and put the baby in the cradle near the stove. The day had barely started, and all I wanted was to return to bed. I poured myself a cup of coffee from the percolating pot on the stove. Normally, I would pour Flynn a cup as well, but again the icy anger prevented me from doing so.

      “Would you like to go out for a ride? I could harness up the horses,” Flynn asked. “Lizzie is sending over a basket lunch for us. I could bring up a bottle of wine from the cellar.”

      “It's too cold to take the children out.”

      “Sally could stay with them,” Flynn said. “Isn’t that what we pay her for?”

      “What's that supposed to mean?” I turned to look at him.

      He flinched, as if I’d smacked him. “Why are you trying to find additional reasons to be mad at me?” He looked directly at me with the dark blue eyes that had more power over me than they should.

      “I simply want to know what you mean by that comment. Are you implying I'm too lenient with her? That I don't properly know how to manage a staff as the women in your family seem to know at birth?”

      He turned back to Pearl. “Sure, Shannon. That’s exactly what I meant.”

      I drank from my coffee cup before setting it aside to make breakfast. What day of the week was it? Did Flynn go into the office today? I took some eggs and bacon from the icebox and slapped the strips of bacon into the pan first. Flynn liked his eggs fried in the bacon grease.

      Sally appeared at the kitchen door, wearing a red cap and her black wool coat. Her breath made clouds as she peered through the window. Flynn got up to unlock the door. “Good morning, Sally,” he said, sounding hearty and normal. As if Sally didn’t know he’d slept at the office for two nights in a row. That was the thing with staff. One could pretend to themselves that they weren’t privy to a family’s most private moments, but it wasn’t true.

      “Morning.” Sally set a package on the counter. “I brought the meat from the butcher you asked me to pick up. That’s why I’m late. The line was long. Everyone picking up their Christmas items.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “Did they have turkeys left?” The package was small. Too small for a turkey.

      “They did. Clive told me to tell you he’s sending it out day after tomorrow. They’re killing them right before they sell them to customers. He said they’re fresher that way. Less likely to go bad.”

      Flynn helped himself to a cup of coffee from the pot. “Why are we getting a turkey? Aren’t we having dinner after Cym’s wedding?”

      “This is for our engagement dinner,” I said, irritated. How could he not remember that we’d offered to have a party for my sister and Isak as well as Cym and Viktor on the twenty-third? An engagement party plus a chance to have the Olofssons and my family present without the chaos of the entire Barnes family added to the mix.

      He scratched behind his ear. “I don’t recall anything about that.”

      Had I planned it without telling him, or was he so distracted with everything else that he forgot? “Maybe I didn't tell you,” I said. “I can't remember either.” I let out a long sigh. I had to relent and let him in. I had to let go of some of this anger. It seemed now I was making up reasons to be mad at him. I turned to Sally. “Flynn and I are going for a sleigh ride this afternoon for a picnic lunch. Would you be able to stay with the babies for a few hours?”

      “I'm happy to,” Sally said. “But I ran into Cymbeline and Fiona in town. They asked me to ask you if you'd like them to come for a visit today to give you and Mr. Barnes time to go out.”

      “That was nice of them,” I said, more to myself than her. “I'll call out to the house and tell them we'd like them to come. That way it won't be as hard for you.”

      “They like to see the babies too, miss,” Sally said.

      “My family can't seem to get enough of babies,” Flynn said as he scooped Pearl out of the high chair and kissed her cheek. Our toddler giggled and kicked her chubby legs. My chest swelled with love and pride. For both my children and Flynn, I admitted to myself. They were my family. The family Flynn and I had made together.

      Later, I put on my warmest wool stockings and dress in preparation for our sleigh ride date. Fiona and Cym had already arrived, bringing the basket filled with lunch courtesy of Lizzie. I looked at myself in the mirror as I powdered my face. My eyes were tired and bloodshot and my face seemed puffy, but it would have to do. I'd just had a baby, I reminded myself. Flynn doesn't care if I'm not perfect. After Pearl he looked at me as if I were even more beautiful than before she’d ruined my figure. As if I had performed a miracle. I supposed giving birth seemed that way to a man, whereas it's just a natural part of being a woman.

      After a little rouge and lipstick, I went out to the sitting room. Cym, bless her, was on the floor with Pearl playing with toys. Fiona sat in the chair closest to the fire holding Rita with a blissful expression on her face. I'd only just fed the baby, so we had a few hours before she would need to eat.

      “Are you ready?” Flynn asked from the desk.

      “Yes, we should go so we can get back for feeding.” I thanked my sisters-in-law and slipped away quietly so Pearl wouldn't notice. As long as she was playing with her auntie, she wouldn't be concerned with my leaving. Like everyone in the family, Pearl loved Cym and Fiona with an unyielding fervor. A spasm of jealousy went through me before I remembered she was my daughter. I would always be her mother, no matter how exciting her aunties were.

      In the foyer, I put on my winter hat. Flynn helped me into my coat. I pulled on my gloves as we stepped out to the covered porch and then crossed the walkway to the sleigh. There was only one of our horses attached to the sleigh.

      As he often did, Flynn anticipated my question before I asked. “The design is so light, we only need one horse.”

      “Even with two people?” I asked, forgetting my anger out here under the blue sky. Tracks made from birds’ feet were imprinted in the newly fallen snow. Branches were bare, with only the mounds underneath proof that yesterday they’d been laden with snow.

      “That's what he tells me.” Flynn offered his hand to help me into the two-seater. I scooted over to make room for him. He hopped in beside me and took the reins. Soon, we were slowly headed out of the driveway, traveling to the side of the tracks made from cars. “Once we get out of the trees here, I'll let her run. I suspect the sleigh will fly over the snow.”

      We traveled through the thicket of firs and pines that surrounded our house and then entered the snow-covered meadow. Flynn had the horse gallop, and soon we were gliding over the snow as if we hardly touched the surface at all.

      “It's exhilarating,” I said. “But I'm afraid my hat might come off.” I took out one of the pins and stuck it back in, hoping to fasten it better to my thick hair.

      “This is a work of art, that's what it is.” Flynn laughed as he almost lost his hat. He yanked it from his head and tossed it next to his feet. We tore across the flat, wide area until we came upon the tree line that ran along the creek.

      “It’s fun.” I placed one hand on the brim of my hat, holding it in place. The wind chilled my cheeks and nose.

      “Where do you want to go?” Flynn asked.

      I thought for a moment. Being out in the fresh air had lightened my mood. Where would be a good spot for us to stop and have lunch? A place that would be good for all this talking Flynn claimed to want. “We could go down to the river park. Is that too far?”

      “Not at all. We just have to keep an eye on the time or our little miss will be very hungry and the aunties will never return.”

      I laughed under my breath. “True. She has a healthy set of lungs.”

      “She’s perfect,” Flynn said. “You did well.”

      “Nature took its course. I didn’t do much.”

      “Perhaps when she was baking, but since then, you’ve kept her alive. Do you remember how we worried we wouldn’t be able to do it with Pearl?”

      I smiled, remembering how anxious we’d been. Especially Flynn. He’d checked on her multiple times during the night to make sure she was still breathing. “You more than me.”

      “True.” He glanced at me. My stomach fluttered. Darn him. Even resentful, I couldn’t get enough of the man.

      Flynn steered the horse to the left, and we traveled along the road used by the cars. Every morning after a snowfall, the plows came through and cleared them, but they were no good for the sleigh. In particular, not this one with its thin blades and delicate structure. I ran my gloved fingers over the velvety seat. “This is truly beautiful. Phillip's talented.”

      “Hardworking too,” Flynn said.

      We went along in silence, other than the horse's hooves and the bell Flynn had put around her neck. A car passed us and we realized it was Theo and Louisa when she stuck her arm out the window and waved.

      “I wonder if they're going to deliver a baby?” I asked.

      “Maybe. Or into town for supplies or Christmas gifts.”

      We passed by the edge of town on the way out to the river park. I could make out figures skating on the pond. People strolled along the sidewalks of Barnes Avenue as well, arms full of packages. Just this year we'd had a hat store and a cobbler open up for business.

      “Is Phillip still thinking of opening a ski shop in town?” I asked. They already sold his finely crafted skis at the lodge, but they'd talked of expanding into an actual shop where they'd sell all different kinds of ski items, including boots and jackets.

      “We haven't talked about it much,” Flynn said. “With everything…it hasn't been a priority. But I still think it's a good idea. We'll see how this next year goes, I guess.”

      We continued to travel next to the road as we made our way to the park. By the time we arrived, my stomach growled with hunger. Fresh air and a change of scenery was doing me good. I caught the scent of butter and onions coming from Lizzie’s basket.

      While Flynn took care of the horse, I took the picnic food from the floor of the sleigh and looked around to see where we should eat. There were picnic tables, all with several inches of snow on their benches and top. I would have to clear spaces for us to sit. I trudged through the snow to the nearest one. Tufts of frozen grass appeared in my footsteps.

      The familiar sounds from the park soothed my nerves. The roar of high river water as it rushed over rocks; an uninhibited song of a sparrow; my heavy breath as I tromped through the snow toward a picnic table.

      The boys had all pitched in a few years back to dam up the river to make a deep but safe hole for public swimming. They'd also built the tables and firepits. Today, the pits were buried under snow. We wouldn't want to sit out here for long without a fire. I scraped the snow from the bench and a third of the tabletop. Inside the basket? A warm chicken potpie. Steam rose from the dish as I set it on the table. Lizzie had packed hot bricks along the bottom of the carrier to keep the pie warm. There were cookies and a half a loaf of crusty bread. She knew how to pack a picnic.

      The wintry light appeared blue, as if a layer of gossamer material floated before my eyes. A flock of geese, late for their date in a warmer southern location, formed a V above us. Their calls to one another sounded like inharmonious horns in the sky. Icicles hung in points from the tables and benches. They’d always scared me, their tapered ends as sharp as knives. I took off my glove and ran a finger down the length of the largest one. Almost immediately, my skin hurt. I hurriedly returned my hand to my glove.

      Flynn joined me carrying a bottle of white wine in his hands. “I almost forgot this in the sleigh.” His eyes widened with obvious delight at the sight of our lunch. “Is that still hot?”

      “Yes, she lined the bottom with hot bricks.”

      “Lizzie is something else, isn't she?”

      “Always has been,” I said.

      Flynn opened our wine while I cut us each a slice of pie. The insides oozed out from under the flaky crust. I caught the scent of garlic and rosemary, as well as butter. We each took a section of the bench, opposite each other. I looked across the table at my husband. How could he have become a stranger to me in a few short days? Is that how fragile our relationship was? Were all marriages this way? Or was my husband particularly difficult? I didn’t think I was. I’d been a pleaser all my life, wanting only peace. My sisters had been feistier than I, more like my father than my mother. I’d grown frustrated with my mother’s passivity at times. Was I the same way?

      Flynn lifted his glass. “Thank you for agreeing to this. I didn't think you would.”

      I clinked his glass with mine. “It seemed a shame to waste such a nice day. If I'd known about Lizzie's pie, I wouldn't have hesitated at all.”

      His eyes twinkled back at me for a moment. “It's good to hear you joking.”

      I shrugged. “It's not that I want to be mad at you.” I sipped from the dry Riesling that tasted of peaches and green apples on my tongue. “This is nice. The wine, I mean.”

      “The Germans know how to make a good Riesling.” His eyes clouded for a moment before he hid his thoughts behind his customary charming smile.

      “What did you think of just now?” I asked.

      He seemed as if he would dismiss me and change the subject, as he usually did when I asked him something of this nature, but appeared to think better of it. He looked across at me and then to the left, where he moved the bottle into the snow on the tabletop. “When I think of Germany, I think of the war. If I could, I'd never think of it again. Doesn’t work that way, obviously. The experiences over there won't ever go away. Even if I wish they would.”

      “You never talk about it. Nora says Isak doesn't either.”

      Flynn pushed a fork into his pie and speared a cubed potato. “What would we say? It's not polite conversation. We don't want to tell the women in our lives how bad it was.”

      “Why not?”

      “Why would you want to know?” Flynn brought the fork of pie to his mouth and chewed.

      “It's not that I want to know necessarily. Knowing the truth scares me, actually. Thinking of what it must have been like—I can't fathom all the killing. Or you killing. I truly can't picture it in my mind.”

      “Well, I did. We all did.” He poured us both another splash of wine.

      “You had to,” I said.

      “That's correct. Either that or be killed. I can tell you with all certainty that I wanted to live.” He picked up his glass and looked down at the pale yellow wine. “The noise of the artillery and explosions. It seemed to never end. We spent all this time in the trenches, you know.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “What was it like?”

      He gazed downward and poked around in his pie. His hat covered much of his face, including his eyes. “Always wet. A few of the men I knew over there lost their feet. Trench foot, they called it.”

      I’d heard that term before, of course. No one who lived through the war could have avoided it. However, I hadn’t thought about Flynn experiencing it. He pretended it never happened, making it easy for me to as well. “What else?”

      “Bugs and rats. Lots of rats. Nasty creatures. By the time we got over there, many, many young men had been killed.” He looked up at me. “Let’s talk of something else.”

      “All right.” I reached across the table.

      He sipped from his glass. “I seem to be like a moth to flame.”

      Did he mean he was attracted to that which would hurt him? “You didn't know. You were a kid with grand ideas of being a hero.”

      “That's right.” He met my gaze. “I could have gotten all three of us killed. It was my idea to go, and Isak seized on it right away. He and I were like-minded with all the thoughts of brave and patriotic acts. Theo seemed to know before we even got over there how bad it would be. He had this stoic way about him the entire war, though. Later, he told me he fully expected we would be killed.”

      “Is that what you thought?”

      “No.” Flynn shook his head. “There were times I thought I might be killed, you know, right in the moment of battle, but not in general. I figured we'd get out of there and come home eventually. When it got bad, I thought about home. I thought if I could just hang on, someday I would see this river and the mountains again. My family.” He waved his hand around. “I’d never thought about how quiet it was here. I took for granted falling asleep to the sounds of wildlife or the wind or rain. The utter silence of the morning after a snowfall.” He rubbed the side of his face. “Shannon, all I wanted was to get home.”

      “Do you regret going?” I hesitated to push him too far and scare him away from this conversation. He was here with me, being brutally honest. I didn’t want it to end. Not yet.

      He tilted his head as he looked into my eyes. “Yes. I regret going. I regret what I saw. What I did. But it was necessary, too. I know it's hard for the women we leave behind to understand why it was we had to go.”

      “You would do it again, then? If you were called again?”

      “I probably would. It seems like there are certain realities of life that are impossible to avoid. As long as men want power, there will be war. Certain personalities, like mine, can't turn away. If I had to do it over again, I wouldn't let Theo come with me. He should never have been over there. He was too young. Too vulnerable.”

      “He says without the war, he never would have wanted to become a doctor.” I watched as an array of emotions flickered across my husband’s face.

      “Yes, I know he says that, but I don't believe it’s true. He says that kind of thing because he wants me to feel better.” Flynn wiped his mouth with his napkin. “That's the way it is. I mess up, and the rest of my siblings pay for it.”

      Shock thumped my chest. Is that what he thought? “You've never said anything like that before.”

      “I've been doing a lot of thinking these last few weeks.” He finished his wine and poured himself another glass. “I don't know what's wrong with me. As far as the distillery goes, I should have been happy with what we already had and not taken such a huge risk. I put our safety and this town at the mercy of things completely out of my control. It's kind of the war all over again. Moth to the flame.”

      I reached under my hat to scratch my hairline. As cold as the outside air was, this conversation made me overly warm. Even though he’d angered me, this was the man I loved. He was suffering. He'd been suffering, perhaps, all this time, and I had not known. What else did he think about that he never spoke of?

      “I had no idea what would happen,” Flynn said. “Like the war, I was naive about the dirty business of illegal booze. I would never have done it had I known I’d put us in danger. It was simply a business opportunity to me. Why not make the alcohol that we served in the club and double my profits?”

      “I can understand that, I suppose,” I said.

      “If it matters to you, I'm saying sorry to everyone I hurt, one by one. I know it doesn't eradicate what I did, but it's important that I do so. Important for me, that is.”

      “It does matter to me.”

      “I'm mostly sorry to you. I never wanted to hurt you. Quite the opposite. I did it for you, to prove myself worthy of you. I know, it’s stupid.”

      “How is lying to me doing something for me?” The anger heated in my stomach, pushing aside my feelings of forgiveness and understanding. The understanding that he had not trusted me enough to share such a big part of his life had made me feel like a fool. I told him everything, every minute detail of my day, while all along he’d had this other life. What else did he keep from me? Were there other women? Mistresses that went along with this deception?

      “Not the lying part. That part is…nearly impossible to forgive. I see that now. But opening the distillery in the first place, it was to do something on my own without my father's money backing it. Something I could do for my family…you and the girls. I wanted to make your life easier and better. A bigger house, more staff, trips to places. I wanted to give you anything you wanted by the sweat of my own brow, not because I inherited money from my father.”

      I let his words fully sink in as I sat there. He wanted to be a hero for me and to me in his own way. Without help from anyone. His need to prove himself had foiled his judgment. “Do you understand why it was a bad decision?” I withdrew my hand from his.

      “God yes. That's quite obvious.” He sliced through the middle of his crust with the side of the fork.

      “I can understand better why you did it, framed that way,” I said. “Regardless, I don't understand why the ski lodge and mountain weren't enough for you. It was all your idea. You created commerce for our town, made us into something other than a clump of businesses and houses. Without a main business of some kind, towns die. You told me that yourself.”

      “Yes, I guess I did tell you that.”

      “Not that I needed convincing,” I said. “I always thought the ski mountain was a good idea. Yes, your father may have helped with the initial financing, but you and Phillip have done all the work. It's been your vision for what it could be. Phillip's designed the skis from his own talent. Even the underground club, which some disapprove of, has been all you. That's where I become lost. How wasn't that enough?”

      “I saw an opportunity and I seized it. It's as simple as that. I didn't think it through. I didn't realize what it would pull us into.” His eyes glassed over and he covered them with one hand as if the sun was too bright. “I almost lost everything over that stupid decision.” He looked up, his eyes still shiny with tears. “You have to understand, the most important thing is you. I can't lose you. You're my life. I'm utterly distraught without you.”

      “You're my life too. Promise me that from now on, you talk to me. Tell me everything. All the business decisions too. The ones that will have an impact on us, anyway. I want that kind of marriage.” I hesitated for a moment, taking up my glass and drinking. “My parents loved each other, but he kept a lot from her. When he died, she had no idea of the debt or some of the other ways we were in trouble as a family. I can't have that happen in my own marriage. Do you understand?”

      His face crumpled. He reached for my hands. “I do. I'm sorry I didn't understand before, but I do now.” He brought my hand to his mouth. “You've never told me that about your father's debt.”

      I nodded. “I guess I've kept things from you too. I didn’t want you to regret that you married a girl with nothing to offer. If my sisters and I hadn't worked like we did, we would have lost everything. Even so, we weren't making it. If Nora hadn't gotten our mother to agree to sell, eventually the bank would have taken the whole thing. I don't want to ever be in that position again. Please, Flynn, don't leverage anything and get us into debt.”

      “I won't. We're doing well. If you want, I can go over the particulars with you. I’ll show you everything about the business and our finances.”

      It hadn’t occurred to me before that I wanted this. Had that been at the center of my anger? I was left out when I assumed I was the one person he told everything to. Wasn’t that what marriage should be? Truth and utter loyalty? “I’d like that.”

      “All right. Our next date can be a financial discussion, if you want.” He chuckled. “I'd hoped for something a little more romantic.”

      “Sharing all of that sounds romantic to me.” I lifted my glass. “Toast to us. To getting through this hard spot in our marriage.”

      “Are we through? Are you still mad at me?”

      I smiled, freed from my anger. “No, I'm not still mad at you. However, you have to keep talking to me.”

      “That's what my sisters told me to do.”

      “Had it not occurred to you?” I resisted a smile.

      “Not really, no. I'm always trying to shelter you from anything bad.”

      “Don't do that,” I said.

      “Yes ma'am.”

      We laughed.

      He left his bench to come sit by me. “May I kiss my wife?”

      “Yes.” I lifted my face.

      He kissed me gently before looking into my eyes. “I missed you so much.”

      “I missed you too.”

      “I’m sorry for missing Rita’s birth.”

      “It’s all right. You’re here now,” I said. I’d felt as if I’d aged years since this began. As I took in the handsome face of my husband, life seemed to come back to me. I loved him, perhaps more than I should. He was my Flynn, reckless and competitive but also sweet and loyal. He’d chosen me and I him. Was this the trick of marriage, to continue to choose each other day after day?

      “Don't underestimate me,” I said. “There's nothing you can throw my way that will make me shrink like a delicate flower under the summer sun.”

      “I didn't underestimate you. It wasn't about you. It was about me and my misdirected desires. Can you see that?”

      I thought for a moment about what his words really meant. This was the hardest part about marriage, I supposed. Two people with their own insecurities and defects could not help but bring them into the union. They were bound to affect the other person. “Perhaps we were naive when we first married, thinking that love was the only element to a good marriage. Communicating and forgiveness seem to be needed in addition to love.”

      Flynn nodded. “I used to watch my father and stepmother when I was younger. They always seemed to understand the other so well, even without speaking. Nonverbal cues between them seemed to be enough, especially when it came to us kids. There never seemed to be any miscommunications. I want that for us.”

      “If we had it to do over again, I’d change our vows,” I said. “To include communication.”

      “We could do it all over again,” Flynn said. “Go before the preacher and say our vows.”

      “No thank you.” I laughed and then scooped up a bit of pie and fed it to him. “Today was enough.”

      He kissed me again, his lips buttery from Lizzie’s pie, and then one more time before we finished our lunch and headed home to our babies.
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      The day of Cymbeline's wedding brought another batch of snow, adding to the festive sparkle of Christmas Day. That morning, we’d all gathered for breakfast at my parents’ home before opening presents. The children were the focus of the gifts. Their delighted faces as they opened presents warmed every part of me. Jo’s children were now old enough to understand the concept of gifts and Santa. Pearl had no clue as to the nature of the celebration, but that didn't stop her squeals and giggles as she tore wrapping off packages. She seemed to enjoy ripping the paper more than the presents themselves.

      After gifts, everyone bundled up for an outside activity. Papa had a surprise for us that required a trip in the sleighs. Phillip had the small sleigh ready for romantic rides for two, but our large sleigh was ready to go as well.

      The wedding ceremony would be later in the evening, but everyone insisted that Cym and Viktor take the sleigh built for two while the rest of us piled into the large and medium-sized sleighs. The entire family were there, including Isak and Nora. Even Jasper and Lizzie agreed to come out with us, putting their duties aside for a few hours.

      Fiona led us in Christmas carols as the horses did the work to pull us over the newly fallen snow. The world was quiet and still. Tree branches were weighted down with the heavy dry flakes, bending over as if bowing as we traveled past them. We'd left Rita inside with the nannies, but all the other children were with us. Papa had said earlier that our destination was a surprise.

      Isak and Nora had a small sleigh of their own. Built by Phillip, it had been an early wedding present from Isak’s parents. If I wasn't careful, I might lose Phillip as a partner. He was gifted, and the making of sleighs and skis made him happy.

      Phillip and Jo, along with their children, had their own sleigh, with enough room for Shannon, Pearl, and me. The three of us sat in the back seat snuggled close together.

      We reached our destination about fifteen minutes later. I gasped at the sight before us. Papa had indeed made a surprise for us. He’d created a park of his own, with a covered dwelling and one long table. In addition, there was a stone fireplace. The table had been set with plates and silverware, as well as spruce garland. Best of all, an area to the left had been made into an ice-skating rink from a wooden structure filled with a layer of water, now frozen.

      The men all took care of the horses while the rest of us piled out of the sleighs to investigate Papa's Christmas present to all of us.

      I caught up with my father near the fireplace. “What is all this?” I asked.

      His eyes laughed the way they so often did. “This is a new place for us to be together.

      “I wanted us to have our own place to come if we didn't feel like skating with all the crowds in town,” Papa said. “Everything’s grown so busy in town. It's not like it was when you were kids. I wanted my grandchildren and the little girls to enjoy what we had.”

      “It’s wonderful,” Mama said. “What a surprise you’ve given us.”

      Papa put his arm around her. “Merry Christmas, darling.”

      “I’m sorry about everything I put you through,” I said. “More than I can say.”

      “It’s done, son. Forgotten,” Papa said. “Mistakes are part of life, unfortunately.”

      “Thanks for forgiving me so easily. I don’t know that I deserve it.”

      “You do, love. You’re a good man. We know it. I hope you will someday too.” Mama hugged me. “We’re proud of you, sweetheart.”

      “Thanks Mama. And Papa. For everything you’ve done.”

      “That’s our job,” Papa said. “We’ll never stop worrying about you kids.”

      “Or loving you,” Mama said. “Now let’s eat. We have a wedding to get to.”
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      After lunch, we all put on our skates and went out to the makeshift pond. For old times’ sake, I organized a race from one end to the other for anyone who wanted to participate. We had only Cym, Viktor, and me volunteer, also like the past. Fiona shouted for us to go and the three of us took off for the other end. Viktor beat me by at least a foot and Cym by two. Those long Viking legs were too much for us.

      Cymbeline threw herself into Viktor’s arms as they laughed. The days of her wishing she could beat him were long gone. This evening she would become his wife.
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      I held out a hand to her. “Come on, little sister. Give me a skate around the rink?”

      She kissed Viktor on the cheek and gave me her hand. We skated off together.

      “Things seem to be repaired between you and Shannon,” Cym said quietly.

      “Yes, your advice and Phillip's magical sleigh came through. We had a good talk yesterday.”

      “Lizzie's potpie may have helped too.”

      I laughed. “Indeed.” We skated around the corner and parted for a moment to miss Addie holding the hands of her little nieces as they shuffled along. When we came back together, I took a good look at her glowing face. “You happy?” I asked.

      “I am.” She grinned at me. “Why do you ask?”

      “Just making sure you're doing what you want. You haven't felt pressure about Viktor, have you? Societal, I mean. Or family for that matter.”

      “You know me better than that.”

      “I'm sorry I've been distant lately. And for everything.”

      “You've had a lot to shoulder,” Cym said. “You don't have to apologize to me. No one understands you quite as well as I. Anyway, you've done enough apologizing. I forgive you. Do you think we'll ever stop making mistakes?”

      “By we, do you mean humanity or you and me in particular?” I asked.

      She laughed softly. “Either one, the answer is probably no. We're all human with flaws and fated to make mistakes along the way. The important thing is to keep growing and learning. That said, you and I seem to have more to learn than the others in this family.”

      “How come we're always the troublemakers?” I asked.

      “Well, someone has to make things interesting.”

      “Cym, I want you to know something.”

      “What's that?”

      “You'll always be one of my favorite people. That will never change.”

      She let go of my hand to punch me in the arm. “Stop it. You're going to make me cry, and I don't want a blotchy face for my wedding.”

      “You're the only girl in the world who would be out here skating and racing hours before she's to be married.”

      “What else would I be doing?”

      “I don't know. Your hair and face and all the other things brides do.”

      “Fiona will do all that for me later. She told me to expect to sit for a long time.” She rolled her eyes. “So much fuss.” We skated another lap in compatible silence. “You know, it would have been really nice to beat Viktor today. Darned if he isn't good on skates, though.”

      “Cym, no offense, but his legs are about the length of your entire body. I don't think you've ever had a chance of beating him.”

      “Yeah, but what about me on that ski jump? I was spectacular, right?”

      “You were, little sister. One of the seven wonders.”

      “There are already seven.”

      “The eighth then,” I said. “Whatever happens, don’t ever change. You're just right the way you are. I guess that's all I really wanted to say.”

      “Viktor doesn't want me to change either. He likes me this way. Who am I to argue with him?”

      “When we were kids, I would never have said I'd approve of anyone for you or Jo. I didn't think any man was good enough for my sisters. But Phillip, he's as good as they come. And Viktor? What can I say about him?”

      “That's he's almost perfect? Like Fiona.”

      “Yep, that about sums it up. Shannon too. They're all on Santa’s good list. I don’t think we have much hope of getting on that list ourselves.”

      “There's always next year,” Cym said.

      “We can try, at least,” I said. “I just had a terrible thought. What if Fiona marries someone on the naughty list? Someone like me? The math adds ups. One good and one bad person who seem to pair up.”

      “No, it’s not always that way. Look at Louisa and Theo,” Cym said.

      “Thank God, you’re right. We can relax.”

      We came upon Viktor. “Mind if I do a few rounds with my soon-to-be wife?” he asked.

      “She’s all yours,” I said.

      Fiona skated over and did a balletic turn in front of us. “A few more minutes, Cym, and then it’s time for you and me to go back and get ready for the wedding.”

      Cym grinned over at me before turning to our sister. “A few more minutes and I promise I’ll go with you.”

      “Do you want to race again?” Viktor asked.

      “I’ve already admitted defeat,” Cym said. “And agreed to marry you. What else can I do?”
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      I was in what would soon be the guest room after Cym moved in with Viktor with all the Barnes sisters. They'd put me in charge of champagne, which I'd just returned with from downstairs in the kitchen. I couldn't get out of that kitchen fast enough. Lizzie was in a state, shouting out orders to the staff, in preparation for the wedding feast.

      “I return victorious,” I said, holding up the bottle.

      “You brave girl,” Jo said. “Was the kitchen frightening?”

      “Oh yes,” I said. “I've never heard Lizzie shouting before.”

      “Everything has to be perfect for her precious Cymbeline,” Jo said. “She's Lizzie's favorite.”

      “That's not true,” Cym said, indignant. “Fiona is. She's everyone's favorite.”

      “I'm sorry to inform you all,” Delphia said from her perch in the window seat, “but I'm everyone's favorite. The baby of the family always is.”

      Fiona, who was standing behind Cym at the dressing table with a brush in her hand, laughed. “It's true. I was once the baby, and then you two came along and ruined everything.”

      Addie frowned, obviously not understanding that Fiona was only teasing. “Do you hate us for being born?”

      Fiona twirled around. “Darling, of course not.”

      “She was only teasing,” I said. “I can remember when you two were born. The whole house celebrated.”

      “Much rejoicing?” Delphia’s face lit up. “Especially when I was born, right?”

      “Yes, rejoicing is a good way to put it. But for you and Addie equally.” I poured glasses of champagne for all the adult sisters and distributed them.

      “What about us?” Delphia asked.

      “You may have some water in a fancy glass,” Fiona said. “And be happy about it.”

      “I never get any fun,” Delphia said.

      “I thought you just said everyone loved you the best,” Jo said. “You must have a little fun.”

      “A little, yes.” Delphia took two glasses over to a pitcher of water on the dresser. “I can't reach.”

      “I'll do it for you.” Addie poured them both a glass and handed one to her little sister. “Be careful with it. Don't go running all over the place and drop Mama's good glass.”

      “I'm always careful.” Delphia raised both eyebrows as if she were greatly insulted.

      “Shall we have a toast?” Jo asked.

      “Wait, I'm almost done with Cym's hair,” Fiona said, with pins between her teeth. “Give me just a minute.”

      “Cym, you're awfully quiet,” I said. “You're not getting cold feet, are you?”

      Cymbeline scowled. “No, I'm simply terrified of walking down the aisle with everyone looking at me. In a dress.”

      “A wedding dress,” Jo said. “How could it be scarier than flying off the side of the mountain in front of the whole town?”

      “She has a point,” Fiona said.

      “That’s different,” Cym said. “I was doing something. This is just…standing around looking pretty.”

      “You are pretty,” Fiona said, standing back to look at her creation, and clearly not quite satisfied, she placed another pin in Cym’s hair.

      I turned to look at the wedding gown that hung from a knob on the wardrobe. The dress had been sewn in haste by Aunt Annabelle, but you wouldn't know. Made from silk and with an overlay of organza embroidered with flowers, it was both feminine and modern, and perfect for our Cym. Annabelle had made it from scraps left over from a full-length gown she'd made for the daughter of a rich politician. “You're going to look beautiful and not remember much of it. I can't remember much from mine. I was so nervous.”

      “Me either,” Jo said. “It's such a shame. I wish I could relive it without the nerves.”

      “I'm not nervous,” Cym said.

      “Your shaking voice says otherwise,” Jo said.

      “She's done.” Fiona stood back to admire her work with Cym's hair. She’d pinned back the front but left a few curls dangling near her cheeks. Instead of lace attached to a cap, which Cym flatly refused to wear, Fiona had secured a section of tulle to a beaded headpiece for a long, floaty veil.

      “Let's have a toast before we get her in the dress,” Jo said.

      “Good idea, in case I spill,” Cym said, standing up from the bench. Dressed in just a white slip, her muscular shoulders and arms were evidence of her recent training for the ski event. I couldn't help but admire my sister-in-law. She was beautiful and could have simply relied on that for the rest of her life. Instead, she wanted to compete in a man's world. I tried to imagine her as a mother but couldn't quite grab hold of the image. Perhaps she would have boys. That would be better. We had enough girls in the family anyway.

      We all came to the middle of the room in a wide circle.

      “Shall I do the honors?” Delphia asked.

      Cym laughed. “Jo might like to since she's the oldest.”

      “No, I think it's fine,” Jo said. “If Delphia has a speech, by all means.”

      “She won't get to at the party later,” Fiona said.

      Delphia cleared her throat. Her light hair, fixed into a complicated braid by Fiona, shimmered under the lamplight. “I should like to propose a toast to my sister Cymbeline and Viktor, who has promised to pick out the husband for me when it's time.”

      “He has?” Fiona asked, laughing.

      Delphia's brow creased with obvious irritation. “It's not funny. He's promised, and I trust him with my life. If I can't have Viktor myself, a man picked out by him will have to do.”

      Addie rolled her eyes. “Delphia, the world doesn't resolve completely around you.”

      “No, usually it's revolving around you.” Delphia pointed at Addie.

      “It’s because I was sick, which I'm not any longer,” Addie said, beaming.

      “A cause for celebration,” I said.

      “To Viktor and Cym,” Jo said, tearing up. “Goodness me, I promised myself I wouldn't cry.”

      “I'll fix your face if need be,” Fiona said. “We're not getting through this day without crying.”

      “You mean because no one thought it would ever actually happen?” Cym laughed. “Including the bride.”

      “And the groom,” I said.

      “Well, it is happening and I, for one, am grateful to God,” Fiona said. “Even though I'm going to miss you terribly.” Now her eyes glassed over with tears. “Since I can remember, Cym, it's been you and me. I was sad when you went to school without me. You promised you'd come back and we would play as soon as you were home. I waited by the window all day, watching for you.”

      “You never told me that,” Cym said.

      “I loved you with all my heart and thought you and Jo were the most wonderful things in the whole world. You've always been independent and smart, and I couldn't have asked for better sisters. Whether you come home from your house with Viktor or anywhere else, I shall always be waiting by the window. To you, Cym, long may you run. Or jump or swim or whatever else you want to do.”

      We all clinked glasses. I found my eyes had glistened with tears of my own. Two nights from now my baby sister would marry Isak. All our old chums from school were growing up and marrying and having families of our own.

      “Where does the time go?” I asked.

      “I don't know,” Jo said. “It slips away little by little until it's almost the next year again.”

      Cym looked over at her small sisters. “Addie and Delphia, will you go down and ask Mama when I need to be ready? And see if you can find us some cookies.”

      They both nodded and set aside their glasses before dashing out of the room.

      “All right, now that I have them out of earshot,” Cym said, “I need to know the truth from you married women. What is going to happen tonight?” Her voice shook. She squeezed her hands together in front of her waist.

      I'd never known Cym to be scared of anything.

      “Oh, that,” Jo said. “Well, Shannon, maybe you can tell her.”

      “Not me,” I said. “I’m only a sister by marriage.”

      Cymbeline visibly shuddered. “Mama had a talk with me, but I didn’t understand anything she said. I have an idea of what's going to happen, of course. I mean, we have had animals all these years. But what do I do exactly? When I get back to the house with him tonight?”

      “Well, first, you excuse yourself to the bathroom,” Jo said. “Where Fiona and I already hung your wedding nightgown.”

      “You have?” Cym’s eyes widened and her cheeks lost all color. I hid a smile. Jo and I knew exactly what she meant, having been there ourselves not that long ago.

      “Yes, we did it on the way back here after skating.” Fiona took off the flannel robe she was wearing and slipped her feet into her dress, pulling it over her slim hips. She went to Jo, who buttoned the back.

      “I made the nightdress for you,” Jo said. “As a gift.”

      “All right. Then what? Do I come out or wait to be summoned?” Cym asked.

      “You come out,” I said. “Smiling your bravest smile. What you don’t understand is that he might be nervous too, so putting him at ease is good for both of you.”

      “Right. You want him relaxed,” Jo said.

      “Relaxed? Viktor’s always relaxed. He’s practically asleep most of the time. I mean that in the best possible way. He moves through life with such a lack of angst.” Cym sank onto the edge of the bed. “I’m starting to wonder if this is such a good idea. Viktor and I have been happy just as we are.”

      Jo and I exchanged an amused glance.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” I said. “But the fact that Jo and I have both had two babies should tell you that after the first time, the marital bed is quite enjoyable.”

      “The first time?” Fiona asked. “Do you mean the first time?”

      Jo laughed. “Yes, the first time. What else would we speaking of?”

      “I don’t know.” Fiona strode across the room to sit right next to Cym on the bed. “But it all sounds scary to me.”

      “Me too,” Cym said. “I’m quite rethinking the entire wedding.” She glanced toward the window as if to escape. “Is it too late to call it off?”

      “Yes, only because you would be miserable if you did,” Jo said. “Trust Shannon and me, all will be very well this time tomorrow. You’ll be happy and no longer afraid.”

      “Agreed,” I said.

      Cym searched my face as if to detect if I were fibbing before turning to Jo to do the same thing. “Really?”

      “There are more reasons than just wanting a baby to enjoy your husband,” Jo said.

      There was a tap on the door, followed by Louisa’s entrance. She was flushed and out of breath. “I’m sorry I’m late.” Although she wore a lavender dress that complemented her skin tone, she looked a little green.

      “Were you up all night with a mother?” I asked.

      Louisa shook her head. “No, I’m not feeling particularly well.” She grinned sheepishly. “In the mornings mostly.”

      Jo and I both shrieked with happy surprise. “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Yes, I’m married to a doctor, you know.” Louisa flushed, improving upon the paleness of her cheeks.

      “What are you talking about?” Fiona asked.

      “She’s going to have a baby, goose,” Cym said.

      We all rushed Louisa at once for embraces and congratulations.

      “I’m ecstatic,” Louisa said after we all retreated back to various posts around the room. “I was starting to think something was wrong.” A shadow passed over her face. She’d been through so much before the Linds had adopted her when she was nine years old. The remnants of those days still showed sometimes in her eyes, reminding me that not everything was as it appeared on the surface.

      “What a great day.” Jo clapped her hands together. “For the Barnes girls.”

      “Getting pregnant doesn’t happen right away usually, does it?” Cym brought her hand to her mouth and was about to bite a nail before Fiona gently shoved it away.

      “You’ll make your fingers bleed,” Fiona said.

      Cym placed her hands under the backs of her legs. “I don’t know that I want a baby right away.”

      Louisa sat on the other side of Cym. “Don’t worry. Everything always works out as it should.”

      Before I could add my agreement to that statement, the little girls ran into the room.

      “Mama says ten minutes,” Addie said.

      “And Papa said to lock the windows,” Delphia said.

      We all laughed.

      “I’m not going to run away,” Cym said. “Only because it’s Viktor waiting. Otherwise, I might.”

      “No might about it,” Jo said. “You certainly would. Which is how it should be. When you find the right one, there’s no running away.”

      “No matter how hard you try,” Fiona said.

      “I made a special effort in that regard.” Cymbeline grinned and took her hands out from under her legs to put one in Fiona’s. “To no avail. One can’t run away from true love.”

      I went to the window. Snow continued to fall. Flynn was outside with Phillip and Theo, decorating the sleigh built for two with bells and ribbons. A sign saying “Just Married” had already been hung on the back end.

      Just then, Flynn glanced up at the window. Upon seeing me there, he raised his hand and then placed it over his heart. I put my left hand against the glass. My true love and I had weathered a storm. I predicted there would be others, as there were in every marriage. However, friendship and desire would hopefully always remind us of the love we shared. I turned from the window to tell Cym to remember to bring a lot of forgiveness and grace into her union, but the sisters were helping her into her gown. I didn’t want to spoil the joy in the room. Anyway, she would learn everything she needed to know about marriage in her own way and in her own time. I hoped the trials would be few and the good times many.

      I turned back to take another look at my husband. No matter how long we lived or how the years changed us from our youthful beauty to old age, I would never tire of looking at him. We would grow old together, Flynn and I. Bound together through good and bad.

      Viktor and Isak had joined the other men at the sleigh. Flynn stuck out his hand to Viktor, and the two men shook before embracing. The five men gathered in a circle, patting one another on the backs as they laughed over a shared joke.

      As I turned from the window, I caught the sounds of the cousins playing together in the nursery.

      The women stood around admiring Cym in her wedding dress. Jo and Fiona held on to each other, tears in their eyes. Addie and Delphia seemed mesmerized by their beautiful sister, gazing at her with unfiltered adoration. Louisa fluffed the long veil and positioned it to follow the bride down the stairs and then down the aisle in the formal parlor.
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      We all grabbed our glasses. Fiona quickly poured a small amount for Louisa.

      “Shall we have one more toast?” Jo asked. “Since Louisa’s here now? I like it when all the Barnes girls are together.”

      “Wait for us.” Delphia grabbed the glasses of water for herself and Addie.

      “To the Barnes girls,” I said. “Long may we live.”

      “To our entire messy, hilarious, and imperfectly perfect family,” Louisa said. “I remain as thankful today as I was on my own wedding day to be part of it.”

      “As do I,” I said. It was true. How I loved them. I’d vowed before God to love Flynn through good times and bad, for better or worse. When I had done so, I’d also silently agreed to be part of this big, chaotic, wonderful family.

      “To the babies,” Fiona said. “And those on the way.”

      “To our health,” Addie said. For a girl who had spent so much of her life not feeling well, it was hardly visible now. She was pink and pretty. Her eyes danced with vitality.

      “Yes, that especially,” Cym said before pulling Addie close.

      “To Viktor,” Delphia said. “The very best man in the whole world.”

      “Yes, to Viktor for putting up with me long enough for me to fall in love with him.” Cym’s voice cracked at the end of her sentence. “Even though, at times, I didn’t deserve his loyalty.”

      “To Cymbeline and Viktor,” Jo said. “The day we thought would never come. We’re all happy for you, my strong, smart sister. And let us not forget how lucky Viktor is to have you.”

      “Thank you.” Cym looked around at each of us. “You’re all so good, and I love you. To each of the Barnes girls for always being here for me and for one another.”

      We clinked glasses and each took a sip before returning to the task at hand—getting Cym down to her groom. We ventured into the hallway. The distant sounds from the piano traveled up the stairs. Li had offered to play so that Fiona could stand next to Cym at the altar.

      Louisa and I held hands as we took the lead down the hallway. As we reached the top of the stairs, Mrs. Barnes appeared. At the sight of us, her face twisted with emotion. “My girls, all together.” She tented her hands under chin. “Cymbeline, you are lovely.”

      “She’s perfectly perfect,” Fiona said.

      Mrs. Barnes embraced Cym before giving her a lace handkerchief. “I carried this on the day I married your father. I’d like you to have it for today. If you get nervous with all the eyes upon you, simply rub your thumb and finger along the embroidery and remember how much your papa and I love you.”

      “I’m not nervous,” Cym said stoutly. “But I’ll gladly take the handkerchief anyway.”

      And then, together, we headed down the stairs to witness yet another union of a Barnes with the man whose heart belonged to hers alone.
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        A note from Tess…I hope you enjoyed Flynn and Shannon’s makeup story! Have you pre-ordered The Musician yet? If not, you can grab Fiona’s story here: The Musician releasing May 17, 2022

      

        

      
        Sign up for my newsletter over at my website at www.tesswrites.com and never miss a sale or new release, plus you’ll get a free ebook copy of The Santa Trial. You can also join my Facebook group Patio Chat with Tess Thompson for fun giveaways and sneak peeks.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More Emerson Pass!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Are you ready for Fiona’s story? Pre-order The Musician releasing May 17, 2022.

      

        

      
        The first of the Emerson Pass Contemporaries , The Sugar Queen , starring the descendants of the Barnes family is available at your favorite retailer.

        The second in the contemporary stories, The Patron is also available. Will Garth and Crystal ever find a way to leave the past behind to embrace each other and the future?

      

        

      
        In case you’ve missed any of the  Emerson Pass Historicals, here they are listed in order.:

        The School Mistress

        The Spinster

        The Scholar

        The Problem Child

        The Musician

      

        

      
        Sign up for Tess’s newsletter and never miss a release or sale!  www.tesswrites.com. You’ll get a free ebook copy of The Santa Trial for your subscription.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Tess Thompson

          

        

      

    

    
      CLIFFSIDE BAY

      

      Traded: Brody and Kara

      Deleted: Jackson and Maggie

      Jaded: Zane and Honor

      Marred: Kyle and Violet

      Tainted: Lance and Mary

      Cliffside Bay Christmas, The Season of Cats and Babies (Cliffside Bay Novella to be read after Tainted)

      Missed: Rafael and Lisa

      Cliffside Bay Christmas Wedding (Cliffside Bay Novella to be read after Missed)

      Healed: Stone and Pepper

      Chateau Wedding (Cliffside Bay Novella to be read after Healed)

      Scarred: Trey and Autumn

      Jilted: Nico and Sophie

      Kissed (Cliffside Bay Novella to be read after Jilted)

      Departed: David and Sara

      Cliffside Bay Bundle, Books 1,2,3

      

      BLUE MOUNTAIN SERIES

      

      Blue Midnight

      Blue Moon

      Blue Ink

      Blue String

      Blue Mountain Bundle, Books 1,2,3

      

      EMERSON PASS

      

      The School Mistress, Book One of Emerson Pass Historical Series

      The Sugar Queen, Book One of Emerson Pass Contemporaries Series

      The Spinster, Book Two of Emerson Pass Historical Series

      

      RIVER VALLEY

      

      Riversong

      Riverbend

      Riverstar

      Riversnow

      Riverstorm

      Tommy's Wish

      River Valley Bundle, Books 1-4

      

      CASTAWAY CHRISTMAS

      

      Come Tomorrow, Castaway Christmas, Book 1

      

      LEGLEY BAY

      

      Caramel and Magnolias

      Tea and Primroses

      

      STANDALONES

      

      The Santa Trial

      Duet for Three Hands

      Miller's Secret

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      USA Today Bestselling author Tess Thompson writes small-town romances and historical romance. She started her writing career in fourth grade when she wrote a story about an orphan who opened a pizza restaurant. Oddly enough, her first novel, "Riversong" is about an adult orphan who opens a restaurant. Clearly, she's been obsessed with food and words for a long time now.

      With a degree from the University of Southern California in theatre, she’s spent her adult life studying story, word craft, and character. Since 2011, she’s published over 20 novels and a five novellas. Most days she spends at her desk chasing her daily word count or rewriting a terrible first draft.

      She currently lives in a suburb of Seattle, Washington with her husband, the hero of her own love story, and their Brady Bunch clan of two sons, two daughters and five cats. Yes, that's four kids and five cats.

      Tess loves to hear from you. Drop her a line at tess@tthompsonwrites.com or visit her website at https://tesswrites.com/ or visit her on social media.

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: Pinterest icon] Pinterest

      

    

  
OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Praise for Tess Thompson
      


      		
        Also by Tess Thompson
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        1. Flynn
      


      		
        2. Shannon
      


      		
        3. Flynn
      


      		
        4. Shannon
      


      		
        5. Flynn
      


      		
        6. Shannon
      


      		
        More Emerson Pass!
      


      		
        Also by Tess Thompson
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Also by Tess Thompson


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-goodreads-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-snowflake-screen.png






OEBPS/images/christmasnovella_ebook.jpg
sssssssssssssssssssssssss

TESST HOMPS()N

b A

THE SEVEN DAYS OF

CHRISTMAS

at Emerson Pass 3=





OEBPS/images/social-twitter-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-bookbub-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-pinterest-screen.png





