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      Theo

      

      On a summer day in 1924, I arrived home to Emerson Pass, Colorado, with no idea of the ways in which my life would be irrevocably altered in the months to come. Had I known what waited for me, I’d have run off the train instead of walking like the gentlemanly scholar I fancied myself.

      All I knew that day was that I was glad to be home. I’d been away at medical school for over four years. I was now about to step off the train to begin a new season of my life as a small-town doctor.

      For the second time in my life, my family stood on the platform anticipating my arrival. The first had been when my twin brother, Flynn, and I had returned from the war. His was the face I spotted from the window. We were alike in appearance but opposites in personalities. He looked rakish in a tan summer suit and straw hat. Next to him, the oldest of my siblings, Josephine, stood with baby Poppy in her arms. Her husband, Phillip, was next to her, clinging to the hand of their little girl, Quinn, named after our stepmother. She was the second child of my stepmother’s first students to be named Quinn. I wouldn’t be surprised if someday they named the school after her.

      My second sister, Cymbeline, never one to wait patiently, ran toward the passenger car, waving frantically as her hat came unpinned from her piles of dark brown hair and caught flight. Our younger sister Fiona followed closely behind. Her quick hands, made for playing the piano and catching her sister’s lost items, snatched the hat from midair.

      Cymbeline looked much the same as when I’d first left for school when she was sixteen. Fiona, however, had grown up during my time away. At seventeen, she was now more of a woman than a girl. No longer in short skirts and pinafores, she wore a rose-colored drop-waisted dress that hung loosely over her small frame. Both Cymbeline and Fiona were delicate beauties with alabaster skin and almost black hair. They’d always looked similar but, like Flynn and me, were not of similar dispositions.

      Papa stood with his arm around my stepmother. Stoic in public, Papa was as soft inside as any man I’d ever known. Mama held a handkerchief to her mouth. Her weekly letters to me while I was away had been as consistent as the university’s chapel bell ringing on a Sunday morning. Whether she’d given birth to us or not, Mama was our mother. She’d come to us when Flynn and I were nine years old. He claimed to remember little from before that time, but I wasn’t sure that was true. Regardless, we loved her with all our hearts. She looked as young and pretty as she’d been when she first came to us, stepping onto this very same platform on a snowy winter’s day.

      My smallest sisters, Addie and Delphia, twelve and eight respectively, stood close to Papa. I had to take them in for a moment too, changed as they were from the image in my mind of two small girls. As fair-haired as Cymbeline and Fiona were dark, they competed with the summer sun with their yellow hair and light blue eyes. My chest ached at the sight of them. Time didn’t ebb and flow but constantly charged forward with no pause with which one could catch up. I’d missed much while at school. But I was home now, I reminded myself. Where I belonged.

      As soon as the doors opened, I grabbed my suitcase and headed down the steps to the platform. The first-class car had been empty since Denver, so I exited with ease. Cymbeline threw herself at me with such power that she nearly knocked us both to the ground. She was as strong as many men. A natural athlete. One frustrated by her lack of opportunities to compete.

      “Theo, I’ve missed you so,” Cymbeline said, almost angrily.

      I chuckled at her stormy expression. “I’ve missed you. Now, don’t be angry with me. I’m here now.”

      She hugged me again, then stepped away to peer at me with dark eyes fringed with thick lashes. “You seem larger.”

      “Do I? You’re prettier than ever,” I said.

      “Don’t be silly. I have more important things to do than be pretty.” Regardless of Cymbeline’s retort, I could see in her brilliant smile that my compliment pleased her.

      Flynn held out his hand before pulling me into a half embrace. “Brother, have you learned everything there is to know and are ready to stay put?”

      “Not everything,” I said, grinning back at the face that looked so much like mine. “Now that you’re married, have you been tamed?”

      “A little,” Flynn said. “I’m going to be a father soon.”

      “What? How come I didn’t know?”

      “We just told the folks last night. Or I did. Shannon’s feeling too sick to come out.”

      “Nothing serious?” I asked.

      “Mama says it’s morning sickness and completely normal,” Flynn said. Shannon was a beauty with dark curls and skin the color of milk. My brother had fallen for her shortly after we’d returned from the war. Although Flynn had been saying all his life that he was to remain a bachelor until the day he died, he’d been unable to resist Shannon. They’d married a few years back. I’d worried when Mama had written there were still no babies that there might be something wrong. Given this happy news, I needn’t have.

      Fiona approached in her quiet manner, still holding Cymbeline’s hat. “Hello, Theo.” Her voice was as soft and sweet as it had always been. Listening to her speak, no one would guess at how powerful and crystal clear her singing voice was. She’d gotten enough musical talent for all seven of us.

      I set my satchel down to take her hands. “Hello, Fi.” Her hair curled at the nape of her delicate neck. She made me think of a newly budded pink rose. “What’s happened to you? You’re all grown up.”

      “Not so much,” Fiona said, smiling. “I’m still your baby sister in here.” She tapped her chest before taking my hand to lead me over to the rest of my family.

      “Theo, welcome home,” Papa said with a voice thick with emotion. He held out his hand for me to shake.

      “Thanks, Papa.” Tears threatened to break through my natural reserve. I turned to my mother.

      “I’m so very happy to see you.” Mama embraced me.

      “I’m sure Lizzie can fatten me up in a few weeks,” I said.

      Josephine, cradling her infant, held out her cheek for me to kiss. I did so before pulling back the blanket to see my niece, Poppy. She was too young to see who she resembled or even to open her eyes to greet me. “She’s precious, Jo.”

      “We think so,” Josephine said with a glance up at her husband, Phillip.

      I shook Phillip’s hand and knelt to say hello to little Quinn, who promptly hid herself behind her father.

      “Quinn looks like her namesake,” I said. Although that was impossible, as they shared no blood. Still, odder things had come about in our family.

      “Isn’t it strange?” Josephine asked as she and Mama exchanged a smile. “As sweet as her, too.”

      My little sisters approached next. Addie reminded me very much of Josephine. They were both blonde and slight, although Addie was quieter and frailer than Jo had been at that age. Jo had been a little mother to all of us after our mother died and before Mama Quinn came to us. She’d had to grow up too fast.

      “Hi, Theo,” Addie said shyly. “I made you this.” She thrust a card with a pressed orange poppy into my hand.

      “Thank you.” I knelt on the platform to get a better look at her.

      “Are poppies still your favorite?” Addie’s blue eyes were the same color as the sky above us and had this way of unsettling me with their purity.

      “They are. This is very pretty. You did a wonderful job.”

      “I thought you might’ve changed.” Addie’s bottom lip trembled. “Or forgotten me.”

      I brushed her soft cheek with my thumb. “I could never forget you.”

      “What about me? Did you forget me?” Delphia, her little body tense as if waiting for a fight, watched me with narrowed eyes.

      “Hmm…what’s your name again? You look vaguely familiar.”

      Delphia stomped her boot. “You’re lying. You remember me.”

      I laughed and picked her up and swirled her in a circle. “Don’t be a goose. Of course I remember my baby sister.”

      She laughed and hugged my neck with all the strength in her thin arms. “I knew it.”

      I set her down. “In fact, I want you to tell me everything about everything.”

      “All right. But not now. Mama said I’m not to dominate the conversation at lunch.”

      “Maybe later you, Addie, and I can go out to the meadow and pick some flowers for the table and we can talk all about everything then.”

      Delphia grinned and lifted her chin defiantly. “Yes. But I’ll do most of the talking. That’s how it is with Addie and me.”

      “I remember,” I said, winking at Addie.

      “Let’s get you home and settled,” Mama said. “Lizzie’s prepared a feast for lunch.”

      “Fried chicken.” Delphia took my hand. “And strawberry ice cream for dessert.”

      My mouth watered. “I can’t wait.”

      Just like that, I was back in the thick of the Barnes family.
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      When we arrived, Jasper greeted us at the door as he always had. He and his wife, Lizzie, who ran our kitchen, had come with Papa from England years and years before. When Papa had decided to give up his lord title as firstborn son and come to America, Jasper had insisted on accompanying him.

      “Theo, welcome home,” Jasper said. His British accent was as strong as it had ever been. I could not decide if he clung to his English ways out of spite or habit. “We have you in the guest room upstairs.”

      “Fiona and Cymbeline share your old room now,” Mama said.

      I followed Jasper upstairs to clean up and get unpacked. “Your mother had some new suits made for you.” Jasper went to the wardrobe and opened both the doors. “Nonetheless, there should be sufficient room for whatever’s in your luggage.”

      Several new suit jackets and trousers were hung in a row along with crisp shirts.

      “They’re made of fine material. Mr. Olofsson used his best.” Jasper nodded with obvious approval. “I made sure.”

      “Thank you.” I turned away from the wardrobe to get a better look at him. He was as formal and tidy as always in his black suit with its vest and tie. “How’s Lizzie?”

      “She’s well and would like to see you as soon as you’re able.”

      “And Florence?” Their daughter was around the same age as Addie with a cheerful, outgoing personality like her mother.

      At the sound of his daughter’s name, a slight smile lifted the corners of Jasper’s mouth, but only for an instant. “Florence is a little too American for my taste, but she’s a fine girl.” He returned to the business at hand, never one to deviate too far from his duties. “The water closet is ready for you if you’d like to freshen up.” He gestured toward the adjoining bathroom. “Dinner is at seven. They no longer dress for it in the summer, as they eat outside on the porch.” He imitated an American accent with the word porch. “Which has a screen around the perimeter.” He sniffed. I wasn’t sure why a screen was particularly offensive, but I didn’t ask.

      “Your brother-in-law built this back porch specifically for outdoor eating,” Jasper said. “Lord Barnes is quite taken with the idea and insists that everyone remain in their day clothes.”

      I nodded, fighting the urge to laugh. “He’s gone rogue on us, Jasper.”

      “Yes, but what can you expect?”

      I wasn’t entirely sure of the meaning of that question, so I simply thanked him. “I’ll be down shortly. I’m looking forward to one of Lizzie and Mrs. Wu’s wonderful meals.”

      “Very good, Dr. Barnes.”

      The pride in his voice made me smile. Being home was indeed very good.

      After he left, I looked around the room, which hadn’t changed much since I’d last seen it. Lilies in a vase on the dresser gave off a lovely scent, one I remembered well from my childhood. Walnut furniture, a yellow-and-red braided rug, and the easy chair by the window were familiar and comforting to me. I’d lived lean during my university years, renting a room close to campus and eating meals at the cafeteria or the neighborhood diner. Because of the vigor with which I’d approached my schooling, I’d done little else but study.

      I hung my few items of clothing in the wardrobe and placed the rest in the dresser. I bathed and shaved, happy to wash away the grime of my travels. I’d just finished dressing, having chosen a light blue linen suit, when there was a knock on the door. “Theo, it’s Fiona and Cymbeline. Are you available for a visit?”

      “Yes, yes, come in,” I called out to them.

      They came into the room, bringing the scent of their rosewater perfume, and sat on the end of my bed. Like two pretty bookends, they wore white dresses with dropped waists and had their hair pulled back in a way that made it seem as if they had cut their hair like so many of the girls did now. I was happy to see they’d kept their long tresses.

      “You’re actually here,” Cymbeline said. “I thought you might never come home.”

      “Why would you think such a thing?” I sat in the armchair. “I’d never planned on staying away forever.”

      Cymbeline lifted one shoulder in a casual shrug. “I don’t know. We thought you might meet a lady and not want to leave her.”

      “Did you meet any ladies?” Fiona asked.

      “No, I was too busy for that,” I said.

      “Thank goodness,” Fiona said. “We wouldn’t have liked you to choose someone without all of us having a good look at her first.”

      I laughed. “Pity the poor woman who has to face all of you.”

      “True enough.” Cymbeline rolled her eyes. “No one in this family can stay out of anyone else’s business.”

      “But we’re lucky to have one another.” Fiona smiled sweetly. “Cym likes to pretend she doesn’t need us, but it’s not true.”

      Cymbeline shot me a sassy grin. “Fiona always sees the good in people, even me.”

      “You are good,” Fiona said. “Having opinions and wishing certain things about this world were different doesn’t mean you’re a bad person.”

      “Do you see what I mean, Theo?” Cymbeline asked. “Fiona’s the good one.”

      “She is pure of heart,” I said. “And we love you for it, Fiona.”

      Fiona beamed at us. “I love you both very much too. I’m glad we’re all back together.”

      “Have you seen any of the old gang from school? I’ve exchanged a few letters with Isak, of course, but he’s not the best correspondent.”

      Isak, Flynn, and I had all served together during the war. Like Flynn, he’d started a business upon his return to Emerson Pass. I hadn’t anticipated that he’d open a bakery. “I had no idea Isak wanted to be a baker.”

      “He makes the most delicious breads and pies,” Fiona said. “Even Lizzie says so.”

      “Is he courting anyone?” I asked. “I thought he’d be married by now.” Isak and his brother, Viktor, resembled Vikings from the storybooks we’d read as children—tall, wide-shouldered, and blond hair that looked red in certain light. If anyone wanted to make either of them mad, all you had to do was mention that their hair was red. Regardless of what they thought about their hair, they were popular with the young ladies.

      “Not that we know of,” Fiona said.

      “How’s Viktor?” I asked, cautiously. Viktor was a sore subject with Cymbeline. His adoration of my sister seemed to agitate her instead of the desired effect. He’d been enamored with her since we were young.

      “He’s back in town,” Cymbeline said. “Not that I care.”

      “He’s returned home with a degree in mathematics,” Fiona said. “He’s working at the bank.”

      “Ah, yes, I think Isak mentioned that.”

      “Mama’s terribly proud of him,” Fiona said.

      “They gave him the money for college,” Cymbeline said. “Mama said he was always clever and should go to school if he wanted.”

      “They’re thankful to him for saving Jo, you know,” Fiona said.

      “I do know,” I said. Our family would be forever in Viktor’s debt for saving Josephine from sure death when she’d been taken by a bad man.

      “Now he’s a banker.” Fiona wriggled her eyebrows at her sister. “Very fancy. Right, Cymbeline?”

      “I told you I couldn’t care less,” Cymbeline said. “And wouldn’t you know, Theo, the big oaf still thinks he’s in love with me.”

      I didn’t think there was much thinking involved. He knew for sure how he felt about her. He’d wanted my sister for as long as I could recall. She, however, detested him, mostly because she’d thought of him as competition during her school days. He was athletic and smart. In addition, and possibly the worst offense, he was a boy, which meant he had all the opportunities she wished she had.

      “What else is happening in town?” I asked.

      “There’s trouble brewing at the church,” Fiona said. “A few horrible ladies who are on the church board don’t like Pastor Lind.”

      “We heard from a friend that there’s a group who want him out,” Cymbeline said. “Even Papa’s worried.”

      “Can’t he help?” My skin prickled at the sound of the name Lind. I’d once thought I was in love with Louisa Lind. I’d embarrassed myself when I’d asked her if she’d write to me when I was away at the war. Unfortunately, it was Flynn she wished she could write. We’d only been sixteen when we lied our way into the army. I told myself I’d been young and stupid back then. I’d had no earthly idea how to tell that a girl loved my twin brother instead of me.

      “No, the church has its own board, which includes awful Mrs. Poe,” Fiona said. “She doesn’t like Pastor Lind. I don’t understand why.”

      “It’s because she’s a bluenose,” Cymbeline said, sounding disgusted. “She thinks Pastor Lind is too casual and encouraging.”

      “She wants him to talk about hell more,” Fiona said. “But you know that’s not how Pastor Lind does things.”

      “How do you two know all this?” I asked.

      They exchanged a look. One I didn’t understand other than it told me however they’d come upon this information would not be shared with me.

      “We know people who know things,” Cymbeline said.

      “The Linds have no idea,” Fiona said. “They’re going to spring it on him.”

      “Wouldn’t that mean they’d have no place to live?” If I remembered correctly, the Linds’ home, right next to the church, was actually owned by the congregation. Papa, years ago, had sold it all to the church. How that worked exactly as far as the deed to the house went, I wasn’t sure. Even so, I had a bad feeling that would be the case.

      “But Pastor Lind’s been there since we were young,” I said. “They can’t just get rid of him, can they? What would it mean to his wife and daughter?”

      “Last Sunday, Pastor Lind looked awful, right, Fi?” Cymbeline asked. “Pale and kind of sickly.”

      “Yes. Mama noticed too.” Fiona’s cheeks flushed. “I think it’s that terrible woman causing all the trouble that’s making him sick. I can’t stand it when people are unkind.”

      “She’s been extremely vocal about her discontent,” Cymbeline said. “Horrible woman.”

      “How’s Louisa?” I asked, keeping my voice casual. “You don’t think she suspects? Doesn’t she run around with the same group of friends as you two?”

      My sisters exchanged a look. They knew of my ill-fated attempt with Louisa.

      “Don’t look like that,” I said. “I’m asking as an old friend of hers. I’d think her father being in trouble would bother her.”

      “She doesn’t socialize with the old crowd any longer,” Cymbeline said. “She’s gotten strange.”

      “Strange?” Louisa had been adopted by the Linds after her father had been killed in a shootout. She’d always been quiet. I suspected the first nine years of her life had been traumatizing but didn’t know the details.

      “All closed up,” Fiona said.

      “Pinched like—in the face.” Cymbeline scrunched her brows together. “Like she always has a lot on her mind.”

      “That’s a shame. Is she stepping out with anyone?” I was pleased with myself that I could ask the question and not care about the answer. My misplaced feelings for her were nothing but a boyhood infatuation. I’d hardly thought of her in the time I’d been away.

      “No.” Cymbeline shook her head. “She doesn’t do much but church duties and taking care of the Linds. They’re not young, after all.”

      I left it at that, not wanting to delve any further into the Linds when it was my sisters I was interested in hearing about. “What about you two? Do I need to chase any suitors away?”

      “Not a one,” Cymbeline said. “We like it that way.”

      “And why is that?” I asked.

      “Because we’re busy,” Fiona said. “Me with my music. Cymbeline helps Poppy with her veterinarian calls almost every day.”

      “Really? That’s great, Cym.” My middle sister had always loved animals. She loved being outside as well.

      “Papa says it keeps me out of trouble,” Cymbeline said. “Which apparently is important because of my attitude.”

      All three of us burst into laughter.

      ***

      The entire family had lunch on the newly built screened porch at the back of the house. Perhaps it was because I was home, but everything shone with a special luster. I couldn’t remember the lawn ever being as green. Rhododendrons bloomed in bright pink and red at the edges of the fenced yard.

      Everyone talked at once between bites of Lizzie’s juicy fried chicken pieces.

      “Mama, can we be excused to play croquet?” Delphia asked.

      “Yes, but you have to let Quinn play too,” Mama said, gesturing toward my niece, who sat in her father’s lap. “Please be careful to keep her out of harm’s way.”

      “We will,” Fiona said before lifting Quinn into her arms. “Do you want to be my partner?”

      Quinn nodded and answered with a slight lisp. “Yeth, please.”

      “Are you coming?” Delphia asked Cymbeline.

      Cymbeline looked torn for a moment, but her love of sport won out over wanting to stay with the adults. “Why not?”

      Except for Josephine, all my sisters exited the porch and spilled out onto the lawn. If I were a painter, I would have wanted to capture the beauty of the girls in their light summer dresses.

      “Aren’t they something?” Papa asked me.

      “They are. I’ve missed you all more than I can say.” I exchanged a smile with Josephine.

      Talk turned to Josephine’s library and how they’d had to allocate money for more children’s books. “We’ve had quite the population growth,” Papa said. “There are a lot of new babies, not just here at our table.”

      “A large batch of christenings over the last few years,” Mama said.

      Flynn glanced at his pocket watch for the sixth time in as many minutes. “Flynn, do you need to be somewhere?” Papa asked, indulgently.

      “Are you worried about Shannon?” Mama asked.

      “A little,” Flynn said. “She was feeling pretty sick earlier.”

      “Go home,” Josephine said. “It’ll ease your mind.”

      “I hate to leave,” Flynn said. “But I should check on her. She wasn’t doing too well when I left.”

      “Do go,” I said. “We have plenty of days to visit now that I’m home.”

      Flynn stood, looking relieved. He clapped me on the shoulder. “I’m glad you’re home. I’ll see you soon.”

      We all said our goodbyes before he practically ran down the steps of the porch and around the corner of the house.

      “What do you think of the new porch?” Josephine asked me. “Phillip designed and built the whole thing.”

      “I like it very much,” I said. “What a great way to spend the afternoon.”

      “And it keeps the bugs out in the evening,” Mama said. “Thanks to clever Phillip.”

      Josephine beamed at her husband. “He is clever.”

      Phillip brushed aside the compliment. “Nothing to it, really.”

      “I saw Dr. Neal at the Johnsons’ store yesterday,” Papa said. “He looked as if he might collapse on the spot.”

      “The poor man,” Mama said. “He’s been counting the days until you arrived, Theo.”

      Papa nodded. “He lost a baby in delivery last month and feels haunted by it. He’ll want you to take over that part of things, I expect.”

      Josephine had baby Poppy cradled in one arm as she poked her fork into one last bite of chicken. “Martha said he hasn’t slept well since.”

      “Sadly, losing babies happens,” I said. “I’m certain he’s blameless.”

      The talk moved to the opening of the new schoolhouse. My attention waned. Hearing about Dr. Neal’s troubles worried me. The life of a small-town doctor would encompass a myriad of responsibilities. Losing babies was inevitable. I must harden myself to a certain extent.

      “Do you ever miss teaching, Mama?” I asked, forcing myself back into the conversation.

      She glanced over at Papa. “Once in a while I have a twinge of remorse, but you kids have kept me so busy over the years that it was like I had a full classroom.”

      Josephine laughed. “Seven of us is like a classroom.”

      “And now we have the grandbabies.” Papa’s eyes twinkled. “Never a dull moment.”
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      Louisa

      

      The problem with trouble? One never sees it coming until it’s too late. In the years since I’d been with the Linds, I’d been lulled into a false sense of safety. Then, out of nowhere, I was faced with complete uncertainty. Would I be returned to a life of near starvation and homelessness?

      I’d gone to Isak Olofsson’s bakery thinking all was well. I lived a quiet life with the Linds, taking care of them as they began to show the signs of age, cooking, shopping, and cleaning for them. In addition, I taught Sunday school and helped with whatever other church duties they needed. My existence wasn’t exciting, but it was steady and safe. That’s all I needed.

      “Louisa, I wondered if you had a minute?” From behind the counter, Isak wiped his hands on the front of his apron.

      “Yes, what is it?”

      He looked around his empty shop as if he were worried there were others eavesdropping before speaking. “I heard a few of the old biddies from church talking this morning. They must have thought I couldn’t hear or maybe that I wouldn’t care, but they were talking about Pastor Lind.”

      I clenched my teeth together. Knowing what he would say, I waited. Mrs. Poe hadn’t been discreet in her dislike of Father. No doubt she’d decided to start another church in town. What did I care, anyway? There were enough sinners in town for two churches.

      Isak placed both of his large hands palm down on the wooden counter. A powder of flour dust coated the reddish hairs on his forearms. “Mrs. Poe said the church board has voted and they’re getting rid of your father.”

      My stomach dropped. Black dots danced before my eyes. “That’s impossible.”

      “I asked Flynn about this,” Isak said. “He said the board is elected by the members to represent their wishes. Apparently, Mrs. Poe has been on a secret campaign to lure people over to her side.”

      I thought I might pass out as I gripped the edge of the counter. “I had no idea.”

      “She’s very persuasive, I guess. I’m sorry, Louisa. I wanted you to know in case there’s something to be done.”

      “Thank you.” I picked up my loaf of bread and left the shop in a daze. Blindly, I walked the few blocks home. How was this happening? Where would we go? The house belonged to the church. Did Father and Mother have savings? Would we be able to find somewhere to live?

      Yes, I told myself. Of course they had savings. They’d sent me away to finishing school, after all. That wasn’t the act of poor people.

      Yet there was also the fact of my mother’s surgery the previous year. My mother hadn’t wanted anyone to know that she’d suffered through a serious health condition. It had started with a chronic wet cough and shortness of breath. I’d insisted, finally, that she go see Dr. Neal. He’d done a few tests and sent her to an expert in Denver. The team there had suspected lung cancer and had immediately taken her in for surgery where they removed part of her lung. The doctor said the masses were definitely cancerous but assured us that his expert skills had gotten all of the bad cells. I wasn’t so sure. Regardless, we’d told no one. Mother was proud that way. She considered her stout strength her greatest asset as a preacher’s wife.

      There was another fact that had me worried. A small-town preacher relied upon donations from his congregation to pay his salary. For whatever reasons, we were never as successful filling the donation bowl as we hoped. Father always said the Lord would provide. I wasn’t so sure about that, either.

      When I came in through the back door, Mother was at the small table near the kitchen window. Sunshine streamed through the spotless glass. In the bright light, the wrinkles that etched her face were more evident. For a second, I saw her as an old woman instead of Mother. She’d aged right before my eyes but without me truly seeing.

      Even though I’d been with them since I was nine years old and I was now in my early twenties, I still felt as though I’d only just arrived. The three of us had needed one another with an urgency unlike other families. Mother had yearned for a child that never came. Father wanted nothing but to make her happy. I’d needed them for all things: shelter, food, and mostly love. No one could have been more patient or caring. I came to them broken open to the very core. They stitched me up day by day until much of my past, if not forgotten, faded enough for me to feel close to a normal girl.

      I had only to let my mind drift back to the years with my real father to shudder. The games he played with me were too horrid to revisit. Yet when I’d first come here, Mother had encouraged me to talk about them if I needed to. Now that I was gown, I could imagine how awful it must have been for her to hear the atrocities of my childhood. At the time, I was grateful to let them out.

      However, I’d kept one horrible thing to myself. As much as I’d shared with the Linds, I couldn’t tell them about the other thing. The thing my father did that made it impossible for me to love a man. I put all that aside for now. How could I tell Mother and Father what I’d heard?

      Mother smiled at me as I set the loaf of bread on the table. Even if I’d been able to contemplate marriage, leaving my parents wasn’t an option. They needed me to cook and clean and take care of most everything. I couldn’t leave them. Not that I wanted to. They’d given me a chance for a good life. The least I could do was repay them with the same kindness.

      I leaned down to kiss Mother’s soft cheek. “How are you feeling this morning?”

      “Right as rain.”

      “Good. Would you like me to make coffee?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      “Would you, dear?”

      “Isak had just pulled the sourdough loaves out of his ovens this morning. I bought one to go with our eggs.” I’d walked out to the Cassidys’ farm the day before to buy a dozen eggs from Nora. The youngest of the Cassidy girls had taken over the farm after her father died. She’d added a few milk cows and invested in layer chickens to supplement their cattle. She now kept many of us in town with fresh milk and eggs.

      “How was Nora?” Mother asked. “She wasn’t at church last Sunday.”

      “She was well but said one of her cows had a baby in the middle of Saturday night and she was too tired to make it to church.”

      “That girl works too hard.”

      It was true. Their father had died right after the war, leaving his wife and three daughters with a barely profitable small cattle ranch. The oldest of the Cassidy sisters, Alma, had gone off to nursing school and had fallen in love with a gentleman from Chicago and not returned to Emerson Pass. Shannon had married rich Flynn Barnes. Nora, like me, hadn’t felt she could leave her mother, and did the work of a man to keep the place going. I hoped for her sake that she’d have the chance to have a husband and family of her own.

      Father came in the back door. I knew the moment I saw the gray tinge to his complexion that something was wrong. He didn’t greet us but instead sat heavily on one of the chairs at the table.

      “Louisa brought bread from the bakery,” Mother said.

      “I’m fixing eggs, too. Would you like coffee?”

      “No, thank you,” Father said. “I have to talk to you both.”

      “What is it, Simon?” Mother asked. “Are you unwell?”

      He looked pale and exhausted, with puffy bags under his eyes. “I’ve had a shock.”

      I sat with them at the table and clasped my hands together.

      “The board voted. They want us out,” Father said.

      “How can this be?” Mother clutched the cross that hung from her neck. “Where will we go?”

      “We have to be out by the end of the month,” Father said.

      My mind couldn’t grasp any of this. I looked around our small, tidy kitchen. It was all I’d known since I’d moved in with the Linds when I was nine years old. We would be homeless.

      “But why would they do this?” I asked out loud.

      “From what I can gather, Mrs. Poe would like more fire and brimstone,” Father said. “And less encouragement about how the love of Jesus can save any sinner.”

      “Isn’t that the main message of Jesus?” I asked, flabbergasted. Before I’d come to live with the Linds, I hadn’t known much about being a Christian. We hadn’t even had a Bible in our ramshackle house. But they’d quickly rectified that, teaching me of the ways of the Lord. I’d come to understand how daily talks with God could change a battered heart.

      “What will we do?” I asked.

      Mother sighed. “Do what we’ve always done, move on.”

      “To another church?” I couldn’t believe my ears. This was our home. “Can’t you simply retire? We could find another house here in Emerson Pass.” Father was in his mid-sixties. He’d been working hard all his life, always there for his flock.

      Father took off his wire-rimmed glasses and cleaned them with his handkerchief. “My salary was barely enough to live on and with your mother’s operation last year, we’re out of money. There’s nothing left. I don’t know what we can do, other than find another church. There are small towns sprouting up all over the country. Surely I can find another position. We always have before.”

      The idea of leaving Emerson Pass seemed inconceivable. We belonged here. All our friends were here. Frustration made me tremble. What had been the point of sending me to school? “Why, in heaven’s name, did you send me to finishing school? I should have stayed here and worked.”

      “We wanted you to find a wealthy young man who could take care of you,” Father said. “I thought it was your best chance of meeting the right sort of people.”

      “Right sort of people? You’re my people. I didn’t want to get married and leave either of you or Emerson Pass. This is my home.”

      He put his glasses back on, tucking the flexible temples around the backs of his ears in a gesture I knew very well. “Louisa, you have to think about yourself. We’re not going to live much longer. A husband is your only opportunity.”

      “Opportunity? For what?”

      “Survival.”

      I stared at him as tears of anger dampened my cheeks. “Father, why didn’t you send me to school for something practical? I could have become a teacher or a nurse.”

      “Neither of those professions is something you can do and have a family. Do you want to be an old maid?” Mother asked.

      I was astounded by their reaction. Had I not known how much they wanted me to marry? Neither had ever expressed it in such a blunt fashion. Perhaps they should have. I’d thought they were content to have me stay with them forever. That idea had been shortsighted. I could see that now. However, the idea of either of them dying on me was so heartbreaking, I couldn’t even think about it.

      “I thought you wanted me to stay with you,” I said. “I’ve been useful to you, haven’t I?”

      Mother’s eyes filled with tears. “Louisa, I told you from the beginning that we weren’t adopting you because we couldn’t afford a housekeeper. You’re our daughter, not our maid.”

      “Is that what you’ve thought?” Father asked. “That we needed you?”

      “Well, don’t you?” I asked. “I’m young and strong. And a good cook.” I mumbled the last part.

      “Do you not want to marry because of us?” Mother asked. “Because that’s not a good reason.”

      “I don’t want to marry because, well, I just don’t want to.”

      “As much as we love you, we want you to have a life of your own,” Mother said. “A family of your own.”

      “We thought finishing school would bring exactly that,” Father said. “Didn’t you wonder why we were sending you in the first place?”

      “I…I guess I didn’t,” I said. “I thought you wanted to refine me so that I would be more of an asset at the church. Anyway, how was I supposed to meet a young man at a girls’ school?”

      “By becoming friends with your classmates who would then introduce you to brothers and cousins,” Father said with obvious irritation in his voice. “Louisa, I don’t understand you.”

      That much was clear.

      “But what about Flynn?” Father asked. “You liked him.”

      “He didn’t reciprocate those feelings,” I said. “Shannon was the one he wanted. Anyway, he was just a crush I had. All of the other girls in town had one on him.”

      My parents exchanged a glance.

      “Theo cared for you, though,” Mother said. “He made no secret of it.”

      “Mother, no. Not Theo.” How could I explain that Theo would be the absolute last man on earth I’d ever marry? Even if he wanted me still, which I felt certain he wouldn’t. He’d gone off to medical school and would be returning to Emerson Pass to be Dr. Neal’s partner. Most likely, he’d met someone and would bring her here to marry.

      “What’s wrong with Theo?” Father asked. “He was an excellent Sunday school student.”

      “Yes, he always knew his verses. Flynn did not.” Mother seemed to have forgotten our dire situation, because she actually smiled. She’d always been fond of all the Barnes children. Like everyone else in town.

      “Theo’s not for me.” I left it at that mostly because I couldn’t articulate what it was about him that I didn’t like. He was too much like me, perhaps. I could see the pain of his past in his eyes. Sensitive, all-seeing eyes. When he looked at me, I imagined that he could see into the deepest parts of me. The parts I wanted to keep hidden from the world. With someone like him, I’d never be able to stay separate. He’d insist on knowing me. I didn’t want to be known. Not even to my parents.

      If they knew what my father had done, they might understand that the idea of a man’s touch terrified me. I should tell them, I thought. My secret that I’d kept hidden all these years. The words wouldn’t come. Instead, a darkness seeped into my very core. I was bad and damaged. No decent man would want me.

      “I can try to get a job,” I said. “Maybe somewhere in town?”

      “Doing what?” Father asked, not unkindly but with utter hopelessness.

      “Maybe I could get a job as a maid?” I clamped my lips together to keep them from trembling before continuing. “Quinn might need another maid. Or I could assist Lizzie in the kitchen.”

      “Even if you were able to get work, we have no place to live.” Father put both his hands over his knees and took in a shuddering breath. “I’m not feeling well. I need to lie down for a while.”

      I’d go see the Barnes family as soon as I could. Quinn wouldn’t turn me away. She would surely have some variety of work for me. Or maybe Mrs. Johnson needed someone to help her at her store.

      “I’ll think of something,” I said. “I know I will.”

      Mother only nodded, then rose to her feet and followed Father into the bedroom.
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      Theo

      

      The first morning assisting Dr. Neal, I drove into town feeling robust and excited. I was home where I belonged and about to begin the work I’d studied long and hard to learn. Wildflowers decorated the meadows and scented the air with sweet perfume. The sun had already risen in the east and cast rays of morning light onto the landscape. The first part of June and too early for dust, potholes still held puddles of brown water. Mama had told me a sudden rainstorm had come just days before I arrived. Today, the sky was cloudless and a shade of deep blue I’d not seen in my travels.

      My stomach fluttered at the first sign of the brick buildings of town. Dr. Neal’s office was just a block off Barnes Avenue, named after my father. He’d addressed me as Dr. Barnes when he’d called the house last night and asked me to come in first thing in the morning. Dr. Barnes? It still seemed like a title for someone else, not me. I parked near Papa’s office and straightened my tie, studying myself in the mirror for a quick moment. My thick, wavy hair had been tamed with a light pomade my sister Cymbeline had suggested. I ran a few fingers along my chin, feeling for any spots of shaving soap that might linger. All these newfangled soaps and lotions were all the rage. I had to admit they smelled nice.

      I smiled slightly remembering how proud Mama and my sisters had looked when I went downstairs in one of my new suits. I opened the car door and placed my feet onto the ground. One foot after the other, as I’d done for the last four years.

      Papa’s dream had been a thriving community when he’d first come here as a young man. He’d accomplished that, I thought, as I walked down the main street of town. We were nestled in the valley between two mountains and isolated from much of the world. Ice that covered the pond all winter had melted and reflected the blue sky. The Johnsons’ dry goods store had its doors open to allow the fresh air in while Mrs. Johnson hustled behind the long counter waiting on customers. I waved to her as I passed by, and she called out to me. “Good luck on your first day.”

      “Thank you,” I called back. Dr. Neal was her son-in-law, having married Martha Johnson. Like many of the other young couples in town, they had a gaggle of children and another one on the way. Which was why we needed another doctor.

      Through the window of the tailor’s shop, I spotted Mr. Olofsson bent over a piece of fabric. His shoulders had a permanent slump from leaning over his work for so many years. His wife was at the counter wrapping a package in brown paper for a customer.

      I passed by the bank. Viktor Olofsson was inside, looking very official as he wrote into a leather ledger. He didn’t raise his head from his work. Although neither of Olofsson boys had followed in their father’s footsteps, they’d inherited his work ethic.

      The boardinghouse had been sold recently, and the new owners had given it a fresh look with a fresh coat of paint and a porch swing and pots filled with colorful flowers.

      I was just rounding the corner to head to the doctor’s office when I ran into Louisa Kellam. Or Louisa Lind, as she was known now, having been adopted by the pastor and his wife. The atrocities of her childhood before then had only been imagined by my siblings and me. Mama had always been tight-lipped about the whole affair, saying only that Louisa had suffered greatly before being adopted.

      “Theo Barnes, is that you?” Her eyes widened from under the brim of her hat.

      I smiled, taking her in as she held out her hand to me. “It most certainly is.” I lightly brushed my lips over her gloved hand. “I start work with Dr. Neal this morning.”

      “A doctor. Your parents must be proud.”

      “I believe they are, yes.” Her golden hair was tucked under a light straw hat with a blue ribbon that matched her dress. She was no longer the malnourished little girl she’d once been; a slight flush in her cheeks and her curves told me she was in good health.

      “Poor Martha says she never sees her husband,” Louisa said. “They’re anxious for your help.”

      “I’m delighted to be of service.” I touched the front brim of my hat.

      She looked down at the tips of her shoes. “You’re looking well. Medical school agreed with you.”

      “As are you.” In fact, she was more beautiful than ever. I felt a tinge of my old crush coming back to life. Never mind, I told myself. She would never be interested in me. I’d certainly learned that with my ill-fated request to write to her during the war. What an idiot I must have seemed to her. I’d certainly felt like one. Despite the embarrassment the memory brought, it all seemed like another lifetime now. I’d gone to school and forgotten her. My infatuation was simply a young man’s fanciful imagination. Not true love.

      She caught her bottom lip with the top one before speaking. “I’ve always meant to say how sorry I was about how I acted that day when you asked if I’d write to you.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about.”

      “I was a stupid child.”

      “And I, the wrong twin,” I said with a laugh.

      “Oh, Theo. Don’t say that.”

      I waved a hand dismissively, smiling down at her. “I’m only teasing. I was simply scared and needed something to cling to.”

      She briefly touched the sleeve of my jacket. “Of course you were scared. Going off to fight a war that had nothing to do with us. And not yet seventeen. I couldn’t believe my ears when you told me you and Flynn had enlisted. You were too young to have to face such a horrible war.”

      “We were but didn’t know it.”

      She glanced upward before smiling. “When Flynn started courting Shannon, I didn’t want to show my face in town. I think the whole town knew I liked him. I was such a lost little lamb—thinking I was in love when I knew nothing about what that really meant.”

      I laughed again. “That describes me as well. How about we agree to never think of it again?”

      “Agreed. I’m glad you haven’t held a grudge. It’s nice to see you.”

      “You too. Are your parents well?” I asked.

      She touched a slender finger to the brim of her hat. “Not entirely well. Father has been fired from the church.”

      “No, really?” Fired from the church? Was that even possible? “Papa wouldn’t let that happen.” He’d found Pastor Lind himself.

      “Things have changed. The town and church have gotten bigger. Your father isn’t able to protect everyone like he used to. The congregation decided they wanted a board to run the finances and staff. They didn’t like Father, and now they’ve pushed him out.”

      I didn’t know what to say. How could they not like kind Pastor Lind? He was jolly and encouraging, especially to the youngsters. “Your father was a great pastor. I can’t comprehend what they didn’t like.”

      “They’re more the fire-and-brimstone types. Father’s style isn’t that way.”

      “I do recall your father’s message to be uplifting rather than threatening.” Pastor Lind and his wife suggested we carry on conversations with the Lord, as if he were an intimate friend.

      She sighed and clutched her package against her chest. “Since Prohibition, a war has developed.”

      “A war?”

      “Between those who believe Prohibition saves souls and those who don’t.”

      “Right, yes. That seems to be everywhere in our country,” I said. “Dividing communities and even families.” Flynn and my father thought the government shouldn’t be involved in business, let alone ban alcohol. Flynn and Phillip were running a secret bar in the basement of the ski lodge. The sheriff looked the other way. When I’d asked Mama what she thought, she’d merely pursed her lips and given a little shake of her head. Phillip and my brother were upstanding businessmen in this town. Did running an illegal bar make them less so? I didn’t think so, but I knew there were many who would disagree. Would those same women who were forcing out Pastor Lind convince the sheriff to shut down the bar? Were my brother and brother-in-law setting themselves up for trouble? For that matter, who was making the booze in the first place?

      “We’re going to have to move out of the house,” Louisa said, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “Where will you go?” I asked.

      Her gaze flickered toward a man walking by us. She seemed to wait until he was out of earshot before turning back to me. “I’ve no idea. Father thinks he’ll find another position in a different town but, Theo, he’s old. This whole ordeal has defeated him. I’m not sure he’s well. He looks terrible.” She paused, shaking her head. “I want him to retire and take it easy.”

      “That isn’t an option? I mean, if you could find a new place to live here in Emerson Pass?” Already my mind had moved forward, thinking through how we could help them.

      “There’s nothing left. Mother needed an operation last year, which wiped out his savings. The rest of it he’d wasted on sending me to finishing school. We’re in terrible trouble.” She tilted her head and peered up at me from under her lashes. I fell backward into the past, as she looked much more like the frightened child she’d been than the moment before. She must be feeling the way she had when she was young, unsure where her next meal would come from or where she would sleep.

      “I had no idea.” I felt certain my parents hadn’t, either.

      “As a matter of fact, I wondered if your mother had any positions open?”

      “Oh, well, I don’t know.” A job at the estate? Not Louisa. She was clever and educated. “What sort of position do you have in mind?”

      “Anything.” Her shoulders heaved as she let out a sharp, quick breath. “I have to find a way to take care of my parents. I owe them my life. If they hadn’t taken me in, who knows what would have happened to me.” She looked sideways as if she wondered if someone watched her before answering. “I’m grateful to Father, but I wish I’d learned something more useful than how to walk with a book atop my head. I didn’t know we were in trouble or I would have done something useful and gotten a teaching certificate.”

      A woman carrying the load of a household seemed unfathomable to me. However, the world was changing. Since the war, women seemed to have different expectations for their lives. They’d carried on at home while the men were at war.

      “My father has been on the same side as Flynn,” Louisa said. “As have all the early settlers. The newcomers are of a different ilk.”

      “Really? I wouldn’t have predicted your father to be of that mindset.”

      She gave me a tight smile. “He’s a Scotchman, after all. His stance on Prohibition is another reason why the church board wants him out. He and your brother haven’t exactly kept their opinions to themselves.”

      “I worry about my brother and brother-in-law, if you want to know the truth.”

      She fluttered her fingers toward the street. “The whole affair makes me sad. I never thought this town would be in such conflict.”

      “Me either.” I hadn’t realized all this was going on while I’d been away at school. My stomach churned at the thought of my father’s peaceful town having two sides of a debate. In the past, we’d prided ourselves on our tight-knit community. However, I knew the spirits of the early citizens. They’d come from other countries where poverty and oppression had made it impossible for them to live satisfying and prosperous lives. Here in the wilds of the Rockies, they’d had the chance to live lives exactly as they wished. With new people coming in, had the original spirit of our community been stifled?

      “Father’s soul’s broken,” Louisa said. “The trouble with the congregation and my lack of marriage.”

      Why hadn’t she married? I couldn’t imagine she wasn’t sought after wherever she went. “I have to admit, I thought you’d be married by now.” That would be the obvious solution for her. She needed a husband with the financial means to take care of her and her parents. “Is there no one?”

      “No. My father thought I’d meet someone rich and powerful to take care of me. That’s why he sent me away to school. Sadly, I didn’t realize that’s what he wanted.”

      “It’s not too late. You’re young and beautiful.”

      “Thank you, Theo, but marriage isn’t an option. Now go. I don’t want to make you late for your first day.”

      “Yes, I should.” I glanced downward, thinking for a moment. “You know, I think you should go out and visit my mother this morning. I’m not sure she’ll have a position for you, but I know she’ll have some ideas about where you might move to. She and Papa own a lot of these buildings in town. Surely there’s a place for you to go. Papa’s not going to leave his oldest friend without a home.”

      “You’re a good person, Theo Barnes,” Louisa said. “Some things don’t change.” With that, she turned away and made her way toward the church.

      I watched her for a few more seconds before heading the other direction toward the doctor’s office. We’d been going opposite directions since the beginning. That, too, hadn’t changed.
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      Louisa

      

      I walked away from Theo uncertain and disoriented as if I were waking from a dream. Theo had been gone a long time. I’d almost forgotten him. He was someone from my past. A past I’d buried deeply in the recesses of my mind. I was only aware now of the present. Going back only led to heartbreak. Theo, though? He was the embodiment of what it meant to be good. He’d always been sweet and kind to me. I’d not returned the favor when he’d needed me. I’d have to live with that shame. After the kindness the Barnes family had shown me, I hadn’t done much to repay them.

      Of the two boys I’d known when I was young, Theo was always the quiet, sensitive twin. However, today I sensed a new confidence in him, along with his enduring kindness. There had always been this look about him as though his skin was thinner than the rest of ours. I knew the rumors about his birth mother. Everyone in town had whispered about her death. Even my own mother, who hated gossip of any kind, had told me that the original Mrs. Barnes was mentally troubled. Shortly after the birth of her fifth child, Fiona, Mrs. Barnes had walked into the snow and perished. Theo had been the one to find her. I suspected that, like me, the traumas of his early years haunted him. Was he able to push them aside as I had?

      Perhaps repelled by our similarities, I’d had a crush on Flynn instead of Theo. Foolish as it was, I’d not been able to help myself, attracted to Flynn’s outrageous antics, how quickly he laughed, and his wit. He was nothing like me. I was drawn to him because of the differences. I was truly like a moth, attracted to the light, even while knowing it would burn me. I’d never had a chance with Flynn Barnes. When he’d returned from the war, he’d almost immediately started courting the beautiful Shannon Cassidy, and they’d married a few years later. Now they were expecting their first baby. Even I with my foolish heart wasn’t dumb enough to have clung to the idea that I might turn his head. Not when there were girls like Shannon.

      “I ran into Theo Barnes in town.” I spoke as if it were an afterthought as I scooped coffee into the top of the percolator. “He’s working for Dr. Neal.”

      “Yes, Quinn told me. Isn’t that something?” Mother smoothed back strands of her white hair, tucking them into the bun she wore at the nape of her neck. I’d hung on to my long hair, even though many of the girls had cut theirs. I preferred long tresses. The bobs were too harsh and angular unless you had curly hair or went to the trouble to wear it up in pins or curlers while you slept. I’d even heard about permanent waving. We did not have that option in Emerson Pass. This wasn’t Paris or New York City. Whether or not to cut one’s hair was almost as controversial around here as Prohibition.

      “How did he seem?” Mother asked.

      “Quite well. Stronger than when he came home from the war.” I could remember the narrowness of his thin face and the haunted look in his eyes. He’d taken all of it inside him, the fighting and horror. I could see it there in his eyes. He might have come home physically whole, but there were injuries inside him that I feared would be there forever.

      Mother was quiet as the water boiled and made the familiar percolating sound on the stove. A pleasant aroma of coffee filled the room. I set about cutting a few slices of bread for toast, then mixed some eggs together. “Where’s Father?”

      “I’m not sure. He was gone when I woke this morning.”

      The coffee was done, and I poured Mother and me each a cup. “Careful, it’s hot,” I said to her as I placed it in front of her.

      “I know, darling.” Mother smiled up at me. “I may be old, but I still remember that coffee is hot. “

      I laughed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to patronize.”

      “You need a child to care for instead of fussing over me.”

      “That’s the last thing I need. I have you and Father to look after.”

      She cringed. “That’s just it. I don’t want you wasting your youth on us. You should be married by now, having a family.”

      “There’s no one I want.”

      “Theo always liked you.”

      “Mother.”

      “I know. Wrong twin.”

      “That was all a long time ago,” I said. “Theo seemed oblivious to my charms this morning. I have a feeling there’s a girl back east. And as far as Flynn goes, that was simply a schoolgirl crush.”

      “That Flynn was always wild. I preferred Theo. Flynn could never sit still during Sunday school. And he never knew his verses.”

      I finished making her breakfast, thinking through my next move. Should I tell Mother my idea to ask the Barneses for a job?

      Before I could think of an answer, Father came into the kitchen. “Morning, girls,” he said as he stooped to give Mother a kiss on the cheek.

      “Morning, Father. Did you have a walk?”

      “No, I went over to my office at the church to gather up a few things.” He sat heavily in a chair. “They’ve already hired a new pastor.”

      “How do you know?” Mother asked sharply.

      “Mrs. Poe was only too happy to inform me herself.” He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “I wrote a few letters to acquaintances of mine who I think will have ideas of where I might land.”

      “Good, good,” Mother said. “We’ll find something. I just know we will.”

      “Maybe in Oregon or Washington,” Father said. “There are a lot of opportunities in California, too.”

      “California?” I asked, appalled.

      “It’s full of sinners,” Father said, joking.

      “We can’t leave here,” I said. My first mother was buried here. Her tombstone was all I had left of her. But I would never say that to Mother or Father. They had no idea I still went out to see her.

      “We’re going to have to start packing our things today.” Father splayed his hands on the tabletop. “There’s nothing else to do.”

      “I’m going to see Mrs. Johnson,” I blurted out. “To see about a job. Quinn too.”

      “A job?” Father’s tired eyes lifted from behind his glasses to look at me. “You can’t have a job. You’re a young lady.”

      “I’m going to see if I can get a job in the kitchen or as a maid. Anything to keep us afloat. We can move into the boardinghouse.”

      Father’s shoulders sagged. “No daughter of mine is going to work as a maid.”

      “Father, the meek shall inherit the earth,” I said. “I’ll do whatever I have to so that you and Mother are taken care of.”

      My father said nothing as he rose up out of his chair and headed for the bedroom. Mother and I exchanged a glance before she got to her feet and followed.

      I could barely recognize either of them. All our time together had been happy and without strife between us. Now, with what my parents could only see as betrayal from the very people they’d served without complaint for little pay, they had deflated and turned old before my very eyes.

      ***

      The bell over the front door of Johnson’s Dry Goods chimed. Mrs. Johnson looked up briefly from cutting a few yards of flannel for a woman I didn’t recognize. “Hi, Louisa. I’ll be right with you.”

      Mrs. Johnson, tall and wide-shouldered, with thick silvery-blond hair and broad features, was still beautiful despite being in her fifties.

      “Thank you.” The Johnson family had owned the store for as long as I could remember. With both Martha and Elsa married, they had hired help occasionally to help Mrs. Johnson run the counter. I didn’t have high hopes, but I figured it was worth asking if she had any work.

      I wandered around the store while I waited. In addition to fabric, the store sold dry food, home supplies, ice skates, balls, and almost anything else I could imagine. Since the ski lodge had opened, they also sold skis and boots. Flynn had said a ski area would bring commerce to the entire town. This store was evidence that he’d been correct.

      When she’d finished with her customer, Mrs. Johnson came out to where I stood by a display of skates. She was the type of woman who commanded both attention and respect. Her daughters, whom I’d been at school with back in the early days, looked very much like their mother. Elsa was married to the town’s first dentist. Martha was married to Dr. Neal. They lived in new, beautiful homes not far from the Barneses’ property. I disliked myself for it, but just thinking about them made me twitch with jealousy. Everything clicked along with ease for women like the Johnsons.

      “What do you need today, Louisa?” Mrs. Johnson asked.

      “Nothing. I came to see if you needed any help here at the store.”

      “But why?” Before I could answer, her thin brows came together. She brushed a few silvery strands of hair back in her bun. “Have they really run him out?”

      “I’m afraid so,” I said. “They want us out of the rectory as well. I was wondering if you needed any help here?”

      “I hired someone last week. If she doesn’t work out, I’ll be sure to let you know.” She cocked her head to the side, looking at me with her sharp eyes. “I can’t imagine the young men aren’t knocking one another out of the way to get to you. Has no one caught your eye?”

      “Me, no.”

      “I’m sure you’ll meet someone eventually.”

      “Do you have any ideas of places I could look for work?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “The Higgins brothers run the butcher shop without any help, so I don’t think they need anyone. Same with Mr. and Mrs. Olofsson. The feed store has work occasionally, but I think they only hire men. Have you thought about asking Annabelle Higgins? She might need some help.” Annabelle, Quinn’s younger sister, made wedding gowns. I could sew a button on a shirt but that was about the extent of my seamstress abilities. I’d not learned when I was young. Mother had tried, but I didn’t have the aptitude for it. From the cutting of the fabric to the sewing itself, the entire process was too slow and detailed for my impatient ways. I’d grown easily frustrated. Knitting was also not in my list of capabilities. Really, what could I do? Other than cook and clean, I was useless.

      “I’m not a good seamstress,” I said. Shame crippled me. I looked away, unable to meet the compassionate Mrs. Johnson’s gaze. Kind people made me ashamed. If she’d been nasty, I would have risen to a fighting position. For most of my life I’d had to rely on the charity of others. I’d do almost anything not to have to take another handout. Poor, poor Louisa Kellam. I could almost hear Mrs. Johnson’s inner thoughts.

      “I’ll keep an ear out for other work.” Mrs. Johnson patted my upper arm. “Please don’t worry. Something’s bound to come up.”

      The front door swung open and Nora Cassidy walked through wearing overalls and a man’s leather hat.

      She greeted us in her usual friendly manner. “Good morning, ladies.”

      “Hello, Nora. I’ve got the part you ordered in the back.” Mrs. Johnson hurried toward the back to fetch whatever it was Nora had come in for.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Johnson.” Nora snatched her hat from her head and held it in front of her as a man would. Her white-blond hair hung just above her chin and complemented her elfin face. So many of the girls who wore the square, boxy cut had looked better with long hair that softened their features. Nora didn’t need any enhancements.

      “Is the rumor true?” Nora asked in a hushed voice. “Are they kicking you out of your home?”

      “They need room for the new pastor. It was never ours to begin with, really. The house belongs to the church.”

      “I suppose, but it’s terrible to be left with nowhere to go. I’ve been doing everything I can to keep our small farm going. If we lost it, I don’t know what would happen to Mother and me. It’s terrifying to be alone, isn’t it? I mean, without a man.”

      “It is. How are you holding up?”

      “I have two hired men helping, so the farm’s doing all right.” Her expression darkened as she gazed down at the hat in her hand. “My mom’s been sick. Dr. Neal doesn’t know what’s wrong with her.”

      I listened as she described her mother’s symptoms: lethargy, coughing, and an aching head.

      “The headaches are the worst part,” Nora said. “She has to stay in a dark room.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Seems to me you have your hands full as it is. Thank you, though.”

      “We’ve come a long way since our schoolgirl days, haven’t we?”

      “Yes, but in what direction?” Nora asked.

      We laughed. Despite hardships, there was almost always something that could make me laugh.

      “We have the summer party out at the Barneses’ to look forward to,” Nora said. “I’ve been saving my pennies to buy fabric for a new dress.”

      The last few summers, Alexander and Quinn held an end-of-summer party. Everyone in Emerson Pass was invited. Women fretted over their attire, knowing that Quinn and her girls would be dressed well.

      “Will you sew it yourself?” I asked.

      “Yes, who else would?”

      I was saved from admitting I couldn’t sew a stitch when Mrs. Johnson returned with Nora’s package. After saying goodbye to them both, I returned to the street. What now?

      ***

      Ten minutes later, I walked along the dirt road toward the Barneses’ estate. The weather was pleasant, and despite my troubles, I enjoyed the beauty of the wildflowers in the meadows and the sounds of birds singing from the trees.

      The hum of a motorcar drew my attention. I turned to look and was surprised to see Cymbeline behind the wheel. She came to a stop next to me.

      “Louisa, what are you doing out this way?” Cymbeline asked.

      “I’m walking out to call on your mother,” I said.

      “Would you like a lift the rest of the way?”

      “I’d be grateful, thank you.”

      Seconds later, we were barreling down the road.

      “Where were you this morning?” I asked to make conversation. Cymbeline intimidated me. She was smart and assertive and never seemed to worry what anyone thought of her.

      “I’m coming home from helping Poppy. One of the Reynoldses’ horses had a difficult birth.”

      “Did everything come out all right?”

      Cymbeline nodded, then yawned. “Yes, but we were up half the night.” She wore men’s trousers, held up with a cinched leather belt around her waist. I glanced down at her feet—men’s boots caked with dirt. Why did she enjoy mucking about in mud? If I were rich and beautiful, I’d do nothing but read and pick wildflowers.

      “I’d heard you were assisting Poppy. Are you enjoying yourself?” What a stupid question. I felt stiff and old-fashioned next to progressive Cymbeline, who spent nights helping to birth foals and drove a motorcar and wore pants.

      “Oh, yes, but I don’t know how long it’ll last. Papa wants me to get married and stop all this running around. So far I’ve escaped the noose.”

      Fathers wanting to see their daughters married seemed to be a commonality in all families, whether rich or poor.

      “Why are you headed out to see Mama?” Cymbeline asked.

      “Do you really want to know?”

      “I don’t ask questions I don’t want the answer to.” She glanced over at me with a grin on her face. “I’m too nosy, but I can’t stop myself.”

      I told her what had happened, closing the sad story with my conclusion that I needed a job.

      She tugged off her hat and tossed it into the back seat. Her hair was in a braid. Brown curls had escaped and bounced with the movement of the car. “Oh dear, this is quite the conundrum. As far as my mother goes, I’m not sure she’ll have anything for you.”

      I sighed as the pit in my stomach returned. “Are you all full then?”

      “It’s not that. There’s no way Mama or my father will hire you. They see you as a family friend, not someone they would employ.”

      I turned away to look at the landscape and tried not to cry.

      “Don’t look like that,” Cymbeline said as we veered right into their driveway. “You’re right to ask them for help. They’re not going to let you and your parents go without a home. Not when we have enough room for you.”

      I didn’t say anything, but I felt certain my father would be reticent to accept that kind of help.

      We came through a thicket of aspens to the Barneses’ large house. Besides the brick-and-wood house, there was a red barn and carriage house. Horses grazed in the green meadow and chickens pecked the dirt. Flowers bloomed all around the house in attractive clumps. A twitch of envy came to me. What would it be like to live here and have the freedom Cymbeline had? Money was freedom, I thought.

      “I’ll drop you at the front here before I park the car,” Cymbeline said. “Jasper will answer the door, so go on in without me.”

      I thanked her for the ride and hopped to the ground. I’d been here many times for parties and had always enjoyed myself. However, this was different. I needed something and would have to be brave enough to ask.

      As promised, Jasper appeared before I even had the chance to use the knocker. “Miss Lind, how nice to see you.”

      I admired his clipped British accent, which made him sound smart and elegant. “Good morning, Jasper. I’m sorry to call unannounced, but I wondered if Mrs. Barnes was available?”

      “Come in. I’ll let her know you’re here.”

      I thanked him and stepped inside the Barneses’ foyer, where dark wood gleamed under the lights. A maid I didn’t recognize came up from the basement and nodded at me before scurrying up the stairs to the second floor. I steadied myself with a deep breath, remembering the first time I’d ever set foot in this home. I’d been scared and ashamed of the dirty rags that passed as clothes and the gnawing hunger in my belly. Mrs. Barnes had been Miss Cooper back then, before she married Lord Barnes. When she’d come to Emerson Pass to become the town’s first teacher, she’d been poor too. Like me, yet not like me. Her father had died, leaving her to look after her mother and sister; my mother had died, leaving me alone with Pa. I shuddered. Put him out of your mind, I instructed myself. He has no place here. I was here to take care of the people who had taken care of me. Pride and fear could not rule.

      I looked up at the sound of footsteps coming down the stairs. “Louisa, how nice to see you.” Fiona Barnes glided down the stairs in a pink summer dress. Her brown hair was pinned demurely at the back of her neck. “Is the pastor all right? Your mother?”

      “Yes, everyone’s fine. As of now anyway.”

      Fiona stopped in front of me and took my hands. “Dear me. I can see something’s wrong. What’s happened?”

      I bit the inside of my mouth to keep from crying. Although she was only seventeen, Fiona had the essence of someone much older. Her strong hands squeezed mine before letting them go. No one would know from looking at them how they could fly across piano keys to make the most extraordinary music. Her tenderhearted eyes were fixed upon me. “Whatever it is, we can help. I’m sure of it.”

      “The church board fired Father. We have to leave our home.”

      “What? No, no, that’s not right.”

      A girl in Fiona’s enviable position might not believe how badly adults could act, especially when it came to money or power. I, however, knew exactly.

      “I’ve come to talk to your mother about it,” I said. “Hoping she might have an idea of what to do.”

      “If anyone can, it’s Mama.”

      Quinn appeared in the foyer. As always, she was tidy and perfectly turned out in a cream-colored dress. Her doe-like gaze fixed on me. She seemed to immediately know something was wrong.  “Louisa, what’s happened?”

      “I need to talk to you about something.” My voice shook slightly. Was it a mistake to have come? Father would not like it, airing our troubles to the Barneses. I was here. It was too late to turn back now. I would have to go through with it.

      “Come into the library. Lizzie just sent up a fresh pot of tea. You can tell us all about it.”

      All three of us went into the sitting room. I breathed easier just being here. The shelves were lined with books. Cozy reading nooks and chairs gave the room a comfortable and inviting environment. I could pretend for as long as I had to that I belonged here in this finery. Fiona’s piano caught my eye. Its black surface reflected the sun that streamed in through the windows.

      Seconds later, I was seated on one of the sofas facing Quinn and Fiona. June weather being warm, the stone fireplace was unlit today and had been brushed of all remnants of wood or ash. Quinn poured me a cup of tea and then sat back to look over at me. Fiona had taken the seat next to her mother. I was likely keeping her from her piano practice. Where were the little girls? School was out for the summer. They were probably playing outside or reading somewhere.

      “What seems to be the trouble?” Quinn asked. “And how can we help?”

      I told her bluntly that Father had been fired and that we needed to find a place to live as soon as possible.

      Quinn’s eyes went wide as she leaned closer, as if she hadn’t heard me. “Why on earth would they do that?” Even after giving birth to two children, Quinn Barnes was as slender and petite as she’d been when she first arrived in Emerson Pass as a young woman. She’d been the same age then as I was now, I realized. How brave she’d been to come out to the frontier and teach school. I must be like her now. I’d grown soft living with the Linds. Now was the time to step up and be strong. I must save my family. The only family I’d ever known.

      I told them about Mrs. Poe. How she’d come from Chicago and taken over the church board. “She had a pastor in mind from her old church in Chicago. Slowly but surely, she’s been undermining Father and convincing the others that he’s no good.”

      “How do you know this?” Quinn asked.

      “She said as much when she gave him the news that they’d already found his replacement.” Afraid I might burst into tears, I set aside my tea. “We have to be out of the house very soon. We’ll have to leave Emerson Pass. Father will be forced to start over somewhere. Unless I can find work and a house for us. They’re getting frail. Both are in poor health. I don’t think they could survive a move, even if he could find another church.”

      “How could they do this after Pastor Lind’s years of service?” Fiona asked. “Can’t Papa do something?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” Quinn said. “The way the bylaws are set up at the church, the board does have the power to dismiss a pastor. Alexander wanted it that way so that he didn’t have ultimate power simply because he’d helped to found the church.”

      “If only he’d put himself in charge. This Mrs. Poe is a stranger to us.” Fiona rose to her feet and went to the window, clearly upset. “What can we do, Mama?”

      Before she could answer, I jumped in to ask the question I’d come here for. “Would you have any work for me?”

      Quinn’s forehead creased. “Do you mean here with us?”

      “Yes, as a maid or anything else you’d have.” My voice quivered. The helpless sensation I remembered as a child rattled me. I hesitated as Fiona returned to us. “I could learn whatever it is you need done. I’m a decent cook. Does Lizzie need any help?”

      “Having been in your position,” Quinn said, “I do understand your desire to help your family. But working for us is not the answer. You’re our friend, almost like family. In addition, a maid’s salary can’t keep an entire family afloat, not to mention your parents’ need for a place to live.”

      “What can I do, then?” I asked, unable to keep the desperation from my voice.

      “You and your parents will move into our guest cottage,” Quinn said matter-of-factly.

      “I don’t know if Father would do that,” I said. “He’s proud.”

      “We can propose the idea to him as a temporary solution.” Quinn folded her hands in her lap. “Most men are proud. However, he and Alexander have been friends for a long time. My hope is that he’ll accept help from us, especially considering you and your mother.”

      A sense of relief took hold. Quinn was right. Father would have to accept help. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Nothing else needs to be said.” Quinn stood. “What if I were to come out later with Alexander? We can propose the idea to them?”

      “Yes, it would be better coming from you,” I said as I got to my feet.

      Fiona, who had risen from the sofa, threw her arms around me. “Don’t worry, Louisa. Everything will be all right in the end.”

      I hoped she was right. At the moment, I couldn’t imagine a time when my parents would ever feel right again.
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      Dr. Neal’s nurse, Mrs. Kelley, greeted me as I came through the door. “Dr. Barnes, welcome.” She stood, smoothing her skirts as she came around the desk. “You’re looking dapper.” Her husband, Thomas, had opened a feed store when they’d moved here a few years back. Kathleen Kelley was a handsome, broad-shouldered woman in her late forties. Silver hair framed a wide face, and her green eyes sparkled with intelligence. From my interactions with her on the telephone, she’d been startlingly frank. As far as I could tell, there wasn’t much she wouldn’t share, including that she hadn’t had any children and, by God, preferred it that way. “I like to work and have my own life,” she’d told me. “I already raised a gaggle of siblings, thank you very much, and don’t need to do that again.”

      “Here at long last,” Nurse Kelley said. “I can’t tell you how we’ve looked forward to having you here to help poor Dr. Neal. Most days he’s dead on his feet. This town needs more than one doctor.”

      “It’s nice to be here.” I smiled back at her. “Still, I’m as nervous as I was my first day of university. Dr. Neal is so well thought of. I’m not sure anyone will accept me as their doctor, especially since I grew up here.”

      “Nonsense. You’re a war hero. Anyway, you carry on like you’ve been doing it all your life and people will feel comfortable. Before long they’ll forget the time before you were here.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “You’re in good hands with Dr. Neal. He’s sure to teach you anything they didn’t at school.” The word school was said with a tinge of disdain. Nurse Kelley had worked as a nurse overseas during the war. Having been there myself, I knew how invaluable the nurses had been. I imagined they’d seen more in those years than most nurses or doctors saw in a lifetime. School wasn’t like the front lines.

      I looked around the whitewashed room. Immaculate and smelling of disinfectant. As strange as it was, I loved the smell. It was the same scent the labs had back at medical school. I breathed it all in, feeling at home here as I did in Papa’s library. An examination room was on the other side of one closed door and Dr. Neal’s office through another.

      Dr. Neal came out then, looking harried. At thirty, he appeared closer to a boy than a man with his round face and blond curls that became unruly at the slightest provocation. Nothing but his white coat would have informed an onlooker that he was a doctor.

      We’d all gone to school with his wife, Martha, and her sister, Elsa, but Dr. Neal was an outsider from the east and not to be trusted. However, over the years he’d won the hearts of our townsfolk. Now no one could remember the ogre we’d had before him. I did, though. Dr. Moore. I could remember everything about the man’s craggy features and long white mustache that had curled at the tips. He’d been there the day I’d found Mother dead in a snowdrift. He’d examined me, too, that afternoon, wondering if my silence meant I was as mad as my suicidal mother.

      “Ah, yes, welcome, Theo,” Dr. Neal said to me before stifling a yawn. “I’m sorry. I was up all night delivering Mrs. Wright’s new baby. There’s something in the water here. Babies everywhere you look.” He walked over to me with a slight hitch to his step. His left leg had been wounded during the war, giving him a permanent limp.

      “The signs of a growing community,” Nurse Kelley said brusquely.

      “The baby was breech,” Dr. Neal said. “I had to turn her, and Mrs. Wright had a terrible time of it.”

      “How is she?” Nurse Kelley asked.

      “Resting now.” Dr. Neal yawned again. “Both she and the baby are fine.”

      “Back when I was young, she and the wee one would probably have died,” Nurse Kelley said. “Your modern techniques saved her.”

      “Nah,” Dr. Neal said modestly. “Turning a baby is as old as time itself.”

      During my time at medical school, most of the older professors had been disdainful of doctors who delivered babies. They saw it as beneath them. Women’s work. The job of midwives. But here in Emerson Pass, Dr. Neal had embraced assisting in childbirth as part of a small-town doctor’s obligation. He’d made it clear when he interviewed me that I was to treat births as important as anything else. “We don’t want any mothers or babies dying on our watch. Here, we take lessons from the midwives of our mother’s generation and not the city doctors.”

      Now he looked over at Nurse Kelley. “What do you have for us today?”

      “Nora Cassidy called already this morning. Her mother’s still feeling poorly and wondered if you could come out to see her.”

      Dr. Neal nodded before turning to me. “Mrs. Cassidy’s been sick all winter. Chronic colds. Trouble breathing.”

      “Often forgetful or confused,” Nurse Kelley said. “Her daughters are worried about her.”

      Was it lung cancer? Not wanting to appear upstart, I kept the question to myself.

      “I can’t figure out what’s ailing her,” Dr. Neal said. “Her illness is a mystery, but I’ve ruled out cancer, thank God.”

      “That’s good news,” I said.

      “Come on in the office,” Dr. Neal said. “I’ll show you your desk.”

      I followed him, pleased to see two desks facing each other. Like equals, I thought. A sense of gratitude washed over me for the opportunity to be mentored by Dr. Neal.

      He sat in his desk chair and gestured for me to do the same. For the next few minutes, he went through his list of current patients and assigned several of the cases to me. He surprised me when the conversation turned. “I lost a baby last month,” Dr. Neal said. “Shook my confidence quite a bit.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “It happens, of course, but it hurts every time. There was nothing I could do. It was either save the mother or the baby. A mother wants to sacrifice herself for the child, but I can’t do that for obvious reasons.”

      “Right.”

      Dr. Neal yawned again. “I don’t suppose you’d go out to see Mrs. Cassidy while I grab a little shut-eye?” A cot took up one end of the office space.

      My pulse quickened at the thought of my first house call. “If you’re sure?”

      “Give her some syrup to soothe her cough,” Dr. Neal said. “There’s not much else we can do for her unless you can diagnose her. I’d not be threatened if you can figure it out. May the best doctor win and all that.” He gave me a weary smile.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Before you go, though,” Nurse Kelley said from the doorway, “we have something for you.” She reached under the desk and came up with a black doctor’s bag. “This is filled with everything you need.”

      “Including some of the cough syrup,” Dr. Neal said.

      I took the bag from Nurse Kelley’s hands. “I’m touched. Thank you both.”

      “We’re glad you’re here,” Dr. Neal said. “But no one more than my wife.”

      ***

      I drove out to the Cassidys’ farm tingling with nerves. Would my old schoolmates and their parents take me seriously as a doctor? Or would they see me as Theo, the quiet twin?

      The farm was in better shape than it had been just after the war. When Flynn, Isak, and I had seen the state of the barn, we’d volunteered to do the repairs. That had been the beginning of Flynn and Shannon’s courtship. I still shook my head when I thought about my wild brother tamed by pretty, sweet Shannon Cassidy. Life never turned out how we thought it would. At least it seemed that way to me thus far.

      I parked outside the barn. A few of the cows in the meadow raised their heads, curious to see who had interrupted their peaceful grazing. Seeing nothing of interest, they returned to their main job. Several calves stood close to their mothers. The barn, painted red, was pretty against the backdrop of the mountains and blue sky.

      As I exited the car, Nora Cassidy came out of the barn. She wore a pair of men’s overalls and cotton shirt. A straw hat covered her light hair. I held up a hand to wave. She grinned and started running toward me.

      When Nora reached me, she held out both hands. “Theo Barnes, as I live and breathe? Is it really you?”

      I squeezed her hands, taking her in. She was as pretty as always but had a sinewy muscularity that came from physical labor. “Dr. Neal sent me out to check on your mother.”

      “Yes, thank you. She’s back to coughing again. I’m scared. She’s always sick.”

      “Shall we go in and take a look?” I turned back to the car to grab my new doctor’s bag.

      “Theo, I can’t believe you’re a doctor,” Nora said.

      “I can’t believe you’re running this farm by yourself.”

      “I’ve got a few men helping.” She pointed toward the barn. “Flynn and Phillip fixed up a place for hired men to sleep up in the loft. I’ve got the farm turning a profit, thanks to Poppy figuring out what was wrong with my cattle. Plus, I’ve added milk and eggs. If I could afford a delivery truck, I’d be even better off. As it is now, folks have to come out here to pick up their orders.”

      “Seems to me you’re on your way.” I glanced at her as we went up the front porch stairs of the farmhouse. “I’m impressed.”

      “Thanks, Theo. I miss my dad every day, but I know he’s up there watching over me. His dream was for this farm to prosper. Now it’s mine.”

      “You’re sure? Do you ever want anything more?” I asked.

      “Like what? A husband?”

      “Or a day off?”

      “There’s plenty of time to sleep when I’m dead,” Nora said. “For now, I’m up with the sun and I like it that way.” She wrapped her hands around the straps of her overalls and rocked back on her heels. “A husband might be nice. But who would want an old, thin, worn-out thing like me?”

      “You’re not worn out. At least not from the outside,” I said. “Any man would be lucky to have your heart.”

      “It’s Shannon all the boys loved. Even incorrigible Flynn.”

      “One of the biggest surprises of my life was those two being a match,” I said.

      “Oh, me too. Mom and I thought he was a bit of a scoundrel. We had our hopes set on you and Shannon. It made so much more sense, don’t you think?”

      I laughed. “The human heart is a complicated matter.”

      “Shannon’s blissfully happy with Flynn, and now the baby’s coming.” She lowered her voice. “I want so desperately to figure out what’s wrong with Mom. She’s looking forward to the baby, and I want her to be able to enjoy him or her.”

      I want that too, I thought. For everyone’s sake.

      “Speaking of a husband.” She removed her straw hat and wiped her damp brow. “There’s someone I have my eye on.”

      “Anyone I know?” I asked.

      “Maybe.” She smiled shyly. “It’s Isak. He caught my eye four years ago when you were all here helping repair the barn. I used to get the butterflies every time he walked by. He thinks I’m still a kid though.”

      “You were a kid back then. Now you’re a grown woman of twenty.” I smiled, thinking about my wide-shouldered Scandinavian friend. His heart was as big and brave as his physique. We’d fought together in the same hell of a war and come home in one piece. At least on the outside if not on the inside. “I could suss him out. See what he thinks of you.”

      She pressed her hand to just above her bosom. “God, no. I’d be mortified if he found out about my crush.”

      “He might return it, you know?” Why wouldn’t he, I thought, as I gazed into her pretty eyes. The smattering of freckles on her fair skin only made her more adorable.

      “I doubt it.”

      “My understanding is that he’s been too busy with his bakery to have time for courting.” Apparently, yeast and flour had his heart.

      “His bread and sweet rolls are enough to make you want to sell your soul to the devil for one more bite,” Nora said.

      “It’s another strange turn of events,” I said. “A bakery? With those giant hands of his I thought he’d work outside.”

      She held up her small, chapped hands. “And me with these—doing my father’s work.”

      “After the war, Isak wanted to spend his days doing something peaceful. Work that made people happy.”

      “I’d not thought of it that way.” A sadness dimmed her bright eyes. “I know what you boys saw over there couldn’t have been easy.”

      “No, not easy. But we’re home now.”

      “Yes, you’re home, Theo Barnes, and a doctor. Of all the things that have come about since our school days, you becoming a doctor is the least of the surprises. You’re the only one who makes sense.”

      “I’m glad to be home and of service to the community I love.”

      “I keep hoping Alma will convince that husband of hers to move back here,” Nora said. “My mom and I miss her.”

      “You never know,” I said. “Maybe he’ll get sick of city life.”

      “From your mouth to God’s ears.” Nora swung open the screen door and stepped inside the house, holding it for me to follow. We went down the narrow hallway to the kitchen. The broad white farmhouse sink was scrubbed and shone under the morning sun. Pinto beans cooked on the stove, filling the air with a starchy scent. White-and-red-checkered curtains hung at the windows.

      “New curtains?” I asked.

      “Theo, only you would notice that,” Nora said. “Mom made those just last year.”

      “They look nice.”

      The sound of coughing came from the sitting room. A deep cough.

      I followed Nora through the narrow doorway to the sitting room. Mrs. Cassidy lay on the couch. When she saw it was me, she tried to sit up, but another coughing fit kept her from greeting me.

      I perched on the side of the couch and handed her my clean handkerchief. She shook her head, drawing from her pocket a piece of flannel fabric. “No, thank you, Theo. I’ve got one.”

      “Dr. Neal sent me out to see how you’re doing.” Her naturally narrow face had thinned since I’d seen her last, giving her an almost skeletal appearance. I steadied myself, not wanting her to see in my face how shocked I was to see her deterioration.

      “Thank you for coming out. I felt too poorly to make it into town.” She smiled weakly and patted my hand. “It’s nice to see you. We’re all so proud of you.” Her Irish accent was still apparent even after all the years she’d spent in Colorado.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Cassidy. I’m glad to be home.” I took my stethoscope from my bag. “May I listen to your breathing?”

      She nodded.

      I listened, having her take in deep breaths. As I did so, I noticed a quilted box on the table, filled with what appeared to be letters.

      Nora must have noticed I saw them because she said, “Those are Mom’s old letters from my father.”

      “He wrote to me every week when he first came to America,” Mrs. Cassidy said. “Until he saved enough to send for me. You wouldn’t have thought to look at him, but he wrote such romantic letters. They were in the basement when it flooded last year, so some of the ink is blurred now. But I know all the sentences anyway.”

      I put the stethoscope on her back and had her take in a deep breath. “I can’t hear anything too alarming, like pneumonia,” I said.

      “That’s good,” Mrs. Cassidy said.

      “Dr. Neal has ruled out tuberculosis and cancer,” I said, thinking out loud.

      “Thank the good Lord,” Nora said. “But she’s been like this all through the winter. Dr. Neal thought she’d be better when the warm weather came but she’s not. If anything, she’s worse.”

      I took out the bottle of cough syrup from the bag. “Dr. Neal had the druggist put this together for you. He said it should soothe your throat.” I turned to Nora. “There’s nothing harmful in it, other than a little alcohol, which will make her sleepy. Give it to her before bed and any time during the day when one of the coughing fits comes on. Also, putting your face over a steaming pot of water will help.” I poured a capful of the syrup and handed it to Mrs. Cassidy. “Take that now and have a nap.”

      “This will help me sleep then?” Mrs. Cassidy asked.

      “I believe it will.” I studied her for a moment. “Are you able to eat?”

      “Food doesn’t taste right,” Mrs. Cassidy said.

      “She barely eats,” Nora said.

      “You need to force yourself,” I said to Mrs. Cassidy. “It’s important you get your strength up. I’m hoping with some good rest and nutrition, you’ll be restored to yourself before long.”

      “I hope so too.” Mrs. Cassidy collapsed back onto the pillows.

      I returned the stethoscope in my bag. “I’ll come by tomorrow to check on you.”

      “You’re a good boy,” Mrs. Cassidy said.

      “I’ll walk you out,” Nora said. “I need to get to my chores anyway.”

      As we walked to my car, Nora was quiet.

      “You all right?” I asked.

      She tilted her head toward the sun before sticking her hat on top of her head. “I can’t lose her too, Theo. She’s all I have left.”

      I bit my tongue to keep from promising her that her mother would be fine. They’d taught us that lesson in medical school. We shouldn’t make promises, other than to share the worst possible scenario. “I’ll do everything I can to help her. In the meantime, you’re doing a great job taking care of her.”

      “Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I gave her one more smile that I hoped was reassuring before getting back into my car. As I made the way down their dirt road, I glanced in the rearview mirror to see Nora trudging toward the barn, the weight of the world evident in the slouch of her shoulders.

      ***

      Dr. Neal was much recovered by the time I returned to the office. He’d had a good nap on the sofa in his office and was now in with a mother and little girl with a sore throat. Nurse Kelley had welcomed me back with a fat sandwich made on Isak’s bread. “He came by with a loaf for you and some cold cuts from Higgins.”

      Higgins were our local butchers. Clive Higgins was married to my aunt Annabelle. Speaking of a strange pair, I thought. A butcher and a woman who made delicate and intricate wedding gowns.

      I ate my sandwich in the office, along with a glass of water. The waiting room was empty so I felt comfortable leaving the door open as I ate, enjoying the sound of Mrs. Kelley’s efficient gait as she worked in the other room.

      Dr. Neal came into his office just as I was finishing up my lunch.

      “I hope you don’t mind?” I said. “Mrs. Kelley said to eat in here.”

      “Not at all. Feel free to make yourself at home.

      “How was Mrs. Cassidy?” Dr. Neal went to the wash basin and scrubbed his hands with soap and water, then dried them on a white towel that hung from a rack on the wall.

      I filled him on our visit. “All in all, I’ve no idea what could be wrong with her,” I said.

      “I’m stumped as well. Other than a case of severe reactions to pollen or something else in the air. It’s strange, though, because it’s lasted since last fall. At first I thought it was simply a bad cold. But to persist this way is baffling.”

      I nodded before finishing the last of my sandwich. “We’ll come up with something,” I said.

      “We have to. Or I’m afraid we won’t be able to keep her alive through next winter.” Dr. Neal sat across from me at his desk. “Tell me, Theo, do you have any plans to marry?”

      “Not in the immediate future,” I said. “Why do you ask?”

      “It’s important for a doctor to have a wife. Especially a doctor who will be delivering babies. It’s an intimate job—if you know what I mean.”

      I hadn’t thought of it that way. “I see.”

      “Was there anyone back east?”

      “No, I was busy with school.”

      “Fair enough,” he said. “But you won’t be now. There are a few ladies here in town who would be only too happy to marry Theo Barnes.”

      I chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “There’s another thing I wanted to make you aware of. It’s about your brother.”

      “What about him?” I tried to keep the edge out of my voice, but it slid in there anyway.

      “You know he’s running a bar in the basement of the lodge.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard,” I said. “What does that have to do with me?”

      “Nothing, really. Other than some of our finer citizens have expressed disapproval. I’m simply bringing it up in case you run into questions or problems.”

      “Duly noted.” Once again, my twin was making my life more complicated.
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      Louisa

      

      As promised, Quinn and Alexander called on us later that day. I left them alone with my parents and went out to take a walk. When I returned an hour later, the Barnes motorcar was no longer parked by the house. I let myself in through the back door, feeling hopeful. We would be all right. Staying at the Barneses’ would give us time to come up with whatever the next phase of our life as a family would be.

      What I found, however, ruined whatever hope I had.

      Father was on the floor. Mother knelt next to him with her hands on the sides of his face. “Simon, wake up. Wake up.”

      I went numb for a moment, unable to understand what I was seeing. “Mother?”

      She looked up at me, her eyes wild with panic. “He collapsed. I can’t get him to answer me. Get the doctor.”

      I didn’t stop to think or ask questions, turning around and running out the door. Breathing heavily, I ran as fast as I could toward Dr. Neal’s office. Still, it felt like hours before I yanked open the door and stumbled into the waiting room. Nurse Kelley jerked to her feet at the sight of me.

      “It’s my father. Something’s wrong. He’s not moving.”

      Theo and Dr. Neal rushed into the room, both with their doctor’s bags. “Let’s go,” Dr. Neal said.

      “Should I drive us?” Theo asked.

      “No, it’s quicker to go on foot,” I said.

      The men nodded, and then we set out at a pace just under a run across the street and down the alley until we reached the parish. We all came in from the back door.

      Father was on the floor where he’d collapsed. Mother, on her knees, knelt over him, sobbing and begging him to open his eyes.

      “Let me have a look,” Dr. Neal said.

      I looked at the doctor as the taste of copper pennies filled my mouth. Please, tell me I’m wrong, I thought. But I knew it was useless. He was gone.

      Dr. Neal dropped to the floor next to Father’s body. Theo gently helped Mother to her feet and over to a chair. He exchanged a quick look with Dr. Neal that told me everything I needed to know. There was no hope. I hiccupped and then brought my hand to my mouth, hoping to silence the sounds of my sobs.

      “I’m sorry,” Dr. Neal said. “His heart must have given out.”

      I went to Mother and sat beside her. Her skin was the color of raw chicken. She seemed to have slipped away, as if she too were no longer present in her body. As if she’d gone with him. Wherever Father was now. With the angels? Seeing Saint Peter?

      “He was fine. He was talking to me, and then he slumped over,” Mother said.

      “It appears to have been quick,” Dr. Neal said.

      “He didn’t say a word,” Mother said. “Or even make a noise. He just slumped over and fell to the floor.”

      I looked around the tidy, pleasant room that smelled of freshly brewed coffee. Our yellow tablecloth covered the table. Mother had washed the lunch dishes, and they sat drying in our wooden rack. Our painting of Jesus on the cross hung on the wall. Everything as normal as could be. The same scene I’d enjoyed since I’d first come here at nine years old. They’d made me feel safe and secure. Nothing could hurt me again. Mother had told me that when I first lived with them. But this? This hurt. My good, dear Father gone? No, it couldn’t be. I’d never hear his soft voice or hearty laugh again. Or one of his uplifting sermons that had given us all hope even during the terrible years of the war.

      “I’m very sorry,” Dr. Neal said. “He was a great man.”

      “Yes, yes, he was,” I said, almost defensively, as if the kind doctor has said the opposite. I started to shake. This couldn’t be happening. Please, God, let me wake up and this just be a nightmare.

      An image of horrible Mrs. Poe came to me. Her beady eyes, hungry for power and dominance. The church had been taken over by awful people. They’d done this to him. Broken his heart. Their cruelty had killed him.

      My mother had returned to Father. She brushed his hair back from his forehead and whispered to him. I couldn’t bear it, though. I couldn’t look at him that way.

      Desperate to focus on something else, I scanned the room. What I found was Theo. His dark blue eyes locked to mine. Without a word, yet seeming to understand, he sat beside me.

      ***

      Dr. Neal was on the phone. Making the arrangements for the body, I realized. A funeral. We’d have to have a funeral. I would have to take care of everything for Mother. What was I supposed to do? Families had relied on Father during these times. He would have gone to the house and sat with the widow, helped her decide how to proceed with a burial. But there was no pastor to help me. Father had buried so many during his time at the church. I’d never thought before how families must have needed him in those moments. Who was I supposed to call? Darkness closed in on me. I could see no farther than my own hands on my lap. “I don’t know what to do now,” I whispered, more to myself than anyone.

      Theo’s voice was soft in my ear. “I’ll call my mother. She’ll know what to do. You’re not alone. My family will make sure of that.”
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      The church was filled to its capacity the day we buried Father. I sat with Mother in the front pew as Lord Barnes conducted the memorial. Theo and Quinn had made sure that the new pastor was nowhere near that day. After the emotional ceremony, Mother and I walked out of the church to the cemetery where the pallbearers would bring Father to his final resting place.

      In a daze, I held on to Mother, afraid she would fall over without me, as they lowered the coffin into the ground. Fiona and Cymbeline had picked wildflowers and brought them to us. I took the bouquets gratefully and took the most beautiful of the columbine and tossed it into the grave first. One by one, I let the flowers tumble out of my hands until almost every inch of the surface of Father’s coffin was covered.

      Li Wu accompanied Fiona with his violin as she sang “Amazing Grace.” I hadn’t cried until then. But that song and Fiona’s sweet, pure voice and the mournful violin notes touched a place deep inside me. One that I’d stifled until then.

      When they finished, the mourners who’d gathered around the grave site wandered away, perhaps sensing that Mother and I wanted to say goodbye alone. I knelt in the dirt in my stiff black dress. “Goodbye, Father. Thank you for rescuing me and teaching me what a true father’s love is like. Be with God now.”

      Mother remained standing. She had one last flower in her hand. A purple lupine. Father’s favorite. He’d remembered gathering them with his mother when he was young.

      Mother placed her hand on my shoulder as she let the flower drift to the coffin. “I can’t think of what to say that I haven’t already said to him.”

      I stood and linked her arm with mine. “You said it all when he was here. That’s what matters most.”

      She rested her head against my shoulder. “Yet you always want one more moment.”

      “You’ll have them again. When you’re reunited.”

      Mother drew in a deep breath. “For a thousand years.”
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      We all gathered at the Barneses’ estate after the funeral. After I had Mother settled with Quinn in their formal parlor, I went outside to breathe fresh air into my lungs. Without greeting any of the mourners who gathered in various places in the grassy yard, I walked blindly toward the barn. I passed by the guest cottage. We’d moved our belongings in the day before, but it in no way felt like home. Mother and I had not slept much. Not only were we without Father, but the rooms smelled strange. Even the night noises were different.

      Without a plan of where to go, I walked toward the barn. My black dress and hat absorbed the heat from the afternoon sun, making me overly warm. I plucked the pins from my hat and tossed it onto a short bush. I’d get it later. Now I needed to feel the sun on my face. A breeze moved the fine hairs that had escaped from my bun.

      Alexander was out by the horse pasture, draped over the fence. I turned to head back to the house, not wanting him to see me there. Regardless, he must have heard me because he straightened and turned toward me.

      “Louisa? Does your mother need me?”

      “No, I needed a break from everything.”

      I went to stand beside him. The day was startlingly gorgeous with the green meadow and blue sky. Two of the horses were in the pasture, happily eating grass. I rested my hands on the top of the rough board of the fence and leaned against it for support.

      “You’ve lost your hat?” Alexander asked.

      “Tossed it. Too hot.”

      He returned his gaze toward the meadow. “Your father would have loved this day.”

      “Yes, he loved summer,” I said. “The other seasons too. He was like that—always finding the good. Even in me.”

      “He thought you hung the moon.”

      “He loved me when he didn’t have to.”

      “We had a lot of good times together,” Alexander said. “He was a good friend to me. I’ll miss him.”

      The breeze came in a sudden gust, ruffling my hair and causing Alexander’s tie to swing in my direction.

      “I was just standing here thinking how sorry I am that I didn’t know what was going on at the church,” Alexander said. “I wish I’d known. The strain of all that couldn’t have been good for his heart.”

      I realized Alexander felt regretful and perhaps guilty. “This was in no way your doing. Anyway, I don’t think it would have made any difference. Dr. Neal said his heart was weak. He’d told us months and months ago.”

      “Your father didn’t tell me that, either.”

      “He was proud. Even though he knew it was a sin,” I said, smiling.

      “There wasn’t a more decent man on earth. Or a better friend.” He dipped his head and bent over the fence once more. The energy seemed to leave his body for a moment before he straightened and returned his attention to me. “I’ve lost more than one great friend in my lifetime. In the end, when I think back on the good times we shared, I’m grateful for the memories of kinship and laughter. I was just standing here thinking about that—trying to find joy but I’m sad.”

      Even as fluid and quickly as time went, we always had our memories. I swallowed the lump in my throat. “He wanted me to get married. I let him down that way.”

      “He wanted you to be taken care of, that’s all.”

      “It seems that’s the only way for a woman. Marriage.” I paused, trying to pull myself together.

      “The world isn’t always fair. For women, especially.”

      I nodded but kept quiet. Alexander didn’t deserve to be the recipient of my anger at the world. We were both quiet for a moment. Birds chirped from the surrounding trees. Happy bees buzzed from flower to flower in the meadow. From the backyard came the sound of children shouting and playing. How could everything just continue like this? It was an irrational thought, but I’d expected life would stop for my grief. “Everything just keeps going, doesn’t it?”

      “Despite your loss?” Alexander asked.

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “I can remember thinking that exact thing when my first wife died. Fiona was a newborn, and she continued to grow and thrive even though her mother was gone. I thought about that again when Cole died.” He grimaced. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought him up.”

      “Oh, no, it’s all right.” Alexander was referring to the stray bullet from Pa’s gun that had killed Mr. Cole. A stray bullet meant to scare me. “I never told you how sorry I was about what Pa did.”

      “None of that was your fault. You were a powerless child.”

      “Days will go by when I don’t think of him. I’ll start to believe I’m done with all that. Sometimes, it’s as if I don’t remember those years at all. As if they hadn’t happened. Then, out of nowhere, a detail will stop me cold.”

      “The hardships we endure are always part of us, I’m afraid. Perhaps they make us better, in the end?”

      “I’d like to think so.” In truth, I didn’t think this was always true. Some hardships made us cold and hard. As mine had.

      “You and your mother can stay here as long as you need to,” Alexander said.

      “Thank you. We’ll not be in the way.”

      “You’d never be in the way. We all care a great deal about you and your mother.”

      Walking around apologetic about my existence was as normal to me as breathing. “How will we ever get on our feet? I’ve no skills. Neither does Mother, other than being a pastor’s wife.”

      “Life will unfold as it should. I know it must not seem that way to you now, but you have to trust God will lead you in the right direction.”

      “I don’t know how I can ever repay you and your family for everything you’ve done for me. I’d like to. Very much.”

      “You will, someday, when you least expect it, you’ll be of service to someone who needs you. That’s the way we repay the generosity of others.”

      I gazed across the meadow. How would I ever be of service to anyone? I had nothing to offer. I could see no future other than continuing to need the charity of others as I had all my life.
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      Theo

      

      After the last of the mourners had gone and Louisa and Mrs. Lind had returned to the cottage, Papa asked me to meet him in his study. Mama had gone upstairs to put my little sisters to bed. Cymbeline and Fiona were snuggled together in the library reading. Flynn had gone home to Shannon.

      Papa poured us both a drink, and we settled in the leather chairs.

      “What is it, Papa? I can see you have something on your mind.”

      “Do you mind that Louisa and her mother are here?”

      “Not at all. Why would you ask?”

      “I remember how smitten you were with her when you were younger.” Papa scrutinized me, his inquisitive eyes taking in every one of my nuanced movements. I’d never been able to hide from him. He knew me as well as Flynn did. “I know you were crushed when she had feelings for your brother instead of you.”

      “I was crushed. But that was all a long time ago now.” My chest had ached for Louisa and her mother all day. Seeing them at the graveside had been enough to break anyone’s heart. However, nothing remained of my boyhood feelings for Louisa. I was fond of her, of course, but only as a chum from our school days.

      “Before the war does seem like a lifetime ago,” Papa said. “So much has happened since then.”

      Mama appeared in the doorway. “May I join you?”

      “Yes, please.” Papa beamed at the sight of her. They appeared to be as in love as they’d ever been.

      She came in to stand next to Papa’s chair and put her hand on his shoulder. “Theo, how are you holding up?”

      “Very well. A sad day, though,” I said.

      “Would you care for a drink?” Papa asked.

      “Very funny.” Mama rolled her eyes as she perched on the arm of his chair.

      It was a long-standing joke between them. The first time Papa had given Mama a whiskey, she’d choked and coughed. She’d never again had one.

      “I’ve never been as thankful to have the guest cottage as I was today,” Mama said.

      “Agreed,” Papa said. “I’m glad they can have privacy while they grieve.”

      “I asked if they’d take their meals with us,” Mama said. “We’re a few less at the table these days.”

      Papa patted her knee. “You did a wonderful job with everything today. Thank you.”

      “Lizzie and Matilda did all the work.” Mama let out a long sigh. “What a sad day. I can remember like it was yesterday when Pamela and Simon came here to take Louisa home with them.”

      “Time marches on,” Papa said. “Whether we want it to or not.”

      “Speaking of which,” Mama said as she directed her gaze toward me, “Martha Neal said her husband sang your praises today.”

      I smiled, pleased. “That’s good to hear. Neal’s a hard man to read.”

      “Martha said he’s been home for dinner on time every night since you arrived,” Mama said. “Which is a very nice thing for a wife with three little children.”

      Papa picked up his whiskey glass. “Theo, how has your sleep been since you’ve been back home?”

      He was referring to my sleepwalking, which had come back after the war. I’d had a few incidents as a child. When I returned from battle, I’d had more than a few rough nights. However, at university, I’d not had a single incident. “No problems thus far.”

      “I hope they don’t return,” Papa said.

      I didn’t think they would. Both times I’d had problems were directly after a trauma. The first being my mother’s death, the second my time at war.

      “Have you been sleeping all right?” Mama asked.

      “I’ve slept like a baby every night.” This wasn’t completely true. I’d had a few restless nights with strange dreams. However, as far as I could tell, there wasn’t any evidence of sleepwalking.

      “Good news,” Papa said.

      “I know you two worry about me, but I’m fine.”

      “We’re delighted to have you home,” Mama said. “Being here doesn’t bring back bad memories, does it?”

      “Mama, the best memories are all in this house.” The worst, too. However, those were such a small number compared to the happy ones. “Especially after you came to us.”

      Mama rose from the chair to place her cool hand on my cheek. “My sweet Theo, we missed you very much.”

      “I missed you too.”

      “No regrets, then?” Papa asked. “About the decision to become a general practitioner?”

      Originally, I’d hoped to be a surgeon. However, the longer I was in school, the clearer it became that I wanted to come home to my family and to the small town I loved. “Not one.”

      Mama cocked her head to one side, clearly observing me for cracks.

      “What is it?” I asked, teasing. “I can see you want to ask me something.”

      “I was wondering about your feelings for Louisa. Are they still there?” Mama asked.

      “I already asked him,” Papa said, chuckling.

      “And what was the answer?” Mama asked.

      “That I was a boy scared to leave for war,” I said. “Please, don’t give it another thought.”

      “Wonderful.” Mama clasped her hands together. “I worry about your tender heart. I worry about all of our children, but especially you and Addie.”

      My little sister Adelaide was sensitive and observant, as I had been. Those two in combination made it harder to maneuver our way through life. Today, at the gathering, I’d noticed she hadn’t played with the other children. She’d tucked herself away in a corner of the porch, reading or writing in her notebook. Not terribly unusual for a twelve-year-old girl, I supposed. The age between childhood and young adulthood could be confusing. No longer little and not yet grown.

      “She’ll be fine,” Papa said. “Just as Theo is. Look at him. A doctor.”

      “Yes, he is. I always knew you’d do something scholarly,” Quinn said. “From the moment I set eyes on you at nine years old.”

      I smiled. Of all the days in our family’s history, that was the one day we all remembered best. Quinn Cooper, a young woman who’d come all the way from the east to be Emerson Pass’s first teacher, had hit her head when Harley’s horses were spooked by a gunshot and lost control of the sleigh. He’d brought her here when she was still out cold. When the five of us children came into the library and found her lying supine on the couch, we’d all thought she was dead. To our delight, she wasn’t. We’d decided right then and there that Quinn Cooper should be Papa’s wife. And our new mother. Happily, fate agreed.

      “I should spend some time with the little girls,” I said. “I missed so much.”

      “They’d love to do most anything with their big brother,” Mama said. “You’ll have to keep an eye on Delphia. She’s like Cymbeline.”

      I laughed. Enough said. We all knew exactly what that meant.

      ***

      The next afternoon, I arrived home from work shortly before teatime. I parked the car in the garage and strolled out toward the barn, enjoying the late-afternoon sun on my shoulders. Our chickens were in their outside coop pecking at the ground. A kingly red rooster strutted around them as if supervising. This was a new rooster since I’d been away. One morning, the girls had found our former rooster, Doodle, dead. Sadly, no one mourned him much. Not even Flynn and Cymbeline, who loved animals a little more than they did most people. Cymbeline claimed Doodle was the meanest rooster that had ever lived. This new one the little girls had named Red. Not a terribly creative name, but it did the job.

      Red eyed me as I approached but didn’t come over to threaten me as Doodle always had. The hens didn’t pay me any mind, too busy with their search for bugs.

      I walked back toward the house, passing by the vegetable garden. Our gardener, Marc, was bent over a tomato bush. A stone pathway went around the house as well as out to the cottage and garden. Today, flowers bloomed in fiery reds and luscious pinks. Our lawn, kept green from regular watering, sprawled out to the picket fence. Beyond, the wild grasses swayed. As warm as it was today, the children might all be down swimming at the creek. I suddenly longed for those lazy summer afternoons of my childhood. We’d had such adventures. Our imaginations were as big as the Colorado sky.

      The cottage was quiet with no sign of its new occupants as I headed toward the back of the house. This time of day, my family would be having tea. My stomach rumbled. Lizzie’s cakes and biscuits were always welcome, but especially after a long day’s work.

      To my surprise, no one was on the back porch. I went inside and down the hallway. For a moment, everything was dark before my eyes adjusted. The house was cool. Mama always asked the maids to close all the shutters during warm afternoons. Hearing voices, I made my way down the hallway toward the front of the house. Mama and Mrs. Lind were talking quietly in Papa’s study. So quietly that they jumped when they saw me. I wondered for a moment what had been so secretive that they had to speak in hushed voices.

      “Theo, you’re home early,” Mama said.

      I explained that Dr. Neal had insisted I go home first. “He said something about having time to find a wife,” I added.

      Mrs. Lind and Mama exchanged a glance.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked, deciding to ignore the distinct feeling that they’d been talking about me. Along with the subject of marriage.

      “They’re all down at the swimming hole,” Mama said. “We convinced Louisa she could take off her mourning clothes and cool off in the creek with your sisters.”

      “That sounds nice. I was feeling nostalgic for the summer days of my youth,” I said.

      “Join them,” Mama said.

      I thought longingly of the cool water. “You know, I just might. Why not?” First, though, I grabbed a few biscuits from the tea tray.

      ***

      My sisters plus Louisa were at the swimming hole. Although it was only a creek, the water was deep enough to swim in if you could stand the temperature. This time of year, the water had warmed some and on a hot afternoon like this one felt good.

      I stopped to watch the scene before alerting them to my presence. Reflecting the summer sky, the waters of the creek appeared blue. The swimming hole was a deep section of the creek with gentle rapids on either end, as if they’d been placed by God as bookends. The water deepened gradually, making it the perfect spot for even the younger of the Barnes children. Papa had taught Flynn, Josephine, and me to swim when we were small. Flynn, as was true with all things physical, was a strong, sure swimmer. When they were old enough, he’d taught Cymbeline and Fiona to swim. In turn, Cymbeline had taught the youngest of my sisters. Addie was the only one of us who didn’t care for the water. She’d told me once she worried sharks lurked at the bottom waiting to bite her feet. Cymbeline and Flynn had laughed and assured her sharks were only in oceans. She remained unconvinced.

      Wildflowers mingled with wild grasses on this side of the creek. The thick forest started on the other side. Through those woods the Cole family had once lived. Mrs. Cole and her daughter had moved to Chicago. The boys remained here, running a café in town. When we were younger, all of us had played together, not realizing that the color of our skin was noted in other places in the world. A lesson I’d learned during the war when the black men had been assigned their own battalions. I couldn’t understand it to this day.

      ***

      Cymbeline stood waist-deep in the water and tossed a ball to Delphia, who was knee-deep in the shallower part of the creek. Delphia missed but grabbed the floating ball from the surface and tossed it back to Cymbeline. She caught it with one hand in a way that made me think of a frog and a fly. Cymbeline had muscles in her arms and legs that were odd for a girl. Also, she must have been down at the creek a lot this summer, because her skin had a toasty glow. Not surprising given her activities—skiing and skating in the winter, helping in the barn as well as assisting Poppy in her veterinarian duties from time to time.

      Delphia’s white-blond hair was damp around her shoulders. She squealed every time Cymbeline threw her the ball, clearly delighted to be playing with her big sister.

      Addie sat on a blanket under the shade of an aspen reading from a book propped on her skinny chest. Seeing her without the covering of a dress alarmed me. Her spindly arms and legs looked as if they might snap at the slightest touch. Her mind, however, was sharp and keen. I hoped her body would someday match her brain.

      Wearing bathing costumes, Louisa and Fiona were on a blanket with their backs against a log and straw hats pulled low over their foreheads. They were chatting quietly, their words drowned out by the tinkling of the water as it ran over rocks.

      Louisa’s skin was milky white with just a slight pink flush from the heat. I couldn’t help but notice how shapely her legs were. She walked everywhere, I thought, which would explain why. Both Louisa and Fiona were petite, but Louisa had the curvy body of a woman whereas my younger sister was narrow-hipped. I didn’t linger long looking at the rounded parts of Louisa’s figure. She could no longer turn my head, I reminded myself.

      Nonetheless, I took a second to look at Louisa again. She had her fair hair in a braid and pulled to one side of her shoulder. There was a coolness to her beauty—an aloofness compared to the wide-open expression of our Fiona. Almost as if she had another layer of skin, perhaps as a way of protecting herself? One that she’d had to develop early on, given her birth father. I inwardly cringed, remembering all that she’d endured from the despicable man. He’d chased her through this very land in his demented hunting game. Teaching her to be tough, he’d told her. Even all these years later, I burned with hatred for the man.

      I drew closer and called out a hello. “May I join you?”

      “Theo’s here,” Cymbeline shouted. She was still more a mischievous child than polite lady of society. I loved her for it. Sometimes, anyway.

      “Theo, come play with us,” Delphia shouted, imitating her older sister’s tone.

      Addie looked up from her book to give me a brief smile before returning to the world within the pages. Josephine and I had been just that same way. More alive inside books than walking around in the real world.

      Fiona sat up to get a better look at me from under the brim of her hat. “Theo, what’re you doing here?”

      “Dr. Neal sent me home early,” I said. “Mama told me you were all down here, so I thought I’d join the fun.”

      “How nice of Dr. Neal,” Fiona said in her sweet way.

      Louisa, also, had sat up from where she’d lounged against the log. “Hi, Theo.”

      “Louisa.” I tipped the brim of my straw hat. “How are you?”

      “Well, thank you,” Louisa said.

      I sat on a rock near the water and took off my socks and shoes, then rolled up the cuffs of my pants. I’d changed into a pair of leisurely cotton trousers and a thin shirt before coming down to the creek. If it had only been my sisters at the swimming hole, I would have worn my bathing costume, but with Louisa here, it wasn’t appropriate. Regardless, without a tie or jacket, I felt quite comfortable. While away, I’d continued the vigorous exercise routine that we’d had in the army. Without the physical work I usually did at home, I’d been afraid to grow soft. For some reason, in that moment, I was especially glad of my strong physique. Not because I wanted to show off to Louisa, I told myself. She probably wouldn’t notice even if I did.

      The water cooled my warm feet. Once the ripples ceased, minnows swam over to nibble on my toes. Delphia waded through the water toward me. “Theo, did you save any people today?”

      I scooted over to let her sit beside me. “I didn’t save anyone, but I did help a baby to be born.” Delphia’s bare arm was cold against my skin as she snuggled against me.

      “Was it a boy or a girl?” Delphia asked.

      “A boy,” I said. “Fat and loud.”

      “Who was the mother?” Cymbeline had swum out to the middle of the pool and treaded water.

      “Do you know the Danes?” I asked. “They’re new to town, I believe.”

      “I think I’ve seen them at church,” Fiona said. “They have a little boy, right?”

      “That’s correct. The husband works out at the lumber mill. They’re Swedes. New to America.” I was fairly certain Mrs. Dane had cursed in Danish in the throes of labor. “What have you young ladies been up to today?”

      Cymbeline, still pumping her arms and legs to stay afloat, answered first. “I helped Poppy deliver a calf out at the Cassidys’.”

      “Cymbie, was it disgusting?” Delphia asked, elongating the last word of the sentence.

      “Nah. Not for me.” Cymbeline’s breath had quickened from her vigorous exercise. “I’ve helped her do it more than a few times since spring.”

      “Was there a problem?” I asked. Typically, a cow could birth a baby without human assistance.

      “Yes, he was too big,” Cymbeline said. “We had to help him out. Poppy knows just what to do. I’m learning from her.”

      “Do you want to work alongside her?” I asked. Two female vets in town would be something. Poppy had apprenticed with a male veterinarian down in one of the prairie towns. She couldn’t go to school, but he’d taught her enough that the local farmers trusted her. In addition, she was all we had. Now we would have Cymbeline, too?

      “For now,” Cymbeline said. “While I’m waiting for my adventure to call.”

      Adventure? What could she mean by that? I’d leave it alone for now. She was a wild thing, like the Rocky Mountains themselves. I wished staying right here and marrying Viktor could be her adventure.

      Louisa had risen to her feet and now stood in the shallow part of the creek. Her hat cast a shadow across her face. “What kind of adventure?”

      Cymbeline swam over to Louisa, then stood and plopped down on the blanket next to Addie.

      “Ooh, you’re cold,” Addie said, moving as far to one side as she could without moving off the blanket. “And don’t get my book wet. This is from the library.”

      Cymbeline flicked her wet fingers toward Addie. “Little one, don’t be such a bluenose.”

      I smiled at the Cymbeline’s use of a slang word. She might be stuck in our little town, but she somehow figured out all the latest trends. Including cutting her hair into a bob. I’d not really noticed how short it was until now because she wore it pinned back in a mimic of a bun. This afternoon, her black curls were damp and plastered to her cheeks and cut to an inch under her chin.

      “What did Papa say about your hair?” I asked Cymbeline.

      “Nothing really,” Cymbeline said. “Mama wasn’t happy with me at all. She’s terribly old-fashioned.”

      “She didn’t like that you ran off and did it without asking,” Fiona said. “If you’d only asked, she might not have been as irritated.”

      “I couldn’t very well have asked,” Cymbeline said in a dismissive retort. “Or she would’ve said no.”

      “Jo was scandalized too,” Fiona said. “She gasped out loud and went all pink.”

      “She’s no fun at all, especially now that she’s a mother,” Cymbeline said.

      “Don’t be unkind,” Fiona said. “She’s simply busy with all her responsibilities.”

      Cymbeline stretched her legs out and shook her head. “That’s the problem.” Beads of water flew from her hair and landed on Addie, who brushed them from her book. “Once a woman marries, her life is nothing but duty. How can a woman think when all she does is change nappies?”

      “What do you think, Louisa?” Fiona asked. “Would a baby ruin everything?”

      “I don’t know,” Louisa said. “I’ve not thought much about it. I know only that I need to find work of my own to take care of Mother.”

      “What kind of work?” Cymbeline asked. “We might know of something.”

      “I’ve no skills.” Louisa swatted away a bug that had landed on her leg. I quickly looked away. Darn those legs anyway. “Finishing school was a ridiculous waste of money.”

      “Why?” Fiona asked.

      “They don’t teach you anything about real work. Only how to be feminine and polite.”

      “I’ve no uses for either,” Cymbeline said.

      I laughed. “You don’t have to be so adamant about it, Cym. It’s not like you’ve had anyone stopping you from doing just as you please.”

      “Are you chastising me for that?” Cymbeline’s eyes flashed.

      I shook my head while putting up my hands in defense. “I’m merely mentioning that Papa and Mama have always let you do whatever you wished. Skiing, skating, traipsing through the woods, cleaning horse stalls.”

      “All of which gave you many more skills than I have,” Louisa said.

      “Do you know how to cook?” Delphia asked. “Lizzie needs help in the kitchen. Mrs. Wu is getting older and Lizzie’s worried about her health. I also heard her tell Mama the new girl wasn’t working out.”

      “She isn’t?” Fiona asked. “I didn’t know that.”

      “Something about setting a curtain on fire,” Delphia said, sounding pleased with herself for knowing gossip her sisters had missed.

      “I do know how to cook,” Louisa said. “Do you think Lizzie would consider me?”

      I bristled at the thought of Louisa in the kitchen of our house. She shouldn’t be our staff. We’d all gone to school together. She was one of us. I plucked a tall piece of yellow grass from the embankment. When I looked up, Cymbeline caught my gaze.

      “Louisa can’t work in our kitchen,” Cymbeline said. “She’s our friend.”

      Addie looked up from her book. “So is Lizzie.”

      “That’s different,” Cymbeline said. “She’s always worked for us. It’s a well-established relationship, born from years of British tradition.”

      Fiona laughed and poked Cymbeline with her big toe. “You sound very smart all of a sudden.”

      “Am I wrong?” Cymbeline looked at each of us in turn.

      “What would you like to do?” I asked Louisa. “If you could pick any kind of work.”

      “I’d have liked to continue assisting Father at the church.” Her voice wavered. She placed a hand over her mouth as if to stuff the words back inside her.

      “Oh, Louisa, we’re so very sorry.” Fiona draped an arm around Louisa’s shoulders for a quick squeeze.

      “Why can’t you simply live with us forever and ever?” Delphia’s dark lashes fluttered as she blinked her round eyes.

      “Because we can’t accept your charity forever,” Louisa said. “As kind as it is, we have to learn to survive on our own.”

      “Well, we won’t find a solution today,” Fiona said. “Which means we should simply enjoy the afternoon. Who wants another swim?”

      “Me, me,” Delphia said, before racing into the water.

      Cymbeline and Fiona splashed in after her. Addie didn’t look up from her book.

      I turned to Louisa. “What about you? Are you going in again?”

      “No, I’m going to stay right here.” She lay back against the log and closed her eyes as if gathering strength from the sun that hovered low in the western sky.

      I swatted away a gnat, content for now to watch the girls playing in the water. As Fiona had said, Louisa’s troubles couldn’t be solved today. Perhaps tomorrow an opportunity would arise. For now, we would be her friends and support her however we could.
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      Louisa

      

      That evening after dinner, I strolled restlessly around the gardens of the Barnes estate. The temperature had cooled considerably from the hot summer afternoon we’d spent at the creek but was warm enough I didn’t need a wrap of any kind. The air smelled of roses in the aftermath of the setting sun. From somewhere in the yard, dueling crickets chirped.

      We’d been invited to dine with the Barnes family for supper. Mother had declined. Making polite conversation would be too hard, she’d confessed to me. I’d not wanted to leave her alone. However, she was having none of it and insisted I go. She hadn’t said but I’d felt sure she wanted to curl up under the covers and have herself a good cry. Seeing her suffer in her grief made me want to claw at something. All through dinner I’d worried.

      However, when I’d stopped in at the cottage after the meal, Mother was asleep. Too restless to stay indoors, I’d wandered outside. Now I came upon the fenced vegetable garden. I didn’t dare go too far tonight for fear of getting lost in the dark. A crackle caused me to turn. Theo, carrying a bucket, strode toward the barn.

      I stepped out of the shadows, hoping I wouldn’t scare him.

      He stopped abruptly and put one hand over his heart. “Louisa, you startled me.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

      “What’re you doing out here?” Theo asked.

      “I wasn’t ready for sleep and needed some fresh air. Mother’s in bed already.”

      He nodded before gesturing toward the barn. “Lizzie sent me out with some scraps for the pigs. Would you like to join me?”

      “I guess so.”

      He chuckled at the hesitancy in my voice. “Our sow has some babies. They’re pretty cute.”

      “I would like to see piglets.”

      “Come on then. Follow me.” He headed down the driveway toward the barn. It was still light enough to see, but he was more of a silhouette as I walked behind him.

      At the barn, he opened the side door and stepped inside. I hesitated before following him. Mother might not think it appropriate for me to accompany a man into a place alone. I’d never want to displease her or make her ashamed. I loved Mother but was also grateful to her. I always wanted to be as good as I could be as a way to pay back the debt I owed her and Father. When I’d first come to live with the Linds, I’d gotten up first thing in the morning to begin cooking and cleaning, as I’d done for Pa. Although they finally broke me of that habit, the sense of earning my keep had never left.

      Tonight, however, I would do as I pleased. I wanted to see the babies. Anyway, Theo Barnes was the most trustworthy of men. He would never harm me. A revelation, that. I could trust him. Which made me feel safe. I stepped in behind him.

      The barn had an electric light that hung from the rafters. Theo switched it on and headed toward the back. It smelled mostly of hay with a tinge of horse manure. The floors had been swept clean in the space between the horse stalls and the wire chicken coop. A door led to the outside where they must go in and out during the day. Hens sat on their nests, looking bored. A rooster strutted about, as if he had to protect his girls from harm. A ladder led to a hayloft above the chickens stuffed with bales of hay.

      “Are all barns this tidy?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. You’d have to ask Cymbeline or Poppy. Ours is always like this.”

      We reached the pig’s stall, which unlike where the horses were kept, had a short wall on one side. The sow lay on her side as small pink piglets nursed. I counted nine babies all together. One was considerably smaller than the others.

      “Is that the runt?” I asked, pointing to the littlest one.

      “Yes. Cymbeline said he almost didn’t make it. She and Fiona sat out here all night to make sure he didn’t get harmed by the others.” Theo shook the contents of the bucket into a feeding bin that reminded me of a baby cradle.

      “Did you miss this while you were away?” I asked.

      “More than I thought I would.” He set the bucket next to his feet. He’d changed from his evening summer suit into blue jeans and a short-sleeved shirt and boots. Frankly, the rustic look suited him. Even I couldn’t deny how handsome he was. During our time at the creek today, I’d detected the muscles under his thin shirt. I’d shocked myself by feeling a dart of yearning. What would his skin feel like under my hands?

      “Didn’t you think you’d be homesick?” I asked. “I was when I went away.”

      “Yes, I suppose so. It’s hard to explain.” He gazed over at the piglets. “When I left, Flynn and I were at odds. We’d always been close, but leaving felt like freedom from him, which I needed.”

      I couldn’t imagine the Barnes twins at odds. It hadn’t been over me? No, of course not. Don’t be a ninny. Men as close as Flynn and Theo wouldn’t have fought over a girl like me. “What was it that drew you apart?”

      “A few things. The war, for one. I’d joined because he did, and when we returned, I had some problems adjusting back to normal life.”

      I remembered him at church the Sunday after they’d returned. The faraway look in Theo’s eyes had reminded me of my own when I’d first come to the Linds’. I’d detected the aftermath of trauma. Uncertainty about whether you would live or die made a person like that. In contrast, Flynn had seemed sure of himself. The conquering hero. Unaffected by the terrors of war.

      “Were you resentful of Flynn because of it?” I asked.

      “Way down deep.” He scratched behind his ear. “Josephine’s anger was more on the surface. They fought, which was not something I could ever remember happening in the past. In addition to all that, Flynn wanted to open a ski resort like the ones we’d seen in Europe. Once we got into the planning, I realized it was his dream, not mine. I had always been the quiet, less dominant twin. My wishes were often pushed aside. Sometimes I couldn’t distinguish my own desires over his. Flynn was always brave and impulsive and passionate about life. I lived more of my life inside the pages of a book.”

      “I know what that’s like.”

      He raised both eyebrows. “Yes?”

      “I mean, not the twin part, obviously. But fading into the background. Putting everyone else first.” I looked down at my hands. “When I first came to the Linds’, I felt as if I needed to earn my keep. I wanted to make sure there was no reason why they would send me away. I never wanted them to be sorry for their decision to adopt me.”

      He leaned his back against the wall next to the pen. “Is that why you don’t want to stay here? You don’t want to feel like you owe us?”

      “I suppose that’s part of it.” I sighed and walked over to one of the horses to pet her nose.

      “This is Lucy,” Theo said as he joined me. “Isn’t she pretty?”

      “Yes, she is.”

      “What’s the other reason you don’t want to stay with us?” Theo asked.

      “I’ve completely lost my bearings. I was the pastor’s daughter. Now who am I? Where do I belong?” I paused to catch my breath. “I look at your sisters and all of them, even little Delphia, are so full of life and vigor. They’re forces in the world. I’m only a shadow, waiting for direction.”

      “I don’t see you that way,” Theo said softly.

      “How could you not?” What did he see when he looked at me? A frightened little mouse? Did he laugh at himself that he’d ever considered himself in love with me?

      “I see a beautiful, clever, interesting young woman. A person I admire greatly.”

      “Admire? Why?”

      His mouth lifted in a half smile. “Louisa, you survived when most would have given up.”

      “That doesn’t make me special. Most people adapt to whatever circumstance they find themselves in. Especially children. I wanted to live. I wanted to grow up. So I did whatever it was I had to do.” I shuddered, remembering Pa’s drunken face leering at me over my bed on the floor near the stove.

      Come with me. He’d yanked me off of the floor and hauled me outside.

      I blinked away the memory. Not right now. Not in front of Theo. I tucked the thought away.

      “Mama always talks about how brave you were to defy your father’s wishes to attend school.”

      “I wanted to go to school more than anything in the world. I knew deep down that learning would be the only way I would ever escape that life.” I crossed my arms over my chest and peered at the tips of my shoes. “I was terribly ashamed that first day. I was the only one in rags and probably smelled bad. I wanted to turn around and run home.”

      “What stopped you?”

      “Miss Cooper. She looked right at me as if she could really see me. I’d been accustomed to being invisible. That’s how it is when you’re poor, you know. No one sees you. Or, if they do, they pretend not to.”  Tears pricked the corners of my eyes.

      “She did the same for me,” Theo said.

      “Until the war?”

      He grimaced. “That’s correct.”

      “And now? Are you better?” I asked.

      His expression turned thoughtful. I waited for him to answer without interrupting. Theo Barnes was a man who took his time with words. “I found a sense of purpose at university.” He knelt to pick up a piece of hay from the rough boards of the barn. “But still, this darkness overcomes me sometimes. It’s like a black cloud that brings the worst moments of my past to the front of my mind. I can’t escape.”

      I wanted to reach out to him but kept my hands at my sides. “It’s the same for me. I’ll be going along fine as can be and suddenly a memory feels as if it will bring me to my knees.”

      “I wonder if it ever changes.” Theo scratched the back of his neck.

      “What is it you remember that haunts you so? Besides the war?”

      Again, he took a while to answer. “My mother. I was the one who found her that morning. I was only six years old. I thought she was asleep in the snow. I’m sorry, you shouldn’t have to hear about all of this.”

      “Considering what I went through at the hands of my real father, nothing you say will shock me.”

      “I wish that weren’t the case. I wish you were innocent, with nothing troubling you like it is for my younger sisters.”

      “If that were so, do you think I would be like your sisters? Free? Happy?”

      “I do, yes. Or if you were the type who could forget all the bad moments, like Flynn. He remembers nothing about our mother. Jo and I remember everything.”

      “I know what it’s like to remember too much,” I said.

      “Flynn refuses to speak about the war or anything painful from our past. I’ve no idea what goes on inside him.”

      “I’d have thought twins knew each other’s thoughts,” I said.

      “Not always. Especially when you’re as different as Flynn and me.”

      “Yes.” They were different, yet the same. All the Barneses shared a special quality. One I thought of as the Barnes syndrome. Kindness mixed with good cheer and an empathy for others less fortunate.

      “May I ask you something personal?” Theo asked.

      “You may ask. I may or may not answer.”

      He chuckled, reminding me of the thumping sound of a woodpecker. “Fair enough. What was it about Flynn that you liked so much?”

      I stepped backward, surprised at the boldness of his questions. Could I answer in a way that matched his honest query? Doing so seemed intimate, as if I were peeling back a layer of my skin to expose all the messy parts inside me.

      “You don’t have to answer,” Theo said.

      I looked up at him, meeting his eyes. They appeared almost black in the dim light. He was an exceedingly attractive man with his even features and generous mouth. Why hadn’t I noticed him when we were younger? Why indeed had it always been Flynn I thought I loved?

      “It was nothing but a schoolgirl crush,” I said. “But I think it’s the quality you spoke of just now. His cheery, adventurous, and cavalier attitude is infectious. It’s as if nothing in the world could dissuade him from his insistence that life is a game. One to be enjoyed, no matter evidence to the contrary.” I flushed, embarrassed by my lengthy answer to his question.

      “Life isn’t a game,” Theo said.

      A game. I drifted back in time. Run, mouse, run. An image of Pa with his greasy hair and brown teeth floated before me. He’d always smelled of oil and cheap whiskey. Whenever he was in close, I held my body as tightly as I could. Pa had loved the game in winter especially because the snow hurt my feet. I’d never had shoes without holes. In the summers, I’d had no shoes at all. My feet still bore the thick calluses from those days. As much as I scrubbed, they remained, reminders of the cruelty from which I’d escaped.

      Don’t think of him. He doesn’t deserve your thoughts, I told myself.

      “Louisa, what is it?”

      “One of those dark moments has caught me,” I said. “Remembering too much.” Before I could stop them, tears filled my eyes. A sob escaped from deep inside my chest.

      Theo stepped closer. “Louisa, I’m sorry.” He pulled me into his arms. I gave him my weight as I rested my cheek against his hard chest. He smelled of shaving soap and the outdoors. “I’d take it all away—take it upon myself if I could.”

      “No one can do that.” The strength in his body wrapped me in warmth. I lifted my face to look at him, and then his mouth lowered to mine and he kissed me.

      I stiffened for a moment, shocked by the softness of his lips. Then the pleasure of his mouth on mine and the slight taste of wine on his breath made me almost dizzy. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back. Even though I knew nothing of kissing, my mouth moved against his as naturally as if I’d done it my whole life. I gave him my mouth and the weight of my body and the grief from the last few days. Nothing was kept inside or pushed down into my dark well of sadness that had no end. He returned it all, too. I could feel the parts of him he kept hidden—all the pain and turmoil of his sensitive soul. Was this what it meant to know a man?

      Finally, he pulled away. We were both slightly breathless.

      I brought my hand to my mouth, which felt bruised in the most satisfying of ways. “Theo?” I whispered. “What was that?”

      “A kiss.” He stepped backward. The back of Lucy’s stall stopped him. She whinnied, almost as if she approved of our antics.

      “I’ve never kissed anyone before.” I don’t know why I felt the need to explain that fact. He probably knew how sheltered I’d been during my time with the Linds. Suddenly, I wanted to know if he’d ever held another woman as he’d just held me. “Have you?”

      He nodded with just a quick dip of his chin. “There was a woman when I was at university. I had feelings for her. But it wasn’t meant to be.”

      “Why?” A tightness hardened my stomach. Was I jealous? Yes, I thought. I was jealous of Theo’s feelings for someone else. What right did I have? I’d rejected him, after all.

      “She fell in love with a classmate of mine. They’re married now.”

      I wanted to sing with delight in equal measure to the sympathy I felt for him. “Did it hurt?”

      “No, not really. I was used to being the twin not chosen. It was much the same. She chose my best pal instead of me.”

      “Oh, Theo, that must have been awful for you.”

      “Not like the other time,” he said.

      “Other time?”

      “The time I realized it was Flynn you wished to write instead of me.”

      I swallowed, unable to think of how to reply.

      “It wasn’t your fault that you liked the more confident of the two of us. Most people do.”

      “That was years ago now. Things have changed, as they always do,” I said.

      “I always cared for you,” Theo said lightly. “You’re the first girl I ever noticed or wanted to kiss. From the very first day of school.”

      “I was dirty and ragged.”

      He tapped his chest. “Not in here. Mama wasn’t the only one who saw you. Inside, you glowed with the light of a thousand stars. You still do.”

      “I do?”

      “Maybe a million stars.”

      I laughed, which came out more like a hiccup. His compliments were certainly lighting me up at the moment. “I don’t feel like that most of the time. Mostly, I feel apologetic.”

      “For what?”

      “Existing. Surviving.”

      “You shouldn’t. In fact, you should realize you were a gift to the Linds. To us, too. To our whole town.”

      “But I’ve never done anything important. I don’t have a purpose like you do. How could I be a gift to anyone?”

      “You don’t see it yet, but it’s there,” Theo said with more conviction than he should have, given the evidence before him.

      “Father sent me to finishing school hoping I would meet other young ladies who might introduce me to the type of man he wanted me to marry. I couldn’t even do that right.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I was too shy to make friends with the other girls. All I wanted was to be back here with the people I knew for most of my life. I’m simple. Too simple for any of those people. I might know which fork to use, but I’m always going to be the same ragged, invisible girl I always was.”

      “No, you were never that. Not then, not now.”

      For a moment, I believed him. I was here with a man who cared for me. A man who’d wanted to kiss me and had.

      Then the darkness came. A memory of the house where Pa had taken me that day. Come with me. It’s time for you to earn your keep.

      I refused to give in to it, though. I stayed right there with Theo Barnes. Pa couldn’t drag me back there. Not this time.
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      Theo

      

      My head seemed in a fog as I gazed down at Louisa. How had I lived my whole life without experiencing the glory of her kiss? I must get back to my room and think it all through. What was I supposed to do now? Did the kiss mean anything? Would she regret it? The manners Papa and Mama had taught me came to the rescue. I should get her home and out of this barn where it was improper for us to be alone after dark.

      “It’s late. May I walk you back to the cottage?” I asked.

      “Yes, that would nice.” She swayed slightly before reaching out for me. “Theo, I’m quite dizzy.”

      “You’re tired?”

      “Perhaps. Or maybe your kisses poisoned me.” She smiled.

      My stomach fluttered at the beauty of her smile. “I hope they’re not poison.” I watched her carefully for clues. Did she regret the kiss, or was she asking for another?

      “We might try again to see,” she said, without meeting my gaze.

      “I’d like to.” I stepped closer and put one arm around her waist and drew her to me. Even with her dress and underdress, I could feel her curves.

      She lifted her face, and I captured her mouth with mine. Goodness, I thought. I might not be able to ever stop. With great difficulty, I drew away to look at her. “We should get you back to the cottage.”

      “Yes,” she said, throatily. “It’s getting late.”

      I didn’t want to let her go. Would I ever get her back to the same state, or had she opened herself to me because of her grief? What would Papa or Flynn do? They’d seize the opportunity and ask for the pleasure of her company at another time. “Would you like to go for a drive tomorrow evening after I’m home from work?”

      “In the shiny car?”

      “Yes. It feels nice to let the breeze tousle your hair. We could drive over to the river. Lizzie could put together a picnic dinner for us.” I held my breath, expecting she would decline my offer but yet hopeful, too.

      She smiled as she touched her fingertips to the collar of my shirt. “I’d like that. If it’s not too much trouble for Lizzie.”

      “She’ll be pleased to do it for us.” I didn’t elaborate further. Louisa didn’t need to know how the entire household, including Lizzie, would be delighted to hear of our dinner date. They all knew how I’d pined for Louisa back in the day. Would they be surprised? I’d done nothing but say how uninterested I was in Louisa since I returned home. Tonight, however, a spark had been relit inside me. This time, I might have a chance. Please, God, let it be so.

      We headed back toward the cottage. Darkness had come while we were in the barn. A cricket chirped from somewhere in the yard, accompanying the soft rustling of the aspens. At this time of night, the roses and grass still scented the air, but there was also a hint of the specific smell of the earth cooling from the sun that had beat down upon it all day. I couldn’t describe the smell, but I’d know it anywhere. The smell of home in the summertime.

      Louisa tucked her hand under my arm. “I’m unsteady in the dark.”

      I smiled to myself. Unsteady, or did she want an excuse to take my arm? Either way, I welcomed her touch.

      “Will your mother approve of me taking you out in the car?” I asked.

      “Yes, I believe she’ll be pleased.” We walked a few more steps in silence. “Do you think everyone will get carried away?”

      “With what?”

      “The idea of us.”

      “Would that be so terrible?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. I’d hate to disappoint them.”

      My heart sank. Did she not see how there could be a future for us? “Can you not imagine falling for me?”

      “I can imagine it. That doesn’t mean we’re meant to be. You’re the type who’ll want to marry.”

      “You don’t?”

      “I’ve never thought I would.”

      “Marrying would solve a lot of your problems,” I said. “Wouldn’t it?”

      “Yes, but that’s not a good enough reason.”

      “What is a better reason than being taken care of?” I asked, trying to keep my voice light but failing. “I’d like the chance to court you. What harm could come from getting to know each other better?” Already I was ahead of myself. I’d not thought a kiss could spark so many ideas in my head so quickly. I’d already moved ahead by months, hoping I could win her hand in marriage. I wasn’t a man who could protect his own heart. Not when it came to Louisa.

      “Don’t you think we’re unsuited?”

      “How’s that?” I asked, shocked by her statement.

      “You’re a man of privilege. Even when I went to the Linds’, we weren’t rich. I’m not sure I could ever be comfortable here in your world. Your family has taken us in out of a sense of charity. How could they ever take me seriously as a match for you?”

      “This is America. None of that matters. I’ll marry the woman I love, regardless of wealth or lack thereof.”

      Her grip on my arm tightened.

      “What is it?” I asked. “Is there another reason why you wouldn’t entertain the idea of a courtship? Am I disgusting to you?”

      “Goodness, no, nothing like that.”

      “Is it Flynn?” An awful thought occurred to me. Had she been imagining Flynn when I kissed her?

      “No, I told you the truth about Flynn. Those feelings were nothing but a silly girl with fanciful ideas.”

      I sighed with relief. “I could stand everything but that.”

      “You’ve nothing to worry about when it comes to your brother. I only thought I was in love because I knew he didn’t want me. I could stay protected that way.”

      “Protected?” I couldn’t follow what she was saying. Was this the way it always was with women? As if men and women spoke two different languages?

      She rattled out a response without taking a breath between sentences. “I don’t know if I can ever love a man. Before I was taken in by the Linds, something happened to me. Something that might repel you. A man…”

      “A man?”

      “I was only nine when it happened. I’m not sure I could ever be a proper wife because of it.”

      My stomach hollowed as I realized what she was saying. She’d been raped. An innocent child and a man? Good God. Afraid I was going to be sick, I pressed my fingers to my mouth. “Have you ever told anyone?”

      “No,” she whispered. “I’m too ashamed.”

      “Who? Who did this?”

      “I don’t know who he was,” Louisa said.

      “It was not your fault.” I burned with rage. How could anyone do that to a child? Or a woman, for that matter.

      She covered her face with her hands and spoke through her fingers. “Maybe I shouldn’t have told you. Will you be able to even look at me now without seeing how soiled I am?”

      “You’re not soiled. You were an innocent child. Nothing could make me see you differently.”

      She took her hands from her face to look at me. “Do you see, though? Why I shun marriage? Why I’ve kept away from you?”

      “From me specifically?”

      “I couldn’t let myself get too close to you. I couldn’t write to you when you asked because you’re the one I could fall for. If I fell and let you fall, too, then I might ruin your life.”

      “That’s impossible. You can’t ruin my life. If you were with me, I’d be the happiest man on earth.”

      “You’re so good, Theo. You deserve the very best woman. One who can love you like a wife should. I don’t know if I can.”

      I cupped her face in my hands. Above, in the inky sky, a star twinkled down at me. “Nothing could dissuade me from you. Not if you wanted me. I’d take you just as you are—just as you would have to take me. We have wounds, Louisa, but together we could heal.”

      “I want to. So very much.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes. More than anyone.”

      “Then I will go to the ends of the earth and back to make you feel safe and loved. If you’ll let me try, I might be able to love away all the demons.” I kissed her again, this time without the abandon that had come over us in the barn but with tenderness. Her mouth was warm and soft and yielding. I flooded with hope that intermixed with the love I felt for her. How had I ever thought I could love anyone but Louisa? I’d never stopped, and I suspected I never would.

      After our kiss, she placed a finger through one of the curls that fell over my forehead. “I’ll do my very best.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      ***

      I escorted Louisa to the cottage and made sure she was safely inside before I returned to the main house. Not ready to go inside yet, I went around to the back. Louisa had returned my jacket before she went inside; I held it against my chest as I sank onto one of the porch steps. An owl hooted somewhere in the distant woods.

      I loved the peacefulness of a night like this one. When I’d been overseas and the noises of war had never ceased, I’d prayed I could return to the peacefulness of a night like this one. Still, even under the beauty of the moon and the tranquility of this moment, I had to acknowledge that darkness occurred everywhere. On the battlefields in France and here, too. My mother’s madness. Louisa’s father’s abuse. Places were not one or the other. There were good people and bad people. Even here in Emerson Pass.

      Louisa’s confession had shaken me. I’d known of her father’s cruelty. Everyone knew. As horrific as that had been, this was worse. How did a little girl recover from such a thing? Her behavior and reticence made sense now. I vacillated between rage and a crushing sorrow. Many times in life I’d felt powerless, but never as much as I did tonight.

      I wasn’t one to feel sorry for myself. Still, there had been many times growing up that I’d wondered why I was the twin cursed with worry and sensitivity. Flynn had soared through life without a care in the world. Whereas I was incapable of such things. Instead, I was fraught with worry, angst, and anxiety. Everything was harder for me than seemed necessary. I could not shut out sadness or despair. I’d worried I was bound for madness as my mother had been. Especially after the war when I could not let go of the horrors I’d witnessed.

      Tonight, however, I understood for the first time that my sensitivity made me especially suited for this next phase in my life. I could love Louisa in the ways she needed to be loved. I was the man for her. I knew it in my bones.

      The owl hooted again. Goose bumps pricked my skin. I rose to my feet and looked out to the thicket of trees that were to the right of the house. I couldn’t see the majestic bird, but I knew she existed. The words faith in what we could not see floated through my mind. I would have faith in Louisa and in myself and in the idea of the two of us together.

      I slipped into the house as quietly as I could, hoping to avoid any of my family members. However, as was usually the case in this house, it was not to be. Papa and Mama were in the sitting room and called out to me as I was about to head upstairs.

      “Theo, is that you?” Papa asked.

      I headed into the sitting room, where my parents were sitting together by the unlit fireplace. Both were reading from novels. “You’re still up?”

      “We’re about to head to bed,” Mama said. “But were waiting for you to come back inside.”

      I glanced at the grandfather clock. It was only forty-five minutes past the hour. However, what had transpired between now and when I’d made my trip to the barn had changed everything.

      “You were gone a long time,” Papa said. “I went out looking for you, thinking you might have fallen in with the sow and gotten eaten.”

      “Alexander,” Mama said, laughing. “How gruesome.”

      “You came out to the barn?” I asked. Had he seen me with Louisa?

      Papa’s eyes danced. “I did. Quite the show, too.”

      I grimaced. How embarrassing. He’d obviously seen us kissing. “I ran into Louisa. One thing led to another.”

      “Would you care to elaborate?” Papa asked.

      I sat across from them, preparing myself for the firing squad. “What would you like to know?”

      “Will you be courting Louisa?” Papa asked. “Properly?”

      “Properly? Of course. How else would I do it? We’re going for a drive and a picnic tomorrow evening.”

      “Did the old feelings come back?” Mama asked. “Or did they never leave?”

      “I’m starting to think they never left.”

      “Interesting,” Papa said, sounding amused. “We suspected as much.”

      “And does she return your affection?” Mama asked.

      Before I answered, I got up to pour myself a glass of whiskey and returned to sit across from them. I looked toward the foyer, listening for the sounds of any curious sisters. “Are the girls all in bed?”

      “That’s right.” Papa’s expression had changed from amused to serious. “What’s wrong? I can see it in your eyes.”

      I lowered my voice. “Louisa told me something disturbing tonight.” I took a moment, unsure how to describe what I didn’t fully understand. “When she was a child, before the Linds, she suffered abuse of a particularly heinous kind from a man. The kind that would keep her from desiring a marriage.”

      Mama gasped as tears filled her eyes. “Was it her father?”

      “No, she didn’t know him.” I swallowed a generous portion of my drink. “I have a feeling it was right before we found her and brought her back here with us.”

      Papa had gone very still. “How does a man do such a thing?”

      “That poor child,” Mama said. “I didn’t think it could get any worse than what we already knew.”

      “With all the missing pieces, everything makes more sense.” I explained to them what she’d come to understand about her feelings for Flynn and ultimately for me. “She’s worried about whether she can be the kind of wife I need.”

      “I can understand her concerns,” Mama said. “Do you share them?”

      I shook my head. “No. I know what I feel. I now know enough to understand why she’s kept herself guarded. I feel deep inside that she and I are supposed to be together. God made me to love her. Just for her. All my trials and hardships and just the way I am make me the right man for her.”

      Mama closed the book on her lap and set it next to her. “I can remember stepping off the train that very first day I arrived here in Emerson Pass with no idea what was to come. It was pure desperation that had brought me all the way out here. I was terrified to step off the train but knew I had to. What waited for me here was my destiny. When I met all of you and your father, I knew I’d been made specifically for the purpose of loving you all. Giving you children a mother and Alexander a partner. Everything that had come before, all the lessons and challenges and my distinct personality, had prepared me for this.” She gestured around the room.

      “Yes, that’s how I feel about Louisa.” My eyes pricked. I should never have doubted that Mama would understand. Even if no one else did. I glanced over at Papa. “What about you? Do you understand?”

      Papa pressed his fingers together, making a pyramid. “I trust your heart. If she’s the one you want and you believe she will make you happy, then you have my blessing.”

      “But you’re worried?” I asked. “I can see that you are.”

      “Ida was a troubled woman,” Papa said, referring to my birth mother. “I know the kind of grief an unhappy marriage brings.”

      “This isn’t the same,” I said. “I know this with every part of me.”

      “Well, then, you have my support,” Papa said. “We will do whatever it is you need.”

      “Thank you. Both of you. I know it’s a leap of faith.”

      “Isn’t love always a leap of faith?” Mama asked. “Step off the train, dear one. Your life awaits.”
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      Louisa

      

      After telling Theo my secret, I tossed and turned for hours until I finally fell into a fitful sleep. I woke later than usual with an aching head and sore eyes. Why had I told Theo such a private, buried truth? We’d been caught up in each other in a surprising familiarity that had come from nowhere, and in such a rush I’d lost all sense of propriety.

      I rolled to my side. Morning sun sneaked in through the space between the curtains. I should get up and check on Mother, but my limbs were too heavy to move. I would stay just another moment, I decided. Think through what to do next.

      I’d not told Theo the details of what had happened to me. I didn’t want him to ever know just how bad it had been, or he might never be able to look at me without thinking of the violence I’d endured.

      For years, I’d not remembered the details. Even now, they came only in chunks like photographs that flashed before my eyes.

      I’d been sound asleep when Pa yanked me from my bed on the floor. Get dressed, he said to me. I did so, shivering in the frigid room as I tugged my one dress over my head. When I had my old boots on, he hauled me outside. We’d walked through the woods. Snow covered the ground, but the night was clear. Stars twinkled in the sky. I wanted to take warmth from them but I was cold. We’d stopped in front of a house with a sunken roof. Pa shoved me inside to a room with a fireplace. Warm, I’d thought. Then a man with a handlebar mustache had risen out of a chair. The man’s eyes were slitted and cruel like a snake’s. They discussed money. A price for me. For the body of a nine-year-old little girl. Then Pa had left. I stood in the bare room hugging myself.

      That’s when the holes in my recollection began. During it all, I’d transferred myself outside to look at the stars. My own mind had saved myself from remembering the details.

      When it was over, I ran out of the house and into the dark. I knew these woods. I’d spent so many hours in them, searching for food. Tonight, though, I was above the earth, watching myself run. Was I only a shadow? I might be dead. Had the man with the snake eyes killed me? A ghost. A spirit roaming the woods. Nothing could hurt me. No one would ever touch me again because I was air.

      I tripped and fell. Pain shot through my hand. I covered it with my other and felt the sticky blood. I’d cut my palm on a sharp rock buried in the snow.

      No, I was still here. The mercy of death had not come.

      I collapsed in the snow. For the first time, I became aware of the searing pain between my legs. No, no, I wouldn’t go back home. Not to Pa and his games. What if this was a new game? One that would repeat again and again? I sobbed, curled up like a potato bug. I’d stay here with the stars and the snow that could numb all the hurt. I would die here, and God would lift me up and bring me home to him. A calmness overtook me. I stopped crying and closed my eyes. Come get me. I’m so very tired.

      God had other plans for me. He sent Miss Cooper to me instead. Her voice, soft and gentle, whispered in my ear. You must get up, Louisa. You must fight.

      I got up, aching, and made my way through the woods to our shack. Pa wasn’t there when I returned, but a fire in the woodstove had been lit. I brought in snow and melted it in a pan. When it was hot, I took off my clothes and scrubbed between my legs and thighs. I didn’t have another dress, so I put it back on as well as a pair of stockings I’d washed in the creek water the day before. My stomach rumbled with hunger. I couldn’t recall the last time I’d eaten. Where was the money he’d gotten for me? Was it here in the shack? I searched, even though I knew it was futile. He’d have taken it to buy drink.

      You must fight. I heard the words again.

      Almost blindly, I trudged out of the house and out to the road. Morning light had come. What day was it? Was there school? I could think only of finding something in town in the trash bins outside of the butcher shop. Or maybe some fish heads. The last time I’d gotten some, I’d also had popcorn. Lord Barnes had given me half a bag when they’d picked me up one day. That was a good day. There could be more of them, couldn’t there?

      I had no idea how many good ones awaited me. After Pa’s death, Miss Cooper had promised me that she and her family would always look out for me. They had indeed done so. I’d never told her how I’d heard her voice that day in the woods. If I’d have told her that, I would have had to tell her the rest. No one could ever know the depths of Pa’s evilness. I didn’t understand as a child how heinous his crimes against me truly were. My mistake was thinking that I could ever be normal.

      But maybe, just maybe, Theo’s goodness could bring me a little closer.

      The sound of Mother’s footsteps in the other room brought me back to the present. I rose from the bed and padded to the window in bare feet and drew back the curtains. My tired eyes protested the brightness of the morning. I could hear Mother’s movements in the other room and smell the coffee. Time to get on with it, I thought.

      I washed in the small bathroom, then donned a summer dress in a light yellow linen. By the time I joined Mother in the sitting area, I felt somewhat refreshed.

      “Darling, you slept late,” Mother said from the table by the window. Her Bible was open to Luke. “I was afraid you were ill.”

      “No, I slept poorly is all.” I kissed her cheek. “Did I miss breakfast?”

      “Yes, but I brought you a little something, and Lizzie was kind enough to have a pot of coffee sent over.” Mother pointed to a plate with several pieces of bread and a slice of cheese. A ceramic coffee pitcher and two cups, along with cream and sugar, were on a silver platter.

      I took the plate and joined Mother at the table. As I took a bite of the delicious sourdough bread, I inspected her. Her eyes were puffy and her skin pale. She hadn’t slept well, either. I assumed she had been crying. How would we ever get along without Father to anchor us? I half expected him to come in through the door with a story of his morning.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked. “Did you sleep?”

      “Not much. I tried. It’s strange to be here. I expected to wake up at home.” Her voice caught, and tears dampened the creases around her eyes. She appeared older than she had just last week. Would the rest of her life be in mourning?

      “I did too. We lived in the same place for so long, it’s only natural to feel this way.”

      Mother got up and poured us both a cup of coffee. “What will you do today?”

      I sipped from my cup before answering. “I thought I’d head into town and see if I could find some work. We can’t stay here forever.”

      “I suppose you’re right. But what work can you find that will keep us afloat?” Mother did not ask this unkindly, but there was more than a hint of skepticism.

      “I don’t know.” I set my cup back in its saucer. “Did I ever tell you what Quinn said to me after Pa died?” I didn’t wait for an answer. “She said her family would always look out for me and promised to find me a family of my own.”

      “I can remember the conversation with Alexander like it was yesterday.” Mother glanced out the window, perhaps pulled by the sounds of Delphia and Addie playing on the swing that hung from a branch of a tree. “We were so happy to bring you home with us.”

      “Quinn did everything she promised,” I said. “And now here we are again, relying on the kindness of the Barnes family.”

      “We’re blessed to have them take us in.” Mother looked down at her cup of coffee. “I wish we didn’t have to take advantage of their generosity. I wish for many things lately.”

      The sadness in her voice spurred me to tell her about last night. “Theo kissed me.” I blurted this out without reasoning through the consequences of such a confession.

      “When?” Mother had gone quite still and peered down at me with glittering eyes. Was she angry or disappointed or shocked?

      “Last night. Twice.” The confessions spilled out one after the other.

      “What did you feel?”

      “All fluttery inside,” I said. “And warm. Almost like I floated on air.” I squinted over at her and braced myself for whatever chiding would come. “Are you mad I was alone with him? That I kissed him back?”

      For a long moment, I watched and waited. A muscle in Mother’s cheek twitched. She smoothed the tablecloth with a flattened hand. “I’m not angry. I’m happy. You know how much I think of Theo.”

      My eyebrows shot up in amazement. “But isn’t it wrong to kiss a man you had no intention of marrying?”

      The light in her eyes dimmed as if I’d switched off a lamp. “You have no intention of marrying him? But why not?”

      “I mean, I didn’t at the time of the kiss. The entire experience was like a sudden streak of lightning on a clear night. Like it came out of nowhere. We were talking and I told him so many things that I’d not shared with anyone and he did the same—about the war and finding his mother dead in the snow. I don’t know how to explain it, but it was almost as if we were in our own world with nothing else to worry about or to answer to. When he kissed me, it seemed like the most natural thing I’ve ever done.”

      “Darling, that’s what it’s like to fall in love.”

      “It is?” I jiggled my left foot under the table. Love? Was that what this was? Or the beginning of, anyway? “There’s this quality about him that makes me open up like a book—right in the middle of a book as if he’d already read the first chapters and I don’t have to explain much about what came before. Maybe because we grew up together. I can’t explain what I mean.” I threw up my hands. “What am I saying? He’s completely discombobulated me.”

      Mother laughed. It was the first time since Father’s death that I’d heard the beautiful sound of her bubbly laughter. “Louisa, dear, this is all good, don’t you see?”

      “We’re going on a picnic to the river tonight. He’s going to drive me in that shiny car.” I buried my face in my hands and spoke through my fingers. “Isn’t that just the most outrageous thing you’ve ever heard?”

      “The car?” Mother sounded befuddled.

      I dropped my hands to my sides and met her gaze. “Partly the car. But mostly that Theo Barnes wants to court me. Even after I made such a fool of myself over his brother.”

      “You were all very young then,” Mother said. “No one can be held responsible for the romantic notions we have as children.”

      “He’s asked to court me,” I said.

      “What did you say?” She sat up a little straighter in her chair.

      Her eagerness struck me. She wanted me to marry into the Barnes family, thus sealing my future. He would be the answer to her prayers, I felt certain.

      “I said I’d like that, but I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to be the woman he wants and needs.”

      “Why do you think that?” Mother studied me with an intensity that conveyed her great desire to understand me. I’d grown accustomed to her interest over the years, but I often wondered if I were inadequate. Was I so different from her that she had to struggle to comprehend me?

      I studied my hands. How could I explain that my secret shame kept me from imagining a life with a man? Yet I had this urge to tell her the truth. She deserved to know why I hadn’t been able to think of myself marrying. My arms prickled with goose bumps as I tried to find the right words. “There’s something you don’t know. Something I never told anyone. I didn’t think there would be a reason for anyone else to know, but now I can see I should have told you and Father so that you would understand why I’ve been opposed to the idea of marriage.”

      “What is it?” Her eyes didn’t leave my face. She reached for the Bible, closed the pages, and brought the good book to her chest as if it were a shield.

      “Right before I came to you and Father, Pa had become more and more desperate to find ways to buy his drink. We were destitute. I was begging in town for fish heads and scraps. The children at school were sharing their lunches with me but still, I was hungry all the time. One night, Pa took me to a man. He sold me to him for a night. To do with me as he wished.”

      Mother placed a hand over her heart. Her complexion had turned the color of the center of the sourdough bread. “I thought it might be true. That it had happened to you too.”

      “What do you mean by ‘you too’?” I held my breath, watching Mother.

      Her features crumpled. She spoke so softly I instinctively leaned closer to her. “I, too, had to endure it. A family member. Someone close to me. That’s why I couldn’t have children. Parts of me were damaged.”

      Tears flooded my vision. “Mother, I’m so very sorry.” I left the chair to drop on my knees next to her.

      She set aside the Bible and caressed my cheek with cold fingers. “I’m sorry for you too, my sweet girl. I understand now why you thought marriage was impossible. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I wanted to forget it ever happened. Most of the time, I could. But pieces come back to me. Just like they do with Pa’s game.”

      “Damn him to hell.” Mother shuddered before pulling me into her arms. I could feel her disgust and rage as if it were in my own body. She was my mother. No matter how we came together, she loved me.

      “I don’t remember most of it, thankfully.” I described how I’d been separated from my body while it happened. “I went to the stars.”

      “It’s our way of protecting ourselves from acts too heinous to endure,” Mother said.

      “Does it mean we’re always separated from our bodies from then on?” I couldn’t explain exactly what I was asking, but Mother understood. I knew from the way she answered the question.

      “This may be hard to believe, but if you have the right man—one who is gentle and as good as Simon was to me—you’ll be able to be the wife a man wants.”

      “Is that really true? Were you able to feel like other women do about their husbands?” I tapped my chest. “Not in your heart but your body?”

      She nodded and gave me a slight smile. “Yes, love has a way of lightening the burdens of the past. Even ones as dark as what we experienced.”

      I rose from the floor to return to my chair. “I’ve realized that the idea of Flynn was only an excuse to keep myself distant from any suitors. I told myself that if it wasn’t Flynn then it was no one. When in actuality, the entire thing was simply a way to remain protected. I didn’t think I could ever be enough for anyone. Especially a fine man like Theo.” Maybe even some part of me had known Theo was the one who would touch my heart, so I’d kept myself distant from him. All I knew now was that I didn’t want to be distant from him. I wanted to go toward him.

      “Give it time. Let him woo you,” Mother said. “Bit by bit, you’ll find yourself opening up to him and the idea of marriage.”

      I think I already was. Theo Barnes. He’d come home and with his gentle way had opened me up like a book.

      ***

      In Theo’s car, we bounced along the dirt road until we reached the community park. I’d fastened my hat with double pins to make sure it survived the trip. Lizzie had sent along a basket filled with food.

      “Ah, it’s pretty here tonight,” I said. The river spot had become a popular place for young people to picnic and swim. Flynn and Phillip and a few of their friends had cleared shrubs and trees to create a section of the riverbank for a beach. Additionally, they’d leveled the dirt and planted grass and built picnic tables.

      Theo turned off the engine and ran around to help me out of the car. I’d worn a casual pink poplin dress with a simple collar and dropped waist. I’d lingered at the mirror earlier staring at my reflection to assess my appearance. What I saw didn’t please me. My face was long and thin. Almond-shaped eyes were a faded blue rather than vibrant like the sky or a lake. I hadn’t ever thought much about whether I was pretty or not. Yet tonight, it suddenly seemed important. I wanted Theo to think I was pretty. This was an entirely new feeling. I preferred not caring what anyone thought about my appearance, especially a man.

      Theo grabbed the basket out of the back of the car. “Shall we sit on the grass? Or sit at one of the tables?”

      “Grass seems more like a picnic.” I’d rather have sat a table, but looking around, I saw that it was only families who were using them, sitting side by side on the attached benches. Couples reclined on blankets. Romantic.

      We strolled across the lawn. I spotted Nora and Viktor sitting together at the far end of the lawn. She looked fetching in a cream dress. A different girl than the one I’d seen the other day at the Johnsons’ store.

      After we settled on the blanket near a fir, Theo took a bottle of ice-cold water from the wicker basket and poured us each a glass. The evening temperature hadn’t changed much from the heat of the afternoon. A drop of perspiration ran down my back. I drank greedily from my glass. The water cooled the back of my throat. Theo retrieved more items from the basket.

      “Is Viktor calling on Nora Cassidy?” I asked.

      Theo shook his head. “No, she has her heart set on Isak. I suspect she’s asking him for advice.”

      “Isak? Isn’t he old for her?”

      “She’s twenty now,” Theo said. “There’s only a five-year difference between them.”

      I smiled as an image of little Nora Cassidy as I’d first known her came to me. “You’re right. I still think of us as the ages when we all first met. Nora was a little girl back then.”

      Theo reached into the basket and brought out a chunk of bread and another of cheese. Just then, Isak appeared, peering down at us and blocking the sun with his large frame. “Good evening,” Isak said before nodding at me. “Hello, Louisa.”

      Theo leapt to his feet, and the men shook hands. “Evening. I didn’t know you’d be out tonight.”

      “I took your advice and came to see about a certain girl,” Isak said, grinning. “My brother agreed to come along since I’m not known for my conversation skills.”

      I must have looked confused because Theo said, “I might have mentioned something to Isak about a certain young lady’s feelings.”

      “I’m glad you did,” Isak said. “I had no idea.”

      Theo chuckled. “A soldier always looks out for his brother-in-arms.”

      “Anyway, I should be off before my better-looking brother steals her affection,” Isak said.

      We waved him off and wished him luck. I watched his tall, wide-shouldered form cross the grass to where Nora and Viktor waited. Nora beamed at him as he plopped down beside them. Then, a young woman and man I didn’t know arrived. Viktor got to his feet and kissed the lady’s hand before they both sat on the blanket, followed by the man.

      “Who are those people?” I asked Theo.

      “They’re new to town. Neil Hartman. The sister’s called Emma.”

      Emma was a dark-haired beauty, tall and angular with alabaster skin. “She’s striking,” I said.

      “I suppose she is.” Theo cut a chunk of cheese and a piece of bread and put them on a plate for me.

      I’d missed lunch. I hadn’t wanted to bother Lizzie by asking for something in the midafternoon and had settled for a few crab apples I’d found on a tree. My stomach growled at the sight of the crusty bread and creamy cheese.

      In finishing school, they’d focused a lot on table manners. Mine, although somewhat honed under Mother’s watchful gaze, had been lacking. It was everything I could do during meals not to shove the food in as quickly as I could. This was a leftover habit from years of hunger. The other girls I’d been with at school ate like birds in dainty pecks and never finished what was on their plate. I never left a crumb. However, I had learned to eat slower and which utensil to use for what course. Still, my first impulse was to gather a plate close to my chest, shielding it with my arm so that no one could take my food.

      One of the teachers at the school had embarrassed me in front of my classmates during our first lunch in the dining hall. We ate from communal dishes, passing them from one to the other after taking a portion for ourselves. My mouth had watered at the sight of the bread and tomato salad soaked in oil and vinegar. I’d plopped a large spoonful on my plate. “Save some for the rest of us,” Miss Garner had said.

      I’d looked around to see that all the girls before me had put half of what I’d taken. I’d felt sick with shame. Never again, I’d promised myself. From then on, I made sure to see what the others were doing first.

      I tore a small portion from the bread and used a knife to spread the cheese. Count to ten before taking a bite, I told myself. Another thing I’d learned from school. When I’d counted to eight, I popped the portion into my mouth and stifled a groan of delight. I looked up from my plate to find Theo watching me.

      “What is it?” he asked. “Do you not like the cheese? Is it too strong?”

      “What? No, no.” The creamy cheese was as soft as butter and delicious. “I love it.”

      “Good. I wasn’t sure. You were looking at your food like it was the enemy.”

      Theo Barnes was a little too observant. “I learned at school how to eat like a proper young lady. Not as fast or with as much enthusiasm as comes naturally to me.”

      “When Mama first came to us—she was not accustomed to having enough to eat. Her family was poor, which is why she’d accepted the job out here in the first place. She’d practically starved on the train ride out here from the east. Papa had sent her traveling money. However, she’d left most of it for her mother and sister. She didn’t want them to suffer in the weeks before she received her first salary payment. Instead, she got along with only one small meal a day for the entirety of her trip. That first night, Lizzie brought her a plate of stew and biscuits. Mama told us later she’d been terribly hungry and that it had taken great effort not to shove it into her mouth as quickly as possible.”

      “That’s how I am too. Even after my time with the Linds.” I told him the story of finishing school and my initial humiliation. “Mother and Father were indulgent with me because they knew what I’d been through. They never said anything about the way I ate. I wished they had.”

      “That teacher should never have publicly embarrassed you like that.” Theo’s eyes flashed with anger. “She could have taken you aside later. That’s what Mama would’ve done.”

      “Not all teachers are as empathetic as Miss Cooper was.”

      “Miss Cooper. I’ve almost forgotten that’s what we called her back then. She’s been our mother for so long now.”

      “I would’ve liked to become a teacher.” If only I’d been more forthright with my parents, perhaps I’d work at our new brick schoolhouse.

      “You could get a teaching degree. The way this town’s growing, we’ll need another teacher before long.”

      “No, it’s too late. I’d never be able to come up with the money for university. Or leave Mother. I wish they’d sent me to school for something useful.”

      “Could it be that your usefulness has not yet been discovered?” Theo asked. “Perhaps in the months to come, you’ll discover a new path.”

      Theo’s curls had escaped whatever balm he’d put in his hair. A clump fell over his forehead. I couldn’t resist those curls. I twirled the silken strands around my finger. He caught my hand in his and brushed his mouth against my knuckles. I held my breath, captivated by the beauty of his deep blue eyes. Could Theo Barnes be my purpose? Or was there more for me to do? Only time would tell.
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      Moved by her touch, it took everything in me not to kiss her. We were not alone as we’d been the night before. With the dozen or so folks out here tonight, kissing her would ruin her reputation. Being here with her tonight was news enough in a town this size. By morning, most everyone would know we’d been out together.

      “What are you thinking?” Louisa dipped her chin and flushed but kept her eyes upon me. “Looking at me that way.”

      “I wasn’t thinking much. When I look at you, I lose all sense of reason.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Louisa smacked my arm. “You’re too smart for that.”

      “I’m a fool over you, I’m afraid.”

      She giggled, and I was a king just then, basking in the warmth of everything Louisa. “You’re bold, Theo Barnes. Bolder than I thought you’d be. Flirting with me in public like this.”

      “I’m feeling confident. Last night you kissed me right back.”

      Her mouth curved into a slow smile. “I did.”

      “You liked them?”

      Her cheeks flushed pink. “Yes, but it’s not polite to tease me about that.” She giggled and this time a soft snort came from her nose.

      We both burst out into the kind of laughter that perpetuates itself. One time in church, Flynn and I had been overtaken with the giggles. The more we tried to stop, the less chance we had. This moment was the same. Finally, we got hold of ourselves. I’d laughed so hard tears had come. I took out my handkerchief to swipe them dry.

      “I’ve never snorted in my life.” Louisa dabbed at her eyes with the back of one hand. “What are you doing to me?”

      “My apologies.” I leaned closer and pressed my handkerchief against one of her cheeks and then the other. “I promise, no more laughter.”

      She caught my hand and held it against her cheek. “Never in my life have I laughed that hard. There was a time I didn’t think I’d ever laugh again. Thank you.”

      She removed her hand from mine and I drew back slightly, tingling from her touch. “If I did nothing more with my life than you make you laugh, then I will have lived well.”

      “Bold and a golden tongue,” Louisa said. “I had no idea you’d charm me so easily.”

      “Just you wait.” I grinned at her before reaching into the basket to take out a bowl of raspberries. “Would you like some? There’s chicken in here too.”

      “Yes, please.”

      We ate and chatted. I told her more about my time at university, including the fine fellowship I’d shared with several of my classmates. She asked me questions about my schooling, and I answered as best as I could. Being this close to her, catching whiffs of her sweet perfume and mesmerized by her pretty eyes, it was all I could do to form sentences.

      We were just finishing up our dinner when I noticed Cymbeline and Poppy walking toward us. I raised my hand in greeting. My sisters had all known I was bringing Louisa on a picnic. Had Cym come out to check on how things were going? The ladies in my family worried a little too much about me. We both stood to greet them.

      “What are you two doing here?” I asked with a pointed look at my sister.

      “We’re not checking up on you, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Cymbeline said. “We’re meeting friends out here for a fire and stargazing.”

      “You’re not disturbing us,” Louisa said. “Are you hungry? We have plenty.”

      “No, no, we ate at the house,” Cymbeline said. “And we don’t want to interrupt you. We just came to say hello and now we’re off.”

      “What friends are you meeting?” I asked.

      “Isak and Viktor.” Poppy gestured toward them. “And Nora. A few others too. Would you want to join us?”

      I glanced at Louisa. She lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “Whatever you want,” Louisa said.

      “We’ll see,” I said.

      Cymbeline squinted as she gazed over at Isak and Viktor. “Who is that girl with them? Not Nora but the other one.”

      “Emma and Neil Hartman,” Poppy said.

      “Husband and wife?” Cymbeline asked, a little too hopefully.

      I hid a smile behind my hand. Nothing like a little competition to get Cymbeline’s attention.

      “Brother and sister,” Poppy said. “He’s handsome, don’t you think?”

      Surprised, I glanced over at Poppy. “I’ve never known you to notice a man.”

      Poppy raised one dark brow. “I have eyes. And what I see is a nice-looking man that I didn’t grow up with like the rest of you.”

      “Have you met them yet?” I asked. “With your eyes and the rest of you.”

      Poppy gave me a sisterly shove. “You’re not funny. But yes, I’ve met them. They have a border collie they’re in love with. She just had a litter of pups.”

      “He’s an animal lover as well as being handsome,” I said to Poppy. “Neil Hartman sounds just right for you.”

      “I don’t know,” Poppy said. “I’m old. Your sister said she was going to be a spinster, but it’s turned out to be me.”

      “Well, you’re beautiful,” I said. “No reason for you to feel anything to the contrary.”

      “Thanks, Theo,” Poppy said. “Maybe I’ll try to sit next to him at the bonfire.”

      “What’s the sister like?” Cymbeline asked.

      “Smart as a whip,” Poppy said as she caught my eye. “Perfect for Viktor.”

      Poppy had an evil streak.

      “Is Viktor seeing her?” Cymbeline scowled in their direction.

      “I believe so.” Poppy’s eyes twinkled at me. “Or so it would seem tonight.”

      “What’s it to you?” I asked my sister.

      “Absolutely nothing.” Cymbeline stuck out her chin the way she did when she felt defensive. “Why would it?”

      “No reason,” Poppy said. “Other than a kiss back in 1920.”

      “You’re both very unkind.” Cymbeline crossed her arms. “And anyway, you couldn’t be more wrong. I don’t care about Viktor or any other smelly man.”

      Louisa laughed as her glance slid my way. “They’re not all smelly. Some smell very good.”

      A thousand suns rose inside my chest. I smelled good. Louisa thought I smelled good! This was turning out to be a very good day.

      “There are exceptions, of course.” Cymbeline, seeming to have forgotten her angst over Viktor for the moment, looked at me and then Louisa. “Theo is perfect in every way.”

      “Not perfect,” I said with mock modesty. “But go on.”

      Louisa laughed. I beamed with my whole body.

      Viktor and Isak trotted over to us. As often happened, I was struck by how similar they were in appearance. Both tall and broad-shouldered with hair that wasn’t quite red and not blond either.

      Isak greeted us with a hearty hello. “Are you ladies ready to head down to the riverbank?”

      “Absolutely,” Poppy said.

      “Fiona and Li are coming too,” Viktor said. “And bringing their instruments.”

      “Fiona?” I asked Cymbeline. “Isn’t she a little young to be out?”

      “She’ll be with me,” Cymbeline said.

      “And me,” Poppy added. “Nothing to worry about.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but Cymbeline stopped me. “Don’t be like Jo, Theo. You sound like an old lady. This is the modern age. Women can be in the company of friends and be perfectly safe.”

      I didn’t know what the modern age had to do with anything, but I decided to keep my mouth shut. I didn’t want to be called an old lady even though now I was worried about Fiona running all over town at night. Did Papa and Mama know? Never mind, I told myself. I’d get that all sorted out later. Tonight was my night with Louisa, and I planned on enjoying every minute.

      “Fiona’s a good kid,” Isak said, obviously sensing my worry. “We all look after her.”

      “Not wild and unpredictable like your other sister,” Viktor said. “Isn’t that right, Cymbeline?” Given his light tone, his intention was to tease her. However, when it came to Viktor, Cymbeline didn’t seem to have much of a sense of humor.

      “What do you know about anything?” Cymbeline’s eyes narrowed into slits. “You don’t even know me.”

      Viktor winked at her and then gave her one of his guileless smiles. “I’ve spent my whole life studying you.”

      God only knows what my sister might have said next. Fortunately, we were saved from knowing when Nora arrived with Neil and Emma Hartman.

      Nora introduced Neil and Emma to the rest of us.

      “Pleased to meet you.” Emma wore a faded dress and her shoes were shabby but clean. Regardless of her attire, she was pretty with a slightly upturned nose and large eyes. Pretty enough to make Cymbeline jealous. I wondered if Viktor liked her or if he was only playing it up for Cymbeline’s benefit.

      The evening was growing dark enough that I lit the lantern I’d brought. Neil also had a lantern and did the same.

      “It’s about time we head down,” Viktor said.

      “We have wood in the truck,” Isak said. “I’ll run and get it, and then we can all walk down to the river.”

      Viktor said he’d help, and the two brothers left, loping across the grass in perfect step.

      “Where have you moved from?” I asked Neil.

      “We were living in New York before this. Working to save enough to come west.” The Hartman siblings were from England, given their accents. Papa would be able to tell me from what region of the country they’d come from.

      “You’ll have to come out to the house for dinner sometime,” I said. “My parents would love to meet you.”

      “Yes, we’ve heard a lot about Lord Barnes and his wife,” Neil said. “Everyone we’ve met so far has shared stories about how your father helped them get started or lent a hand when they needed one.”

      I warmed from his comment. Such kind words about my parents made me swell with pride and love.

      Neil turned his attention on Poppy. “Dr. Poppy, it’s nice to see you again. The pups are doing very well.”

      Poppy laughed, bubbly and flirtatious. “I told you I’m not a real vet.”

      “You have me fooled then,” Neil said.

      “I’m glad to hear the puppies are doing well,” Poppy said.

      “Yes, but so wee I’m afraid I’ll hurt one of them,” Neil said.

      “How will we ever get rid of them all?” Emma asked. “There are eight altogether. We can’t afford to feed them all.”

      “They’ll go fast,” Poppy said. “Border collies are hardworking dogs.”

      “Except we’ve no idea who their father was,” Neil said. “Or what they’ll look like.”

      “All dogs are pretty,” Cymbeline said. “I’ll help you get them into the right homes.”

      Isak and Viktor returned, each with a stack of logs for the fire. “You all ready?” Viktor asked.

      I told the others we might come join them later. Louisa had grown quiet. I wanted to ensure her agreement over joining the rest before we packed up our dinner.

      After the others had gone, I took Louisa’s hand. “Would you like to join them or rather remain here? Or we could go for a drive?”

      “No, I’d like to go. For a few minutes anyway.” The lantern cast shadows across her lovely face, making it hard for me to see her expression.

      “As long as you’re sure,” I said.

      “I’m sure. It’s nice to be included. Father would not have wanted me to be out this late.”

      “What about your mother?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure, but I don’t think she’ll mind, only because it’s you I’m with.” She pointed up at the dark purple sky. A lone star twinkled at us. “The first star of the night. Make a wish.”

      May I win Louisa’s heart.

      That was it. Simple words. Harder to do.

      ***

      As I put the basket into the back of my car, the headlights of another appeared from around the curve in the road. I recognized it as one of Papa’s cars, then saw Fiona in the passenger seat. Li was driving.

      They came to a stop near us. Fiona bounded from the car. “Theo and Louisa, you’re not leaving, are you?”

      “No, we’re about to head down now,” I said.

      “Oh, I’m so glad.” Fiona clapped her hands much the same way she had as a child. She was still so young. Too young to be joining this group of merrymakers. All the more reason to stay.

      “Louisa, are you having a nice night?” Fiona asked it in her melodic voice. “I’m happy to see you out, but I know it must be a hard time for you.”

      “You’re sweet, Fiona,” Louisa said. “But being out tonight with Theo and the rest of you is just what I need.”

      Carrying a lantern in one hand and his guitar case in the other, Li joined us. Long-legged and slim, he had an elegance about him that hinted at the artistry of his soul. His dark skin and shiny hair glowed in the light.

      “Theo. Louisa,” Li said. “Nice to see you.”

      “I never thanked you both for the music at Father’s funeral,” Louisa said. “You touched my soul.”

      “It was our pleasure,” Fiona said.

      “Yes, very much so,” Li said.

      We all walked down the dirt path that led along the bank of the river until we reached another clearing. The bonfire was already lit. Everyone sat around the fire either on rocks or logs brought to the pit long ago. Fiona and Li sat together on one of the longer logs. I guided Louisa over to sit between Cymbeline and me.

      Sitting appropriately distant, Emma shared a log with Viktor. Isak and Nora sat similarly on a large rock.

      Chatter was quick and lively. Isak had seen a moose in the woods near their property earlier that day and described him to the rest of us. Viktor expressed dismay that he hadn’t seen him, then Isak teased him that even if he’d been around, he probably wouldn’t have spotted him. “Now that you’ve gotten all citified.”

      Viktor tossed a stick at him. “I’ve been educated, not citified.”

      “All I know is you look like one of those New York types in your suit,” Isak said.

      “You look very handsome in your suit,” Fiona said. “We’re all proud of you. Don’t listen to your brother.”

      “Thank you, Fiona,” Viktor said. “My brother’s jealous because I don’t have a fine layer of flour coating on my hair like he does.”

      “Speaking of my fine baking,” Isak said as he reached into a bag at his feet. “I’ve brought my latest experiment with sticky buns. Who wants one?”

      “Me please,” Cymbeline said.

      Isak placed one in her outstretched hand, then passed the bag to Viktor. When he offered the bag to me, I declined, too full from dinner. Anyway, I didn’t want to be sticky in case Louisa let me hold her hand later.

      Emma and Neil accepted a bun, but Fiona declined, saying she would have a bite of Cymbeline’s. “Lizzie’s fried chicken filled me up.”

      Li declined, not wanting to risk getting anything on his guitar.

      “None for me either,” Louisa said when I offered the bag to her.

      “Good Lord above,” Viktor said as he held a half-eaten bun in the air. “These are better than the last batch.”

      “Thank you. Too kind.” Isak grinned. “What do you think, Nora?”

      He caught her just as she was taking a second bite. She pointed to her full mouth.

      “I’ll ask her later,” Isak said, laughing.

      “What made you decide to become a baker?” Emma asked.

      “The war,” Isak said.

      “To bake?” Emma asked. “But whatever for?”

      Isak smiled. “Before we left Sweden, we lived next door to a bakery. I’d wake to the smell of baking bread or treats. I always thought that must be the best way to live, surrounded by delicious smells and making something that gave happiness. I figured if I got out of there alive, I’d come home and do what I’d always wanted.”

      “Good for you,” I said.

      “What about you?” Emma asked me. “Did you make a promise to yourself if you got home?”

      “I did, actually. When we were over there, I had a natural aptitude for helping the injured. I knew then I wanted to become a doctor.”

      “It’s your calling,” Isak said. “Just like my brother here with his big brain working with numbers all day.”

      “You’re all lucky to have a calling that you can act upon.” Cymbeline’s obvious bitterness made her tone sharp. “Women are supposed to be quiet and have babies.”

      “You can have a calling and still have babies,” Fiona said softly.

      “If your calling’s music, like yours is,” Cymbeline said. “If its athletics or competition, then no. I wasn’t allowed to do any of the things I wanted because I was a girl. I still can’t.”

      “What do you want to do?” Viktor asked.

      “I don’t know. Race someone down a slope or across the ice. Like in one of those winter competitions.”

      In addition to the summer Olympics next month in Paris, there had been news recently that winter sports would have their own Olympics.

      “You’d be magnificent,” Viktor said. “If there was such a thing as a competition for women.”

      “I’d have liked to beat you just once,” Cymbeline said. “But like most things I want in life, it’s not meant to be.” Cymbeline and Viktor had competed every winter at our frozen pond in town for as long as anyone could remember. Why Cymbeline thought she could beat a boy taller, stronger, and several years older than her was beyond anyone’s comprehension. What made even less sense? The outcome of their races actually made her angry. Since they were young, she’d referred to Viktor as her nemesis.

      Viktor had thought the races were just fun between friends. Cymbeline had carried it into academics as well, trying with all her might to beat his scores in math. On that, they’d come out in a dead heat. My sister’s efforts had earned her nothing at all. It wasn’t fair.

      “I’d have let you beat me if I thought I could get away with it.” Viktor gave her a lazy smile. “But we all know how that would have ended up.”

      Fiona tittered softly. “Wise man.”

      Cymbeline shot Fiona a scathing glare before turning back to Viktor. “If you’d ever done that, I would never have forgiven you.”

      “Then thank goodness I didn’t.” Viktor gazed back at her.

      “Isn’t it strange how we’ve all come home?” Louisa asked. “Despite our time away.”

      “Not surprising,” Viktor said. “This is the best place on earth.”

      “True,” Cymbeline said.

      “What about you, Li?” Viktor asked. “Did you miss home when you were away at school?’

      Li, who almost never made noise unless it was through one of his instruments, looked up from tuning his guitar. “I missed home, yes. And all of you.”

      “We missed you too,” Cymbeline said. “Fiona especially. Even her piano sounded lonely without your violin.”

      Li and Fiona shared a smile.

      Li had recently returned to Emerson Pass, having spent several years in Chicago studying music. Because of Li’s Chinese heritage, he’d assumed he wouldn’t be able to attend university. However, Papa had connections at a conservatory in Chicago and had succeeded in securing a spot for Li. After graduation, Li hadn’t been able to find work with an orchestra. He didn’t say why, but we all knew the reason. No one would hire a person of Chinese descent.

      Papa had advised him to come home. He could earn a living through giving music lessons and playing at parties, town festivals, church, and weddings.

      “I am very grateful to your father,” Li said. “As so many of us are.”

      “Papa helped Li with music school,” Fiona explained to Emma and Neil.

      “And what about you, Fiona?” Emma asked. “Will you go to music school next year?”

      “I don’t think so,” Fiona said. “I shouldn’t like to leave home and my family. Anyway, Li and I like playing together. We have a whole town to perform for.”

      “They taught themselves how to play the piano.” Cymbeline directed her gaze at Neil instead of Emma as she explained the origins of Li and Fiona learning to play piano. “From some book Fiona found in the piano bench.”

      “Papa thinks the book belonged to his mother, but no one knows for sure,” Fiona said.

      “Fiona played first.” Li looked up from the guitar with a faraway look in his eyes. “I heard her playing one day and found the music very beautiful. I actually came upstairs without permission.”

      “You didn’t need permission,” Cymbeline said.

      “My grandmother didn’t like me to go up without being invited,” Li said. “She always said staff belonged downstairs.”

      “Jasper always says that too.” Cymbeline rolled her eyes. “We live in America, not stuffy England.”

      “You were our friend and always welcome,” Fiona said. “But I understand your grandmother’s ways. She saw it as disrespectful.”

      Li tweaked one last string on the guitar. “Fiona was only a little thing, and her fingers flew over the keys.”

      “I could see on his face that he wanted to play, so I scooted over to make room.” Fiona smiled at the memory.

      “Then she opened the book to page one and helped me to learn the basics,” Li said.

      “He caught up to me very soon. We’ve been in competition ever since,” Fiona said.

      I looked over at the Hartman siblings to see if our old family stories had bored them to tears. Right as I did, Emma stifled a yawn.

      “No one cares about all this,” I said. “We’d enjoy some music, though, wouldn’t we?”

      A chorus of affirmations went around the circle. I got up to toss a few more pieces of wood onto the fire.

      I knew the rest of the story. After he learned the piano, Li had asked his grandmother for a violin. She’d been unable to afford one, but Papa had ordered one from a store in Denver. A year later, Fiona had asked for a guitar for Christmas. Soon, they’d taught themselves to play it as well. There were many afternoons before the war that the sound of their practicing filled the house. Sometimes, it was hard for me to tell which of them was playing at the piano.

      Now, Li accompanied and Fiona sang. It was music I’d never heard before. Fiona said it was folk music that Li had learned while in Chicago.

      “There’s no kind of music they can’t play,” Cymbeline said in my ear. “Jazz, blues, classical.”

      Where had she heard them play jazz or blues? I’d follow up on that later. Right now, I was only interested in holding a certain fair-haired girl’s hand.
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      Louisa

      

      On the way home, I couldn’t stop smiling. Having the gang back together, or most of us anyway, had reminded me of the bond we’d all shared back in school. In a matter of minutes, it seemed no time had passed since we were all youngsters in Miss Cooper’s very first class.

      The night air was crisp. Theo had given me his jacket, which kept me warm as the roadster rumbled down the dirt road toward the Barneses’ property. The collar smelled of him. I’d have liked to wear his jacket for the rest of my life. That way he would always be close to me.

      “Do you remember how your sisters shared their lunches with me?” I asked. “During those first months of school?”

      Theo’s profile was in shadow, but I could still see his mouth turn upward into a smile. “I do. They asked Lizzie to start adding an extra sandwich to their lunch boxes.”

      “You were all so kind to me. As much trouble as I’ve had in my life, most people are good.”

      “I believe that too.”

      “How many of us were there in that first year of school?” I asked.

      “I believe close to twenty,” Theo said. “I’ll ask my mother. She kept journals from those years.”

      “It was awfully nice to see everyone tonight.” I stretched my arms overhead. The air felt good against my skin. “This car is really the bee’s knees, isn’t it?”

      “I have to agree. Papa surprised me with it as a graduation present. At first, I wasn’t sure I wanted it—worried it seemed ostentatious. However, my base instincts have won over.”

      A car as a gift. What a strange idea. If not for the Barnes family, Mother and I were homeless and uncertain of where our next meal would come from. Alexander was able to gift his son a car with no thought to cost. How would Theo and I seem like a match in his eyes? Would he discourage Theo from pursuing me? I didn’t want to think he or Quinn would think such a thing, but who knew? They knew me when I was a ragged child in need of rescue. Would they ever be able to think of me as their son’s wife?

      I was getting ahead of myself. Theo hadn’t proposed marriage. Not after two dates.

      “Poppy’s smitten with Neil. Why hasn’t she ever married?” I asked out loud, as if Theo would know.

      “She’s a strong woman.”

      “She needs a strong man,” I said.

      “Like you.”

      “Me? No, I’m a mouse. A nothing.”

      “Absolutely not true.” Theo took my hand and kissed my fingertips before letting me go. “And anyway, I meant you needed a strong man. Your strength is undeniable.”

      I breathed in his idea of me. Would I ever feel strong? Run, mouse, run.

      I pushed aside the memories. Think of the good times instead. Think of tonight. Think of this man sitting beside me.

      By the time we reached the Barneses’ garage, the moon hung high in the starry sky. He killed the engine and then came around to assist me. I breathed in the scent of oil and gasoline emanating from the car’s engine.

      After he gathered up our basket and blanket, we made our way across the driveway toward the cottage. When we came to the edge of the lawn, he set aside the basket and reached for my hand and pulled me around to face him. “Thank you for allowing me to take you out tonight.” Theo skimmed the side of my face with the back of his index finger. “Did I pass the test? May I take you out tomorrow?”

      “There’s no test you couldn’t pass. You’re not the question here. I’m the one who might not pass.” I’d long since taken off my hat and now held it in my dangling hand. The ribbon fluttered in the breeze and tickled my wrist. “I’m the broken one.”

      Light from the moon shone in his dark eyes. “You’re not broken. Cracked perhaps, but put back together with the strongest glue. I’ll remind you of that every day of my life if you’ll let me.”

      “Every day of your life? You want to marry me?” I clamped my hand over my mouth. Why had I said that? He hadn’t said he wanted to marry. Or had he? What was wrong with me? Two glorious nights and I was already imagining what it would be like to be a Mrs. Barnes.

      Theo smiled down at me. “I know how I feel. How I’ve always felt. I would marry you tomorrow if I could. But I’ll wait for however long you need. We can have the longest courtship in the history of man if you need one.”

      “Why me, Theo? Of all the girls in the world, why me?”

      “It’s always been you.” Theo brushed my cheek with his thumb. “Only you.”

      I lifted my face toward the sky. The man in the moon was obvious tonight. As a child, I’d seen him on nights such as this and felt less alone. Now, here with Theo, it seemed the moon shed magical dust over me, covering me in a sheen of possibilities.

      “What will your family say?” I asked. “What if they don’t approve? Will you change your mind?”

      “They will approve.”

      “I have nothing to offer you,” I said. “They’ll know that.”

      “You would be enough. Just as you are.”

      “Do you think everyone in town would wonder why handsome, rich Theo Barnes would want to marry Louisa Kellam?”

      “Louisa Lind,” he said gently. “You’re not a Kellam. And so many questions.”

      “Doubts and fears.”

      My mind sped forward and forward, tumbling as fast as the tumbleweeds I’d seen in Nebraska as the train barreled toward Colorado. Where would we live? Would I be able to let him touch me? Could I share a bed with a man?

      Not a man. Theo.

      Then I thought of Mother. Of her fragile health. How she’d taken me in and loved me as her own. I thought about Father’s secrets and his foolish mistake to take all his savings and spend it on a school for me with that being the only hope of a good marriage. This was a chance for both of us. Theo loved me. I could love him in time. If I didn’t already.

      Theo gestured toward the pasture. “Beyond there is the spot of land I’ve always wanted for a house. I’ll build one that has a room for your mother.”

      He tapped the area where his heart beat so gallantly. “I have hope, Louisa, that someday you might love me.”

      “To risk your happiness? The joy you might find with someone else?”

      “You’re worth every risk, every gamble, every moment of the rest of my life in service to you.”

      I looked down at my hat. A long courtship only to discover that I was not able to be the wife he needed. What if I could give myself to him? What kind of children would we bring into the world? They would be made from the same blood as my Pa. He was a terrible man. Would any of that be passed on to our offspring? He should know the full extent of Pa’s crimes. “Theo, there’s something I want to tell you.”

      “Anything.”

      “It was my father who took me to the man. He sold me to him.” I held my breath, waiting to see what he would say.

      Theo’s chest rose and fell. His fists balled at his sides. “How many times?”

      “Just once. Your family found me on the side of the road after it had happened. I’d gone home looking for money to buy food.” Finally, I’d just collapsed, too tired and hungry to go farther. The next thing I knew, I opened my eyes and saw Quinn. “After that, the Linds took me in.”

      “Do you remember where the house was?”

      “No. We walked there. That’s all I know. The details are blurry.” I peered up at him. “But Theo, it was ages ago. The man was older. He wouldn’t even be alive.”

      “I want to kill them both with my bare hands.” Theo hung his head. “Louisa, I don’t know what to say.” He returned his gaze to me. “How could you ever trust anyone again? No wonder you’ve not been able to let anyone in. Your own father. My poor girl.” A lone tear dripped from his eye and down his cheek.

      “It was Pa who was bad. The man too. Not most people. Most are good, and some are spectacular like you and your family.”

      “I’ll never hurt you. Do you understand?”

      “I understand.” My eyes filled. I dabbed at my cheeks before tilting my chin upward. “You may kiss me now if you wish.”

      He put his hands on the lapels of his jacket, which was still draped over my shoulders, and brushed his lips against mine before pulling away. This was not the wild storm of last night’s emotional kisses—more like the promise of spring in a warm breeze during the deep midwinter. “Now, let’s get you to bed. Your mother will be worried if I keep you out any later. I’ve got work in the morning as well.”

      I nodded and let him guide me toward the cottage. My mother had left the light on that hung over the door. Inside, I could see a lit lamp behind the curtain.

      “When it comes time and you’ve said yes, I’ll ask your mother for her blessing.” Theo pulled me against him. “I’ll give you a good life. I promise no one will ever hurt you again.” He kissed me again, this time with a passion that made my legs tremble.

      I’m not afraid, I thought. Not of Theo.

      ***

      Mother was in a chair knitting when I came inside the cottage. The room was dim with only one lamp lit.

      “Mother, it’s late. Were you waiting up for me?” I shivered in the chill of the room. Without Theo’s jacket for warmth, my bare arms were cold.

      “I couldn’t sleep.” She set aside her knitting. “Did you have a nice time?”

      “I did. You weren’t worried, were you?”

      “Not with Theo.”

      That made two of us.

      “What’s making you smile that way?” Mother asked.

      “Some of the old gang from school came down and made a bonfire.” I sat across from her and slipped my feet out of my shoes. “I had such fun.” I told her about the music and meeting the Hartmans. “The Olofsson boys were there. They had us all laughing. Poppy was there too. And she thinks Neil Hartman is handsome. I think Cymbeline might be jealous of Emma and Viktor.”

      “Does she need to be?”

      “I’m not sure. I think they’re only friends.” I sat forward in the chair. “Mother, Theo wants to marry me.”

      She stared at me. “He asked you?”

      “He said he would marry me tomorrow if he could but no, not formally. We talked about it more like a concept.”

      “Do you want to marry him?” Mother asked.

      “A marriage to Theo would solve all our problems.” I was too shy to say how much I cared for him or how my legs had weakened when he kissed me.

      “I can’t let you do it just for me.”

      “What if you get sick again? How would we pay for another surgery?”

      She picked up her knitting. “If I thought you sacrificed yourself simply for me, I couldn’t bear it. What kind of mother lets her daughter marry only for money to save the family?”

      “Daughters have been doing this since the dawn of time.”

      She went back to knitting, her needles making the familiar clicking sound. “There’s no finer man.”

      “True. He’s kind and gentle and generous.” I plucked the pins from my hair and let it cascade down my back. My scalp ached from where the hair had been pulled particularly tight. Thinking of marrying Theo was a bit like letting my hair out of its clips: freeing. “I feel things. A lot of things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Safe. Appreciated. Understood.”

      “Those are all good feelings,” Mother said.

      “I had fun tonight. It felt good to laugh.”

      “You deserve to laugh.”

      “Yes, a marriage would be good for you and me, but I wouldn’t do it just for that reason. He’s special, Mother.”

      Mother’s brows raised. “That’s very good. Very good indeed.”

      “He said he’d wait forever if he had to.” I smiled, remembering what he’d said about the longest courtship ever. I massaged my neck with the tips of my fingers. “I told him everything about what happened. Pa’s part in it. I wanted to make sure he knows what kind of woman he would be marrying.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Pa’s blood runs through my veins. A man who would sell his own daughter’s body.”

      “That man has nothing to do with who you are,” Mother said. “I don’t want you to ever think about that again.”

      “Easier said than done.” I stood and leaned over to kiss her soft cheek. “Good night, Mother. Please try to get some sleep.”

      “I will, dearest.”

      In my room, I dropped to my knees to say my nightly prayers. A sudden sadness washed over me. Father had always said good night to me with the same request. Don’t forget to say your prayers.

      “I won’t forget, Father,” I whispered. “Thank you for watching over me.”
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      Theo

      

      The next morning, dew sparkled on the grasses in the meadow as I pulled out of our driveway and onto the dirt road toward town. Dr. Neal had called the house early this morning, asking me to check in on Mrs. Cassidy before heading into the office.

      The Cassidys’ farm looked pretty in the rays of morning sunlight that filtered through the trees. Nora, already hard at work, came out of the barn to greet me.

      “I hope you’re not too tired this morning,” I said. “We both stayed up too late for working folks.”

      She lifted the leather hat from her head and wiped perspiration from her brow. “Our rooster made sure I was up with the sun.”

      “How’s your mother this morning?”

      “About the same. No worse, no better.” Nora squinted up at the sun before putting her hat back over her cropped blond hair. “She’s inside, reading her letters again.” She frowned as she tugged on the loops over her overalls. “Do you ever wonder if it’s worth it—loving someone so much only to lose them?”

      “She has her memories,” I said, lamely. What was the answer, anyway? Better to have loved with all your heart or better to stay cold and avoid pain?

      “And those letters,” Nora said.

      I reached into the back of my car to pull out a small wooden box holding several jars of Lizzie’s canned pickles and strawberry jam. “My mother sent these.”

      “Lizzie’s jam?”

      “And pickles,” I said.

      “Mother will be pleased,” Nora said. “She loves jam. Or normally she does, anyway.” She sighed as she stuffed her hands into the pockets of her overalls. “I’d sure like a day where we don’t need the charity of you good people.”

      “People want to help.”

      “Yes, but I’d rather be the helper than the one in need.”

      I looked around the well-kept farm and healthy cows in their pasture. “You’re doing remarkably well, running all this by yourself.”

      “I appreciate your kind words.” She rocked back on her heels, seeming to think about what she wanted to say next.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Isak took me home last night. We had a nice talk.”

      “Why does that sound like a bad thing?”

      She smiled briefly before the mournful look returned to her eyes. “He mentioned his feelings for me. I thought I’d imagined them, but they were there. But he doesn’t know how we could ever marry if I’m tied to this farm. He has no interest in farming. I mean, why would he? His family are shopkeepers, not cattle ranchers. I can feel myself getting old out here, Theo. I felt like the oldest person in our group last night when I’m actually the youngest.”

      “I can see why.”

      “I can’t stop thinking about running away from all this.” She gestured toward the barn.

      “I thought you loved farming?”

      “Not without my family. Then, Mom got so sick, leaving absolutely everything to me. I don’t know. I’ve never felt more alone in my life. I always had my sisters. The three of us…were a unit. Then they had to go off and get married.” She said the last part with a hint of humor that did not match her sad expression. “I feel like they abandoned me—left me with the burden of the farm and our mother while they went off to the life they wanted. A life I want. Husband and children. Not this land that’s making me into a cranky old lady, tough as chewy meat.”

      “Would you want to sell it?” I asked.

      She looked down at the dirt, then kicked it with her boot. “What would my poor father think? He sacrificed everything to buy this land.”

      “Your father’s dream doesn’t have to be your burden.” I glanced down the driveway. “I could talk to my father. He might have ideas of a buyer. But where would you go?”

      She smiled, this time in a way that reached her eyes. “Isak’s building a cottage. He said he’d like some company. My company.”

      “I see.” I smiled back at her, pleased for my friends. “I’ll talk to Papa and see what we can come up with.”

      “What about my mother?” Nora asked. “She’ll not want to leave the home she built with my dad.”

      “We need to get her well first. After that, we’ll figure out where she’d live.”

      “What’s going on with you and Louisa?”

      “Ah, well, I’m still trying to win her heart.”

      “How could she not fall in love with you?” Nora asked.

      “People are complex. She’s been through a lot.”

      “If anyone can break through to her, it’s you.”

      “I appreciate your vote of confidence. I’m headed in now to see your mother. Do you want to come with me?”

      “I should. I’ll see if I can get her to eat a little something after you take a look at her.”

      We walked in silence across the yard and into the house. I couldn’t help but feel sorry to see the Cassidys’ dream dying right in front of me. Mr. Cassidy had worked himself to death out here, quite literally. I didn’t want the same fate for Nora. Especially not if my best friend wanted her for his bride. They deserved to be happy. Isak had managed to escape from his father’s desire to follow his path and become a tailor. Could we do the same for Nora?
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      Mrs. Cassidy was in her bed. The letters were spread out over the patchwork quilt. She opened her eyes when we came into the bedroom. “Hello, Theo. What are you doing here? Nora, you didn’t call him?”

      “No, Dr. Neal asked me to come,” I said. “He wanted me to check on you.”

      “I’m sorry to be such a bother,” Mrs. Cassidy said.

      She looked worse to me than she had the other day. When I felt her forehead, her skin was clammy to the touch. The pallor of her complexion frightened me, as did the labored sound of her breathing. I placed my stethoscope on her back and listened. Liquid in her lungs. Pneumonia.

      I gave her some more of the syrup from my bag and told her to continue to drink as much water as she could. “Maybe try a little broth today?” I asked.

      “I’ll try.” Mrs. Cassidy glanced over at Nora. “Honey, would you leave me with Dr. Barnes for a moment?”

      “Yes, I’ll go scramble up some eggs,” Nora said.

      After she left, Mrs. Cassidy reached out to me, placing tepid fingers on my hand for a second. “Theo, I know I’m dying. Promise me you’ll help Nora sell this farm so she can be free.”

      I blinked in surprise. Had she known her daughter’s thoughts and feelings without Nora having to express them? Knowing my own mother’s abilities in this way, it shouldn’t have surprised me. “I’ll do whatever I can. But you’re not dying. I’m going to figure out what’s wrong.”

      “Even if you could, there’s no treatment once lungs are filled with fluid. I know that from having animals.” She fell back onto the pillows as she gestured toward the letters scattered around her. “This is all that’s left at the end. Letters from better times. A time when we lived on hope. Now everything’s lost.”

      “Get some rest,” I said. “I’ll be back later.”

      She nodded and closed her eyes.

      I said a silent prayer as I walked back to the kitchen. Lord, heal her, because I can’t.

      ***

      It was at the T in the road that it came to me. Mold. Mold could make a person sick. Nora had said the letters had been partially ruined by a flood in their basement. They would have collected mold, perhaps the kind that made a person sick. Especially a woman who was weakened already.

      I turned the car around and drove like a man possessed back to the farmhouse. Nora came rushing across the field at the sight of my car.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, breathless.

      “I think I know what’s making your mother sick.” I quickly explained my theory.

      “They were sitting in the cellar in dampness for a long time,” Nora said. “When we found them, the box was completely covered in black mold. I washed it off best I could, but Mom didn’t want to risk me smearing the letters.”

      “Is there anything else that has mold on it?”

      “The entire cellar is covered in it. No sooner do I wipe it away than it returns.”

      “What are you using to clean?”

      “Soap and water,” Nora said.

      “You need vinegar. It kills mold.” I looked over at the barn where her hired men were stacking bales of hay. “Send them down to the basement and have them scrub every surface.”

      “What about the box and letters? She’ll never part with them.”

      “We have to put them away at least. And the whole house should be cleaned. I’ll send my mother and sisters over later to help.”

      “You’re going to have to tell Mom about the letters. She’ll never listen to me.”

      “Hopefully she’ll look at me as a doctor and not Theo,” I said with a laugh.

      I squeezed her shoulder. “Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be all right.”

      ***

      When I returned home from work that afternoon, I found Louisa and my sisters on the back porch playing cards. Warm from the afternoon heat, I took off my jacket as I loped up the steps.

      “Hi, Theo,” Fiona said. A pitcher of iced tea perspired on the end of the table. Each of the ladies had a glass next to her and a handful of cards.

      “What’re you playing?” I poured myself a glass of iced tea and sat in one of the empty chairs.

      “Old Maid,” Cymbeline said. “Louisa doesn’t know how to play poker.”

      “Father thought it was a game for heathens.” Louisa gave me an apologetic smile. “He was strict about certain things.”

      “He’s not incorrect.” I looked over at Cymbeline. “When did you two learn to play poker, anyway?”

      “Flynn taught us,” Fiona said, answering for both.

      “Don’t give me that look, Grandpa,” Cymbeline said to me. “We don’t use real money.”

      “Sunflower seeds mostly,” Fiona said. “Or raisins.”

      “What other vices did Flynn teach you while I was gone?”

      Cymbeline and Fiona exchanged a look but didn’t respond. I wondered what that meant.

      I drank down half of my iced tea. “I’m surprised you all aren’t down at the creek.”

      “Louisa and I were earlier,” Fiona said as she took one of Louisa’s cards. “We took the little girls down for a swim after lunch. Then came back up for tea and decided to get cleaned up and play cards.”

      “I helped Poppy this morning,” Cymbeline said. “We did our rounds, but there wasn’t much to do so I came home in time for tea.”

      “How was your day?” Fiona asked me.

      “Very good, thank you. I may have figured out what’s wrong with Mrs. Cassidy.” I shared my theory and basked in the glow of my sisters’ and Louisa’s comments about my cleverness. “You ladies make it nice to come home.”

      “Who wouldn’t like to come home to this house?” Louisa flushed pink. “I mean because of all of you, not the house itself.”

      “We love having you here,” Fiona said.

      I certainly did.

      “Flynn was by earlier.” Cymbeline held up her cards for Fiona to choose one. “He wondered if you wanted to come out for dinner tomorrow night. Shannon’s feeling much better.”

      I glanced at Louisa. Dinner with Flynn and Shannon? Would she want to do so? I’d ask her later when we were alone. “I’m glad Shannon’s feeling better.”

      “Me too,” Fiona said. “She’s normally such so robust. Flynn told us she couldn’t keep food down if it was before noon.”

      “Another reason not to get married,” Cymbeline said under her breath.

      “Mama gave Lizzie and Mrs. Wu the night off since it’s so hot. We’re having sandwiches for dinner,” Fiona said. “Out here on the porch.”

      Sandwiches for dinner? That gave me an idea. “Louisa, would you like to go out to the lodge for dinner?”

      “The lodge? I’d love to. I’ve never been.” Her face lit up for a second, followed by disappointment. “I don’t have anything to wear.”

      “We have something you can borrow,” Fiona said. “Right, Cym?”

      “Golly yes, between the two of us, I’m sure we can find something.” Cymbeline tugged one of two of Louisa’s remaining cards.

      “If you’re sure, then yes. How exciting. Only look.” Louisa set down her last card. “I’m the old maid.”

      Not if I had anything to do with it.
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      Louisa

      

      After finishing up playing cards, Cymbeline and Fiona said they were going up to rest for a while before supper but said to come up in an hour to pick out a dress from their closets. Even Cymbeline seemed worn out from the heat.

      I went to check on Mother. I found her and Quinn in the sitting room talking quietly together. The little girls were there as well, reading on the window seat. They faced each other, one on each end, with their feet entangled. The two younger sisters were as close as Cymbeline and Fiona obviously were. A tinge of envy hit me. I should have liked to have siblings. If I married Theo, they would all be mine. I’d be part of a big, bickering, beautiful family. Mother too, if it came to fruition. I put that thought aside to focus on the present.

      “Hello, Louisa,” Quinn said. “Is everything all right? You have a pensive expression on your face.”

      “Yes, everything’s fine.” I walked over to where they were sitting across from each other on the couches. “Mother, is it all right if I go to the lodge for dinner with Theo?”

      “You don’t have to ask my permission, dear.” Mother patted my hand that rested on the arm of the sofa. “You’re a grown-up lady.”

      “Have you been before?” Quinn asked.

      “No, I haven’t. I’m happy to be asked.” I flushed, suddenly shy.

      “What will you wear?” Mother’s brow creased. “You don’t have anything formal enough, I don’t think.”

      “The girls said I could borrow a dress from them. We’re all about the same size.”

      “We should get you fitted for an evening dress of your own,” Quinn said. “You’ll need something for the fall and winter seasons.”

      “No, thank you. We’re enough of a burden.” How could I ask them to pay for a wardrobe when they were letting us live with them for nothing? I didn’t like charity. “I have everything I need. It’s not like I’ll be out every night.”

      “There’s no place to go, for one,” Quinn said with a laugh. “But what about the end-of-summer party? You’ll need a dress for it, won’t you?”

      “I have one,” I said. The same dress I’d worn the year before and the year before that. Why hadn’t I realized how tight our finances had become? I’d been too worried about Mother’s health to care much about what I was wearing. I should have been concerned about Father’s, too. I should have been learning a skill. All of this had slipped by me. I’d acted like a child, oblivious to what was right in front of me.

      “You’ll have such fun tonight,” Quinn said. “Will you go dancing afterward?”

      “Dancing?” I shot a quick look in Mother’s direction. She wouldn’t like me to dance, I didn’t think. “Where would we dance?”

      “Oh, well, that’s the part I’m not supposed to know about.” Quinn’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “There’s a clandestine dance hall in the basement of the lodge.”

      Mother gasped. “Quinn, tell me it isn’t so.”

      “Pamela, it’s harmless really,” Quinn said. “The kids go there to dance or, in Fiona’s case, play music. Raucous music, not the kind she and Li play at church.”

      “There’s not alcohol, is there?” Mother’s eyes had widened. A splash of red dotted her neck.

      “Of course not. It’s Prohibition.” Quinn looked over at Mother with an innocent look in her eyes. “You don’t think I’d allow Flynn and Phillip to do something illegal, do you?”

      I couldn’t tell if she was being truthful. For my sake, I hoped she was or Mother would not want me to go. Surprisingly enough, I would very much like to go to a dance hall and hear raucous music. Especially as Theo’s date.

      “She’ll be with Theo,” Quinn said. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “If Simon were still alive, she would not be allowed to go,” Mother said.

      What had happened to me being an adult and not needing permission?

      “But I suppose I’ll have to trust Theo to look after her properly. I have to say, Quinn, I’m shocked you’re allowing Fiona to play music at such a place. And Cymbeline unescorted?”

      “Flynn and Phillip run the joint.” A hint of defensiveness slipped into Quinn’s tone. “Li doesn’t let Fiona out of his sight. Cymbeline goes with friends. Anyway, this is Emerson Pass. There are no thugs or criminals here. The girls are perfectly safe.”

      “Have you ever been there?” Mother asked Quinn.

      “It’s not a place for old people,” Quinn said.

      “Which means you don’t know if there’s alcohol?” Mother asked. “Louisa, I really wish you wouldn’t go there. Have supper upstairs and then have Theo take you home.”

      “That’s the plan,” I said. “Don’t worry, Mother, Theo won’t let anything happen to me.”

      A sliver of excitement ran up the back of my spine. How I’d love to go to the dance hall just once to see what it was like to be a young person who wasn’t the pastor’s daughter. Drink would never pass my lips. Not after what it had done to Pa. But dancing? That was quite another matter altogether.

      ***

      Fiona and Cymbeline shared a bedroom. There were two of everything: twin beds, vanities, dressers, and wardrobes. Decorated in pinks with flower-patterned quilts and lamps with sparkling crystals, it was exactly the kind of room I would have liked. “I love your room,” I said.

      “The twins used to share this one when we were small,” Fiona said. “But when they left, we moved in here.”

      “Where does Theo stay now?” I asked.

      Fiona pointed to the far wall. “The next one over. It used to be a guest room, but once the little girls came, we had to use it for the family.”

      Three dresses were splayed out on the bed. I couldn’t decide among them. One was a light blue dress decorated with tiny beads around the collar and dropped waist. The other two were made of chiffon, one the color of the outside of a peach with a bold pink sash tied over the right hip. The other chiffon was in a light green with a scoop back.

      “The green is too revealing,” I said. “Mother won’t let me out of the house exposing that much skin.”

      Fiona held up the blue one. “This would match your eyes.”

      “Beads are festive,” Cymbeline said from the chair in the corner where she was fanning herself with a magazine. She wore only a slip. Her bare legs were dangled over the arm of the chair. “But hot and heavy for this weather.”

      “True.” Fiona pointed to the peach dress. “I say try this one on and see what you think.”

      Fiona and I were also wearing only our slips. Fiona brought the dress to me and helped slide it over my head. The material felt light and smooth against my bare legs. I gazed at my reflection in the trifold mirror. Sleeveless with a scoop neckline that flattered my creamy skin, the dress made me look rich and sophisticated. “It’s such a pretty dress.”

      “You look perfectly perfect.” Fiona clapped her hands together before scooting over to the vanity. She yanked open a drawer and came out with a long strand of black beads along with a beaded headband. “Sit here and I’ll fix your hair.”

      I wasn’t altogether sure I wanted her to mess with my hair, but since she was lending me the dress, I obeyed. With deft movements, Fiona brushed out my long hair and then twisted it and tucked pins into the back to make a smooth, wide bun that made it look as if it were bobbed. She powdered my face, then stood back to look at me. “You’ll need rouge.”

      “Mother won’t like it.”

      “Why?” Fiona seemed baffled.

      “She doesn’t think makeup is for nice girls,” I said.

      “Do it anyway,” Cymbeline said, looking up from her magazine. “All the movie stars are doing it.”

      “Yes, go ahead,” I said.

      Fiona rubbed rouge into the apples of my cheeks. “Do you see how it brings out your eyes?”

      Lipstick came next, a smear of red that made my thin lips appear more prominent. Mother would not be happy. I’d have to sneak out without her seeing me. Maybe I should have chosen the green dress after all. My goodness, I was starting to think like Cymbeline.

      Fiona put the beads around my neck. Finally, she fixed the shiny headband into the front of my hair. She folded her arms around her middle as she peered at her creation. She made a satisfied grunt. “You look like you’re about to set out for a night in Paris.”

      “Thank you.” I wasn’t sure I liked being quite so made up. Regardless, this was a time of changes in my life. For the first time, I was doing the things most girls my age did. I wasn’t the pastor’s daughter tonight. I was a rouged-cheeked, lipstick-smeared girl about town.

      Cymbeline unfolded herself from the chair and came to stand on the other side of me. All three of us looked at our reflections in the mirror. “You’ll do. Now let me in. Fiona must do me next. I simply have to look especially good tonight. Viktor’s going to be out with that Emma person.”

      I got up to let her take my place and padded to the other chair in my bare feet. Stockings were necessary for tonight, but it was so hot I’d put that off until the last minute. I still had fifteen minutes before I was to meet Theo downstairs.

      “My sister’s still pretending she doesn’t like Viktor.” Fiona used the soft-bristled brush on Cymbeline’s hair, teasing her curls into compliance. “To herself, that is.”

      Cymbeline scowled. “I don’t like him. But I don’t want him thinking that Emma’s prettier than me. That’s all.”

      I didn’t want to get Cymbeline annoyed so I changed the subject. “What about you, Fiona? Is there anyone you like?”

      Fiona lifted one dainty shoulder. “Not really. I prefer my music to any romantic pursuits. Maybe when I grow up, I might like someone. For now, besides my sisters and brothers, I prefer Li’s company the best.”

      Cymbeline inspected her sister through the mirror. “What do you mean by company?”

      Fiona made one last finger curl in Cymbeline’s hair. “We like to make music together. It’s a language between us. I’m glad he’s back home with us.”

      Cymbeline shot me a worried glance. I knew what she was thinking. If Fiona fell in love with Li Wu, there would be trouble.

      Fiona brushed our fears aside with a soft laugh. “What’s wrong with you two? He’s much too old for me.”

      Age was the least of the problems. Fiona was such an innocent that it hadn’t occurred to her that he was forbidden for a white girl. If she saw him only as her music partner, all would be well.

      Footsteps in the hallway drew my attention. I knew from the speed and thud of heels walking hard on the hardwoods, Theo’s footsteps. I would know them anywhere now. Maybe I always had?

      Although I would rather not, I pulled on the stockings. When I had them secured, I took one last look at myself in the three-way mirror. “This is as good as it can be. Wish me luck.”

      “You don’t need luck,” Fiona said. “You are luck.”

      “Do you really sing at the dance hall?” I blurted out.

      Fiona spun around to look at me. “How did you know that?”

      “Your mother was talking about it to my mother.”

      Cymbeline leaned closer to the mirror and used a pair of tweezers to pluck at her eyebrows. “I’m surprised Mama told her. I wouldn’t think Mrs. Lind would approve.”

      “She doesn’t,” I said.

      “Oh, dear me, that’s troublesome,” Fiona said. “I’d hate to cause Mrs. Lind to think badly of me.”

      “I don’t think she could,” I said. “She’s simply old-fashioned.”

      “It’s not like you’re throwing back the cocktails all night.” Cymbeline rolled her eyes. “Fiona’s all about the music.”

      “Cym’s all about dancing,” Fiona said. “She’s a real Oliver Twist.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “A good dancer,” Cymbeline said. “Goodness, Lou, we’ve got to get you out of the house more often.”

      Lou? I had a nickname. I quite liked it. There was Cym, Fi, and Thee. Now I was Lou. Part of the family.

      After wishing them a good night, I walked down the hallway to the stairs. About halfway to the main floor, I saw Theo standing at the bottom waiting for me. He looked my way and smiled up at me. When I reached him, he picked up my gloved hand and kissed it. “You look beautiful.”

      He looked nice as well in his evening suit and slicked-back hair. Freshly shaved, too. I spotted a small nick on his chin. “I’m looking forward to the evening.”

      “I am as well.”

      He escorted me out to the foyer. “Do you know if my mother’s inside?”

      “No, they’re all out back.”

      “Thank goodness. She wouldn’t approve of my face.”

      “I certainly do.” He held open the door, and I walked outside. His car had been washed and shone under the setting sun. I smiled to myself as he helped me into the passenger seat. Tonight, I would put all my troubles aside and simply enjoy myself.
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      Theo

      

      Built from the logs cut from the ski slope, the lodge had twenty guest rooms, a dining room, and below, where a speakeasy hosted those willing to risk the law for a drink. I wasn’t sure I approved of the illegal nature of Flynn and Phillip’s enterprise, but as my brother had said, they were businessmen, not preachers. I’d purposely not mentioned the dance hall to Louisa. I wasn’t sure what she would think. Her mother’s opinion, however, wasn’t hard to figure. We’d have supper, and I’d take her straight home. No funny business to get myself into trouble with the woman I hoped would be my mother-in-law.

      The restaurant’s host, Maxwell, greeted us with an Irish brogue as thick as molasses on a winter’s day. “Good evening, Mr. Barnes.” My mother had written to me that Flynn’s host at the restaurant was as colorful as his boss. I’d expected someone like Flynn, handsome and charming. Unfortunately, Maxwell didn’t possess either of those qualities. Tall and gangly, slightly stooped shoulders and a rounded stomach made him seem like an old man. His face, though, was unlined and as smooth as a baby’s bottom. In fact, he didn’t appear to have had the light of day on his pasty skin. His dark hair, as thick as a horse’s mane, was slicked back from his forehead. Ridges from his comb separated the strands in perfect rows.

      He looked at Louisa and then back at me with disapproval and disappointment in his eyes. “Where is the lovely Mrs. Barnes this evening?” Maxwell could dish out the guilt as well as any of the women in my family.

      “I’m Theo Barnes. His twin.”

      Maxwell placed a hand over his heart. “Thank goodness. I thought you were stepping out on the missus. We can’t have that now, can we? You’re the doctor, then. Have I got that right?”

      “The same.”

      “Well, now, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Your brother’s been keen to have you back in town.”

      “I’m glad to be back, although I haven’t seen much of my brother. We’ve both been busy.”

      “I reckon that’s the way it is when you’re important,” Maxwell said before turning to Louisa. Apparently now that he knew she wasn’t a wanton hussy, he’d realized how pretty she was. “Who is this bonnie lass? Have I met you before?”

      “I don’t think so,” Louisa said. “My father was pastor at the church until he passed away recently.”

      “Ah, then, no, I wouldn’t have been at church.” He lowered his voice. “I keep meaning to go, but then I don’t. My mother always said the way to meet a woman was at church.”

      “There are other ways, but surely that’s the best,” I said.

      Maxwell drew closer, as if we were conspirators. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He grinned, revealing surprisingly nice teeth. His eyes were a nice shade of green as well. Mama always said people looked better when they smiled. “My old pop said there was a lid for every pot, but I don’t know if a man like me can find a lid willing to top off my pot.”

      Louisa slipped her gloved hand into mine. “You mustn’t ever give up hope. You never know when the right person will find you.”

      I had a feeling Maxwell would have liked to chat with Louisa all night. To ensure this didn’t happen, I asked if our table was ready.

      “Yes, yes, right this way. When I saw Barnes on the reservation list, I assumed it was the boss.”

      We were seated at one of the best tables by the window. Maxwell described our dinner options and then left us to help another couple at the front.

      Louisa gazed around the room. “I didn’t know how elegantly decorated it would be.”

      “The boys had a whole team of ladies advising them,” I said, chuckling. “Between Mama and her sister, they had a lot of advice about fabrics and colors.”

      They’d chosen pinks and golds for the chair cushions paired with stiff white tablecloths and napkins. Still, this was no elaborate New York hotel. The rustic logs and beams were appropriate for its mountain location.

      The menu was a fixed one: a salad, followed by a tomato bisque, then a trout pan-fried in butter and fresh thyme accompanied by creamy mashed potatoes and roasted carrots. Dessert would be a chocolate mousse.

      After we’d ordered, Louisa said quietly, “Sometimes I barely recognize our little town. Everything is different from when we were children.”

      “Do you miss the old days?”

      “A little even though progress is good. But for those of us who’ve lived here all our lives, it’s startling to see so many faces I don’t recognize.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Today I saw two patients new to town. I walked by the new schoolhouse and was struck by the size. Two stories and sixty students. Would we have thought it possible back in 1910?”

      “Your father got his wish. A thriving community. My father was proud to have been part of it. Your father gave him that. When I think of the debt that we owe him and your mother, it’s hard to fathom.”

      My stomach knotted. “I hope you don’t feel as if I’m a debt to pay?”

      “No, no, Theo.” She stared back at me from across the table. “Everything between us is real and separate from the rest.”

      Tension eased inside me at her words. “I’m glad.”

      “Don’t ever think that way. I’m here because I want to be. Not because of what you can do for me or anything I feel I owe your family.”

      At that moment, movement outside the window caught my eye. Fiona and Li were getting out of a car. “My sister’s here.” I pointed toward them. “What in the name of God is Fiona doing here?”

      “Oh, that. You don’t know?” Louisa blinked several times. I’d made her nervous with my angry tone.

      I steadied myself with a deep breath and made sure to lower my voice. “Know what?”

      “She and Li play at the dance hall. Your mother said it’s raucous-type music.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “My mother knows?”

      “Are you mad?” Louisa’s hand trembled when she reached for her water glass.

      I was immediately remorseful for making her upset. She’d experienced violence at the hands of an angry man when she was a child. I had to remember that when I spoke to her. “I’m not mad at you. I am, however, astounded that my parents allow such a thing.”

      “My mother doesn’t like it, either,” Louisa said. “But maybe we’re all too old-fashioned.”

      “This is my baby sister.”

      “Who is nearly grown,” Louisa said.

      “I suppose.”

      We both watched as Li went around to the back of the car to pull out his violin and guitar cases. Fiona’s sparkly purple dress caught the last rays of the setting sun. Instead of coming to the front of the building, they disappeared around the corner. Down to the dance hall.

      I fumed but didn’t want this to ruin our night. “I’m sorry. I’m acting like a brute.”

      “You could never act like a brute. You’re worried about your little sister, which is sweet. I’d have liked to have a big brother to protect me.”

      A chill went up my spine. If only someone had known the horrors she’d had to endure, we could have stepped in earlier. How different would she be now if someone had? “I’m here now if you want me. I’ll look after you and keep you from harm.”

      She smiled but didn’t answer because our first course arrived.

      I waited for the server to depart before I asked her, “Are you willing to go downstairs after we eat? I’d like to see for myself what Fiona’s up to.”

      “Yes, of course. Also, Cymbeline will be there as well.”

      “What? How do you know?”

      “She was getting dressed to go out as well,” Louisa said. “Something about Viktor and Emma.”

      “For heaven’s sake, I wish she’d just admit to her feelings.”

      “She will, I think. Cymbeline does things in her own time.”

      “True enough.

      We each took a bite of the salad, made from tender spinach moistened with bacon grease. “This is delicious. I love food.”

      “Especially food like this.”

      She speared another leaf with her fork. “I’ve always been curious what it’s like down there.”

      “Really? I’m surprised.”

      “As good as Father was to me, he kept a close watch. He would never have let me set foot in a dance hall of any kind. I do want to, though.”

      “You’ll have your wish then.” I didn’t relish the idea of our evening ending down in a smoky illegal saloon, but apparently the women in my life didn’t agree.

      ***

      After I’d settled the bill for dinner, I’d asked Maxwell how to get downstairs and been told it was best to go outside and around to the back of the building. We were to use the code dumbwaiter when asked.

      “Why dumbwaiter, I wonder?” Louisa asked as we rounded the corner.

      “It’s a story from when we were kids,” I said. “When Cymbeline got stuck in the dumbwaiter when we were trying to spy on a party.”

      “I’ll have to hear that one sometime.”

      “It’s best told by Cymbeline,” I said. “Although it makes the rest of us look bad.”

      A man on the other side of the door responded to my knock. I gave him the password and the door opened a few inches. A long nose appeared first, then two deep-set eyes peered at us. “Boss?”

      “No, it’s Theo, his twin.”

      “Righto.” He opened the door the rest of the way and ushered us into a dark foyer. “I’m Fats. Nice to meet you, Theo. Your brother and Phillip talk about you all the time. The smart brother.” Fats wore a deep blue suit and red tie. Shiny shoes glittered under the electric light that hung from the ceiling. He opened a door that led down a skinny stairwell.

      “Have a good time,” Fats said.

      Louisa paused in the doorway. “Why do they call you Fats? That’s not your real name, is it?” Her eyes widened as she realized what a gaffe it would be if that were his God-given name.

      Fats held up his fingers. “Like sausages, right? That’s where the name comes from.”

      They were round and stubby, particularly given the rest of him. As we got to the bottom of the stairs, the sound of jazz music grew louder.

      We walked into a room hazy from cigarette smoke. Ladies in evening dresses and men in various kinds of suits gathered at tables. The scent of gin and smoke mingled in the hazy air.

      I wasn’t surprised to hear jazz music in a place like this. However, seeing my sister Fiona at the piano as well as Li Wu playing a trumpet took me aback. The music was wild. Proper young ladies called the music “dirty.” Apparently my sister wasn’t as proper as I’d thought. No Beethoven or Bach tonight. Currently, Fiona was leaning over her piano with her eyes closed. She sang into a square silver microphone that hung over the keyboards. Notes in a low register of her voice that I’d never heard come out of her mouth. Not a song I recognized, and it was as sultry as a summer breeze carrying the scent of honeysuckle. Without a doubt it was what some would call dirty.

      “I don’t like this,” I said under my breath.

      “Don’t worry, it’ll be fine.”

      Louisa’s face was as animated as I’d ever seen it. She tapped her foot to the music. In addition to Li and Fiona, there were two others. One played a stand-up bass, the other a saxophone. Both had to be middle-aged if they were a day. Where had these people come from? Why was my sister with them?

      Louisa tugged on the sleeve of my jacket. “There’s Cymbeline.”

      I looked to the left. Yes, there was Cymbeline along with Poppy, Isak, and Neil Hartman. Alone with two men at an illegal bar. And Poppy? She was old enough to know better than to be here in this illegal establishment. Owned by my brother and brother-in-law, I reminded myself. Why had I thought this would be all right? Of course my sisters would think it was appropriate to join in with the derelicts if their precious Flynn operated the joint.

      My blood boiled. And Isak. He was a business owner. He should know better, too. “Come on,” I said to Louisa.

      I marched over to the table where Cymbeline was currently tipping back a glass of champagne. Or was it gin? God help me. Had this been going on since I’d left town?

      When I arrived at the table, Cymbeline’s eyes widened. She put down her glass. “Theo, what are you doing here?”

      At just that moment, the song ended. “The question is, what are you doing here?” My voice rang out in the now-quiet room.

      Several people turned to look at us. My blood pulsed in my neck. On the stage, the band started playing another raucous jazz tune as if to drown me out.

      “Keeping an eye on Fiona,” Cymbeline said. “Not that anything could happen to her with Li here. But Papa prefers if I accompany her.”

      “Pa…Papa,” I sputtered. “Papa knows you’re here?” For some reason, I’d assumed he was in the dark about these night rendezvous. I should have known better. There were no secrets between him and my mother.

      “Sure he does,” Cymbeline said. “What’s the harm?”

      “Does he know you’re drinking?” I asked.

      Poppy had the nerve to laugh.

      “You.” I turned on Poppy. “Was this your idea?” She was too modern. Our formerly sweet Poppy. With her sheared hair and running around the valley telling farmers what to do. All the power had gone to her head.

      “Theo, there’s no reason for alarm,” Poppy said. “This is just a fun night out. We enjoy music and some laughs.”

      “Why didn’t you invite me, then?” I asked. Was I mad or hurt or a combination of both?

      “Given your reaction, you can see why,” Cymbeline said.

      Isak rose to his feet and clapped my shoulder. “Don’t make a fuss. Join us.” He bowed his head toward Louisa. “You’re looking lovely this evening.”

      “Thank you,” Louisa said gaily. “I’m excited to be out.” Out? What had I done? I should never have brought her here. Her father would not have liked it. She said so herself. Now she was in my care. I burned with shame.

      Neil had gotten up and held out his hand for me to shake. “Good to see you.”

      I shook his hand without enthusiasm. “Yeah, you too.”

      Isak had the audacity to look amused. “Have a seat. We’ll order a round of drinks.”

      “No, thank you.” I took Louisa’s hand. “I don’t think this is the place for a lady.”

      “What did you expect, Theo?” Cymbeline asked. “It’s a jazz club.”

      “A jazz club? In Emerson Pass, Colorado?” My voice had risen to just below shouting. “What has happened to you all? This isn’t New York City. We don’t do this here.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with it,” Isak said. “And Fiona loves playing and singing here. Would you deny her that joy?”

      “What do you know about my sister?” I asked.

      Louisa put her hand on my arm. “Theo, it’s all right. We can stay a few minutes. I’d like to hear more music.”

      “You would?” I asked. Would this night of surprises ever end?

      “See, you’re the only one who sees anything wrong with all this,” Cymbeline said.

      If it wouldn’t have made a terrible scene, I would’ve hauled her out of that chair and up the stairs. In addition, Louisa was looking at me with imploring eyes. I couldn’t resist her. Anything Louisa wanted, I wanted.

      “Pull out my chair,” Louisa whispered in my ear.

      And so I did.
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      Louisa

      

      I knew I’d surprised Theo by asking to stay. In truth, I’d surprised myself. I’d have never thought I’d step into a place like this and wouldn’t have if my father were still alive. He’d been adamant that I was not to ever entertain the idea of an illegal nightclub, even if Alexander and Flynn were behind the idea. The music, though! I’d never heard anything quite like it.

      My foot tapped under the table and my body wanted to move. Fiona’s voice, which I’d heard hundreds of times at church, was different, lower and sultry. Something stirred inside me as if waking from a long sleep. Mother had called jazz the devil’s music, but it sounded heavenly to me. I couldn’t help but move.

      “You two should dance,” Cymbeline said to Theo.

      “Dance? To this?” Theo asked.

      I turned my gaze to the dance floor. Several of the young women were dancing alone, kicking one leg back and then the other in front. I’d never seen such a thing.

      “What are they doing?” I asked.

      “That’s the Charleston,” Cymbeline said. “Do you want me to teach you?”

      “How do you know?” Theo asked, then put up a hand to stop her from answering. “Never mind. It’s obvious you and Poppy are no strangers here.”

      “Would you like to learn?” Poppy asked me. “It’s actually easy and very fun.”

      I glanced over at Theo to see if he thought it was all right.

      “You do as you please,” Theo said in my ear, brushing my hand where it rested on my thigh under the table.

      “Are you sure?” I asked quietly enough that no one would be able to hear over the music.

      “Our marriage will not be a dictatorship,” Theo said in my ear, “but a partnership. If you’d like to dance, then dance.”

      “All right, I’ll give it a try,” I said to Cymbeline and Poppy.

      “Berries,” Cymbeline said.

      I followed the girls over to a corner of the dance floor for my lesson.

      Cymbeline demonstrated in slow time. “Rock left foot back, then bring it forward, like this.” She did a little kick. “Then take your right foot back and so on. Now you try. We’ll go slowly until you get it.”

      I followed along imitating Cymbeline until soon it came easily. Once I’d mastered that move, Cymbeline went on to teach me the next step—moving your knees inward and outward in a quick fashion. This one was such fun that I giggled every time I did it successfully.

      I guess I was doing well enough that I wouldn’t embarrass the other girls because Cymbeline dragged me out to the middle of the dance floor. Poppy joined us and we danced the Charleston to this devil’s music. After several more songs, we stumbled back to the table thirsty. Theo and Isak had ordered a round of drinks in the most adorable widemouthed glasses.

      “Is there alcohol in them?” I asked.

      “Not ours,” Theo said. “Dancing is one thing. Moonshine is quite another. Unless you wanted some?”

      “Oh no. I think learning to dance the Charleston is quite enough for one night.” I sipped from my glass. The lemonade was room temperature and sour. My mouth puckered but I took another sip anyway. Dancing made me thirsty. I felt alive, though, in a way I didn’t usually. Just as kisses from Theo had wakened me, dancing and music had the same effect.

      The band began to play a ballad. Fiona’s lovely voice made my chest ache. Neil asked Poppy if she’d like to dance. Her eyes glowed as she offered her hand to him.

      Cymbeline scowled, her attention aimed toward the entrance. I turned to look at what had changed her mood. A who, not a what. Viktor Olofsson had Emma Hartman on one arm and Nora Cassidy on the other.

      Isak grinned and raised his hand to wave them over to our table.

      “Why didn’t you pick up Nora yourself?” Theo asked Isak.

      “She’s afraid her mother won’t approve,” Isak said. “I’m older than her by a bit, you know.”

      “And Viktor seems harmless,” Theo said.

      “Because everyone knows he’s in love with Cymbeline,” Isak said.

      “He’s not.” Cymbeline tossed her curls. “Now that Emma Hartman’s in town.”

      “Are you jealous?” Isak asked, teasing.

      “Are you completely sozzled?” Cymbeline asked.

      Was Isak drunk? I inspected him closely. No, he seemed his usual unflappable self. Dressed impeccably and not a hair out of place.

      “Not enough to not see that you are jealous,” Isak said.

      “Be quiet,” Cymbeline said under her breath.

      Viktor and the girls were at the table by then. Although my loyalty would always be with Cymbeline, I had to admit that Emma was a beauty. Had Viktor’s head finally been turned by someone besides Cymbeline? Would my sister live to regret her dismissal of Viktor?

      Nora’s gaze landed immediately upon Isak. He stood and held out a chair for her. “What can I get you, Miss Cassidy?”

      She remained standing instead of taking the offered chair. “I’d like a dance, please.”

      He dipped his head before holding out his hand. “It would be my pleasure.”

      Nora giggled as they headed out to the dance floor. If her mother gave them her blessing, I had a feeling they’d be married before the year ended. Would Theo and I be married by then? How strange to think that we’d all been children together and now we would be married couples.

      Viktor had helped Emma into a chair and sat next to her. “How’s everyone tonight?” Viktor asked.

      “Would you care to dance with me?” Theo asked in my ear.

      “Yes, please.” I’d been taught how to dance with a partner at school, so this didn’t worry me.

      He led me out to the floor and took me in his arms. “Have I told you how beautiful you look tonight?”

      “Yes, I believe you have.” I smiled up at him. His eyes really were remarkable. Framed by his dark lashes, a girl could fall into the pools of blue and never return to the real world.

      He twirled me around the floor, deft with his footwork. “How did you learn to dance?” I asked him.

      “My father taught us when we were younger. I had to dance with my sisters then. Which is not as nice as dancing with you.”

      I sighed with pleasure as he dipped me backward, then swung me back up to his chest. I was having the most wonderful night. A smidge of guilt caught me then. Father was dead, and I was out at a gin joint having the time of my life. He would not have wanted me here. Not even if it were with a Barnes. Would Mother be waiting up for me? I had no idea what time it was. I spoke sternly to myself. Forget it all. Have fun. For once in your life, let go.

      The song ended, and Theo led me back to the table. “Are you all right?” Theo asked me, peering down into my eyes. “You went quiet.”

      “Yes, I’m fine. It’s just that…”

      “You’re feeling guilty about your father?”

      I nodded. “How did you know?”

      “I used to feel that way after my mother died. How could I still laugh and enjoy myself after how she’d suffered when she was alive and in the way she died?”

      “Yes.”

      I sat back down at the table. Cymbeline’s chair was empty. Emma and Viktor had their heads together, chatting.

      “Where’s Cym?” Theo asked.

      Viktor shook his head. “I don’t know. She seemed in a foul mood and wandered off somewhere.” He pulled out a pocket watch from inside his suit pocket and looked at the time. His head jerked upward. “She left at exactly five minutes after nine. That’s been a while ago now.” He got to his feet, surveying the room with a penetrating gaze. I turned around in a circle, searching for her.

      “I’m going to see if she’s outside,” Viktor said.

      “I’ll go with you,” Theo said.

      Without being invited, I followed the men across the room and out to the stairwell. Viktor led the way with Theo on his heels. Fats sat at a table reading a newspaper by the door to the outside.

      “Did you see Cymbeline come through here?” Theo asked him.

      “Sure,” the guard said. “A few minutes ago. Said she needed something from the car.”

      We all went outside. The air was brisk and fresh compared to the basement. I looked right, then left. What I saw chilled me to the bone. Cymbeline was pinned against the wall by two large, rough men dressed in work clothes. One was pressed against her while the other held her arms over her head.

      In all my life, I’d never seen Cymbeline cry. In fact, I couldn’t remember her ever showing anything remotely close to fear. But now, with these large, obviously drunk men trapping her, tears fell down her cheeks. At the same time, she fought with all her might. Regardless of her strength, she was no match for two large men. Viktor let out a yell that was as close to a war cry as anything I’d ever heard. He and Theo charged toward them.

      The men turned toward us more slowly than I would have expected. When they saw what was coming for them, they jumped away from Cymbeline. One reached under his jacket for what I could only assume was a pistol. But they were no match for the Viking-sized Viktor or my swift, strong Theo.

      Viktor grabbed the larger of the two men by his thick neck and tossed him to the ground as if he were no heavier than a rag doll. Simultaneously, Theo punched the other one in the face and shoved him against the wall, then hit him again. Blood spurted from the man’s nose as he raised his arms in front of his face. Theo pushed his arms away and took him by the collar. “How do you like it?” Theo asked as he smacked the back of the man’s head against the side of the brick building.

      I gathered Cymbeline in my arms and pulled her away from the four men. She collapsed to the ground, pulling me with her. Smoothing her hair, I cradled her head again my chest. She sobbed into my shoulder, dampening the front of my dress. “It’s all right now,” I whispered.

      Viktor kicked the man on the ground in the gut and was about to do it again when I begged them both to stop. If it went further, who knew what Viktor and Theo would do? They didn’t want the death of someone on their hands, even men like this. “Please, stop.”

      Theo turned to look at me. The rabid, wild look in his eyes scared me. However, he did as I asked and shoved the man away. “Get. Before the sheriff arrives,” Theo shouted at him.

      We all knew full well that the sheriff wasn’t coming. Even if he did, the welfare of a young woman who’d put herself in harm’s way wouldn’t be his top priority. He’d see it as Cymbeline’s fault. I couldn’t help but wonder what she’d been doing in the parking lot by herself.

      Regardless of our lack of law enforcement, both men ran around parked cars and headed toward the woods. Viktor, obviously still enraged, ran after them. He chased them out of the parking area and followed up by hurling several stones at the backs of their heads as they disappeared into the dark. When Viktor returned, his eyes glittered in the dim light from the bulb over the door. He knelt on the ground next to us. “Are you hurt?” he asked Cymbeline.

      She buried her face in my shoulder and didn’t answer. She was ashamed. I knew how that felt. “She’s fine,” I said, answering for her. “Shaken up. But she’s tough, right, Cym?”

      Cymbeline clung to me as she lifted her face to look at her brother and Viktor. “I’m sorry. I came out for air.” She shuddered as she drew in a deep breath. “They trapped me.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Viktor’s expression remained dark and dangerous. “I should’ve killed them both.”

      “What were you thinking?” Theo asked as he paced back and forth in front of us. “What were you doing out here? For God’s sake, Cymbeline, do you know what they would have done to you if we hadn’t found you when we did?”

      Cymbeline started to cry all over again. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “It was very, very foolish,” Theo said. “It’s time to grow up and stop acting like a foolish child.”

      “Theo,” I said quietly as Cymbeline returned her face to my shoulder. “Please.”

      “I apologize, Louisa, that you have to see me like this,” Theo said. “But you don’t know Cymbeline like I do. No one’s ever called her on her misbehavior. You’re a young lady, Cym. A Barnes. Running around here like a hooligan—like someone cheap…” He threw up his hands. “I don’t know what to do with you.”

      Cymbeline lifted her head and glared at him. “I’m not your child. You don’t get to tell me what to do. Papa knows I’m here. He doesn’t treat me like a ridiculous child.”

      “If you want to be treated like an adult, you should act like one,” Theo said.

      “I grew up when you were gone. You got to leave, Theo. You get to be someone. I’m trapped with no options. How can you blame me for a little fun? What else do I have?”

      “That’s no excuse. None at all. No excuse to act like a spoiled brat.” Theo stopped pacing and turned his back on us.

      Viktor’s rage seemed to have been snuffed out by Theo’s tirade. His rugged features had rearranged back to normal. He clapped Theo on the back. “It’s all right now. All’s well that ends well.”

      Theo, however, was not to be deterred from his lecture. He whipped back around to face his sister. “I don’t know what you or Fiona think you’re doing, but this is no place for young ladies. If it were up to me, you’d both be restricted from leaving the house until you’re married and I know you’re safe from harm.”

      “I think we should go home.” My chest had tightened to the point where I felt as if I couldn’t breathe. “Please, Theo. You’re scaring me.”

      For whatever reason, that seemed to snap Theo out of his anger. He let out a long breath and ran his hand over his chin. “Yes, you’re right. Let’s get you both home.”

      Viktor held out his hand to help us up. First me and then Cymbeline.

      “Thank you, Viktor,” Cymbeline said in a cowed tone. “It seems like your fate to come to the rescue of the Barnes sisters.”

      I hated seeing Cymbeline this way. Even if her decisions were sometimes reckless, her spirit and strength inspired me. I hoped this hadn’t ruined her forever.

      “I’d rather not have to save you, but I’m glad I was here.” Viktor brushed back the hair that had stuck to Cymbeline’s damp cheeks. “Go home and get some rest. You’ll be fine in the morning.”

      Cymbeline looked up at the oversize man. “Am I spoilt to you now?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Viktor’s tone had turned gruff. “You did nothing wrong. I’d do anything to keep you from harm. If anything, you should know that by now.”

      “I guess I do,” Cymbeline said. “What about Emma?”

      “Do you really want to know the answer to that question?” Viktor asked.

      Cymbeline stared at him for a moment. “I guess I don’t.” She turned to me. “I’m ready now.”

      I took her hand and led her over to Theo’s car. As I helped her into the back seat, I saw Theo offer Viktor his hand.

      “I owe you for another one,” Theo said. “You’re like the guardian angel of my sisters.”

      “Nah. I’m just big and dumb and at the right place at the right time.”

      ***

      No one spoke on the drive home. Theo gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles as we headed down the dirt road to the Barneses’ property. The millions of stars overhead shone brightly from a dark sky. I stared up at them, wishing to get lost in them and erase the ugliness of the night. In the back, Cymbeline was curled in one corner.

      I’d not really had time to come to my senses after all that had happened. Now that we were safe, I started shaking. The possibilities of all that could have happened hit me. Thank you, God, for alerting us in time, I prayed silently. And thank you for Viktor Olofsson.

      “I’m sorry, Theo,” Cymbeline said from the back.

      “I know,” Theo mumbled. “It’s all right. As Viktor says, everything turned out all right in the end.”

      “Will you tell Papa?” Cymbeline asked.

      “I haven’t decided.”

      I was bothered by this. What was it exactly that troubled me? Yes, Cymbeline hadn’t been wise to go outside without a male escort. As a woman, whether we liked it or not, we had to always think ahead to keep ourselves out of danger. Why should it be that way? As well, what right did Theo have to decide whether their father knew what had happened? For so long, I’d been under the thumb of my first father and then my second. All women were at the mercy of their fathers and husbands. What about what a woman wanted? Did we ever get a say in our own lives? Even now that we had the vote, how much had changed? I still had to marry or face a bleak existence. “It seems to me that it should be Cymbeline’s decision,” I said out loud. I inwardly cringed, waiting for Theo’s response.

      His answer wasn’t what I’d expected.

      “You’re right.” Theo breathed in, then out, seeming to pull himself together. “Cymbeline, when I’m frightened, which I was tonight, I get angry. I’m sorry if I was too hard on you. As far as whether you tell Papa is up to you. As Louisa says, you’re an adult.”

      I looked over at the profile of Theo Barnes. How tricky it must be to be a husband, brother, or father. He’d reacted out of love and fear for his sister. They were burdened with looking after the women they loved. Sometimes that was impossible. There were bad people, natural disasters, accidents. All out of a man’s control. The pressure on men to provide and protect was as intense as our helplessness was to us. As far as my fathers, one was a monster and the other close to saintly. Yet they’d both held me back from the education I’d wanted.

      Neither gender had it easy. We all did the best we could with what we had. None of us were faultless or without sins. Jesus loved us anyway. Just as we should love one another.

      “But what I don’t understand,” Theo said, “is why you aren’t in love with Viktor. That, little sister, makes no sense whatsoever.”

      Cymbeline answered with a sniff.

      “Isn’t that why you needed air?” Theo asked. “Because he brought Emma out?”

      “Maybe,” Cymbeline answered from the back.

      I thought I knew what held Cymbeline back from the idea of a relationship with Viktor or any man. She was afraid to give up her freedom. Would Viktor allow her to continue to look after her little sister at the dance hall, for example? Or would she have a baby right away and be contained to the house as all our married friends were? Had any of them experienced the kind of joyful evening we’d just had? Joyful, that is, before Cymbeline’s dangerous encounter.

      I remembered a bird who had rammed into the windows at the church and died from the impact. She’d been sailing toward her own reflection, thinking it a friend, but it turned out instead to be her impending death. Were women that way? Soaring the skies, thinking we were free, until tricked into a glass window? Was marriage our glass window? Did we have any choice?

      I, for one, did not. Cymbeline, though? She might be able to remain single, taken care of by her father and brothers, and have some semblance of freedom over her own life.

      I stole another glance at Theo’s profile. His expression was still one of gloom. As awful as the men had been who accosted Cymbeline, Theo was as good. Would we be able to have a marriage where I could still spread my wings and fly if I wanted to? Or would we be like most?

      I closed my eyes, suddenly tired. I had no idea what the future would bring, only that I must make the only choice available to me. I filled with gratitude that it was Theo who had come to me.
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      The next morning, I found Papa in his study reading the newspaper. Recently, Emerson Pass had gotten its own paper. Not that there was much news in town. The articles were mostly written by the owner, a young man around my age who had come from journalism in one of the cities in the east. He’d come west looking for adventure. If his aim had been fascinating journalistic opportunities, I had a feeling he was disappointed.

      “Theo, you’re up early. Isn’t it your day off?” Papa asked as he set aside his paper.

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Something troubling you?”

      “Yes, in fact, it is.”

      “Why do I have the feeling I’m in trouble?” Papa asked, chuckling.

      Was I that transparent? I sat down in the other leather chair. “I’d like to know why you’re allowing Fiona to play in town at a place illegally serving drinks where grown men frequent? Not to mention Cymbeline, who we both know doesn’t always have the best judgment.”

      Papa tented his fingers under his chin. “Let me tell you what I know about women.”

      I waited, wondering where he was going with this.

      “Unlike horses, who can be tamed, the more you try to rein women in, the more they want to run or rebel. Your sisters have their own minds and aren’t afraid to let anyone know. They’re especially that way.”

      “But Papa, they’re so young. And pretty. The men in this town are not all like you. There are roughnecks out there.”

      “Li is with Fiona at all times. Cymbeline can take care of herself. Plus, she has Poppy looking out for her.”

      “I respectfully disagree,” I said.

      “That’s your right.”

      I struggled mightily just then, wishing I could tell him what had happened. How wrong he was about Cymbeline being able to take care of herself. As Louisa had pointed out, it was not my place. “Regardless, you’re their father. What does Mama say about all this?”

      “She figures she came across the country alone when she wasn’t much older than Cymbeline. Surely a trip to the dance hall our son owns isn’t as dangerous as all that?”

      “I see.” I didn’t see at all, but there was no use arguing.

      “How is it you know about their evening activities?” Papa asked.

      “I took Louisa there after dinner,” I said.

      “I see.” His eyes danced with humor.

      “Very funny. She wanted to go down and see what it was all about. Once I knew my sisters were down there, I had to go check on them.”

      “Did you have a nice time?”

      “We did.” Until we didn’t. “The girls taught her how to Charleston. She had a grand time.”

      “Don’t sound so grim,” Papa said. “You’re both young. You should have some excitement before all the responsibilities of parenting come into your life.”

      I smiled, recalling the delight on Louisa’s face when she caught on to the steps of the Charleston. “She deserves some fun if anyone does.”

      “You maybe?”

      “I don’t need fun,” I said. “I have my work.”

      “May I share another bit of wisdom I’ve learned in my decades on earth?”

      “Could I stop you?” I smirked and raised one eyebrow.

      “No, indeed not. The other thing about women—if you don’t show them some fun occasionally, they grow old before their time.”

      “Is that really true?”

      “Yes, it’s true. Life can’t only be work. We only get one chance through. It’s best to enjoy some of it, anyway.”

      “How many nights is Fiona at the club?” I asked, changing the subject before he further pontificated.

      “Just two.” Papa crossed his ankles and continued to look at me as if I amused him. “It’s good for her to use her gifts. They give people joy, you know. Women have it harder than us. Most of the time, they have nothing of their own. Nothing to give them the sense of their own power. That’s what’s wrong with Cymbeline. She wants to do all the things you and Flynn were allowed to do—encouraged to do—simply because you’re men.”

      “I suppose that’s true.”

      “For Fiona, she has her music. She owns it. No one can take her God-given talent away. There’s an outlet for her. Cymbeline has none.” He pointed at the paper. “Do you know how she devours the sports news and scores? She wishes she had the chance to try out for the Olympics, for example.”

      My initial reaction was to laugh, but it wasn’t funny. He was correct. Cymbeline’s life was nothing but a lesson in frustration. “What can we do for Cymbeline? If something doesn’t change, I’m afraid for her.”

      His brows came together. “What do you mean?”

      “There’s a recklessness in her. She needs an outlet of some kind.”

      “Working with Poppy is just such a thing,” Papa said. “She loves being outdoors and with the animals.”

      “I hope you’re right.” I glanced outside. A sparrow hopped along the outside edge of the window. Was the bird trying to get in or stay out? What about Louisa? Did the idea of marriage make her feel trapped? Was she the same as Fiona and Cymbeline? “Papa, how did you know what to do when it came to your marriage to Mama? Did you know instinctively how to make her happy?”

      “Not always. Women are complicated. When I don’t know what she needs, I ask her.”

      “Would that be your advice, then?”

      “Talk about everything, yes. Be sure to hear her, too. Listening is what she’ll need most from you. No one can make anyone else completely happy, but you can give them your full attention when they need to talk or even just be with you. Your obligation is to be her friend and confidant but not magically give her everything she wants and needs. She must find those things in ways that aren’t always wrapped up in you. Especially not a woman like Louisa.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “I mean that Louisa is a strong woman who has survived a lot. She will be your equal in all things. Remember that and you’ll have a joyous marriage.”

      ***

      My brother came out to greet us in the driveway in front of his cottage. Louisa had not stopped fiddling with the ribbons in her hat the entire drive over from the big house. I knew she was nervous and had tried to reassure her that my brother and Shannon would be great company.

      “Hello, welcome,” Flynn said as he opened Louisa’s door.

      “Thank you.” Louisa’s glance darted toward me before she stepped out of the car.

      Flynn led us up to the front door. Bushes and flowers were in full bloom in their well-kept front yard. A bunny peeked out from under a rhododendron but quickly disappeared again. Pots spilling with flowers hung from the rafters in their front porch. My brother had said his wife had a green thumb, and it appeared to be true.

      As we entered the hallway of the cottage, Shannon appeared, wiping her hands on her apron. Her black curls were tied back from her face with a pink scarf that matched the pink in her cheeks.

      “Ah, there you are.” Shannon held her arms out to me. We embraced. “Welcome home.” She turned to Louisa. “I’m so very sorry to have missed your father’s memorial. He was very good to us when my dad died. How’s your mother?

      “Thank you. She’s doing as well as can be expected.”

      “I remember how my mother was,” Shannon said. “Don’t you wish you could do something?”

      “I do.” Louisa handed her a small package. “Something for the baby. Mother made it, not me. It’s a yellow cap. Knitting helps her, so I expect you’ll get a matching sweater to go with it before the baby comes.”

      The rapidity with which Louisa was speaking told me how nervous she was. Shannon, however, was as easy and charming as she always was. If she noticed Louisa’s nerves, she didn’t show it.

      “How kind of her,” Shannon said. “Please thank her for me. Now, come outside. Flynn’s built an area for us to sit and have our supper outdoors during the warm months.”

      She escorted us down the hallway past the sitting room and through the kitchen to the backyard. Flynn had erected a covered patio area on the other side of the grass. Wooden chairs with brightly colored cushions were arranged in a circle with a table amid them. A neatly trimmed hedge provided shelter, making the space seem as intimate as any indoor sitting room. Potted geraniums and begonias decorated the corners.

      “The place is looking good,” I said as I clapped him on the shoulder. “You’ve been busy.”

      “Keeps me out of trouble,” Flynn said. “Summers out at the lodge are slow, so it gives me a lot of time to spend here at home.”

      “You as a homebody.” I wanted to tell him how busy the bar had been but decided it was too risky. I didn’t want to fight with my brother in front of the ladies. “Never thought I’d see the day.”

      Flynn glanced over at Shannon with a look of pure adoration. “When you have this one waiting for you at home, well, I can’t wait to get back to her.”

      Shannon smiled back at him but quickly turned her attention back to her guests. “Sit, please. I have iced tea or lemonade. Which would you prefer, Louisa? Flynn has bottles of beer as well. Somehow my clever husband figured out how to make beer in our basement. I worry the sheriff will come any moment and arrest us both.”

      “That’s not going to happen in Emerson Pass,” I said.

      “A man should be able to make what he wants in his own home,” Flynn said.

      “I’ll have a lemonade, please.” Louisa sat in one of the chairs. I took the one next to her.

      “I’ll bring you a beer,” Flynn said to me before sprinting back toward the house.

      Shannon poured two glasses from the pitcher and handed one to Louisa. “I hope it’s not too sour. I can’t seem to taste things accurately since…” She trailed off and tugged at the front of her apron. “Well, you know.”

      “It’s common for your sense of smell to be a little off,” I said.

      “This whole thing has been tiresome. I’m looking forward to the baby, but this sickness has been terrible.” Shannon flushed. “Oh my, listen to me complaining. I’m sorry.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about,” Louisa said. “I’m glad you’re better.”

      “Thank you. I woke up a few days ago feeling like my usual self.” Shannon shifted slightly to look in my direction. “Theo, I have to thank you again for helping my mother. She’s feeling better today than yesterday.”

      “I checked on her earlier and she said this is the best she’s felt in weeks and weeks.” Mrs. Cassidy’s color had returned. “Nora said she’s been eating.”

      “I took out some chicken soup for her and she gobbled up a whole bowl.” Shannon sat with her own glass of lemonade. “I’m relieved. When I was sick myself, I felt terribly guilty about my little sister having to take the burden of the farm and my mother.”

      “Nora has the farm running well,” I said. “She’s an impressive woman.”

      “Yes, she is. Nora wants to sell the farm. Did she tell you that?” Shannon asked.

      “She mentioned it, yes,” I said.

      Flynn returned with two brown bottles of beer. Where had he gotten the bottles? Maybe I didn’t want to know. I took a tug from mine. The taste was light and very cold, like the German beer we’d had overseas after the war. “This is good. Are you selling it at the bar?”

      A muscle in Flynn’s jaw twitched. “Nah, this is just for me. Why do you ask?”

      “Louisa and I went out there last night. I had no idea our sisters were such frequent visitors. Or that Fiona was singing in front of a roomful of drunks.”

      Flynn raised his chin slightly the way he did when defensive. “They’re safe out there. My men keep a close watch on them.”

      I didn’t want to spoil the evening or make the ladies uncomfortable, so I kept quiet.

      “I cannot believe what those women did to your father,” Shannon said. “After all he did for our community.”

      Louisa didn’t answer other than to mumble a thank-you.

      “Town’s growing,” Flynn said. “Which is good and bad. We can’t control what people do, unfortunately. I hope it gives you comfort knowing how many people he helped through the years.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      “Those awful women don’t understand what that church meant to us,” Shannon said. “Or how much we loved Pastor Lind.”

      “Someone needs to start another church,” Flynn said. “Give people a choice of where to go.”

      “Without a pastor?” Louisa asked.

      “You could find one,” I said. “Papa would help you. After all, he found Pastor Lind.”

      Louisa’s expression brightened. “Perhaps we could.”

      “You’d need a building,” Shannon said. “But wherever three or more are gathered is the church. Isn’t that what it says in the Bible?”

      “Yes,” Louisa said softly. “My father always quoted that saying.”

      “We’ve got the land,” Flynn said. “We could put a little church anywhere. Doesn’t have to be in town.”

      “A church in the countryside would be nice,” Louisa said. “Mother would like that, I think.”

      The sound of a car in the driveway pulled me away from the conversation.

      “That’s Josephine and Phillip,” Shannon said. “They were able to come last minute.”

      I got up, excited to greet my oldest sister and her husband. They came around the side of the house instead of going in through the house. My sister and brother saw each other all the time, I realized. While I’d been away, Flynn and Phillip had become close. A twinge of jealousy reared its ugly head. I squashed it down and greeted my sister and brother-in-law with enthusiasm.

      That was dimmed somewhat when my sister whispered in my ear. “Flynn and I want to talk to you after dinner. Alone.”

      ***

      After dinner, Flynn, Josephine, and I walked down a dirt path toward his horse pasture. Like the foliage around the cottage, the entire area of land was lush and fertile. My brother seemed to have a gift to make everything grow and reproduce. The meadow was a glorious sea of wildflowers and natural grasses. His love of horses was evident in the mare and colt who grazed behind the fenced pin.

      “How’s life as a country doctor?” Flynn said.

      “Good. Nothing too out of the ordinary.”

      “You bored yet?” Flynn asked. “Wondering if you should have stayed and become a surgeon?”

      “Not a minute.” I stuffed my hands in the pockets of my trousers. The evening was warm. I’d left my jacket back at the house. “This is what I wanted.”

      “What you expected, then?” Josephine asked.

      “Pretty much.” I squinted into the pink sunset. “There are more babies’ births than I expected even though Dr. Neal warned me that was a big part of the job out here.” We were at the pasture by then and stopped outside the gate. “Listen, I wanted to talk to you about Cymbeline.” I shared with them what had happened with the men. “She scares me. Papa and Mama seemed unconcerned, which I don’t understand.”

      Flynn sighed as he leaned against a post. “To be honest, I don’t think they know what to do with her. We all expected her to come around to the idea of Viktor, but instead she frets about how restless she is. I thought she’d be happier when Poppy offered her a job, but I don’t know.”

      My brother’s obvious worry made me feel a little better. At least I wasn’t the only who’d noticed that she seemed to be in trouble. “What do you think, Jo?”

      “I think she should marry Viktor and stop acting like a little fool.”

      “Never one to hold back, huh, Jo?” Flynn teased. “But I agree.” His gaze turned toward the southern mountain as if the answers were written in the trees. “I know that restlessness Cymbeline has—it’s in conjunction with a love for this place but also wondering if there is more out there.”

      I nodded. “When we were kids, I always thought it would be me who left for good. You and Cym always loved it here so much. You were both ferocious in your love for this place.”

      “I still feel that way,” Flynn said. “But also, you and I went away and saw parts of the world.”

      “Fighting a war. I’m not sure that’s the kind of adventure Cym wants.”

      Josephine made an impatient click with her tongue. “She told me she would have gone and become a nurse during the war if she could have. The girl has no idea what the world is like. It’s not so great out there.”

      “Wouldn’t that have turned Papa old before his time?” I shook my head, thinking about how much havoc that would have wreaked upon our family. Flynn and I were bad enough.

      “We’re not going to solve Cymbeline’s problems by fighting with her,” Flynn said. “She’s like me—has to figure it all out on her own.”

      “She said she’s waiting for her adventure to call,” I said. “I have no idea what that means.”

      “Love is the greatest adventure of all.” Flynn plucked a blade of the long yellow grass that grew inside the fence.

      “Isn’t it, though?” Jo said. “I wish Cym could see that her adventure is right here.”

      Josephine brushed a bit of pollen from the arm of my shirt. “Let’s talk about you now.”

      I braced myself, knowing what was coming. “What about me?”

      “What is happening with Louisa?” Josephine asked. “Rumor in town is that you’ve been out together every night this week.”

      “What is happening? We’re getting married. Not sure of a date yet, but sometime this year.”

      “Married? Did you just say married?” Flynn asked.

      “Yes, he said married,” Jo answered as if it hadn’t been a rhetorical question. Her face turned red and her hair seemed to pop out of her neatly stacked bun like a cat we used to have that spontaneously shed balls of fur when scared or angry. “You’ve been home a week. You barely know her.”

      “I’ve known her for most of my life,” I said as calmly and firmly as I could.

      “You do remember her feelings for Flynn?” Josephine asked. “Or have you forgotten how she humiliated you?”

      “She didn’t humiliate me,” I said. “At least not in a public way. We were all young back then. Her feelings for you were nothing but a schoolgirl crush.”

      “Right, as were your feelings for her,” Flynn said. “A youthful fancy.”

      “That you couldn’t possibly still feel, right?” Josephine asked. “You have invented them again, have you?”

      “I have deep feelings for her.” I shuffled my feet. If I could have gotten away with it, I would have run. But it was no use. Flynn had always been faster than I. “I’m not certain my feelings came back or if they never left.”

      Josephine stomped her foot as she uttered the closest to a curse that would ever leave her mouth. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Theo. This is madness. She’s…she’s…”

      “She’s after your money,” Flynn said.

      “Yes, that,” Jo said.

      “She isn’t,” I said. “She cares for me. Perhaps not to the degree I do her, but it’s there. Her feelings will grow in time.”

      “What evidence do you have that it’s not the money?” Jo asked in her best librarian voice.

      “She’s in financial trouble and is responsible for her mother. Yes, they need me.” I’d been kidding myself that Jo and Flynn wouldn’t be suspicious. “However, that’s not why she’s agreed to marry me.”

      “What did you say?” Flynn asked. “Agreed to marry you? Have you lost your mind?”

      “You’ve been home a week,” Jo said.

      “True,” I said. “But I know what I’m doing.”

      My lackadaisical tone further infuriated my sister. “Why would you do this?”

      “Yes, why would you marry someone you know doesn’t love you?” Flynn asked.

      “Because miracles happen. Look at you, for example.” I lifted my chin to gesture toward Flynn. “Shannon Cassidy changed your bachelor heart into a family man with one toss of those black curls.”

      “You’re hoping she falls in love with you?” Josephine asked. “After the marriage?”

      “Correct. If she’s not already.”

      Josephine placed her hands on her hips. “Do I need to remind you about the man I agreed to marry after only two weeks? How did that turn out?”

      “You got Phillip through that mistake,” I said. “Because of an error in judgment, the man of your dreams came to you.”

      “It’s not at all the same,” Jo said. “Flynn, tell him why. I’m too mad to speak.”

      I almost laughed, as she’d been giving me an earful for at least five minutes now.

      “Right, yes, I can explain,” Flynn said. “It’s not the same because we’ve known Louisa almost all our lives. We know she had feelings for the wrong twin. We know the kind of desperate situation she finds herself in for the second time in her life. She’s going to take the safe, secure route because of it. I don’t blame her. People who’ve experienced that kind of deprivation never want to return to it.”

      “What do you know about deprivation?” I asked.

      “I can imagine.” Flynn tapped his head with his index finger.

      “Barneses do not marry out of practicality,” Jo said, sputtering.

      “Right. We marry for love,” Flynn said. “You should marry a girl willing to follow you to the ends of the earth simply because she’s in love with you. Not because she needs your pocketbook.”

      “Yes, exactly.” Josephine was nodding with such conviction I thought her head might fall off her slender neck.

      “I’m in love with her,” I said. “And I’m betting that she will love me after a time. I’m what she needs, not just financially but emotionally. She’s damaged. Like me.”

      “You’re not damaged.” Josephine blew a wayward strand of hair out of her eyes. “Did she say that about you?”

      “No, of course not,” I said. “If you don’t think I’m damaged, then why are you two always so worried about me?” I looked from my sister to my twin.

      “You’ve been troubled,” Flynn said. “Mostly because of me.”

      “No, that’s not true,” I said. “The war was not your fault.”

      “Enlisting was my idea,” Flynn said.

      “We’ve been over this. You’re not to blame for my reactions to the war. And anyway, I’m much better now.”

      “You found Mother,” Josephine said. “You’ve never been the same since that. Are you attracted to Louisa because she’s a lost soul too?” She clapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

      I laughed at the look of horror and remorse in her eyes. “It’s all right. All of this is going to be fine in the end. Yes, Louisa and I have tender souls that have been hurt before. There’s a sadness in her that I understand. Things from her past have made her particularly vulnerable in the world, just as they have for me.” I looked from one to the other once more. “Listen to me, you’re going to have to trust me that I know what I’m doing. I believe in my heart that she and I are fated to be together.”

      “What happened to her that we don’t already know about?” Jo narrowed her eyes. “What are you not telling us?”

      “A man hurt her when she was a child.” I left it at that, knowing my brother and sister would understand what I meant.

      “Oh, no. That’s awful,” Jo said.

      Flynn cursed under his breath.

      “She’s not like other women because of it. I’ll need to treat her carefully and be very patient.”

      “Why would you want that?” Flynn asked. “Sharing a bed is one of the best aspects of married life.”

      “Flynn,” Jo said, obviously mortified at his reference to intimacy between a husband and wife.

      “What? It’s true. At least for Shannon and me.” Flynn looked over at me. “Trust me, you want that part of marriage.”

      “What makes you think this would work?” Jo asked.

      “It’ll sound arrogant if I say it out loud.”

      “Do it,” Flynn said. “Say it.”

      “I think I’m the only man on earth that will bring her out the hole she hides herself in. I’m the only one for her.”

      Flynn removed his hat and scratched his neck. “I hope you’re right about this. I’ll not be able to bear seeing you wreck your life by marrying a woman with so many problems.”

      “Everyone has problems,” I said. “Your wife, for example, came with a financial burden as well. And Phillip, Jo, wasn’t exactly a lord like our father.”

      “No, more a pauper,” Jo said, wistfully. “But the best man in the world. Besides you two and Papa, of course.”

      “Somehow this feels different,” Flynn said.

      “The fact is—it’s not different. My situation is exactly the same. I’m marrying someone without the means that I have, which is just what you two did. I love you both for caring about me. When we were kids, I was always the fragile one. The one everyone was afraid would be like Mother. However, I’ve proven to myself and hopefully to all of you that I’m strong. This marriage to Louisa is what I want. You’re going to have to give your blessing or risk everything that’s between us.”

      Josephine’s eyes filled. “Are you saying it’s her or us?”

      “I’d hope you’d never let it get to that,” I said. “But we both know that a marriage won’t work if the husband or wife doesn’t take a stand for their spouse. This is me taking a stand.”

      Flynn cursed under his breath. “Fine.”

      “Fine what?” I asked.

      “You have my support,” Flynn said.

      “If you get hurt, so help me,” Jo said. “But you have mine too.”

      I held out my arms and my sister hugged me, followed by Flynn shaking my hand.

      “Oh, Theo, I do hope you know what you’re doing,” Josephine said.

      “I do.”
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      Louisa

      

      While Theo slipped out for a walk with his siblings, I remained with Shannon and Phillip. We’d returned to the garden for after-dinner coffee and dessert. The sun had set. Twilight brought a welcoming cool breeze. The garden smelled of freshly cut grass. I nibbled at a piece of cherry pie and wished I could be somewhere other than here. I wanted Theo to return to my side. Without him, I was unanchored and unsure. In addition, I had a distinct feeling that they’d gone off to talk about me.

      “Where have the siblings Barnes run off to?” Phillip scooped a spoonful of sugar into his coffee.

      “For one of their talks.” Shannon smiled at me from across the low table. “You’ll grow accustomed to the Barnes way.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “They’re all very close,” Phillip said.

      “Overly protective of one another,” Shannon said. “Depending on how you look at it.”

      “In one another’s affairs, too,” Phillip said. “Which means they’ll be in yours, too.”

      “You’ll vacillate between loving being part of such a close-knit clan and wishing you had a bit more privacy.” Shannon smiled over at Phillip. “Do I have that right?”

      “Perfectly said.” Phillip set his cup back in its saucer. “I grew up in an orphanage and wished for a family more than anything. I certainly got my wish. Truthfully, I’m grateful every day.”

      “What about you, Shannon?” I asked. “Do you enjoy being a Barnes?”

      “Me too, of course. Did I wish Flynn had kept my pregnancy sickness more to himself? Probably. It’s embarrassing. Plus, the girls and Mrs. Barnes came out the very next day to check on me. All I wanted was to be left alone in my misery.” If she felt ill, she didn’t show it on her pretty face. She glowed. Flushed from the heat and her dark curls framing her round face. The gowns this season were drop-waisted and loose, hiding any signs of her pregnancy. Next to her, I felt pale, listless, and uninteresting.

      Phillip chuckled and picked up his plate of pie. “If you asked one of them, however, they would have no understanding of why that detail shouldn’t have been shared. Your absence had to be explained one way or the other.”

      “Yes, true. That’s what we mean,” Shannon said. “As far as the infamous sibling chats, they will happen at almost every family dinner. You can expect that they’re talking about one of us or one of them and trying to solve some problem. They usually include three of them fussing over one of the others.”

      Shannon nodded. “Yes, yes. They always talk in threes.”

      “Like witches,” Phillip said.

      “Then you’ll go home and have to hear all about who said what and who thought this or that.” Phillip smacked the arm of his chair. “Oh, and never ever make the mistake of sharing what you’re thinking of naming a baby.”

      They laughed uproariously. “Unless you really want everyone’s opinion,” Shannon said once she’d collected herself.

      “And remember, we’re here if you ever need to talk,” Phillip said.

      “What do you think they’re talking about tonight?” I asked.

      “That’s easy,” Phillip said. “You and Theo.”

      “Or maybe Cymbeline and Fiona being at the club,” Shannon said. “Quinn came by earlier and mentioned it to Flynn that Theo was upset.”

      “Did she know what happened to Cymbeline last night?” I asked, alarmed. Had Cym told her parents? Or had Theo? No, not Theo. He was a man of his word. I trust him, I thought next. With everything. A sense of the rightness of it all came over me. I belonged with Theo. I might even belong in this family.

      Both sat slightly forward in their chairs. “No, what happened?” Shannon asked.

      “Is she all right?” Phillip asked.

      “I don’t think I should say.” I was already regretting having mentioned anything. “It’s not my place.”

      They exchanged a knowing glance. “We understand,” Shannon said. “I think the entire family can agree on one thing, and that’s our worry over Cym.”

      “It must be terrible to be the problem child,” I said, thinking out loud. “Knowing what everyone thinks might make her feel more rebellious.”

      Shannon nodded in agreement. “Particularly a girl like Cymbeline.”

      “One thing you can say about the Barnes siblings. No two are alike,” Phillip said.

      “Even our favorite twins,” Shannon said with a laugh. “Or should I say, especially our favorite twins.”

      All through the evening, I’d been struck by how different they were. Flynn was brash and loud, Theo reserved and thoughtful. How I’d ever been attracted to the wrong twin for me, I couldn’t say. I knew now with certainty that Theo was suited for me and I for him.

      ***

      The next evening before dinner, Theo and I strolled the gardens. We came upon the rose garden and lingered. The scent of the roses was almost dizzying. “They didn’t smell this way in the morning,” I said, thinking out loud.

      “It’s the sun on their petals,” Theo said. “Brings out their scent.”

      Flowerpots filled with daisies, lilies, and peonies lined one end of the rose garden, strategically placed to give them as much sunlight as possible. I knew from staying here that Cymbeline cut flowers from the pots and the meadow for the house. Quinn arranged them in vases for the dining table and sitting room. I’d seen her doing so this morning on the sunporch as I’d walked by. I’d been struck by the beauty of the woman and the flowers. Fiona’s piano music had come through the open windows, spilling out into the quiet morning. A deep sense of sadness had filled me. I couldn’t explain why, other than feeling as if I would always be an outsider. One who observed but didn’t fully participate.

      Now, bees were still doing their work, buzzing from flower to flower. A hummingbird flew by, hovering in the air to get a good look at us before dancing away as quickly as he’d arrived.

      Theo let go of my hand and reached into the inner pocket of his jacket to pull out a pocketknife. “Which do you like the best?”

      “Of the roses?”

      “Yes. Or any of the flowers from the pots.”

      I took a good look around. The roses were in varying shades: light pink, deep red, soft yellow. I was drawn to the pink, as the color reminded me of a baby’s cheek. “There,” I said, pointing to one of the pink buds.

      He stepped closer, peering at each of the blooms. “This one?” He cradled a bud still tightly closed. “That way you can watch it open over the next few days.”

      “Yes, please.”

      He knelt and clipped the stem with his knife in one quick movement. After that, he deftly removed each of its thorns. When he’d rid it of its pointed weaponry, he turned back to me, bowing slightly. “A pretty rose for a pretty woman.”

      “Thank you, Theo.” I took it from him and brought it to my nose, inhaling the sweet scent. The green part of the bud wrapped around the petals. Would I be like the rose, slowly opening to Theo and his family?

      “You were quiet last night on the drive home,” Theo said. “Was something on your mind?”

      “Not really.” I caressed the silky petals of the bud with my thumb. “I wondered if your sister and brother disapproved of me. Of our marriage.”

      He hesitated a second too long, which told me my suspicions were correct.

      “Do they think I’m trash?”

      “No, not at all. They’re worried I’m being rash. Which is funny because I’m the least impulsive of our entire family.”

      “Did their doubts give you any?” I asked.

      “Not a one.”

      Gratitude rose in me as I turned to him. “Let’s get married this summer. I don’t want to wait.”

      “This summer? So soon?” His eyes sparkled as the idea played around in his mind. I’d learned from my time with him that he needed a moment to think through a question or suggestion.

      “I don’t want to wait any longer to start my life with you.” I wanted to be a Barnes. I wanted to be Mrs. Barnes.

      “I’ll want to ask your mother for her blessing,” Theo said. “Do you think I could talk to her before supper?”

      “Yes, I’ll tell her you’re coming by and make myself scarce for a bit.”

      “My entire family will be here for supper. Shall we announce it to them?”

      “If you want to.” I immediately filled with self-doubt. Would they approve? There was only one way to find out. I must face it all with bravery. After all, Theo was risking his own happiness by agreeing to marry a woman uncertain of her abilities to be a good wife. The least I could do was be by his side when he told them our plans.

      ***

      Mother was sitting on the window seat in the cottage when I came out of my room dressed for supper. After Theo had come by to talk to Mother, I’d wandered out to the back porch. Fiona had been there with a giant pile of peas to shell. I’d happily pitched in, glad to have a task for my nervous energy.

      Now my mother stared out the window with an expression of such bleakness that my stomach plummeted to the floor.

      “Mother?” Had she told Theo no? What was wrong?

      She startled at the sound of my voice. “Hello, dear.” She reached out to me with her hand. I went to sit beside her.

      “Are you feeling unwell?” I asked.

      “Missing your father.”

      “Oh, Mother, I’m sorry.” The pain of his absence hit me all over again. “I miss him too.”

      “You gave him a lot of joy. I hope that gives you comfort.”

      “It does. I was blessed to be the daughter of such a good man.” I shut my eyes as a vision of my real father came to me. His breath had always smelled of cheap, stale whiskey. His skeletal face still came to me in my dreams.

      Mother took a second, seeming to corral her thoughts in a different direction through sheer will. “Theo came to see me. I can see how much he cares for you. He’ll make a good husband. If only your father could be here to see all his dreams for you coming true. You’re sure, though, right?”

      It was ironic that I’d had to come home to fulfill my father’s dream for me. We could have saved all the money they’d spent on school if we’d known Theo was the one for me. Now that I knew Theo the way I did, I couldn’t imagine it being anyone else. Who else would understand me the way he did?

      Was this love?

      “For your wedding day, I’ve something old for you.” Mother held out her hand, which contained a delicate lace handkerchief. “I sewed this years ago. It was a part of my mother’s wedding gown. I’ve carried it with me most of my life for good luck. Now, God willing, it’ll give some to you.”

      “Won’t you miss it?” She’d often told me how much it comforted her to touch the lace during times of trial.

      “No, I don’t need it anymore. I’m at the end of my life, not at the beginning as you are. My luck has come and gone.”

      The finality of her statement scared me. Was she giving up on life now that Father was gone? They’d been around fifty when I first came to live with them, which meant she would be sixty-four. Wasn’t that too young to leave the earth? Ye Mother seemed to be deteriorating before my eyes. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing her too. “Mother, are you feeling all right?”

      “Yes, perfectly fine. If not a little sentimental. But I’m going to skip dinner tonight and go to bed.”

      “Can I get you anything before I go?”

      She lifted her wrinkled cheek. “Just a kiss, darling girl.”

      I did as she asked, taking in the familiar scent of talcum powder and rosewater. “I love you, Mother. I hope you know how much.”

      “I do. You’ve been the best surprise of all.”

      ***

      Dinner that evening in the Barneses’ formal dining room started out in the usual way, with a prayer. During which, Alexander asked that he give Mother strength. The threat of tears kept my head bowed for a second after the chorus of amens. This family might be loud and interfering, but I loved them for their kindness and thoughtfulness. Someday soon I hoped to feel more like I belonged.

      The maid served us all the first course, a cool cucumber soup so delicious I had to count in between bites or risk embarrassing myself.

      The entire family was seated around the table, including Josephine and Phillip and Flynn and Shannon. Talk meandered from work updates to gossip from town, including those who were against Phillip and Flynn’s clearing of part of the forest for another ski run.

      “Why are they against it?” Cymbeline asked.

      “A couple of reasons,” Flynn said. “One is the noise and confusion of the logging.”

      “The other is a fear that our town will be overrun with visitors,” Phillip said.

      “Commerce is never a bad thing,” Papa said.

      “I, for one, am happy about the new run.” Cymbeline sliced the air with her butter knife as if it were a sword. “This is going to be one for real skiers, not city folk.”

      Quinn laughed. “Dear, be kind.”

      “She’s right, Mama,” Flynn said. “We’re hoping to attract more serious recreational skiers. If we can become known for the best skiing in the country, it’s all the better.”

      “I do hate to think of the mountain losing more of its trees.” Fiona’s brow wrinkled. “And what about the birds and animals?”

      “They’ll find other places to nest.” Flynn lifted a glass of red wine to his mouth, his eyes dancing with amusement. “Unless you’d like to go out and rescue them all, little sister.”

      “I’ll go with you.” Delphia’s blue eyes had filled with tears. “What if the babies get separated from their mothers?”

      “No, love,” Papa said. “The animals know what to do.”

      “Instinctually,” Cymbeline said with an indulgent glance toward Delphia. “Don’t worry.”

      “Are you sure?” Delphia asked.

      “I’ll take you out there to see for yourself,” Flynn said.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good place for a little girl,” Shannon said. “The men who’ve come to help can be rough.”

      “Rough how?” Delphia asked, seeming to forget her worry over the animals as interest in this new tidbit drew her attention.

      “Never mind that,” Quinn said. “Let’s change the subject. Shannon, how’s your mother feeling? Have you been to see her today?”

      “She’s feeling almost back to normal, thanks to Theo,” Shannon said.

      “How clever you are, Theo,” Quinn said.

      He was clever. I filled with pride as everyone congratulated him.

      “Theo, I’m very proud of you,” Josephine said.

      “Thanks, Jo. But wait and see if she continues to improve,” Theo said modestly.

      “Well done, Theo.” Phillip grinned. “It’s more and more obvious that leaving me here to help with the business despite my inferior intellect was a wise decision.”

      “Nonsense,” Theo said. “Your business mind is far superior to mine.”

      “That’s true,” Flynn said in a teasing tone. “Seriously, well done, brother. You’ve eased my wife’s mind considerably. I guess that fancy education’s paying off.”

      “Education is only what you make of it,” Papa said. “I agree, Theo. Well done.”

      I reached for Theo’s hand under the table but found his muscular thigh instead. He covered my hand with his own.

      “Any news from Alma?” Quinn asked Shannon.

      “She’s well,” Shannon said. “Her husband’s thinking of running for congress in Ohio.”

      “How exciting,” Quinn said.

      “I’d rather have them here,” Shannon said. “But she’s enjoying being a wife and mother. I miss her, though.”

      “You have us now,” Cymbeline said. “We’re more than enough family.”

      Flynn laughed. “Whether you want us or not.”

      “I do want you all,” Shannon said. “I’m grateful to be a Barnes.” She let out a merry, tinkling laugh. “Even though there are so many of you.”

      “We love having you as part of our family,” Papa said as he raised his glass. “To better health for you and your mother.”

      We all lifted our glasses. I took a small sip of the red wine that had been poured with the second course, a pastry stuffed with shredded beef, but set it aside. Wine tasted terrible.

      Theo set my hand back on my own lap, then stood. “I have an announcement.” He raised his glass. “Louisa and I are going to marry by the end of the summer.”

      Stunned silence greeted us. All eyes turned to me. His announcement had clearly taken them all by surprise. Were they against the idea? I studied the food on my plate and burned with shame. They didn’t want me as part of the family.

      “You’re all invited,” Theo said, joking, as he sat back in his chair.

      The table broke out in excited chatter, everyone talking at once, asking for a date and other details of which we didn’t know the answer.

      Alexander tapped his glass. “Here, here, quiet down. We need a toast. Congratulations to Theo and Louisa.”

      “Congratulations,” Quinn said, echoing her husband. We all raised our glasses. I drew in a shaky breath, relieved that it was only surprise that had rendered them silent.

      “Before year’s end,” Theo said, sounding defiant as well as resolute. A shiver ran up my spine. The man had strength he didn’t display all the time, yet it was there under the surface of his quiet ways.

      “Will Aunt Annabelle make your dress?” Delphia asked. “She makes the prettiest dresses.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’ve not even thought of it.”

      Addie’s wan face lit up with delight. “You’ll be a very pretty bride, Louisa.”

      “Thank you, Addie.” A lump formed at the back of my throat.

      “I say we open champagne and have a toast,” Alexander said. “I’ll have Jasper grab a bottle from the cellar.”

      “Apparently Prohibition doesn’t include us,” Cymbeline said, sounding happy.
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      Theo

      

      Louisa was sitting on the fence by the horse pasture when I came home from work that evening. She was hatless, and her hair blew around her face, lifted by the breeze. She looked so fetching in a worn cotton dress that butterflies seemed to dance in my stomach.

      I parked and got out of the car rather stiffly. It had been a long day. I’d spent most of it helping a woman give birth to twins. I’d been thankful when I’d been able to get both little boys out safely and still had time to get home for dinner.

      Louisa jumped down and ran to greet me. “Theo, welcome home.”

      “Hello, beautiful.” I pulled her into my arms for a light kiss. “Where is everyone?”

      “They’re all in the back having drinks before dinner, but I wanted to wait for you here.”

      “That’s nice,” I said.

      “I’ve been thinking.” She took both my hands in hers. Without gloves, her hands seemed small and pale.

      “Yes?” I held my breath, afraid of what she might say.

      “I want to get married right away. Let’s not wait.”

      My heart sped up by about a hundred beats per minute. “What do you mean by right away?”

      “Before the end of summer. As soon as possible.”

      My mind raced ahead. I’d need a house for us. In the meantime, we’d have to stay at the big house. It wasn’t ideal for starting out as newlyweds. “We won’t have a home of our own ready. Will you mind? Your mother can remain in the cottage.”

      “I won’t care as long as you’re wherever I am.”

      “Louisa, you mean that?”

      “I truly do.” She looked into my eyes and what I saw there was the future. Our future.

      I kissed her before telling her the inevitable. “My family will expect a ceremony.” I was unsure how much of the pomp and circumstance Louisa could endure.  She wouldn’t want all the attention. However, my family had expectations. “Mama will want you to have a wedding gown and photographs taken.”

      “I understand,” Louisa said. “But I don’t want to marry at the church. Not without Father.”

      “The courthouse?” Mama would not like it, but it was understandable that it would be too painful for Louisa.

      “A party here afterward? Will that satisfy them?” Louisa asked.

      “Yes, that will have to be good enough.” I leaned down and kissed her again. “You’ve made me a happy man.”

      “I hope to.”

      ***

      I went in search of my parents. Papa and Mama were in the library having their tea.

      “Theo, you’re looking dapper.” Mama made me think of a cherry blossom with her hair in a low bun at the nape of her neck and wearing a pale pink dress. “I love your new suit.”

      I thanked her. The light linen suit supposedly kept a man cool during warm months. However, at the moment, the fabric did nothing to discourage perspiration from gathering at the back of my head. I tugged at the tie around my neck.

      “What can we do for you?” Papa asked.

      I looked up at him. “Nothing, really.”

      “We can see something’s on your mind,” Mama said.

      “Louisa and I want to get married sooner rather than later. Will you host a reception for us?” It just rushed out of my mouth. I followed my question with a gulp of whiskey that subsequently burned a line of fire down the back of my throat.

      “What’s the rush?” Mama asked.

      “We don’t want to wait.”

      “I remember being that way about Quinn. I couldn’t wait to marry her.”

      “Yes, me too,” Mama said. “It’ll be tight, but I think we can get everything organized. Lizzie’s a wonder, as you know. But what about a dress for her?” She answered her own question. “Annabelle will have to make something simple.”

      Papa’s gaze had shifted from me to the spot where the portrait of my birth mother had once hung. Now it was replaced by a painting of the five original Barnes siblings. Mama had had it painted the year after she’d married Papa. Flynn and I had been ten, Jo fourteen, Cymbeline seven and Fiona four. Flynn and I wore sailor suits. The girls wore matching dresses in white. We’d stood in the warm garden all afternoon. At one point, Fiona had dropped over in a dead faint. Cymbeline and Flynn had fidgeted the entire time until finally, in frustration, the painter sent us all away, painting from his original sketch instead of the live version.

      “What is it, Papa?” I asked.

      “I’m thinking of Ida,” Papa said. “How difficult life was and how she left you all alone without a mother.”

      “Are you comparing Louisa to Mother?” I asked.

      Papa shook his head. “No, not at all. I’m reminding you that every marriage has challenges from time to time. I want you to know you can always come to us with any of your worries. If I hadn’t had Jasper and Lizzie back when you were all small and before Quinn came, I would have been in trouble.”

      “I’ll come to you if I need to.”

      Papa leaned forward with his fingers folded together between his knees. “I’ve never told you this, but one night right after Fiona was born, I found her over the crib with a knife in her hand.”

      I stared at him, aghast. “But why? Why would she do that?”

      “I don’t know. I’d never been more terrified in my life,” Papa said.

      “What else?” I asked him. “I can see in your eyes that there’s something else you want to say.”

      He let out a breath, his strong chest rising and falling. “Of all my children, it’s you I’ve worried about the most. Your sensitivity and the burden of finding your mother. I want you to have a joyous rest of your life. Are you sure this is what you want?”

      “I couldn’t be surer.” I smiled at him and then at Mama. “I’ve gotten Mrs. Lind’s blessing. Louisa’s agreed to a party here after the actual ceremony.”

      Mama smiled as she exchanged a glance with Papa. “Lovely. We can invite everyone out after the church service.”

      “Louisa doesn’t want to get married at the church. Not after what she believes they did to her father.”

      “But where if not the church?” Mama asked, sounding horrified.

      “The courthouse,” I said.

      “Oh, I see.” Mama folded her hands in her lap. “Whatever she wishes is what shall be.”

      I knew it hurt her to think of me getting married anyplace other than the church. “Thank you for understanding.”

      “You’re my son. I’ll always be here for you,” Mama said.

      “As will I.” Papa and I both stood and shook hands. “You’ve always made us proud. I know you always will.”

      I echoed Louisa’s sentiment from earlier. “I hope to.”
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      Louisa

      

      Theo arrived at the cottage to escort Mother and me to dinner. My stomach fluttered at the sight of him dressed in a tan suit with his dark curls hanging over his forehead.

      “You both look lovely,” Theo said to my mother before kissing my hand.

      “Thank you,” I said, flushing.

      He turned to Mother. “Mrs. Lind, may I escort you to dinner?”

      “No, you kids go ahead. I’ll be there shortly. I have to put on my brooch still.” Mother waved us along.

      I gave Theo my hand and we walked out of the cottage. He stopped for a moment just outside the door. “We have a few minutes before dinner. Would you like to walk now that it’s a little cooler?”

      “I’d love to,” I said.

      We strolled down the path that led out to the gardens. The vegetable garden was enclosed behind a wire mesh to keep the deer and bunnies from eating the harvest. As we passed by, I spotted green tomatoes on the vines, some beans ready for picking, and pea plants already turning yellow in the midsummer sun. Potato plants, green and short, were at least a month from being ready to share their fruit. I liked the idea of the root vegetables growing deep down in the warm, damp soil. They were safe down there while they grew.

      I was accustomed to thinking of the world this way, in terms of food and safety, shelter from the elements. Having had so little of that the first nine years of my life, I assumed I would stay obsessed with these two ideas forever. Was part of growing up accepting the past we could not erase?

      “The other night, my father told me something I never knew about my real mother,” Theo said after a few minutes of compatible silence. “He said that shortly after Fiona was born, he caught my mother over the crib. She had a knife in her hand.”

      “Oh, Theo.”

      “If he hadn’t caught her in time, who knows what might have happened.”

      The thought of any woman doing that to her own baby baffled me. “Do you remember much about her?”

      “Not really. Other than she was often in her room for days and days. Lizzie mothered us the best she could, but there was a void in our hearts until Quinn came. It got me thinking about you and your mother. Do you know anything about her?”

      “She died when I was around three. I don’t remember her at all. Sometimes I think that’s a blessing. Missing her might have made everything unbearable.”

      “You have me now,” Theo said softly as he raised my chin upward with the tips of his fingers.

      The compassion in his tone and with what I could only interpret as love in his eyes quickened my pulse. I threw my arms around his neck. “I’ll do my best to be a good wife to you.”

      He captured my mouth with his, crushing me against him. I kissed him back. A wave of something I’d never felt before rushed through me. It was the feeling of the air before a thunderstorm—the dense ripeness before the clouds released their moisture and lightning streaked the sky and the thunder boomed. The tension before release. I’d not known my body was capable of wanting such a thing.

      When we parted, he brushed my bottom lip with his thumb. “I have hope that someday you’ll feel what I feel, and that’s enough.”

      Hope. Dare I be hopeful, too? “Theo, I’m—” I stopped, unable to tell him yet of this tension inside me. Someday, maybe, but not yet. “Thank you for your patience.”

      “You’re welcome.” He brushed my lips with his once more, before nodding toward the house. “Now, we should head inside. We don’t want to be late for dinner.”

      ***

      A few days later, I wandered down to the creek after lunch. The day was oppressively hot and humid, and I was restless and damp with perspiration inside the cottage. Mother had gone straight to her bed after eating a few bites of food that I’d brought from the big house. She’d said she needed a rest, despite having slept late. I let her be, knowing that fussing would only agitate her.

      I perched on a rock and took my shoes and stockings off to put my feet into the water. A crackling of a twig caused me to look back up the hill to see Cymbeline. Wearing a drab brown cotton dress, she carried a walking stick that she jammed into the ground after every step. I couldn’t be certain, but I think she was talking to herself under her breath.

      I called out, hoping not to startle her. “Cymbeline, down here.”

      She waved at me with her stick, then charged down the slight slope to meet me. A red cotton scarf was tied over her curls. Her eyes were slightly puffy, and the slope in her shoulders told me she her spirits were low.

      “How are you this morning?” I asked.

      “Do you really want to know?”

      “Yes, I do.” I wasn’t entirely sure I did. She had a storm brewing in her dark eyes that frightened me.

      She plopped down on a nearby log and let out a tremendous sigh. “I’m furious.”

      “About what?”

      “That I have to be afraid to go anywhere on my own simply because I’m a woman. Simply because I’m the weaker sex, I’m not safe. Doesn’t it make you mad?”

      “Yes, it does.” Black dots danced before my eyes. I felt a sudden pressing against my chest. Regardless of my wishes, the memories of that night crawled to the surface. The man’s teeth. They’d been rotten. His breath had smelled of decaying trash.

      “Louisa, has a headache come?” Cymbeline’s anger seemed to subside as she rushed to my side.

      I tugged at the collar of my dress. “Warm. I’m too warm.”

      Cymbeline went to the creek’s edge and scooped water into her hands and rushed back to me. “Hold out your hands.”

      I did so, making them into the shape of a cup. She poured the water into them.

      “Splash that over your face.”

      Again, I did as she asked. The water cooled me somewhat, but the heat immediately returned. “I’m so hot.”

      “Let’s swim.” Cymbeline tore her scarf from her head and tossed it in a grassy spot. “Take off everything but your underclothes.”

      “But what if someone comes?”

      “No one will. Everyone’s napping at the house it’s so hot. Even Fiona, who normally practices in the afternoons.”

      Against my better judgment, I unpinned my hat and pulled my loose-fitting dress over my head. I had a plain cotton slip on underneath. Even without the dress, I felt cooler. Cymbeline took off her dress, revealing that she wore her bathing costume instead of a slip. She held out her hand. “Come on, let’s go in.”

      We splashed into the water. Cymbeline let go of my hand and dived headfirst into the deep middle of the creek.

      She came up out of the water and shook her head like a dog. “Don’t look so scandalized,” Cymbeline said. “This is how we can swim when no one’s around.”

      I wasn’t sure about getting my head wet, but I gingerly tramped into the water until I could no longer touch. The water cooled my overheated skin. “This is heaven.”

      “If I could spend all my time down here, I would,” Cymbeline said.

      We swam for a few more moments before hauling ourselves out of the water and collapsing in the grass.

      I watched a lone cloud float above us for a few minutes. Cymbeline seemed lost in thought. I stayed quiet to give her time to think. After a few minutes, she rolled over onto her side and looked at me. “Louisa, I’m sorry about that night. You deserved to have some fun, and I ruined it. Sometimes I hate myself.”

      “But it wasn’t your fault,” I said. “Viktor said it too. As did you. There’s no reason why a young woman shouldn’t be able to get fresh air without being afraid for her life.”

      “Yes, but the truth is, we can’t.” She rolled to her back again and put her arm over her eyes. “I’m as mad at myself as I am the rest of the world.”

      “You shouldn’t be.”

      She lifted her arm from her face and turned just her head to look over at me. “I shouldn’t have gone out there, but I couldn’t stand watching Viktor and that Emma acting so chummy.”

      “I thought you didn’t want Viktor?” I asked her without an essence of humor. This was a delicate subject. I didn’t want to drive her away by teasing her. I understood contradiction only too well.

      “I don’t know what I want,” Cymbeline said. “Other than I don’t want him to be with anyone else.”

      “The way he ran out to rescue you, I don’t think he wants anyone but you. He knew the exact time you’d left.”

      “He did?”

      “He pulled out his watch and saw how long you’d been gone and panicked. Ran outside without hesitation.”

      Cymbeline returned to her side. “He was very brave, wasn’t he?”

      “He and Theo both.”

      “Did you ever hear the story about how he saved Josephine?” Cymbeline asked.

      I smiled. “Of course. Everyone knows that story.”

      “Ever since then, I had to stop thinking of him as my nemesis.”

      “Friend instead of foe?” I asked.

      “Right.”

      “Did you ever think that maybe the reason you wanted to beat him at everything is because there’s a part of you that’s liked him all along?”

      “It’s occurred to me, yes.” Her mouth twitched into a smile. “Even though it makes me mad. He’s always been so good at everything.”

      “As have you.”

      “But what use are any of my talents? I’m doomed to a life as someone’s wife or die an old maid with nothing to show for any of the hassle of living. What will I have accomplished with my life? Nothing.”

      “A family?”

      “Is that what you want?” Cymbeline asked. “To marry Theo and have babies?”

      “There are worse fates.”

      “But down deep inside, if you had a choice, what would you do?”

      I thought for a moment about how to answer. It was hard to think of what to say. I’d not contemplated a situation where I could choose. “I have no idea. All I know is that my early life was about survival and after Father died, it seemed it would be again. I don’t have the luxury to be an old maid. There’s no one to take care of me if I chose to live alone.”

      “Is that why you’re marrying Theo?” Cymbeline asked. “To be safe?”

      “I’d be lying if that hadn’t factored into the decision at first. Now, though, it’s different.”

      “What is?”

      “I can’t imagine marrying anyone else. He’s the only person I’ve ever known who I’ve been completely myself with. The only one who hasn’t made me apologetic for my existence.”

      “Like how?”

      I hesitated, buying time by sitting up and wrapping my arms around my knees. The sun had already dried part of my cotton slip. “What happened to you that night, with those men. I had something similar when I was a child. Only I didn’t have anyone to protect me.”

      “What happened?” Cymbeline’s voice was as dry as the twig she’d snapped earlier.

      “My father took me to the man. For money. He did what I’m afraid those men would have done to you if we hadn’t come.”

      “Louisa, no.” Cymbeline’s eyes filled with tears. She abruptly sat up and threw her arms around me. “I’m sorry.”

      I waited for her to let go before I continued. “I’ve avoided marriage because of it.”

      “Yes, of course you would.”

      “I’m ashamed, even though I know what happened was not because of anything I did.”

      “So, when you tell me it’s not my fault—you really know,” Cymbeline said.

      “Theo’s the only man I could have ever told the truth about what happened to me. Despite it all, he wants me just as I am.”

      “He loves you, that much is obvious,” Cymbeline said.

      “I don’t want him with anyone else either. That thought makes me…how do I even say it?”

      “Like you want to crawl out of your own skin?”

      “Yes, like that,” I said.

      “That’s how I feel every time I see Viktor and that girl. I can’t stand it.” She covered her face with both hands. “Oh no, this is awful.”

      “What is it?” I asked gently, knowing what she would say next but also understanding she needed to say the words out loud. That was the thing about words. They were stronger when spoken than when simply bouncing around in one’s head all the time.

      “Everything adds up to one conclusion. I can’t imagine being with anyone else but Viktor. If you’re correct that this is how we know which is the one for us, then I’m in deep trouble. Because then I should marry Viktor.”

      “What makes you not want to?” Cymbeline fought so hard with herself and the world to keep from admitting her feelings.

      “The idea that I have to,” Cymbeline said. “Which always makes me want to do the exact opposite.”

      “Yes, and sometimes that’s not a bad instinct.”

      “Mama says it’s cutting your nose off to spite your face.” Cymbeline let out a long sigh.  “But I grow so weary of having to take direction from men yet not being able to do any of the things they do.”

      This was all true, and I’d felt the same way many times. “Isn’t that a separate thing, though? Loving a man and committing to a marriage doesn’t mean we’re condoning the way the world is. We can still believe these things even during partnership with a good man who loves us.” Theo had said I would have a say in my own life. Why shouldn’t I believe him? He’d shown me only kindness and patience. “With the right man, we can enjoy a lot of freedom. Viktor seems like a man who would take you as you are.”

      “I suppose I should be more open to the idea. Everyone seems to think so anyway.” Resting her chin on her knees, she looked over at me. “What do you think I should do?”

      “I think you should do whatever you wish. However, if you decide you don’t want to marry, then you must let Viktor go. He deserves to be happy with Emma or whomever if you don’t want him.”

      She peered out at the water. “I know you’re right. I just don’t know if I’m strong enough to do either one.”

      “You are. Trust me.”

      ***

      Cymbeline and I were still wet from a second swim when we walked in through the gate to the lawn. Our happy mood changed the moment we stepped onto the grass. At the bottom of the back porch stairs, Quinn knelt over my mother, who lay crumpled on the grass. It took me a moment to understand. Mother wasn’t moving. Quinn’s shoulders were shaking. I let out a cry from somewhere deep inside and began to run.

      I fell on my knees next to Mother. Her eyes were closed. She looked peaceful.

      “Louisa, I’m sorry,” Quinn said. “I found her this way. She’s not breathing.”

      “She’s gone,” I said numbly as I picked up Mother’s hand and brought it to my face. She was already cold. How long had she been here while I was down at the creek having fun? “What happened to her?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Quinn said. “I’ve been out all morning, and when I came out to the porch to see where you all were, I found her.”

      “We were down at the creek,” Cymbeline said.

      A shadow came over us. I looked up to see Alexander. He dropped to his knees next to me. I began to sob. “I wanted to say goodbye this time,” I mumbled through my tears. Why was it like this again? My parent gone without warning.

      Quinn put her arms around me. “I’m sorry, Louisa.” I collapsed against her and let her hold me as more tears came.

      The next hours went by in a blur. Dr. Neal arrived at some point to examine Mother. We all knew it was too late to do anything. As if I were watching a play, I heard him say that Mother’s heart must have simply stopped. Then the undertaker arrived and took Mother away. Where was Theo? I’d asked Dr. Neal, and he’d said he was out in the country somewhere helping a sick family. No phone, he said, but he promised to send him home the moment Theo returned to the office.

      I went back to the cottage and lay down on the bed. My dress was still damp from our impromptu swim. How could I have been having fun while Mother was dying? Thinking only of myself. I was a selfish, selfish girl.

      What was I even doing here? Pretending to be part of the Barnes family as if I belonged? I was a nobody without a family, just as I’d been before the Linds took me in. Always at the mercy of people’s charity. Theo had offered to marry me out of pity. I could see that now. His kind heart couldn’t stand the thought of Mother and me being homeless and stricken with poverty. I couldn’t let him do it. Not now that Mother was dead. I would find my own way. I had to leave. Get out of here and run away. Maybe to Denver where I could start over where no one knew me.

      But what would I do? I had no money and no skills. I’d had to beg before when I was a child. I could do it again if I had to. Anything would be better than relying on Theo’s pity.

      An image of Flynn and Shannon as they’d stood together in the kitchen flashed through my mind. I’d been kidding myself thinking Theo and I would ever be like them. Shannon Cassidy was vivacious and pretty and competent. I was worthless.

      Run, mouse, run.

      Pa’s voice echoed through my mind. He’d always told me how pathetic I was and that I’d never make it without him. I’d wanted him to be wrong, but if the Linds hadn’t taken me in, I would have died.

      You were a child. Incapable of taking care of yourself.

      But wasn’t I still this way? Without Theo I would be out in the cold, dark world alone. The Linds were no longer here to rescue me. Taking me in had caused them both to die younger than they should. I’d caused them too much trouble and money. They were dead because of me. I would not ruin the best man I’d ever known. Not Theo.

      I got up and wandered around the house, picking up objects and setting them back down again, wondering what to do next. Finally, I decided. I went to the closet and pulled out my suitcase.
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      Theo

      

      I was in great spirits by the time I returned to the office that afternoon from my rounds out in the countryside. The moment I entered the lobby, however, I could see something was wrong.

      Dr. Neal, his hair every which way, came out of his office. “Mrs. Lind passed away this afternoon.”

      No. No, it couldn’t be. Not this, not now, when Louisa and I were making progress. She would be devastated. I cursed under my breath, not loud enough for Nurse Kelley to hear, who hovered near her desk.

      “How was Louisa?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      “She took it hard,” Dr. Neal said, shaking his head. “You should head home. She was asking where you were every five minutes, not remembering she’d already asked me.”

      “In shock, most likely, poor mite,” Mrs. Kelley said.

      I thanked them and drove home, my stomach in knots. Why couldn’t my girl catch a break? I parked out in the garage and loped across the driveway and into the gardens toward the cottage. A shadow figure moved on the other side of the curtains.

      I knocked and called her name. Footsteps came from the other side, and then the door opened. Louisa, her face red and damp with tears, stared back at me as if she didn’t know who I was.

      “Louisa? I’m so sorry.”

      She straightened her shoulders. “It’s fine. I’m fine. I’ve decided I’ll be leaving for Denver right after the funeral.”

      I jerked as if she’d struck me. “Denver? What are you saying?”

      “This isn’t what I want. I was only marrying you for Mother. To keep her safe.”

      My stomach churned. She wanted to leave. She didn’t want me. It was only about the money. My brother was right. Still, my instinct was to take care of her. “But what will you do? How will you live?”

      “I don’t know.” She retreated into the room. I followed her, shutting the door behind me. “All I know is that I can’t be a burden on you like I was the Linds.”

      “You’re not a burden. Not to them and not to me.”

      “You want what Shannon and Flynn have. I’m not like her. I’ll ruin your life. You should have a whole woman, not one broken like me.”

      “You don’t have to marry me, but you can’t run away. My family will look after you.”

      “No, I can’t let it happen again.”

      “Let what happen?” She wasn’t making sense.

      “I killed the Linds. They would still be here if they hadn’t taken me in.”

      “That’s not true. They were old and lived full lives. Much fuller because of you.” The classes I’d taken at university had delved a little into grief and trauma. She was clearly reacting irrationally to her mother’s death.

      “They put all their money toward me and look what happened. I didn’t come home with a rich husband.”

      “Your father hoped for that because he wanted what was best for you. But you didn’t fail him. You didn’t cause his death.”

      She sank into one of the chairs and covered her face. A sob rose out of her chest that sounded like a wounded animal. “I didn’t deserve them. I’m trash. I’m a scared, worthless little mouse. That’s what he called me. When he chased me, Pa shouted, ‘Run, mouse, run.’ The gun was aimed at the back of my head. I would run and run, scared out of my mind, sure the bullet would come at any moment. I knew I would die that way.”

      My entire body shook with rage. I staggered over to the nearest chair and sat. An image of the little girl she’d been the first time I ever saw her played before my eyes. She’d been so small and skinny with those giant eyes. How could a man do that to a little girl?

      She wiped her face with her hands, then pointed a finger at me. “See there. I can see how you feel sorry for me. I can’t allow you to wreck your life over this…marriage to me. I can’t ever give you what you want or need.” She jerked to her feet and went to her suitcase, tossing one last dress inside and shutting the top. There were too many items, though, and it remained open, reminding me of an alligator’s mouth. “I can’t let you do it, Theo. You’re too good a man.”

      I could barely speak my chest was so tight. “This isn’t an act of charity. I love you.”

      She whirled around. “I love you, but what good does that do us? I’m still me.”

      “You love me?” My heart felt as if it might burst. “I thought you said you were only doing it for your mother.”

      “I lied. I’ve been lying to myself all this time. I’ve known all along this was wrong. For you.”

      “You love me?” I asked, repeating myself.

      “How could I not? You’ve accepted me as I am. But at what detriment to yourself, Theo? I love you enough to leave you and let you have a good life. I can’t let you marry me over pity.”

      “I want you, not because I pity you but because I adore you. Everything about you. Your beauty and courage and fragility. We fit together. You know we do. This is all grief. Bringing back all the feelings you’ve stuffed down inside you all this time.”

      “It would kill me to think of you sacrificing yourself for me,” she said.

      “If you want to go, I can’t stop you. Just know that, to me, you’re the finest woman in all the world. I’d do anything to have you by my side for the rest of my life. But you’re not trapped here. I’ll give you whatever funds you need to get started somewhere else. All I want is for you to be happy.”

      “Oh, Theo.” The way she said my name made my heart feel no longer like an organ pumping my blood but the heart the poets wrote of. One that could break in two and leave me ruined. “My Theo,” she whispered, swaying slightly, as if she might faint.

      I got up from the chair and sped over to her, catching her just in time. Lifting her in my arms, I carried her over to the sofa and set her down as gently as I could. She curled onto her side, resting her head on a decorative pillow. I knelt next to her, stroking her arm. “Please stay with me. Marry me. We can have a life together. Two broken parts that make a whole. You don’t have to be perfect. All the hurts from your past won’t magically disappear. And they don’t mean you don’t deserve to be loved or to love or to enjoy all that life offers, including a man who adores you and his big, interfering family.”

      She stared at me with sad eyes. “What if you come to your senses and change your mind? I couldn’t bear it.”

      “I can say with all certainty that I won’t change my mind.” No truer words had ever come from my mouth. “If you’ll let me, I’ll spend the next fifty years proving it to you.”

      “I’m sorry. I want that. More than anything.” She sat up and reached for me.

      I pulled her onto my lap and stroked her hair and kissed her damp cheeks and let her cry into the fabric of my shirt until she was out of tears.
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      Louisa

      

      We buried Mother on a Sunday, her favorite day of the week. For me, the burial was a blur. If Theo had not been there to hold my hand, I’m uncertain how I would have gotten through the ordeal. Afterward, we all returned to the house. Quinn had invited anyone who wanted to come and pay their respects. As the maids served small sandwiches and coffee, I managed to greet the mourners and thank them for coming. Theo and the rest of the Barneses did their best to mingle and thank everyone as well. Finally, exhausted, I slipped away to the porch.

      I heard the clatter of small feet and turned to see Delphia and Addie running up the stairs. They spotted me and stopped. They’d not come to the grave site and were not dressed in black as the mourners were.

      I attempted a smile, but my mouth was as numb as the rest of me.

      “Hello, Miss Louisa,” Addie said.

      “We’ve come from the barn,” Delphia said. “Feeding the chickens.”

      “Mama said we’re not to disturb you,” Addie said.

      “But we didn’t know you were out here,” Delphia said, a little defensively, as if she thought they would be in trouble.

      “It’s all right,” I said. “You’re not disturbing me. In fact, I’d like some company.”

      Addie came closer, inspecting me in a way that reminded me of Theo, both sensitive and curious. She came to sit beside me. Delphia, perhaps following the lead of her older sister, did the same. They rested their cheeks against my shoulders. The scent of sunshine emanated from their golden heads.

      “I’m sorry you’re sad,” Addie said. “I wish we could take another person’s sadness away.”

      “Wouldn’t that be wonderful?” I asked.

      “We read a book about a fairy godmother with a magic wand,” Delphia said. “You’d need one of those.”

      “What would you use a wand for? If you had one?” I asked.

      “Could I have a candy jar that never ran out?” Delphia asked. “Or does it have to be for someone else?”

      “It should be for someone else. To help people.” Addie said this as if she were thinking out loud. “Candy doesn’t help people.”

      “Too bad,” Delphia said.

      “Tell me a story about my mother,” I said. “From Sunday school.”

      They both lifted their heads to look at me.

      “Won’t it make you sadder to talk about her?” Delphia asked.

      “No, it won’t,” Addie said. “Remember when Grammie died? I wanted to talk about her and remember fun times. But no one would.”

      “People think it helps if they don’t bring it up,” I said. “Because they think it’ll make your grief worse, but Addie, you’re right. You don’t forget about how sad you are just because no one talks about the person you lost.”

      “I remember one time in Sunday school,” Delphia said. “I made Mrs. Lind laugh really hard.”

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      “I asked her why God made toots,” Delphia said, quite seriously. “She laughed so hard that tears came out of her eyes, and she had to leave the room for a minute.”

      “It was awful,” Addie said. “I wanted to sink into the floor and disappear. Everyone was laughing.”

      “Why’s everyone so afraid to talk about toots?” Delphia shook her head, clearly mystified by this lack of tolerance for her curiosity. “Mama says it’s bad manners.”

      For the first time that afternoon, I smiled. “There are certain things we’re not supposed to mention in polite society.”

      “Well, I still want to know why God made them,” Delphia said. “Also, why did he make the type of bees that sting you?”

      “I’d like to know why he gave anyone the idea that cow liver was good to eat,” Addie said. “I plan on asking when I get up to heaven.”

      “Everyone’s always trying to get Addie to eat it,” Delphia said. “Because she’s so weak and pale.”

      “Which only makes me sicker.” Addie shuddered. “Liver’s disgusting.” She drew out the word disgusting.

      “I have to agree,” I said.

      “Did Mrs. Lind ever make you eat it?” Delphia asked.

      I shook my head. “No, she didn’t. We never had any at our house.”

      “Lucky,” Addie said.

      “Mother was a terrible cook,” I said. “She often burned our supper.”

      “Really?” Delphia asked. “What would you eat then?”

      “Sometimes we’d have bread and butter, which Father and I loved. Then, when I got a little older, I started cooking for us.” I flashed back to a cozy evening last winter when I’d made soup from squash and cream. Father had eaten three helpings, and Mother had chastised him for cleaning his bowl with a piece of bread.

      “We have Lizzie, so we don’t know if Mama can cook,” Delphia said.

      “Lizzie’s the best cook in the whole world,” Addie said.

      “Yes, she is,” I said.

      The three of us sat together in silence for a moment. Wise Addie was correct. Talking about Mother made me feel better. “Delphia, I was just a little older than you when the Linds took me in. Did you know I was adopted?”

      “Mama told us,” Addie said.

      “Families are made all different ways,” Delphia said. “Mama told us that too.”

      “Because our brothers and sisters had a different mother first,” Addie said.

      “I knew them all before Quinn married your Papa.”

      “What happened to your real mother and father?” Delphia asked.

      “My mother died when I three or so,” I said. “My father is dead too. My real one, that is. They’re all gone now.”

      “We’re here though,” Addie said.

      “We will be your family now,” Delphia said.

      Theo appeared around the corner of the house and bounded up the stairs. He took his hat off when he saw the three of us sitting there. “Little ones, Mama’s looking for you. She says it’s your teatime.”

      Delphia and Addie jumped up from the bench. Each, in turn, gave me a hug.

      “Thanks for keeping me company,” I said.

      “You’re welcome.” Delphia ran into the house.

      Addie gave me a sweet smile before following her sister.

      Theo sat beside me. “Do you need anything?”

      “Just you,” I said.

      He wrapped his arm around me. We sat together as the light dimmed into golden twilight. Time continued forth. Life went on for those left behind with work left to do. My mother and father had finished their work and were now with God and the angels. I would miss them for the rest of my days, of that I felt sure. They’d wanted me to have a satisfying, joyful life. I would, I thought. With Theo.
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      Theo

      

      On a day in early August, Lizzie wiped beads of perspiration from her brow with a towel. She’d been describing the wedding cake she wanted to make for Louisa and me. White cake with raspberry jelly between the layers and then fully covered with a buttercream frosting.

      We’d agreed to put the wedding on hold but now, weeks after we’d lost Mrs. Lind, we were in full wedding planning stages. Louisa and Mama had gone out to Annabelle’s dress shop for a final fitting, leaving me alone with Lizzie to wrap up final details for the reception. Mrs. Wu was taking a break because of the heat of the afternoon. Lizzie soldiered on despite the warmth of her kitchen. Lizzie and Jasper’s daughter Florence, who was the same age as Addie, was with both my smallest sisters eating a lunch of cheese and pieces of Lizzie’s sourdough bread. They had their noses in books. I’d promised to take them swimming after I was done with Lizzie.

      “That sounds delicious,” I said to Lizzie. “It’s not too much work for you, is it?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be a silly goose. This is what I do.”

      Jasper appeared from the stairwell. He, too, appeared unruffled by the warmth of this summer day, despite his formal butler attire. “Lord Barnes will be ready for his tea thirty minutes late today,” Jasper said to his wife. “He went into his office in town. I assume Mrs. Barnes and Miss Louisa will need refreshment as well when they return.”

      “I’m making cucumber sandwiches,” Lizzie said. “The gardener brought in a large number of them and fresh raspberries as well.” She pointed to a bowl brimming with the dark pink berries.

      “May we have some?” Delphia asked, looking up from her book.

      “At teatime,” Lizzie said. “Not a moment sooner.”

      “Thanks, Lizzie.” Delphia patted her tummy before turning back to her book.

      “We’re going to roast a pig,” Lizzie said, pulling me back to the menu plan.

      “A whole pig?” I asked.

      “My Theo doesn’t get married every day,” Lizzie said.

      I lowered my voice so the children didn’t hear. The Barnes family were notorious for falling in love with our livestock. “Where will the pig come from?”

      “We’ve ordered it from the Higgins brothers,” Lizzie said. “Clive’s going to help me bury it in the ground.”

      “It’ll cook all night,” Jasper said.

      I always thought the roasting of a pig rather barbaric, but who was I to question Lizzie? “I’ll look forward to the feast.”

      “I’m going to make potato salad, which we’ll have to keep on ice,” Lizzie said. “We’ll have everything set out on the back porch in a buffet style.”

      Jasper groaned. “My father’s turning over in his grave.”

      “Jasper thinks your request for a casual affair is for peasants,” Lizzie said, sounding apologetic for her husband.

      “A formal sit-down dinner is what all of Lord Barnes’s children should have,” Jasper said.

      “He’s no longer a lord.” I exchanged an amused glance with Lizzie. “Anyway, this is what Louisa and I felt comfortable asking for since the wedding is such short notice. Lizzie has enough to do without adding an impromptu wedding.”

      “As you wish.” Jasper sniffed, straightened his tie, and left the room, his heels clicking on the wood floor as he climbed the stairs.

      “The poor man is tortured on a daily basis.” Lizzie laughed under her breath. “Now back to your wedding feast.”
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      Louisa

      

      In my wedding dress, I sat at the mirror on the dressing table in the room I’d be sharing with Theo until our house was ready. Fiona, wearing a silk-and-lace champagne-colored frock, pinned my hair to the back of my neck. Annabelle had made my dress from a combination of silk, satin, and lace with a rounded neckline and sleeves as soft as butterfly wings that fluttered around my shoulders.

      Fiona placed a beaded headband around the front of my hair and stood back to look at her handiwork. “Perfection.”

      Cymbeline was lounging on the window seat with her legs spread out long on the cushions. She and Fiona were dressed already for the wedding in silk dresses.

      “What do you think of my masterpiece?” Fiona asked Cymbeline as she helped me up from the chair.

      “You look like one of those porcelain dolls,” Cymbeline said. “The prettiest one ever made.”

      “A perfectly perfect bride,” Fiona said.

      I looked at myself again, pleased. “I do love this dress.”

      There was a knock on the door, followed by Quinn asking if she could enter.

      “Yes, please,” I called out to her.

      Quinn had a wrapped package in her arms. She set it on the table before exclaiming, “Louisa, what a spectacular bride you are.”

      “Thank you.” For some reason, I curtsied, then giggled. “I’m a little nervous.”

      “I was an absolute wreck on my wedding day. Once it all begins, you’ll forget all that and enjoy yourself.” Quinn gestured toward the package. “I brought you something. Would you like to open it now?”

      “I would, yes.”

      “Yes, do,” Cymbeline said. “I love surprises.”

      “Then, please, go right ahead,” Quinn said.

      I tore open the brown wrapping paper to find a leather Bible.

      “This is for you and Theo to write the names of your babies as they come,” Quinn said. “And your grandchildren too.”

      I ran my hand over the soft brown leather. “Thank you. I love it.” I opened it to see that Quinn had written inside.

      Louisa,

      Welcome to the family. May our good Lord bless you and Theo all the days of your lives. Much love, Mama and Papa.

      “I can understand it might be strange for you to think of me as anything but Miss Cooper,” Quinn said. “But you’re part of the family now, and I’d love it if you’d either call me by my first name or as the others do, Mama.”

      Touched, I thanked her again. “You don’t mind about the ceremony being here?” I asked. “Rather than the church?” Quinn and Alexander had offered up their yard for the ceremony as well as the party. Rather than go to the courthouse and come back for the party, we’d gratefully agreed.

      “I understand why you’d be uncomfortable having it at the church,” Quinn said. “I’m thankful the judge agreed to come here to conduct the ceremony.”

      Cymbeline snorted. “That old man can’t wait to get into the booze after the ceremony. He was only too happy to come out here.”

      Quinn artfully avoided commenting on what we all knew was true but were too polite to say by changing the subject. “I only wish your father could be here to marry you and Theo. He married Alexander and me as well as Jo and Phillip and Flynn and Shannon.” She touched the corners of her eyes with a lacy handkerchief. “We miss him very much.”

      “I do too,” I said. “He would have been so happy to know I was marrying Theo.”

      “He’s smiling from heaven,” Quinn said. “Theo’s already down in the parlor. Guests will begin arriving any moment now.”

      Fiona gasped as she realized the time. “I have to finish getting ready. I’m supposed to be playing as guests arrive.” She sat at the dressing table and powdered her face. “I’ll only be a moment, Mama, and then I’ll come down to start the music. Is Li already there?”

      “Yes, I believe so,” Mama said from the doorway. “I heard him warming up earlier. I’ll see you all downstairs.”

      After Quinn left, Cymbeline went to the mirror. She smoothed the skirt of her light blue dress while scrutinizing her appearance. “Next to you two beauties, I look a fright.”

      “You don’t.” Fiona rubbed a bit of rouge on her cheeks.

      “My hair is unruly. I can’t get the curls to behave.” Cymbeline’s brown waves hung attractively around her face, secured in place with a ribbon that matched her dress. She grabbed a lipstick from the table and made up her mouth.

      “I think your hair looks lovely,” I said.

      She turned to me. “I took special care today. For you and Theo.”

      “And Viktor?” Fiona asked sweetly as she got up from the dressing table and lifted a beaded necklace over her hair.

      “Traitor,” Cymbeline said under her breath.

      There was a knock on the door, then Jo poked her head inside the room. “Hello, girls. May I join you?”

      “Jo!” Cymbeline said. “When did you get here?”

      “Just now. I’ve left the babies at home with our housekeeper.” Jo fluttered her hands. “It’s making me terribly nervous, but Phillip said it would be nice for me to have an evening without them. Two babies are much harder than one.” Despite her obvious anxiety about leaving the children, she looked her typical tidy self in a cream dress.

      Jo clutched a small purse in one of her hands. “I’ve got something for you all and wanted to make sure I gave it to you before the ceremony.” She unclasped the bag and came out with three small packages wrapped in tissue paper. “I had them made by a jeweler in Denver. They’re matching sister rings. I have one for Shannon and one for the little girls, but they’ll have to wait until they’re a bit bigger.”

      The rings were simple silver bands. Etched on the inside read: Louisa Barnes, our seventh sister. “This is special. Thank you.” I choked up and dipped my head, shy.

      “I love it, Jo,” Fiona said as she held out her arms to me. “Louisa, welcome to our sisterhood. We take it very seriously.”

      “Are there initiation rituals?” I asked, laughing as we embraced.

      “You’ve already been through those,” Cymbeline said. “That’s what the last few weeks have been.”

      “I don’t really know how to be in a family with so many siblings,” I said. “I hope I won’t make mistakes.”

      “The rules are the same as what Mama taught us all those years ago in school,” Cymbeline said.

      In tandem, we all recited them. “Be curious. Be kind. Protect one another.”

      We laughed when we finished. Both Jo and Cymbeline gave me a hug.

      “I must get downstairs to do my duty,” Fiona said. “Good luck, Louisa.”

      “It’ll be over before you know it,” Jo said. “And then you can enjoy the party.”

      I certainly hoped this was true. Now I felt as though I might faint. “My legs feel funny.”

      “Don’t worry,” Cymbeline said. “I’ll hold you up until Theo can.”

      That just might be enough for today and the rest of my life.

      ***

      I stood at the window with Cymbeline as the guests arrived, parking near the barn and anywhere else they could find. We were both relieved to see that Viktor had arrived with only his parents. No sign of Emma. Poppy was escorted by Neil Hartman and looking as if she could be on the cover of a French fashion magazine in a beaded dress and a headband with a bright red feather. Isak and Nora came together, both dressed in their Sunday best. Flynn and Shannon arrived in his sleek black car.

      We could hear the music from downstairs. Not the lively jazz from the speakeasy but a classical piece with a piano and violin. Right as the clock struck five, we heard a knock on the door. It was Alexander. “Are you ready, love? It’s time.”

      Cymbeline gave me one more quick hug. “You can do this.”

      Alexander offered his arm. “Shall I walk you down the stairs as well as the aisle?”

      “Yes, please.”

      ***

      The parlor had been cleared of furniture, just as they did for other parties I’d attended here. However, instead of a dance floor, chairs had been lined up, creating a row for Alexander and me to walk down. We stopped just outside the doorway, waiting for the processional music to start. At Fiona’s first note, the guests turned to look at us.

      I wanted to run. I started to shake and truly worried my legs might give out from under me.

      “Look at Theo,” Alexander whispered in my ear. “Continue to look at him the whole time and you’ll be fine.”

      Theo, yes. My groom. I looked up to see that he stood near the fireplace with the red-faced judge. We locked eyes. Alexander nudged me along, and we began to proceed down the aisle. Fiona’s piano and Li’s violin seemed to be speaking to each other in a language of their own.

      I did as Alexander advised and kept my gaze on Theo. A smile lifted the corners of his mouth, and his eyes were soft and adoring. My love for him weakened my knees. How was it possible that this man had been here the whole time, waiting for me to see him?

      When I reached Theo, Alexander gave me a quick kiss on the cheek, then joined Quinn and the littlest girls in the front row. For a moment, I thought I saw Mother and Father sitting there too, beaming at me. I blinked and they were gone. Yet I knew they were there with us.

      The next few minutes were lost on me as the judge asked us a series of questions, all of which we answered, “I will.” Soon, he declared us man and wife.

      “You may kiss the bride,” he said.

      Theo looked into my eyes. “She prefers if you said she could kiss me now.”

      “Yes,” Cymbeline shouted.

      I laughed, despite the seriousness of the moment. “Thank you,” I whispered to Theo.

      The judge raised an eyebrow, then glanced over at the waiting punch bowl and must have decided it wasn’t worth fighting. “You may kiss the groom.”

      I wasn’t sure about all the men in the room, but I knew at least three who murmured their approval: Alexander, Viktor, and my Theo. They knew the women they loved well enough to know what was good for them.

      Regardless of the instruction, I tilted my face up to Theo. We met in the middle for our first married kiss. In the end, it didn’t matter who initiated the symbol of affection. The effect was the same. My stomach fluttered and my legs wobbled, and I had that same yearning sensation that traveled to every part of my body.

      After we parted, we turned toward our guests, who all stood to cheer us as we walked back down the aisle as a legally bound couple.
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      Theo

      

      Dressed in cotton pajamas, I paced nervously around the room as I waited for Louisa to come out of the bathroom. I had no idea what would happen tonight. I’d vowed to be patient and I would be, even though it would be nearly impossible not to desire her.

      As much as I’d have loved to consummate the marriage, I knew instinctually that I must give her time. Sleeping next to me in bed after a time would come to seem normal. As trust grew, I hoped we could become intimate in the traditional sense. Until then, I would wait.

      I turned off one of the bedside lamps to make the room darker. Night had fallen, but I’d closed the curtains anyway. The house creaked as it settled. Fiona and Cymbeline, tired from dancing and laughing all evening, had retired at least an hour ago. I’d heard their soft voices speaking to each other as I’d passed by the doorway with Louisa holding my hand. The little girls shared the room across the hallway and had been forced to go up for bed before the party was finished. Papa and Mama had gone upstairs before us as well.

      She came out finally. Her hair was down, hanging below her shoulders and shiny in the dim light. A robe made of a lacy material more than hinted at what was underneath the fabric. Be strong, I told myself. This is a test of your commitment.

      She halted near the doorway. Even from feet away, I could see she shook with fear.

      “What do I do now?” Louisa asked.

      “Are you tired?”

      “A little. It was a long day.”

      “Indeed.” I walked over to the bed. The maid had already folded the sheets and comforter down and fluffed the pillows. “Would you like to join me?” I took off my slippers and pulled back the covers to slide into bed.

      She remained on the other side of the room. Her fingers clutched the collar of her robe. “I could sleep on the window seat instead.”

      “If anyone is sleeping anywhere other than this bed, it’s me,” I said. “But this is a big bed. I’ll stay on my side.”

      “You will?”

      “I promised you that we wouldn’t do anything you weren’t comfortable with. I won’t go back on such a promise.”

      She shuffled across the rug to the bed. “Would you turn off the lamp, please?”

      I did as she asked. The room darkened to black. I heard her shrugging out of her robe and tossing it somewhere on the bed. “I can’t see,” she whispered, then giggled.

      “Feel for the covers and pull them back.” I smiled in the dark.

      The mattress moved as she slid in between the sheets. I sensed the heat of her body even though we were a good half foot apart.

      My eyes adjusted to the darkness. A sliver of light shone in the crack between the door and floor, allowing me to make out the shapes of the furniture and my wife. She was on her back with the covers pulled up to her neck.

      “Did you enjoy the day?” I asked softly.

      “More than I thought I would. I enjoyed the toasts. The dinner was delicious. And that cake—my goodness.”

      “Lizzie and Mrs. Wu outdid themselves.”

      “Theo?”

      Would hearing her say my name ever stop making my heart flutter? “Yes?”

      “Is this the part where you’re supposed to kiss me?”

      “I believe so.”

      She chuckled and I felt her warm, sweet breath on my neck. “Good.”

      I scooted an inch toward her. “May I kiss you, Mrs. Barnes?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I started with just her hair, playing with a strand. “So soft.” I kissed her, basking in the warmth of her skin as she wrapped her arm around my neck. The curve of her hip made me almost dizzy with desire. I would keep my head, I told myself. Patience and consideration were the keys to winning all of her.

      When I pulled away, she touched my face with trembling fingers. “I feel something strange. Like an itch that I’m not supposed to scratch. Is that normal? Am I feeling what a wife should?”

      I laughed as I traced her mouth with my thumb. “I’m not sure anyone would describe desire as an itch, but if I’m understanding correctly, then yes.”

      She moved her hand down the contours of my chest. “Do I touch you too?”

      “If you’d like.” I closed my eyes as she flattened her hand against my stomach.

      “Theo Barnes, I love you. With such a large love that it might eat me all up.” She giggled. “I don’t know what that means.”

      Tears had gathered at the corners of my eyes. “It means you love me.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      She pulled me down to kiss her again. Marriage, I decided, was a very good thing.
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      I woke to light behind the drawn curtains. Next to me, Louisa slept curled into a ball with her back toward me. I crept out of bed and to the bathroom to use the toilet as well as bathe and shave. As I mixed the shaving soap with my brush, I thought about what had happened during the night. My wedding night had been everything I’d hoped for and more.

      I hung my head over the sink and prayed, thanking God for granting me my deepest wish. I’ll do my best to love her and honor her all the days of my life.

      A voice came to me then, a reply from God. For a thousand years.

      I went back to the bedroom. Louisa was sitting up in bed sipping from a coffee cup. Her hair was neatly braided, and her skin looked dewy and fresh. “The maid brought breakfast.” She gestured toward the small table by the window where a breakfast tray and a silver pot of coffee waited. “The poor girl was blushing fiercely when she told me Mrs. Barnes had said newlyweds prefer to stay in bed rather than come downstairs with the family.”

      I chuckled as I poured myself a cup of coffee. The table held Lizzie’s fresh scones, blackberries, and several slices of the ham left over from the reception. God bless Lizzie. I was ravenous. “Are you hungry?” I asked.

      “Yes, very,” Louisa said as she hopped out of bed to join me at the table.

      “Scone? Ham?”

      “Everything,” Louisa said. “I don’t know why I’m so hungry.” Her cheeks flushed and she giggled. “We were busy last night.”

      We grinned at each other. No one would ever know what it was to be us, to have experienced such joy in each other’s arms. I suspected we weren’t the only married couple to enjoy each other in the ways we had, but at that moment it felt as if we were the only lovebirds in the world. My Louisa loved me. I still couldn’t quite believe my good fortune.

      The maid had opened the curtains, and thin morning light shone through the windows. Louisa’s hair looked almost white in the sun. Her eyes sparkled as she bit into a scone. “How does Lizzie do this?”

      “I’ve no idea, but I’m glad she does.” I stabbed another piece of ham and brought it onto my plate.

      “Look at us. Married. Having breakfast together,” Louisa said.

      “It all feels right.”

      She reached across the small table to squeeze my hand. “Yes, exactly that.”

      “What should we do today?” I asked.

      “Do we have to leave the room?” Her eyes twinkled flirtatiously at me.

      “Not if you don’t want to.”

      “Will the family talk if we don’t come out all day?” Louisa buttered another piece of her scone.

      “They will. They’ll talk about everything all the time. No one ever stops talking in this house.”

      “It’s lovely, though, isn’t it? To have such a loud, messy, wonderful family?”

      I smiled back at her. “I hope you’ll think that by this time next year.”

      She sobered. “How I wish Mother and Father could see how happy we are.”

      I reached over to cup her face in my hands. “They do, my love.”
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      Louisa

      

      Two days after the wedding, Theo returned to work. The house felt empty without him. We’d spent so much time together that I missed him. At breakfast, perhaps sensing my loneliness, Quinn asked if I’d like to take a walk with her and the little girls. I gladly accepted.

      The temperatures were still cool this time of morning. Dew sparkled on the flowers and shrubs. A bunny hopped into the path in front of us and froze, staring at us with one eye. Delphia squealed and lunged toward the poor animal, scaring it back into its hiding place. Never daunted, Delphia ran ahead toward the pasture. The horses nibbled grass and batted flies away with their tails.

      “Give these to Lucy and Bell.” Quinn took two small apples out of her apron pocket and handed them to the girls. Delphia and Addie thanked her and ran toward the fence, then dexterously climbed over it and into the pen.

      We walked toward the rose garden in silence. Birds chirped from the trees, and the grasses of the meadow swayed gracefully in the breeze.

      “What do you think of the spot Theo likes for your cottage?” Quinn asked as she scooped to smell a yellow rose.

      “I like it very much.” What wasn’t there to like, after all?

      “And you don’t mind living so close to all of Theo’s family?”

      “Quite the opposite.”

      She straightened and looked up at the sky. “I wasn’t sure Theo would come back to us. Of all the kids, I thought he might be the one who wouldn’t return.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he was ambitious. I thought he might want more than our little town could offer.”

      “I’m glad you were wrong.”

      She gazed at me with a thoughtful expression. “I was worried, you know, about the two of you. But I can see I was wrong.”

      “Why were you worried?”

      “I wasn’t sure you loved him,” Quinn said. “I knew how he felt about you. Loving a woman who didn’t love him back would be a curse worse than death for a man like Theo.”

      “I wasn’t sure I could love a man. I didn’t know what it was before. Love, that is. At least not for myself. I could see others had a special bond. My mother and father, for example. You and Alexander. I didn’t think it would come to me.”

      “Until you feel it yourself, it’s almost impossible to imagine.”

      “Was it that way for you?” I asked.

      “I didn’t think much about love one way or the other,” Quinn said. “My only thoughts were for my mother and sister. We were so devastated after my father died, both emotionally and financially. I had to step up and take care of them. Which led me here.”

      “To us.” I smiled. “You made all the difference for me. And now, marrying Theo, my good fortune seems to have come back to you once more.”

      She touched my cheek with her cool fingers. “No, dear one. You did all this yourself. The first day you stepped into that classroom, despite all the reasons why you shouldn’t or couldn’t.

      “You must miss your mother.”

      “I do,” I said. “Father too.”

      “When I lost my mother last year, I was heartbroken. For all my life, I’d been doing things to please her and make her proud. When she passed away, it left a big hole in my life. There’s not a day I don’t think of her dozens of times. No one loves us quite like our mothers.”

      “She didn’t have to love me,” I said. “Yet she did.”

      “When mothers leave too soon, as your birth mother did, there should always be someone there to take their place.”

      “As you did for Theo and the others,” I said.

      “Thinking back over the years, I know now that coming here was my destiny. Alexander and the children needed me. I needed them. Which was also the case for the Linds and you.”

      “I wonder what else my destiny will bring? I’ve always taken care of people. I like doing it. But Theo doesn’t need looking after. What’s my purpose now that my parents are gone?”

      “Theo does need looking after, just as you do. You’ll look after each other now. Other things will come for you too. Just make sure to notice them when they arrive by having your eyes wide open.”

      “I will,” I said earnestly. “I really will.”
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      Theo

      

      The boys and I finished my house before the first frost. By the end of November, Mama and Louisa had decorated with furniture, rugs, and curtains and we were officially settled in for the winter. I was sound asleep one night in the middle of December when the phone rang. I rubbed my eyes and stumbled down the hallway to answer.

      “Theo, it’s Flynn. The baby’s coming.”

      I immediately came wide-awake. “How far apart are the pains?”

      “About five minutes,” Flynn said.

      “Good. She has some time then. Do your best to keep her comfortable until I get there.”

      Louisa came down the hallway wearing her thick robe. I moved the mouthpiece away from my face. “It’s Flynn.”

      Her eyes widened. “The baby?”

      “Yes. Five minutes apart.” By this time, my wife knew what that meant.

      “I’ll make a pot of coffee,” she said.

      She always got up with me to fix a thermos of coffee before sending me out to attend the sick or whatever new baby was about to make his or her arrival.

      “Shannon asked that Louisa come,” Flynn said from the other end of the phone. “She’s scared and needs a friend.”

      “All right, I’ll bring her.” I hung up and called out to my wife. “Flynn says Shannon wants you to come with me.”

      She appeared in the doorway of the kitchen. “Me? Why me?”

      “Another woman provides comfort.”

      “Fine. I’ll get dressed.”

      I followed her to the bedroom, and we both dressed as quickly as we could. Louisa didn’t bother to undo the braid she often slept with, simply pinning it behind her head.

      We’d had a snowfall the day before, so I hitched up my horses to the sleigh. The drive to Flynn’s, even in the sled, wouldn’t take more than ten minutes.

      “What should I do when we get there?” Louisa asked.

      “I doubt this baby’s coming anytime soon, so there’ll be some waiting. Usually, the mother has a sister or her own mother there. By the time I arrive, the baby is about ready to show his or her face. Women are more helpful than I am during the labor part.”

      “All right. I just don’t want to be in the way.”

      “You won’t be.”

      “It’s nice that she asked for me,” Louisa said.

      “Yes, I’m surprised she didn’t want her sister or mother.”

      “She probably knows I’m the only one without much to do tomorrow.”

      “Soon enough we’ll have a family, and that’ll keep you busy.”

      Louisa chuckled. “Thus, proving Cym right. Women’s only choices are to marry and have a baby.”

      “Are you dissatisfied with your life?” I didn’t know where this was coming from. Had I let her down somehow?

      “Not at all. I was just teasing.”

      I looked over at her but couldn’t make out her expression in the dark. Was she worried because she hadn’t gotten pregnant yet? Or was this a deeper issue? Was she like Cymbeline and yearned for more to occupy her mind?

      Before long, we arrived, and I put it aside to focus on my patient. Flynn had turned on the porch light for us. “You go in. I’ll put the horses in the barn.”

      She nodded and jumped out of the sleigh and headed toward the house.

      I unhitched the horses as quickly as I could and brushed them before putting them in the empty stalls in Flynn’s barn. Not knowing how long we’d be, I gave them some hay. By the time I’d gotten to the house, I was cold. The temperatures were frigid. I was happy Flynn’s cottage was close to ours.

      I found Flynn in the sitting room hunched over with his hands pressed into his knees. He stood when I came in and greeted me with a worried smile. “She’s in pain. Terrible sounds are coming out of her. I sent Louisa in there. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “You did the right thing,” I said. “Hang tight for a minute. I’m going to check on her.”

      “Please, Theo, don’t let anything happen to her.”

      “She’s healthy, and the baby will be too,” I said.

      “I’m terrified,” Flynn said. “Even more than in the war.”

      “It’s all going to be all right.” I patted his shoulder before heading to the bedroom.

      Shannon was on the bed with only a cotton nightgown on. Louisa was sitting in an armchair, pale and looking almost as frightened as Flynn.

      “How far apart are the pains?” I asked.

      Before she could answer, Shannon cried out as another pain took over.

      “A minute,” Louisa said as she pointed to the clock on the wall. “I’ve been timing them.”

      We waited until the contraction subsided. Louisa, I’m not sure how or why, suddenly leapt to her feet. She knelt by the side of the bed and used her handkerchief to wipe Shannon’s brow.

      “It hurts so much,” Shannon whispered to Louisa.

      “What would make you feel better?” Louisa asked.

      “I don’t know. Not lying here.”

      Louisa tugged her up and out of the bed. “Here, get on the floor. All fours.” She demonstrated.

      Shannon obeyed. No sooner was she on the braided rug than another contraction started. Louisa was right, they were a minute apart.

      Being on the floor seemed to help Shannon. I was amazed, having never thought of advising a woman to do so before. Louisa was a woman. Maybe she knew instinctually what would help?

      For the next hour, Shannon labored. With Louisa so clearly handling the situation, I went to check on my brother. He was pacing back and forth across his kitchen.

      “You’ll wear a hole in the floorboards,” I said.

      “What’s happened? Why has she stopped screaming?” Flynn asked.

      “She’s fine. Louisa suggested she go to the floor, and that’s helped a lot.”

      “Thank God.” Flynn collapsed into a chair. “If I lose her, I won’t be able to go on.”

      “We’re not losing anyone tonight.”

      For the next few minutes, I went about preparing for the baby and gave Flynn something to do to keep him occupied. “Put water on to boil.”

      He didn’t question me, simply did as he was asked. By the time I went back to the women, I had gathered towels and an old blanket Flynn said wasn’t needed.

      They were still on the floor. Shannon was having another contraction. “Breathe,” Louisa said. “Breathe through it.”

      Since Louisa had that in hand, I made up the bed with the old things. There would be a lot of blood and other fluids coming. No reason to ruin the good bedsheets.

      This went on for another twenty minutes until Shannon said she felt the urge to push. I hauled her back into the bed. “It’s time to have this baby,” I said.

      Shannon had panic in her eyes as she reached out for Louisa. “Don’t leave me.”

      Louisa quickly went to her side and fell on her knees next to the bed. “I’m right here.”

      For the next few minutes, we went through a series of pushing. So far, just the head was visible. But with the next push, the baby’s head came all the way out, then I coaxed one shoulder and then the other until finally we had a whole baby.

      “She’s a girl,” I said.

      Shannon fell back onto the bed.

      “Is she good?” Shannon asked.

      “She’s perfect.” I cleaned the baby off with one of the old towels before wrapping her in a blanket and handing her to her mother.

      “You did so well.” Louisa mopped at Shannon’s brow with a damp towel, then had her sip from a glass of water.

      “Oh, goodness, look at her,” Shannon said before looking up. “Get Flynn, please.”

      “Not quite yet,” I said. “We need one more push to get the afterbirth out. Give Louisa the baby for a moment.”

      Shannon handed her bundle over to Louisa.

      “Go out and show her to her papa,” I said to Louisa. “While we do this last part.”

      “Yes, Doctor,” Louisa said, smiling. “This must be the best part of your day? Showing such a sweet thing to a father for the first time?”

      I’d not thought of it that way. Yet again something Louisa was better at than I.
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      Louisa

      

      I’d never seen anything as spectacular in my life as watching Shannon bring new life into this world. My mind was reeling with all I’d seen and heard. A miracle. I’d witnessed a miracle. Something Theo and Dr. Neal were able to do often. Even though her pain had scared me, I could see now that it was all part of the process. One with which I’d helped.

      “Is Shannon all right? The screaming. Good God, I couldn’t stand it.” Flynn’s eyes were red. “Tell me she made it through.”

      “She made it through. Look what she made you.” I held the baby out for him.

      As if I’d pulled him from a nightmare, he seemed to focus for the first time on the baby in my arms.

      “She’s a girl.”

      “A girl?” A slow smile crept over his face. “I have a baby daughter?”

      “Here, hold her so the two of you can get acquainted.” I placed her in his arms.

      “Why is she so small?” Flynn asked. “Is she supposed to be this size? She’s barely bigger than my hand.”

      “She’ll get bigger, but remember she came out of a small space.”

      “Look at her hands and feet. They’re tiny but perfect.” He gazed down at the baby’s scrunched-up face. She began to cry.

      I smiled at the look of astonished love on Flynn’s face. “She’s beautiful.”

      “Yes, the most beautiful baby ever born.” Flynn said this without a hint of humor.

      Theo appeared at the doorway. “You may come in now. Shannon’s ready for you.”

      Flynn went into the bedroom with the baby in his arms. Outside, the sun was coming up in the east, making the sky as pink as a baby’s cheek.

      Theo brushed my mouth with a kiss. “You were spectacular in there.”

      “I was, wasn’t I?” I couldn’t stop the grin that came. “That was the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen in my life.” The enthusiasm was evident in the elevated pitch to my voice. “I loved it. I’d do it every day if I could. When we saw the baby’s head and then you eased her out—I couldn’t believe what I saw—this perfectly formed little person. I had no idea it would be like this.”

      Theo laughed. “Like what?”

      “So exhilarating. I feel like I could climb a mountain right now.” I tugged at the sleeves on his shirt. “Did you see how I got her on the floor? That helped her. It was just instinct. I don’t know what got into me.”

      “It was brilliant. You’re a natural, my love.”

      “Theo, I could help you from now on. I would be there with the mothers during labor. Like Poppy and Cym do with the animals. I could help the mothers through to the birthing part and you could deliver them.”

      “Dr. Neal hates the baby duty,” I said. “And neither of us is any good at the labor part. Perhaps there’s room for you in our practice.”

      “What? No, you don’t mean it.”

      “Midwives have been birthing babies for centuries. Why not you too?”

      My heart raced at the idea. “Could I? Really?”

      “I’ll talk to Dr. Neal and see what he thinks.” He squinted down at me. “Is this really what you want? To work outside of the home? Helping with births?”

      “It’s what I want.” I’d felt as if destiny had called on me tonight. As Quinn had said, one never knows when it might call or if you’ll recognize it when it does.

      “Just like Cym and Poppy, I guess.” Theo shook his head. “And here I thought I was marrying someone docile.”

      I shoved him playfully in the chest. “You didn’t really think that?”

      “No, of course not.” He laughed and caught my hand and held it tightly. “There’s no mistaking the fire in you, Louisa Barnes. I’m just glad to be in your light.”

      We went outside to watch our world waking all around us. Birds chattered and sang. Dew sparkled on the grasses. The arms of the mighty sun peeked out from the east. I leaned against Theo, tired but content. We’d done good work last night. There would be more in our future. I would provide comfort and service, as my mother and father had, only in my own way.

      I filled with happy anticipation of our future. There would much joy in the years to come. Happy mornings like this one where we celebrate the birth of a precious baby and her loving parents. I breathed in the sweet scents of this morning, grateful to have come this far.

      My parents were no longer here but their goodness remained. Their legacy would continue through me. The kindness and love which had saved me I would bestow upon others. They’d taught me that. And I was still here. Alive and safe with Theo by my side. Because of the abuse I’d suffered, to live fully and without fear would be a challenge all my life. Regardless, I’d survived. Now I thrived. I’d let go and fallen into the arms of my true fate. My true love.

      With the certainty of a woman in love, I understood my life was meant to be lived here in Emerson Pass with Theo and his family. My life mattered. I mattered. I was not the little girl sold for pennies or chased by a monster with a gun. I was a wife, an aunt, a sister. Perhaps someday, a mother. I was needed and wanted. There was purpose to my existence.

      I glanced up at Theo. His eyes were closed. The sunrise swathed him in its golden light. A satisfied smile lifted the corners of his mouth. I stood tall and lifted my own face and basked in the rays of this resplendent morning.

      I am here, as luminous as the sun. My light shines. No one can snuff me out. Not again. I am the sun and the moon and the stars and the dew on the grasses. I am Louisa.
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        A note from Tess…I hope you enjoyed Theo and Louisa!

        Cymbeline’s story is coming on May 17, 2022! To pre-order  The Problem Child download here!

      

        

      
        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.

      

        

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

        The Patron is next. Grab it to see what happens between Garth and Crystal in book two of the contemporary stories!

        Pre-order The Pet Doctor for Breck and Tiffany’s story releasing February 15, 2022, which is my birthday! Woot.

      

        

      
        Have you read all the Emerson Pass Historicals? If not, travel back in time to meet the original residents of Emerson Pass, starring the Barnes family.

        The School Mistress

        The Spinster

        The Scholar

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More Emerson Pass!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For more Emerson Pass, download the historical books in the series. Travel back in time to meet the original residents of Emerson Pass, starring the Barnes family.

        The School Mistress

        The Spinster

        The Scholar

      

        

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

        The Patron is next. Grab it to see what happens between Garth and Crystal in book two of the contemporary stories!

        Pre-order The Pet Doctor for Breck and Tiffany’s story releasing February 15, 2022, which is my birthday! Woot.

      

      

      
        
        The Sugar Queen

      

        

      
        The first in the contemporary Emerson Pass Series , The Sugar Queen features the descendants from the Barnes family.

        Get ready for some sweet second chances! Download a copy here:  The Sugar Queen

      

        

      
        True love requires commitment, and many times unending sacrifice. . .

        At the tender age of eighteen, Brandi Vargas watched the love of her life drive out of Emerson Pass, presumably for good. Though she and Trapper Barnes dreamed of attending college and starting their lives together, she was sure she would only get in the way of Trapper's future as a hockey star. Breaking his heart, and her own in the process, was the only way to ensure he pursued his destiny. Her fate was the small town life she'd always known, her own bakery, and an endless stream of regret.

      

        

      
        After a decade of playing hockey, a single injury ended Trapper Barnes' career. And while the past he left behind always haunted him, he still returns to Emerson Pass to start the next chapter of his life in the place his ancestors built more than a century before. But when he discovers that the woman who owns the local bakery is the girl who once shattered his dreams, the painful secret she's been harboring all these years threatens to turn Trapper's idyllic small town future into a disaster.

      

        

      
        Will it take a forest fire threatening the mountain village to force Trapper and Brandi to confront their history? And in the wake of such a significant loss, will the process of rebuilding their beloved town help them find each other, and true happiness, once again?

        Fast forward to the present day and enjoy this contemporary second chance romance set in the small town of Emerson Pass, featuring the descendants of the characters you loved from USA Today bestselling author Tess Thompson's The School Mistress.
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      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.
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