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PRAISE FOR LYNN AUSTIN

At once heartwarming and heartbreaking, The Lumber Baron’s Wife transports readers to frontier Michigan through the lens of three remarkable women. With her signature skill for creating characters readers care deeply about, Lynn Austin captures the beauty of friendship, faith, and resilience across generations in a memorable story overflowing with hope.

LAURA FRANTZ, Christy Award–winning author of The Indigo Heiress

Lynn Austin, one of my favorite authors, skillfully weaves together the stories and secrets of three generations of women in this Gilded Age novel filled with forgiveness, love, and the enduring value of legacy.

JULIE KLASSEN, bestselling author of Whispers at Painswick Court, on All My Secrets

Deftly intertwining legacies of faith, doubt, and love, Austin powerfully advocates for women’s voices within their numerous unique callings. She is one of our great character-driven storytellers.

RACHEL MCMILLAN, author of Operation Scarlet, on All My Secrets

Engrossing. . . . Austin brings a complex tangle of family bonds to life with nuance, delivering an inspiring message.

PUBLISHERS WEEKLY on All My Secrets

A masterful, heartwarming, and heartbreaking historical novel, Long Way Home contains reminders of human beings’ ability to do great evil—and their duty to do great good.

FOREWORD REVIEWS

Austin’s latest novel has endearing characters with flaws that allow growth. . . . There’s no putting down this nostalgic, appealing read.

LIBRARY JOURNAL on The Wish Book Christmas

[A] lovely standalone Christmas tale. . . . While fans of If I Were You will be eager to read the next chapter of Audrey and Eve’s lives, this charming book will also be a delight for inspirational readers looking for a feel-good Christmas story.

PUBLISHERS WEEKLY, starred review of The Wish Book Christmas

Austin has written a powerful tale of domestic heroism and faith, with all three women questioning and then turning to God for strength.

BOOKLIST on Chasing Shadows

As always, Austin has penned a moving, intricate, and lovely work of Christian fiction that is excellently researched with an underlying message of hope. Highly recommended.

HISTORICAL NOVEL SOCIETY on Chasing Shadows

Austin shines in this excellent tale of three women who struggle to survive WWII in the Netherlands. . . . As the three women work to evade and break the Nazi grip on the Netherlands, Austin skillfully portrays the dangers they face as they struggle to survive. This is a must-read for fans of WWII inspirationals.

PUBLISHERS WEEKLY, starred review of Chasing Shadows

Lynn Austin is a master at exploring the depths of human relationships. Set against the backdrop of war and its aftermath, If I Were You is a beautifully woven page-turner.

SUSAN MEISSNER, bestselling author of A Map to Paradise

Lynn Austin has long been one of my favorite authors. With an intriguing premise and excellent writing, If I Were You is sure to garner accolades and appeal to fans of novels like The Alice Network and The Nightingale.

JULIE KLASSEN, author of Lady Maybe

Austin transports readers into the lives of her characters . . . giving them a unique take on the traditional World War II tale. Readers won’t be able to turn the pages fast enough to find out how Eve and Audrey met and what could have gone so terribly wrong.

LIBRARY JOURNAL, starred review of If I Were You

[A] tantalizing domestic drama. . . . Its message familiar and its world nostalgic and fragile, If I Were You looks for answers in changing identities and finds that it’s priceless to remain true to oneself.

FOREWORD REVIEWS
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PROLOGUE: Hannah

1875

It’s long past midnight but I cannot sleep, consumed with worry for my friend. She disappeared without a trace two weeks ago, and I fear she has come to harm. Her husband, Henry, believes she was on board the schooner Athena, which sank in a storm en route to Chicago. I’m not as certain. She would have told me her plans. And she didn’t take anything with her.

Kate Abernathy often vexed me and tried my patience. Trouble seemed to follow her like a stray dog. And yet I miss her. Indeed, more than I would have guessed. We’ve tried searching for her, looking in the places she favored, but with no success. I have neither the means nor the expertise to search for her more thoroughly. I don’t know what to do. Should I have shared my suspicions in the past that Kate’s husband was abusing her? At the time, she attributed her bruises and sprains to her own clumsiness and denied that Henry was at fault. I know how much she loved him, and indeed, he seems genuinely distraught at her disappearance.

It’s useless to lie here wide awake, but I fear I will disturb John if I get out of bed. The fire has been dampened for the night, so the house will be chilly, the wooden floors cold beneath my feet. Besides, there’s nothing I can do to find Kate in the middle of the night.

The wind rustles through the trees outside our home in the woods, scattering the rusty leaves. I allow my mind to wander through the past two years, searching for a clue I may have missed. Our friendship was an unlikely one from the very start. We had nothing in common, save our husbands’ acquaintance, and the fact that moving to the wilds of Michigan had been their idea, not ours. Our differences were many. I would guess Kate to be no more than twenty or twenty-one—she never revealed her true age—and I’m nearing my fortieth birthday. She was wealthy beyond most people’s dreams, wife of a millionaire lumber baron. I’m a simple doctor’s wife. In truth, I know very little about Kate, aside from what she has told me, and sometimes I found it difficult to believe her stories. She told me she once killed a man.

When I first met Kate on a fall evening two years ago, I mistook her for Henry Abernathy’s daughter, so great was the difference in their ages. I judged her to be a girl of eighteen—and indeed, she might have been. I must have betrayed my surprise when she held out her hand to show me her wedding ring, glittering with diamonds, because she gave a wry smile and tossed her head as if pleased by my shock. I didn’t know it at the time, but that meeting would be a life-changing one, the dividing line between my grief-shaped past and this oddly shaped present.

I sigh and change positions in bed, burrowing deeper beneath the quilt. The wind causes the waves on Lake Michigan to roar in the distance like a locomotive. If the only thing I can do for my spirited, troubled friend is to pray, then that’s what I shall do. I squeeze my eyes tightly shut against my tears.

Keep her safe, Lord . . . Help us find her . . . Please, please, bring her home . . .




1: Hannah

TWO YEARS EARLIER

1873

BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

John was late returning home from seeing his patient. He should have arrived at our town house hours earlier. I was beginning to think our supper would be ruined, but at last I heard his carriage outside. He didn’t offer his usual apologies and excuses as he strode through the kitchen door. Indeed, he looked happier than he had for a long season. “You look pleased,” I said. “Has Mrs. Webster improved?”

“Only slightly. That’s not why I’m late.” He set his medical bag on the table and planted a quick kiss on my cheek, his beard tickling my face. “I ran into an old friend, a man I knew well during the war.”

“Oh? A fellow doctor?”

John laughed, a sound I hadn’t heard in some time. “No, more of a rogue, I should say. But a highly intelligent, well-read rogue, who enjoyed cigars, and brandy, and philosophical discussions late into the night whenever there was a lull in fighting the Rebels.”

“What’s his name? Have you mentioned him before?”

“I don’t believe so. It’s Henry Abernathy. I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve invited him to come by for a drink this evening. He has a very interesting proposal for us.”

I did mind. I would have preferred a quiet evening reading by the fire as the mantel clock ticked away the long hours in our deathly quiet house. But I held my tongue as I retrieved our supper from the warming oven. The roasted chicken looked dry, the potatoes overcooked.

“That smells delicious, Hannah. I didn’t have time to eat lunch today.” John pulled out his chair at the kitchen table, then paused before sitting down, gazing around for a moment as if appraising the room for the first time, or perhaps the last.

“So, what is this proposal he wants to discuss?” I asked.

“I think it’s better if I let Henry explain. He knows more of the details than I do at this point.” He sat, and his chair scraped as he pulled it closer to the table.

“I don’t like surprises, John, you know that.”

He tugged his earlobe, a habit he’d developed since an exploding artillery shell destroyed some of his hearing in that ear. “Very well, my dear. But let’s pray first.” He bowed his head and said a blessing over our food, then looked up again. “I hope you’ll take time to think about his proposal and not reject it outright. I believe it has merits.” I folded my arms, meeting his gaze, waiting. He was the first to look away. “It seems Henry has become a millionaire in the years since the war. He purchased some timberland in Michigan and now operates a sawmill. The demand for lumber is so great that he can scarcely keep up. The town on Lake Michigan where he has settled is growing rapidly, and is in need of a doctor. He wants us to join him there.”

“You mean move there? To Michigan?”

“Well, yes.”

I couldn’t have been more surprised and dismayed if he had told me he wanted to move to darkest Africa. I doubt either of us could find Michigan on a map. Wasn’t it still a wilderness? I could tell that the idea excited John, but how could he even consider such an absurd proposal? We had both lived in Brooklyn our entire lives. It was my home. “I can’t imagine moving to a place like that.” I spooned potatoes onto my plate.

“Please think about it before you say no. It would be a fresh start for us.”

My anger surged like a boiling pot. “In what way? Will I bear more children in the wilderness to replace the ones we lost?”

“Hannah . . . I didn’t mean . . .” I could see he wanted to reach for my hand, so I hid them both on my lap. John lowered his head for a moment as if gathering his thoughts, and when he looked up again, tears glistened in his eyes. “There are so many reminders of them here, Hannah. I can’t bear it any longer. I expect to see Lizzie running to greet me when I return home, or hear the boys’ shouts as they come galloping down the stairs. Their empty beds—” He swallowed and paused to gather himself. “I grieve for our children as much as you do. I know you blame me for their deaths, and well you should. I blame myself for not being able to save them.”

God forgive me, but I did blame him. He had taken our two boys with him to visit a sick child at the orphanage, thinking it would be good for them to befriend children who were less fortunate than themselves. But the sickness turned out to be diphtheria, and all three of our children quickly became sick and died. There was nothing John could do. I’ve forgiven him, as a good Christian should, but that doesn’t bring back my children. Or lift the heavy stone of grief that leaves me trapped, unable to move.

“There’s nothing for us here, Hannah.” He wiped his tears with his fist. “My medical practice barely supports us. Who will trust a physician who couldn’t heal his own children? This would be a fresh start, far from the nightmares.”

“And far from their graves. That’s all I have left of them!”

“Our children aren’t in that cemetery.”

“I know. I know they’re in heaven.” My faith promised me that I would be reunited with them one day, but that was little comfort when so many lonely years stretched ahead without them.

“How much longer can we go on this way, Hannah? We’re drowning in grief every day. I just thought . . . I mean, I hoped . . . that if we moved away from the memories, and got a fresh start . . . perhaps you might grow to love me again.”

“I do love you,” I murmured, but I wasn’t certain I spoke the truth.

“Then give my friend a fair hearing tonight. Please?”

I nodded. I would try.

[image: ]

John seemed as surprised as I was when Henry Abernathy arrived that windy fall evening with a young woman on his arm. “Henry! Welcome!” Dry leaves swirled on the doorstep as John ushered them inside. “I don’t believe you’ve ever met my wife, Hannah.”

“No, but I remember how you wrote endless letters to her during the war. Good to meet you at last, Hannah.”

“Yes, pleased to meet you, too.”

Mr. Abernathy towered over John and had the powerful shoulders and arms of a man accustomed to manual labor. His well-tailored suit didn’t seem to match a man with such a robust frame and hearty demeanor, as if he were a workingman playing dress-up. I guessed him to be in his mid-forties, like John. “How did a homely guy like the doc ever find a wife as pretty as you?” he asked.

“You’re kind to say so,” I said.

“And this,” he said, wrapping his arm around the girl, “is my wife, Kate.”

I was expecting him to say daughter, and it took a moment for my mind to comprehend that this hefty, middle-aged man and this slip of a girl who looked no more than eighteen were husband and wife.

“Nice to meet you,” Kate said with a giggle. She gave a dramatic curtsy, lifting the skirt of her satin brocade gown. I could have bought five dresses for what hers must have cost. The low-cut neckline showed more of Kate’s bosom than I and the rest of polite society were usually comfortable with. She was petite but shapely, with wide blue eyes and mahogany curls that were escaping from their pins as if she’d just risen from a nap.

“Forgive me, Henry,” John said, “but I once met your wife after the war and she—”

“Quite right. Quite right. Hattie passed away a year ago.”

“I’m so sorry. My condolences.”

“We got married five days ago!” Kate held out her left hand to display a dazzling diamond ring. “Henry saw me onstage and came to my dressing room afterwards, saying he just had to meet me. Do you believe in love at first sight? Because that’s what it was like for us.”

I couldn’t find any words. Fortunately, John managed to sputter, “I-I wish you many long years of happiness together. Come, let’s all sit down.”

We led them into our parlor, which seemed cold and sterile to me without children to rumple the carpet or leave toys scattered about. John poured Henry a whiskey. “Would you like some tea or coffee?” I asked his wife. “Or perhaps a little elderberry wine?”

“I’ll have what they’re having,” she said, pointing.

“Whiskey?”

Henry laughed and draped his arm around her shoulder. “She’s quite a gal, my Katie! She can put away a whiskey like the best of us.” He pulled Kate down beside him onto the settee as John served their drinks, and I thought for a moment she was going to sit on Henry’s lap. She didn’t, but there was very little space between them as they snuggled together. Henry took a generous sip and smacked his lips. “Good stuff, Doc. Let’s raise a toast to our future!” He lifted his glass, then took another gulp. “Now, I hope you’ve been considering my offer, John, because I’m serious about bringing you to our growing town. Michigan is a great place to live, just wild enough to be interesting, yet civilized enough for a decent life. It just needs a few good men to finish taming it.”

“Henry says native Indians still roam around in the woods. He says sometimes they come right into town!”

“It’s true,” Henry said, laughing. “But they’re friendly folk. They don’t mean any harm.”

“Tell them about the town, Henry. I haven’t seen it yet, but he says it’s a real nice place.”

“Yes, it’s growing into quite a fine community. Good place to raise a family.”

I winced at his words and gazed down at my lap.

“Of course, it gets a little rowdy every spring when the lumberjacks get paid and come flooding into town.”

Kate gave a little shiver. “Doesn’t that sound exciting? Lumberjacks! Henry says it’s like the Wild West when they arrive, with saloons and ladies of the night and everything!”

Heat rushed to my face at such unseemly talk. Henry chuckled, as if Kate was a delightful child. “Fistfighting is quite a sport with the lumbermen. That’s why they need a doctor to patch them up.”

I glanced at John. He looked as uneasy as I was. He knew I disliked coarse talk.

“But the lumbermen only come into town once a year, in the spring. The rest of the time the place is peaceful. It’s quite a sight to see hundreds of logs racing downriver when the ice breaks up each spring. They jam the river like a huge, floating raft. Some of those logs are so big it would take the four of us holding hands to wrap our arms around them. Michigan has so much white pine we could chop trees for a hundred years and never run out. And the demand for it is fierce. Chicago is still rebuilding after the Great Fire, so we’re sawing and selling lumber as fast as we can load the ships and sail them across the lake.”

“Henry says we can take a schooner to Chicago and go shopping whenever we’re bored.” Kate kicked off her shoes as she spoke, a shocking thing to do in a stranger’s parlor. Even more shocking, she wasn’t wearing stockings! She curled her bare legs and feet beneath her on the settee. “You’ve got a nice place here, even if it isn’t my taste,” she said. “But you can have an even bigger house in Michigan. Henry’s mansion has six bedrooms. Six! We’ll have to make a lot of babies to fill all those rooms.”

Once again, heat burned my cheeks at her coarse words. Making babies, indeed! Her husband didn’t seem to notice or care.

“Katie’s right about the house, Hannah. I mentioned it to John this afternoon, but I meant it when I said I’ll have a house built for the two of you with the finest wood from my sawmill.”

“That’s a very generous offer,” John said. “Do you think—?”

“Are these your kids?” Kate interrupted. She had set her empty whiskey glass on the end table without using a coaster and was lifting the silver picture frame that was perched there. My breath caught in my throat. One of John’s patients owned a photography studio and had taken the portrait of our three children as a gift. They had died two months later. John had placed the photograph there. I still couldn’t bear to look at it.

John rose and gently took the frame from her. “Yes, our three children, Johnny, Nicholas, and Lizzie. They passed away from a fever six months ago.”

“Oh, golly. I’m so sorry.” She gripped his arm in an overly familiar way. “How old were they?”

“Six, five, and three years old.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, too, Doc. You folks have my sympathy.” If this visit was meant to win me over to the idea of joining them in Michigan, it wasn’t succeeding. Long before they finished their second whiskey, I stopped listening. I felt relieved when they finally left, and would have been content never to lay eyes on Henry Abernathy and his ill-mannered young wife again. John helped me carry the glasses to the kitchen and turn off the gaslights. When I looked at him, I sensed his excitement.

“You want to do it, don’t you?” I said. “You like the idea of packing up and moving to the wilderness.”

“It isn’t a wilderness—”

“Are you certain of that?” I hurried up the stairs without waiting for him, and slipped into my nightgown. John didn’t change out of his clothes but stood in the bedroom doorway, tugging his ear as I pulled the pins from my hair, brushed it, and braided it for the night. His sagging shoulders made him look like an old man.

“What?” I asked when he continued to stare.

“We’re dying here, Hannah. We can’t go on this way.”

“So, your solution is to run away?”

“Either we start all over again, or stay here and slowly die.”

He turned and walked out. I heard him descend the stairs, then the front door opened and closed behind him.




2: ASHLEY

PRESENT DAY

PHILADELPHIA

It takes all day to wrestle our belongings into the moving container. David and I have only been married for three years, so we haven’t accumulated very much, but fitting everything inside a twelve-by-eight-by-eight-foot space takes patience. So did the process of deciding which belongings to keep and which ones to jettison. I’m an expert when it comes to moving, having done it sixteen times in my twenty-five years. Being an Army brat has taught me that there’s little room in a shipping container for sentimentality. The tokens and keepsakes of my childhood, the drawings and homemade Christmas ornaments, have long since been shed like so many autumn leaves. I’ve said goodbye to dozens of friends over the years, as I have once again these past few days, but it never gets any easier. We swear to stay in touch, to be friends forever, but time and distance have always defeated our best intentions. Experience tells me it will be the same after David and I say goodbye and move halfway across the country to Michigan tomorrow. Such has been my life as a reluctant wanderer, but I have hope that this time it will be different. Maybe this time I will find the permanent home I long for.

I hear David’s footsteps as he trudges up our apartment stairs for the hundredth time. He comes through the door red-faced and slick with sweat. He glances around as if seeking a place to sit down, but our apartment is bare. “Is the storage pod full yet?” I ask.

“It’s bulging at the seams.” He lifts the front of his T-shirt and wipes his face. “But there might be a corner or two left. Does that box need to go in?” He nods to the empty one beside me as I sit cross-legged on the floor. I snatch it up and hold it to my chest protectively.

“No, this one stays in the car with me.”

It will hold my little porcelain music box, the last thing I always pack. Made to look like a half-timbered Swiss chalet, it was a birthday present from my parents when I turned six. It resembled the tiny house in Germany that we’d lived in that year. That house was the first of our many homes that I clearly remember, and I naively believed we would live there forever. But by the time I turned seven, we had moved to a new posting, and the little chalet suffered its first fracture. I cried when I unpacked my box of belongings and saw that the chimney had broken off.

“Toss it out,” Dad said, sweeping up the pieces in his strong hands. “I’ll buy you a new music box.”

“No! No, don’t!” I cried. “I don’t want another one, I want that one!”

Dad is a rough, tough colonel in the Army, trained to solve problems swiftly and efficiently, but he was defenseless against my tears. He carefully set down the pieces and took me into his arms. “Okay . . . okay, sweetheart. Don’t cry. I’ll fix it for you.” The next day he bought a tube of glue and pasted the chimney back on. He glued that little house back together a second time when a corner of the roof broke off during our next move. The chalet seemed to suffer a new crack or chip each time we moved until I finally learned to swathe it in layers of Bubble Wrap, as I was doing now, and carry it with me.

“Is that your music box?” David gestures to the cushioned lump as he squats beside me. I nod. He knows how much the patched-up little trinket means to me, and when he kisses me before standing again, tears fill my eyes. I long for the little house to find a permanent home where it can safely gather dust without having to suffer any more damage in the upheaval of another move. And perhaps that’s what I wish for myself, as well. I poke through the plastic and flip the little switch. The muffled tinkle of “Edelweiss,” the song from The Sound of Music, is barely audible. I was in sixth grade when I first watched that movie, and I was comforted to discover that the von Trapp children had to leave their home and move to a new one, just like I did.

“I hope this new job is everything you want it to be,” I say as I place the bundle in the carton and tape it shut. Emotion clogs my throat. Left unsaid is my hope that it will be a job David will keep forever, and that we’ll find a house that will be our home for years to come, in a town that becomes a beloved community. I also hope that this move will be worth the sacrifice I’ve made. I’ve had to resign from my job at the history museum, a job that might have become a career for me.

“I hope so too, babe. And I really hope we’ll find a place that doesn’t have so many stairs!”

I smile. “Ah, but think of the money we’ll save on a gym membership.” He makes a face.

We’ve leased a furnished suite in a Residence Inn for a month, and our stuff will stay in the storage pod until we buy a house. My sweet grandmother knew how much I longed for a real home, and she left me a small inheritance for a down payment. I’ve already combed through dozens of house listings on Zillow in anticipation. I’ve also pored over the job openings in our new corner of Michigan but haven’t found a suitable one yet. I know the temporary loss of my income makes David very nervous. Perhaps that’s why he looks so unsettled as he stands gazing around our tiny apartment, its age and shabbiness more obvious now that it’s bare. I stand and go to him. “You’re not second-guessing your decision again, are you?”

“It’s a little late for that,” he says with a grunt. David grew up without a father, so I know it’s hard for him to be in charge of making decisions. He and his two siblings lived in a beat-up trailer with their mother, their lives a game of Whac-A-Mole as they coped with whatever life threw at them. I grew up with a father who was always in command, and who assumed that his family would never doubt or disagree with his choices. It’s one of the many differences between David and me that we struggle to reconcile.

He sighs. “I’m just worried that we might have pinned too many hopes on this move.”

A prickle of unease runs down my spine. “Are you talking about my hopes for a house of our own? Because—”

“Not just that,” he says, waving his hand. I wait for him to explain, my heart a heavy weight of longing in my chest. “It feels like there’s a lot riding on me and my new job. Ever since we were in college, we were always waiting for the next step—the day we’d finally graduate, or when we’d get married, or when we’d start our careers. And buy a house,” he adds for my benefit. “Remember how we would kiss good night and say, We’re another day closer? Well, we’re closer than ever, and sometimes I wonder what we’ll find at the end when we finally get there. Happiness? Contentment? Is that ‘emptiness’ we’ve talked about finally going to be filled?”

“It’s not like finding the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. I know that. But we are another day closer, David, and you can be very proud of yourself for getting this far. That’s one of the reasons I fell in love with you. You knew exactly what you wanted and you went after it with all your might.” He grins and pulls me against his sweaty chest. “Ugh! You’re all wet!” I squeal. He holds me tighter as I try to squirm free.

“The first time I saw you I knew exactly what I wanted, and I refused to give up,” he says.

“I’m very glad you didn’t. Even if you do smell terrible right now.” He squeezes me again before releasing me.

“I know things haven’t always been great for us this past year,” he says. “It seems like we’ve been fighting a lot.”

We have been, as we’ve tried to meld two very different lives, two distinct personalities, and find stable ground on which to build our future. We both felt unrooted as children, but in different ways, and have disagreed on how to find permanence. For now, we’ve decided it could be found in seeking satisfying jobs that line up with our graduate school educations. David will begin his dream job in Michigan. I’m hoping mine will soon follow. In the meantime, I will be doing some part-time remote work for my old boss at the museum.

“I’m counting on this to be a new start for us, Ashley.”

“Yeah. I am, too.”

We sleep on the floor in sleeping bags, both of us exhausted from packing and cleaning. As soon as the truck arrives in the morning and hauls away our storage pod, we stuff our remaining belongings and suitcases into our aging Toyota, load our bicycles onto the rack, and begin the long drive to Michigan. The carton containing the swaddled music box rides on my lap.

I’ve learned over the years not to look back at an empty house one last time. There’s no point in doing so. Any backward glances I make are always into the far distant past, into the historical eras I love so much. People ask me why I chose a career in museum studies, and I think it’s because I get to take care of other people’s treasures. I have so very few of my own. I’ve always felt at home in a museum because no matter which new city or state or country my family moved to, there was a sameness about the local museum that felt comforting. The city we’re moving to now doesn’t have a museum. I already checked. The specter of emptiness that David mentioned yesterday opens up in front of me at the thought.

“Need a bathroom break?” David asks as we approach a rest stop.

“Nope.”

We drive on toward our future.




3: Hannah

1874

“Hannah?” I was in the kitchen when John called out to me, his voice echoing through the nearly empty rooms. I walked through to the foyer so he wouldn’t have to shout, weaving around the jumble of boxes. “The freight wagon is here for our crates. I think I’d better go along with them to the train station to make sure the paperwork is in order.” He opened the front door of our townhouse to a blast of wintry wind and to two burly workmen who would help transport what remained of our worldly possessions. We would leave Brooklyn tomorrow on an early train.

“I’ll stay out of your way, then.” I turned to go back to the kitchen but John stopped me.

“Wait. Are you going somewhere? I see you’re dressed to go out.”

I drew a shaky breath as tears threatened. I had thought I was out of tears by now. “I’m going to the cemetery. To say goodbye.”

“If you wait until I get back, I—”

“I want to go alone.” He nodded, then quickly turned and began issuing orders to the two men.

The three white gravestones looked as they always did, small and alone in the vast cemetery. The forgotten ancestors of my father’s family were buried beneath the larger monuments nearby. My children would be forgotten one day, too. I sank down on the snow-covered ground and wept until I ran out of tears. Leaving the tiny graves behind felt as though my children were dying a second time. The Bible said that Jesus was a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief, but I felt utterly alone, cut off from His presence by my unanswered prayers. Grief had taken over my life, a life once filled by my family. I sat slumped on the ground until my eyes stopped burning and the redness had a chance to fade, the chill of the frozen earth seeping through my coat. Then I stood and returned to the empty house.

Packing for our move to Michigan, along with all the many decisions of what to keep, what to sell, and what to give away, had kept me occupied during the winter months, and made the first Christmas without my children rush past. The rooms had slowly emptied. The most difficult rooms had been theirs. I should have dealt with their toys and belongings right away, but I hadn’t been able to bear it. I could hardly bear it now. In the end, I kept the christening gown we’d used for all three children, and a little hat I had knitted, to remind me of the sweet baby smell of their downy heads.

John had bid farewell to his handful of remaining patients, sold the horse and buggy, and helped our hired girl find a new position. We had said goodbye to our families. John’s parents had passed away, but most of his siblings lived nearby. My mother lived with my oldest brother and his family. When I kissed Mama goodbye, promising to write faithfully, I knew I was seeing her for the last time. None of our brothers and sisters had understood our decision to move to Michigan. I barely understood it myself. They had offered to throw us a bon voyage party, but neither John nor I wanted one. It was difficult for both of us to attend family gatherings, seeing our young nieces and nephews, and mourning our lost children all over again. “Why make the goodbyes any harder than they already are?” he’d asked.

The packing crates, freight wagon, and laborers were gone by the time I returned from the cemetery. The front parlor was empty except for the belongings John and I would take on the long train journey to Chicago. From there, we would travel by schooner across an inland lake to our new town on the western coast of Michigan. John had been exchanging letters and telegrams with Henry Abernathy concerning our move. The house that was being built for us wasn’t finished, but Henry promised to make living arrangements for us until it was ready.

I can’t say what it was, exactly, that had made me finally give in to my husband’s wish to leave our home. Perhaps it was watching him shrivel and die, bit by bit, and feeling that it was up to me to do something about it. My life would never be the same no matter where we lived. Life does go on after you lose a child, or even three, but the holes in your heart remain until the day you die. There were days when I didn’t constantly think about Johnny, Nicholas, and Lizzie, but I never stopped missing them. I had decided that perhaps John was right. If we ran away from the constant reminders, perhaps we could begin to live again.

I didn’t look back as I walked out of my home for the last time the next morning. Snow fell from the gray sky, shrouding our familiar neighborhood and the half-finished bridge that would span the river one day, connecting Brooklyn with Manhattan. I rode the carriage in numb silence through the slippery city streets to the station, never looking up. John and I had lived in Brooklyn our entire lives. I knew he was excited about what lay ahead. I only wished I could feel something besides grief.
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The journey by train from New York to Chicago seemed endlessly long and gritty. The coach we traveled in was drafty and cold; the many stations where we stopped along the way looked ugly beneath a coat of dirty winter snow and soot. We rested for a day in Chicago before embarking on the final leg of our long journey, and the smell of fresh lumber lingered in the air as the city continued to rebuild after the tragic fire two and a half years ago. I had once been on a pleasure excursion up the Hudson River by steamboat, and had sailed on ferries to and from Manhattan Island, but nothing prepared me for the schooner voyage from Chicago to our new home in Michigan. The lake was rough beneath wintry skies, with winds that made the sails flap incessantly. I hadn’t imagined that an inland lake could be so huge that you couldn’t see across it to the other side. It was like an ocean, complete with crashing waves and cold, bottomless depths. It mirrored my grief, so vast and deep it threatened to swallow me alive. John held me for the entire trip as I trembled with fear, my stomach seething in rhythm with the boiling sea.

“Look! You can see the shoreline,” John said, hours later.

“Thank God.” It appeared as a dark smudge on the horizon at first, gradually growing in shape and size as we approached. The harbor was busy and crowded with all manner of ships, but my first thought on viewing our new city was How ugly! The port was ringed with dozens of clapboard structures, mounds of cut logs, and piles and piles of lumber. The damp air smelled of freshly cut wood.

“What are all those ugly buildings, John?”

“I think they’re sawmills. Henry told me there were nearly fifty of them in town—and nearly as many millionaire lumber barons to go with them.”

The ship took forever to dock as the rolling waves hampered our progress, but at last we prepared to disembark. I wanted nothing more than to lie down somewhere and allow my stomach to settle. But I heard someone calling, “Hannah! Hannah Wagner! Over here!” and there on the pier stood Kate Abernathy, waving wildly and shouting like a fishmonger’s wife. Her husband stood beside her, beaming like a proud father at his precocious child.

“Oh, John,” I said with a groan. “Do we have to deal with them right now? I’m so weary. I just want to lie down and rest.”

“They’ll understand that, I’m sure. Let’s see what arrangements they’ve made for us. We’ll have our baggage delivered there.”

The ground felt wobbly beneath my trembling legs. I wasn’t prepared for Kate’s exuberant hug, and she nearly knocked me off my feet. “I’m so glad you’re finally here, Hannah! I’ve been waiting and waiting for my new friend!”

Her friend? We couldn’t have been more different. Kate was young and uninhibited and full of life. I was world-weary and half-dead inside. I greeted her, then climbed into their luxurious carriage and slouched onto the seat while John secured our belongings. “Where are we going?” he asked when he and Henry climbed aboard.

“You’re going to be staying with us,” Henry replied. My heart sank. “The city is growing so fast that there’s a shortage of housing at the moment, and we have plenty of room.”

“Six bedrooms!” Kate said. I remembered how she’d bragged about filling them with children. John reached for my hand and held it tightly as if he knew my thoughts. The simple gesture nearly undid me.

“Hannah and I are very tired from our travels,” he said. “I hope you won’t think us rude if we retire early to our room. Hannah feels a little unwell from the voyage. We both could use a few days of rest.”

“Oh, I hope you’re better by tomorrow,” Kate said. “Henry planned a huge welcome celebration for you tomorrow night. Our cook has been baking things for days.” I closed my eyes, stifling a groan. John squeezed my hand.

“Katie and I are very excited to have you here at last,” Henry said. “We’ve invited some of the other lumbermen and their wives, along with several important city officials, to a reception tomorrow night. They’re your future patients, Doc.” He spoke in a friendly manner, yet there was something about his tone that intimidated me. He wasn’t someone you said no to. “Everyone is eager to meet the new doctor from New York.” He pinned me with his gaze. “And his wife, of course.”

“Is anyone else as hot as I am?” Kate asked suddenly. The winter air had me shivering, but Kate pulled off her wrap, revealing her ample bosom in another low-cut gown. Then, even more shocking, she removed her hat and pulled the pins from her hair, shaking her head to release a cascade of dark curls. John, who was sitting across from her in the carriage, averted his gaze. I don’t think she realized how sensual and inappropriate her actions were. But then, judging by her sultry pose, perhaps she did.

I was too tired to observe the town as we rolled through the streets. Besides, I knew I would have the rest of my life to see what it looked like. Mercifully, it was a short drive to the Abernathy mansion near the heart of town. It was truly a magnificent house, perched on a hill with a view of Lake Michigan.

“That’s my sawmill, down there on the lake,” Henry said, pointing. “I like to be close enough to keep an eye on things, and to be able to walk home from work if I want.”

“It’s a fine house. I’m very impressed,” my husband said.

Henry gave us a quick tour of the main floor, where magnificent stained-glass windows spilled light and color into all the rooms. Kate babbled on about the hand-carved mantels, the elaborate stenciling on the walls and ceilings, and a host of other details. I lost track of how many maids and servants hovered nearby. I simply listened politely, nodding, praying that I would be allowed to lie down soon.

“How long do you think it will take to finish building our house?” John asked when Henry finally showed us to our bedroom. “We would hate to inconvenience you for too long.”

“The contractor says he needs another two weeks. Three, at the most. We’ll take a ride over there tomorrow morning, and I’ll show you.”

“We’d like that. Thank you.”

“And you don’t need to dress up to eat dinner tonight,” Kate said. “We never do.”

“To be honest,” John said, “I think we’re both too weary to eat a big meal. If you could just have your cook send up something simple, we’d like to retire early.”

“Oh, phooey,” Kate said with a pout. Then she smiled again and said, “Well, I guess I’ll see you in the morning.” She trotted off down the stairs, but Henry lingered behind. He gestured for me to draw close.

“Might I have a word with you, Hannah?”

“Of course.” My heart sped up. For some reason, I felt a little afraid of Henry.

“We’ll be having a lot of important people here tomorrow night, and Katie . . . well, Katie didn’t have the kind of upbringing you did. She’s a little rough around the edges, if you know what I mean.” Yes, I certainly did. “She knows John and I are old friends, and she’s been looking forward to having you as her friend, but I’d like to ask if you’d mind tutoring her a bit? About etiquette and things like that.”

“I-I’ll see what I can do.” Where would I even begin?

“Thanks, Hannah. This reception tomorrow night is a pretty big deal.”

He closed the door behind him, and I trudged over to the bed and sat down. Two weeks, possibly three, until we had our own home. John came to sit beside me.

“I’m so sorry, Hannah. Hopefully, things will get better in the days ahead.”

I hoped so, too. They couldn’t get much worse.




4: Kate

1874

I’ve never written in a diary before, but Henry bought this one for me in a bookstore in New York. He said I should use it to record the story of my new life here in Michigan and put all my thoughts on paper. I’ve lived here for nearly five months now, and haven’t had anything new to write about until today. And this is big news! I have a friend! Her name is Hannah Wagner. I’ve wanted a friend for the longest time, and now at last I have one. I barely knew a soul in town besides Henry until today, unless you count our servants. But Henry says I’m not supposed to make friends with the servants.

Belle once told me that a friend is someone you can share all your secrets with and get them off your chest. I’ve never had anyone like that before. Sure, there were other girls like me in the theater company, and we would giggle and laugh and talk about things, but we were rivals in many ways. It will be different with Hannah, I hope.

I showed her and Dr. John around our house yesterday, and for the first time, it felt like this really was my house, and not just Henry’s. I came here with nothing. I had nothing! Henry picked out everything I would need and bought it for me, right down to my undergarments. He said, “We’re going to make our mark here in this town, Katie. You’ll see.”

When I first met Hannah back in New York, I thought she was cold and distant. I think it’s because her three children died, and she still misses them. It’s almost as if part of her is buried in the cold, snowy ground with them. I can’t imagine that. Maybe moving to Michigan will be good for her. For both of us. Maybe we’ll have babies at the same time and they can grow up together as friends. I would love that.

I’m worried about this big party Henry has planned for tomorrow night. I hope I don’t mess up and do something stupid. I’m hoping my new friend Hannah will help me get through it.




5: ASHLEY

I know before I step through the door that this house will be different. My heart speeds up. I didn’t react this way to any of the other houses that Kristi, our real estate agent, has shown me. But the other houses didn’t have twin dormers, or a wide front porch, or the smug appearance of a house that is keeping a secret.

“I’ve hesitated to show you this one,” Kristi says. She fumbles to open the lockbox, careful not to chip her sapphire nail polish. “I know your husband wants a newer house, and this one is a hundred and fifty years old.” She laughs and adds, “He told me he wasn’t interested in home projects.”

“True. David is not a handyman. He wants everything sleek and modern and brand-new.”

“But I think you’ll see that this house is in wonderful condition and doesn’t need any work—unless you want to modernize a bit.” The heavy oak door swings open with a comforting creak. “After you,” Kristi says.

I draw in my breath at the first sight. The original woodwork has never been painted. There’s a wood-burning brick fireplace and original built-in bookcases. And the floors! “What kind of wood is this?” I ask, bending to stroke the unusual wood.

Kristi consults the listing. “Um, it says ‘tiger oak.’”

That’s exactly what it looks like, a sleek tiger with brown and golden stripes. “How old did you say it was?”

“This house was built in 1874 during our town’s lumbering boom. They spared no expense with the finishes.”

Matching glass-fronted cabinets lead me into the dining room, the opening supported by square wooden pillars and a huge beam. The dining room has a coffered ceiling, original wooden wainscoting, and a built-in oak buffet. I walk forward thinking, Wow! Wow! But I conceal my excitement, knowing David would hate this house. Probably as much as I’ve hated the parade of houses we’ve already viewed, each looking as though it was designed and decorated for a TV show. Monotonous white kitchens with trendy subway tile and stainless-steel appliances. Luxury vinyl flooring throughout that’s supposed to resemble wood. Open-concept living spaces. Neutral paint colors and white trim. Those houses left me cold, while the warmth of all this wood feels like an embrace. If there is a polar opposite to those other houses, this is it—a lavish work of art compared to a black-and-white photograph.

“First impressions?” Kristi asks. She’s studying me with hopeful eyes, as if seeing her commission in sight at last.

“It’s beautiful.”

“I’m so glad you like it. Peek into the kitchen. It has been modernized, but they’ve kept a lot of the period charm.” She’s right. The walls are covered with beadboard, not marble. The countertops are butcher block, not granite. The porcelain sink might have come from a real farmhouse, not a big-box superstore, and the view from the window above it is of trees instead of identical neighboring houses. Yellow-green leaves are just sprouting from the dark branches. The cozy kitchen makes me want to bake bread and simmer a pot of soup.

“Ready to see upstairs?” Kristi asks when I finish taking it all in.

The steps squeak and groan as I climb to the second floor, testifying to the many feet that have climbed them over the years. I stop to admire a gorgeous stained-glass window on the landing. The stair railings, treads, and banisters are all original and unpainted. So are the floors and woodwork upstairs. The bedroom window overlooks a huge backyard with mature trees. I told David that I wouldn’t live long enough to sit in the shade of the trees behind the newly built houses we’ve seen.

“My husband would love all these trees,” I say. But he would hate the house. I’m glad he isn’t here to disparage it. “What’s the asking price again?”

“That’s the good news. It’s fifty thousand dollars below your budget. You would have a comfortable cushion if you did want to make any updates.”

One of the bedroom floors has a small, dark stain in the middle, the only blemish I’ve seen on any of the woodwork so far. “I wonder what happened here?” I murmur.

“Oh, this house has a very colorful history. Would you like to hear it?”

“I would.”

“Well, I’ve been told that these stains are blood!” Kristi grins, revealing the veneered smile that gleams from her real estate billboards. She’s in her forties, polished and professional. I’m fifteen years younger, but I feel old and dowdy in my jeans and T-shirt, my straight, brownish-blonde hair pulled back in a scrunchie.

“Blood? Don’t tell me someone was murdered here.”

“No,” she laughs. “The house was built for a doctor and his wife who moved here from New York in the 1870s. Some of his patients were accident victims from the sawmills and logging camps. There were some very gruesome cases, from what I understand. The house served as a makeshift hospital from time to time.”

I open one of the closet doors. The space is minuscule compared to the modern walk-in closets in the new homes we’ve seen. It doesn’t change the way I feel about the house. I’ve learned to travel light and not collect too many things.

“Did you know this town was one of the three biggest cities in Michigan during the lumber boom?” Kristi asks. “More than forty millionaires lived here. Nearly fifty sawmills worked around the clock cutting and shipping lumber.”

“David practically weeps when he talks about how Michigan’s white pine forests were all destroyed. They cut enough lumber to build Chicago twice—before the Great Fire, and then again after it.” Pure greed, David insists. The lumbermen didn’t care about conservation or reforestation or preserving the ecosystem.

“But that’s not the best story about this house,” Kristi continues. She rests her hand on my arm and lowers her voice, even though there’s no one to overhear her. “The doctor’s wife who lived here was a close friend of Kate Abernathy, the lumber baron’s wife.” She gazes at me, eyes sparkling, waiting, as if the name should ring a bell. When I don’t react, she says, “Kate was a good twenty years younger than her husband, and she disappeared under very suspicious circumstances. But before she vanished, she scandalized the entire town with her outrageous behavior. The doctor’s wife was probably her only friend. Her disappearance is our town’s greatest mystery.”

I was a history major in college, and I love reading first-person narratives that bring history to life. The apathy that has settled over me for the past few months as I’ve faced yet another move fades a bit at the prospect of learning about the woman who built this house, and her friend who vanished.

“You’ve probably noticed the Abernathy mansion over on Webster Avenue? It’s that huge, vacant Victorian that needs to be renovated or restored or whatever they call it. I understand it will be a museum if it ever gets finished.” The word museum gets my attention. I had noticed the house, and I itched to peek inside.

“Did they ever find out what happened to the lumber baron’s wife?”

“Nope, it’s still a mystery. Not long after she disappeared, the pine forests also started to disappear, and the city declined very rapidly after that. I don’t suppose anyone kept searching for her, except maybe the doctor’s wife.”

“What about Mr. Abernathy, her husband?”

“He packed up his sawmill and moved west where there were still some trees to chop down.”

I look into the home’s only bathroom. It lacks the sleek, fully tiled steam shower that David wants. It has a claw-foot bathtub instead, and black-and-white penny tile on the floor. I can imagine soaking in that tub. “I would like to see the basement and the backyard.”

“You’re interested then?” Her face lights up. It’s the first time I’ve shown even a smidgen of enthusiasm. “I should warn you,” she says as we make our way downstairs. “It’s more of a cellar than a basement. There’s a huge boiler down there that keeps all these radiators steaming. It’s old-fashioned, but steam heat is very cozy in the wintertime. You could always convert to forced air with the extra money left in your budget.”

Kristi is right about the cellar. There’s no hope of renovating the cobwebby cavern into a living space with a wet bar and media room like all the other houses I’ve seen. My six-foot-two-inch husband wouldn’t be able to stand up straight, much less create a man cave. Kristi shows me a deck in the backyard, surrounded by oak trees that look older than the house. A blue jay calls from the top of one of them. A squirrel scrambles up another. Beyond the yard, a forest beckons. I could be content here.

“How much property comes with this house?”

She consults the listing. “A little more than two acres. And see that forest back there? That’s state-owned land. That tree-covered hill is actually a sand dune. If you walked through the woods and climbed over the top, you’d see Lake Michigan. And yet, you’re not far from the center of town. You’d be close to all the downtown restaurants and things. . . . So, what do you think?” I can tell she’s dying to know.

“I like it. A lot. But I don’t think David will.”

Her smile fades. “Well, call me if you want to arrange a viewing for him. The good news is that’s it’s unoccupied, so you could get your things out of storage and move in right away. Of course, that’s also true for that brand-new house we looked at yesterday.”

The one with no lawn or trees or landscaping. The one surrounded by new homes under construction, clones of each other. “I’ll check with David and get back to you.”

If I want to buy this house—and I’m starting to think that I do—the fact that we’re using my inheritance for a down payment should tip the decision in my favor. Also, the fact that I gave up my job with the museum to move here. While the entry-level work wasn’t exactly stimulating, I knew I could eventually move up the ladder at the museum to more fulfilling tasks. David hated his former job in Philadelphia, but now that he’ll be pursuing his passion of saving trees, preserving wildlife, and guarding the ecosystem as a state conservationist, I’m hoping he’ll be a different man. A much happier man. He’ll want me to be happy, too. Making this house into a real home might do that for me.

“Do you want to see more homes in the meantime?” Kristi asks as she relocks the front door. “We could expand the search to some of the neighboring communities.”

I’m amazed to discover that the answer is no. I want to buy this house. It’s the only one I have felt excited about. In fact, it’s the first time I’ve felt excited about anything in months.

“I’ll let you know,” I tell her. It’s going to be a hard sell with David.




6: Hannah

I awoke to unfamiliar sounds beyond the bedroom window, a distant humming like a swarm of bees. A dark shadow loomed above my head. For a moment, I didn’t know where I was. I sat up and looked around, seeing a beautiful room, velvet draperies, and a brocade canopy above me. I remembered that I was far, far from home, and my losses came rushing back, catching me off guard. For a moment, I couldn’t breathe. This ugly town in the wilds of Michigan was where I would spend the rest of my days. Where I would be buried. He healeth the broken in heart, and bindeth up their wounds, the psalmist wrote. I hadn’t found it to be true.

John stirred beside me. “Are you all right, Hannah?”

“Yes,” I lied.

“Feeling better today, I hope?”

“A fair bit better. Just . . . disoriented.”

“No doubt. We’ve traveled a long distance.” He sat up to face me, lifting my hand to kiss the back of it, his breath tickling my skin. Every mile of our long journey had drawn us closer, as John had hoped. He’d been so very kind and attentive. I had allowed him to hold me on board the ship, and now I found comfort in his nearness in this strange bed. We were without the support of our family and friends. I didn’t know a soul in Michigan except for the Abernathys. If I treated John coldly, I would be utterly alone.

“It’s already light outside,” I said. “We should get up.” I rose and put on my dressing gown, then went to the window to look out. The deep blue water of Lake Michigan shimmered in the distance through the bare winter trees. The sun was blinding against a layer of snow. I had agreed to move here with the hope of a new life, a new beginning, hoping the tragic memories would fade in this new place. I’d thought I could outrun my sorrow, but I had dragged my grief with me along with the rest of my baggage. John rose and came to stand at the window beside me. We watched a carriage pass by in the street below. “It’s so quiet here,” I said. “Except for that funny buzzing sound.”

“The sawmills, I expect.” There was a knock on the door, and John opened it to one of the maids. The aroma of coffee and fresh-baked bread drifted into the room.

A maid set the tray on a small tea table near the window, and John and I sat down to eat. There was toast and jam, soft-boiled eggs, coffee, and fresh scones, still warm from the oven. I was unaccustomed to such luxuries.

“It seems strange to live in a sizable town and not know a soul except our hosts.”

“Henry says there are a variety of churches here. We’ll have the opportunity to meet people and make new friends. I’m sure your experience with charity work will be welcomed.” He spoke as if navigating his way on stepping stones across a rushing river, always careful where he put his feet. I tried to hide the bitterness in my reply.

“Could we wait a few weeks before attending church? The thought of meeting new people seems daunting just now. The conversation among women my age is always of their families, their children.” And I felt my loss anew each time I spoke of mine.

“I understand. There’s no hurry. If you’d like, I can introduce myself to the pastor ahead of time and ask that he instruct the congregation—”

“No, please don’t. Then everyone will be walking on tiptoes around us. Pitying us.” I was on the edge of tears.

“Eat something, darling. You’ll feel better.” I picked up a scone and bit into it. I hated being so fragile. I once thought of myself as a strong woman.

I did feel better after eating. We dressed and went downstairs to find our host in the library. “Katie’s sleeping in today,” Henry said. “How about a carriage ride to see your new house?”

John looked at me for an answer. I nodded. “We would love that,” he said.

“Perfect. Grab a wrap. Winter mornings are cold around here. I’ll have our driver bring the carriage around.” The mansion had a covered portico on the side, with doors the same height as the carriage floor so ladies could step inside it without soiling the hems of their gowns in the dirt and snow.

The morning was bright with sunshine, but the town looked even uglier to me than it had the day before. Unsightly tree stumps littered the ground, even in the snow-packed streets, forcing vehicles to swerve around them. They served as a reminder of how recently the town had been carved from the wilderness. The main streets had wooden plank sidewalks, but the roads were mostly mud and snow. In fact, everywhere I looked, there was mud and snow.

It was a short drive to the new house, just outside the town. “Here it is,” Henry said. “It was designed by the same architect who built my mansion. What do you think?” Surrounded by trees, the house was the only one on the road, and it looked as though the encroaching wilderness might claim it back.

“I like it,” John said. “It looks very welcoming.”

Even unfinished, the house was lovely, with a wide front porch and twin dormers. It was very different from our town house in the city, which stood on a street lined with town houses, built side by side in tight ranks. It would be hard getting used to living out here with no neighbors nearby. And it would be especially lonely at night when John was away tending patients. Part of me welcomed the isolation; part of me feared it would swallow me alive.

Henry was watching me, waiting for my reply. “It’s lovely, Henry. I’m eager to see inside.” I was not disappointed. The rich wood trim made it feel very warm and welcoming. Craftsmen were finishing the wainscoting in the dining room and polishing a built-in buffet. The wooden floors seemed to shimmer in brown and golden stripes. “These floors are very unusual,” I said.

“You like them?” Henry asked. “They’re tiger oak. I saw them in Thomas Miller’s mansion and knew I wanted them for you. It was too late to put them in our house.”

There were too many workmen puttering around to see much more of the house beyond the living and dining rooms. I was no expert, but it seemed they had a lot of work to do to make it habitable. John expressed our thanks as we returned to the carriage, praising Henry for planning and building such a beautiful home. I wondered how greatly we would be beholden to him. And for how long. Did he own us now?

I learned part of the answer when Henry said, “Building this house was the least I could do for you, Doc. You saved my life during the war, as you well know. And I don’t mean just physically.” Curious words, indeed.

John brushed them aside. “You’ve more than returned the favor.”

“It’s going to take a while longer to finish your carriage house, I’m afraid. I told them to work on the house first.”

“It doesn’t matter,” John said, laughing. “We don’t even have a carriage or a horse yet.”

Henry dropped me off at his mansion afterwards and took John to see his sawmill. I was barely through the door when Kate came running to meet me. “You’re back! How did you like your new house?” She was wearing a silky nightgown beneath a long, lacy dressing gown. Both garments were delicate and provocative, suitable for a newlywed’s bedroom, but not for the parlor with servants and guests around. I was glad John had gone to the sawmill.

“It’s going to be a lovely house,” I told her.

“Come on, let’s sit in the small parlor and talk. I’m desperate for some coffee.” The “small parlor” was far from small. The entire main floor of our Brooklyn town house could have fit inside it. The larger parlor was enormous, and the servants were bustling around, preparing it for tonight’s reception. We sat beside a blazing fire as the sun streamed through the stained-glass windows, shedding rainbows across the floor. I hoped Kate wouldn’t start removing her clothes again. I decided to make an effort to be kind to her, remembering my promise to Henry to coach her. It helped to think of her as a child who hadn’t yet learned proper etiquette.

She sat curled in her chair with her bare feet tucked beneath her. I listened as she talked on and on about the town and what she’d experienced living here so far. She hadn’t made any friends, she said, and seemed in need of one. Eventually, I steered the conversation to tonight’s reception. “So, tell me more about the event this evening. Do you and Henry entertain often?”

“No! This is my first time, and I’m petrified! Henry planned everything. He says your husband is the guest of honor.”

“Will there be food and drinks?”

“Well, it’s not going to be a dinner where we all sit around the table, thank goodness for that! Henry told the cook to make some refreshments, and there will be liquor. I don’t think I could survive the night without a good stiff drink or two! I’m nervous as blazes, if you want to know the truth. All those hoity-toity ladies looking down their noses at me because I wasn’t brought up the same as they were.” She fidgeted as she talked, as if aware that she didn’t fit into this lavish room or this grand mansion.

“You seem very bright, Kate. You’ll learn what you need to know quickly. I could give you a few pointers, if you’d like.”

“Yeah. Sure.”

I instructed her how to stand in the reception hall with her husband to greet their guests, and how important it was to remember their names. “Then, once everyone has arrived, just circulate, and look for people who don’t seem to be mingling. Help them join a conversation and introduce them to people they may not know.”

“I always say the wrong thing. I know I shock people.”

I could well imagine. “It’s probably best not to say any more than you need to, Kate. Let the others talk, and you just listen. Learn from them.”

She shifted in her seat and leaned close. I saw a fine tremor in her hand as she brushed back her curls. Was it fear? “The last time me and Henry went to a party, the women talked about such stupid things. I tried to liven things up by telling a funny story, but nobody laughed.”

“These dinner conversations are always superficial. Ladies are taught to talk about the weather, the latest fashions, and so forth. They deliberately avoid any controversial topics like politics or religion.”

“I don’t know about either one of those.”

“That’s fine. Your job tonight is to make your guests feel welcome, and then to make sure they have refreshments. The less said, the better.”

“I always feel like the women are staring at me. And not in a good way.”

I thought I knew why, and I could guess that the men would be staring, too. Whether sitting or standing, Kate had a habit of striking poses that were sensual and provocative. Even now, her robe was in disarray, revealing her bare shoulder. “That reminds me,” I said. “I need to decide what to wear tonight. Would you mind showing me what you plan to wear?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

I also hoped she would put on more clothing before John and Henry returned.

I followed her upstairs to her bedroom suite, which had a sitting room, a modern bath, and the largest wardrobe I had ever seen. It was filled with lovely gowns, suits, and dresses for all manner of occasions. I counted seven hatboxes and a dozen pairs of shoes. Everything looked brand-new. Kate pulled out a stunning blue satin gown that was the same color as her eyes. With its low-cut back and equally low-cut front, the bodice was barely there. Kate would draw stares for certain.

“I don’t want to seem meddlesome, Kate, but may I offer some advice as your friend? You said you wanted a friend, and good friends dare to be honest, sometimes.”

“You don’t like the dress?”

“It’s beautiful. And it’s going to look stunning on you. But the décolletage shows a little more of your bosom than most people are accustomed to seeing. You’ll have a lot on display, and I just think if you covered up a bit more it would keep the other ladies from staring.” Not to mention their husbands.

“Henry loves the way I dress!”

“I’m sure he does. But most women aren’t as well-endowed as you are, and they might feel jealous if their husbands see so much of you. It’s better to be more modest and discreet.”

“It’s too late to have another dress made.” Her lips turned down like a child denied a treat.

“I’m handy with a needle and thread. Why don’t you get dressed, and then we’ll see if we can find some lace or a piece of satin that we can add to the bodice.”

“Fine.” She sighed dramatically and shrugged off her dressing gown. It fell in a lacy puddle on the floor. I turned to leave and give her privacy, but she stopped me. “Can I be honest with you, too, Hannah? Friend to friend?” I wanted to say no, but she didn’t give me a chance. “I’ve only known you a short time, but I’ve never seen you smile or show your husband any affection. He’s a very good-looking man, yet you’re always so sour. John might be tempted to stray, you know. I’ve seen it happen when wives are so cold.”

I couldn’t seem to breathe, let alone respond. I turned and left without a word.

I remained in my room that afternoon, pleading a headache—and avoiding Kate. Her bluntness had been insulting. But was she right? I couldn’t erase her words from my mind, and along with them, I recalled John’s words from five months ago when he’d begged for a fresh start: Perhaps you might grow to love me again.

The last thing I felt like doing that evening was attending a social event with dozens of new people, but I knew it was important to John. We dressed in our best and joined the Abernathys in the front parlor shortly before the guests began to arrive. The mansion had been buffed and polished and was ready for guests. The servants stood waiting in their crisp uniforms. Kate was wearing the revealing blue gown as if we had never discussed altering it for modesty. She rushed up to me after I’d descended the stairs, grabbing my arm and pulling me away from our husbands. “Come on, let’s have a quick drink before everyone gets here. For courage.”

“I wouldn’t advise that, Kate. It’s best if the hostess doesn’t drink at all throughout the evening.”

“You’re joking!”

“I’m not. That way you can keep your wits about you, and attend to your guests and their needs.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound like any fun.”

“The hostess isn’t meant to have fun. You want your guests to enjoy themselves, and not be embarrassed by a hostess who is staggering around and slurring her words.”

She laughed as if I had told a joke. “Will you stay near me and help me tonight?”

“I’ll try.”

“You’re the best friend I ever had!” Again, I was unprepared for her exuberant embrace.

I remained as close as I could to Kate for most of the evening, and even removed a glass of champagne from her hand several times. She did fine, except for laughing too loudly and snuggling with her husband at inappropriate times. I had to agree with her that most of the ladies were boring, but I wasn’t a millionaire like Kate, so I wouldn’t be rubbing shoulders with them after tonight. They did seem to like John, though, and I hoped their families might become his patients.

“We met some very fine people tonight, don’t you think?” John asked when we were upstairs in our room again.

“Yes, but you do realize they won’t be inviting their doctor and his wife to their dinner parties in the future.”

“I don’t mind. Do you?”

“Not in the least.” I sat down at the dressing table and began removing my hairpins. “I’ve been wanting to ask you all day, John—did you really save Henry’s life during the war?”

“He exaggerates. He was wounded in the shoulder. A bullet, thankfully, not a minié ball. He was feverish for a while, but he pulled through.”

“What did he mean when he said you had saved him in other ways?”

“I’m not sure.” He paused for a moment, tugging his ear. “Henry wasn’t well-liked. He can be a braggart and a blowhard. I was one of the few who befriended him, so became a sounding board for his thoughts about philosophy and theology.” John shrugged, then added, “By the way, you did a good job coaching Kate. She didn’t do anything too embarrassing, like turning her hair loose or removing articles of clothing.”

I had to smile. “There wasn’t much left to remove with that dress she wore. Or didn’t you notice?”

“One would have to be blind not to notice!” He laughed, and I saw in the mirror that his cheeks had turned pink.

“Why do you suppose Henry married her, aside from her obvious . . . charms? He’s clearly bright enough to amass a great fortune, and he seems to want the camaraderie of his fellow lumbermen. So, why pick a wife like Kate?”

“Henry has always been a maverick. He enjoys shocking people.”

“What was his first wife like?”

“I didn’t know Hattie well, but I recall that he courted and married her within a very short period of time, just like Kate. Hattie came from a well-to-do family, and seemed well-schooled in proper manners and social skills, though.”

“Kate is as tactless as a child. But she managed to survive her first event as a hostess.” As I rose from the dressing table, John surprised me by pulling me into his arms. He held me close.

“Darling Hannah. I want you to know that if you ever regret moving here, if you ever want to return to Brooklyn, just say the word. I don’t want you to be unhappy.”

I didn’t know what to say. I still couldn’t relax in his embrace as I once had. Kate’s unkind words came back to me: You’re always so sour. I’ve never seen you smile or show your husband any affection. Was she right? I lifted my head from his shoulder and kissed him.




7: Kate

Hannah is teaching me to be a proper lady. That’s funny! Me, a lady! Henry had his big party for Dr. John here last night, and I was so nervous I wanted to throw up. I had to pretend that I was an actress onstage again, playing a part, and I tried to remember the lines that Hannah gave me.

She’s nicer to me than the rich, uppity lumber barons’ wives are. She tells me things straight out, like that it makes people nervous when I show too much of my bosom. I don’t agree with her at all. I like the way I dress, and so does Henry. I think it makes him proud when he sees how all the other men stare at me. They would all love to get their hands on me, but only Henry can.

He told me I was the most beautiful woman there last night, and he’s right. The other wives are so stuffy and boring and buttoned-up. Even my friend Hannah. She would be pretty if she didn’t pin her hair back in a bun like an old maid. And if she smiled once in a while. I told her that she’d better watch out or someone would steal her handsome husband away, and I think I offended her. But she’s my friend, so she needs to know.




8: ASHLEY

David bounds through the door of our hotel suite like an exuberant boy. “How was the house hunting today?”

“Well, it’s funny you should ask.”

“Really? You found something?” His thick, brown hair is tousled and his jaw is covered with just the right amount of stubble to be fashionable. He looks very attractive in his Smokey Bear uniform.

“Maybe.” I set my laptop on the coffee table and rise to greet him with a hug and kiss. I’m still holding him as I look up into his eyes. “Let me ask you a question. Which appeals to you more, a modern, brand-new house without a tree in sight, or an older house surrounded by two-hundred-year-old trees?”

“Depends. How old is the house?”

“And what if there is state-owned forest land that goes for miles and miles beyond the backyard?”

He pulls me closer, pressing his forehead against mine. “Let me guess. It’s a log cabin with an outhouse in back.”

“Not quite. It has everything a house needs—a functioning furnace, indoor plumbing, electricity, modern kitchen appliances.”

“But . . . ?” He pulls back to look at me.

“It’s a hundred and fifty years old.”

David whistles as he releases me. “Sounds like a lot of trouble waiting to happen.”

“We would definitely ask for a home inspection. But it’s fifty thousand dollars below our budget.”

“You get what you pay for. I thought we’d decided on that new build?”

“The one that was fifteen thousand dollars over our budget and still didn’t have any landscaping? This older home comes with your favorite yard accessory, mature trees. You should at least take a look at where it’s located, David. It’s so peaceful there.”

“No neighbors?”

“It’s on a two-acre wooded lot on a dead-end road. There are neighbors on one side, and across the road, but all the houses are surrounded by trees, so you can barely see them.”

“Sounds like you’re already sold on this antique.”

I sit down on the sofa with my laptop and pat the cushion next to me, inviting him to sit. He sinks down with a barely concealed groan. I’ve pulled up the listing and have the photo tour ready to show him. “Here. See for yourself.” I wish I could read his mind as he scrolls through the pictures. He quickly flips through the shots of the interior, frowning. “It looks small. And dark. All that gloomy woodwork doesn’t help. It will be a lot of work to paint over it all.”

“What! It would be a crime to paint over it all!”

“It’s not my taste.” He isn’t telling me anything new. He pauses the longest when he comes to the views of the backyard. “I see what you mean about all the trees.”

I grab the computer away when he’s finished and quickly click on the listing for the new house. “Here. So you can compare.” The photos of the two-person steam shower and the space in the basement to build a man cave bring a smile to his face.

“That’s more like it!” But he quickly closes the laptop after barely glimpsing the views of the barren landscape and half-finished homes that surround the house. “All right, all right. I see what you’re doing here, Ashley.”

“And . . . ?”

“There must be some middle ground. How about a modern house on a decent lot?”

“If one exists and is within our budget, Kristi hasn’t found it yet. How long do you want to keep looking? I’m getting tired of living here in the Residence Inn, aren’t you? I should be job hunting, not looking at houses all day.”

“Buying a house is a huge decision. It’s going to take time.”

I wonder if we’ll ever agree on one. I’ve lived in a variety of houses in various shapes, sizes, and conditions, yet it was my family that made them into a home. David is still trying to escape the shadow of the trailer park and his unstable family life. “Tell you what. Let’s go get something to eat, and you can tell me all about your day rescuing Mother Nature. Then we’ll drive by both houses and see what we think.”

I offer to drive, since I know how to get to both houses. First we head to the new build, which isn’t far from the little Mexican restaurant we like. The traffic to the new subdivision is heavy this time of day, so it takes a while, frustrating both of us. I park the car in the driveway and turn off the engine as we sit looking at the house. The style is modern, dark-gray siding trimmed with stone and stained wood. It sits on the naked lot as if it was beamed down from space. The houses around it—some nearly finished, some still under construction—are like its fraternal twins, not quite identical, but close enough to see that they are brothers. Construction equipment and blowing debris litter the neighborhood.

“We’ll need to get some estimates on landscaping,” I say. “Or maybe you can secretly dig up a few trees at work every night and sneak them home in our car.”

I make him laugh. He leans over to kiss me, then says, “I’m hungry. Let’s eat.”

I drive to what I’ve been calling “the doctor’s house” on our way home from the restaurant. It’s just that hour in the early evening when shadows are long, the air is cool, and everything is bathed in golden, sunset-colored light. The neighborhood is so peaceful that the car doors sound unnaturally loud as they slam shut. I watch David’s reaction as we walk around to the backyard. He’s smiling and shaking his head.

“This isn’t fair, Ashley. This qualifies as entrapment! I mean, look at this oak tree!” He hugs the tree trunk to measure it, and his arms barely reach halfway around. Then he stands back and tilts his head as he tries to see the top. “It has to be two hundred years old! At least. This maple, too.”

David has told me that he inherited his love of the forest from his father. Hiking in the woods together were the only happy memories he had of his father before he abandoned his family. I sit down on the deck, cross-legged, and watch as he strides around the backyard, examining the trees like a horse trainer examining thoroughbreds. When he reaches the rear edge of the lot, he stands with his hands on his hips, gazing up at the forested dune. Will all this beauty sway him to compromise on the house?

At last, he turns and walks back. He sighs and sinks down beside me, wrapping his arm around my shoulder. “This move to Michigan is supposed to be a fresh start for us,” he says. “But already, this house search is reminding us how different we are.”

“We’ve always been different, but I think we were too busy and too in love to notice when we were in graduate school.” For the past two years, David has been so stressed and disappointed with his job that we started arguing about everything from how to spend our paychecks to where to spend our vacations. I gave in to his wishes and moved here, but I don’t want to give in again and reject this house. It already feels like the home I’ve longed for all my life. “So, should we keep looking until we find a house we can agree on?” I ask. “Or just flip a coin and see which one of us has to give in?”

“Tell you what.” He uncoils his long legs and stands up. “You get a home inspector to look at this house, and I’ll call a nursery and get an estimate on some landscaping for the other one.” He reaches for my hand and pulls me up.

“Okay. And then we flip the coin?”

He kisses me and says, “Whatever works.”
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I call Kristi first thing the next day and ask her to arrange a home inspection for the doctor’s house. Afterwards, I ride my bike across town for my morning exercise. It’s the first time I’ve felt like exercising since we moved here. I plan my route so I can ride past the lumber baron’s mansion that Kristi told me about. It was built in the Queen Anne style and is a sprawling example of three stories of Victorian excess, with peaked dormers, balustraded porches, and even a towering turret. It looks as though some exterior work has been done to shore it up and keep the roof from leaking, but the abandoned house has seen better days. I cycle all the way around the block to get a view of the rear of the house and spot an aging Volkswagen van parked in the driveway. A gray-haired woman dressed in a billowing batik skirt and multicolored crocheted vest is struggling to lift a bin from the trunk. I ride toward her and park my bike. “Do you need help?”

“Yes! Oh, thank you, Jesus! You’re a godsend!”

I try to lift the large plastic bin by myself but it’s too heavy. We each grab an end and we manage to wrestle it through the back door, which is propped open with a brick. “What’s in this? It weighs a ton!”

“Treasure! I’ll show you when we get inside.” She’s puffing by the time we drop it onto the kitchen floor, which is covered in chipped, seventies-era linoleum, curling around the edges. She pops off the lid. “See? Treasure!” The bin is brimming with every tool imaginable—hammers, wrenches, screwdrivers, an electric drill, a circular saw, socket sets, and a dozen glass jars filled with nails and screws. The tools look new, or else very well cared for.

“Did you rob Home Depot?” I ask.

She laughs, a joyous, rollicking sound that makes me smile. The deep wrinkles that fan from the corners of her eyes seem to fall into familiar places. I estimate her to be in her early seventies, short and trim with the close-cropped hairstyle of a recent cancer survivor. Layers of handmade necklaces, bangles, and rings complete her hippie look.

“These tools were a blessing from heaven. A gift from a sweet sister at church who lost her husband. She’s moving to senior housing, you see, so she donated all this to our cause, which is”—she spreads her arms wide to encompass the entire run-down kitchen—“ta-dah! Renovating this historic home.”

“Don’t the workmen bring their own tools?”

She laughs again as if I’ve made another joke. “Oh, we don’t have the money to hire full-time workmen. We’re all volunteers. We do the best we can until the donations run out, then wait until we can collect some more. I’m Freida Tessoro, by the way.” She offers me her hand. It’s warm and wrinkled. Her bracelets jingle as we shake.

“Ashley Gilbert.”

“Nice to meet you, Ashley. The good Lord sent you down this street right in the nick of time.”

I want to tell her that it was my curiosity that led me down this street, not a heavenly being, but I keep quiet. I can already guess Freida Tessoro’s brand of religion by the words she sprinkles into her conversation, and I’m not interested in starting a theological discussion. But I am interested in the lumber baron’s mansion.

“So, tell me about this house. My husband and I just moved to town a few weeks ago.”

“Would you like a tour?” She reminds me of a terrier, ready to take off at her master’s signal.

“I would, yes.”

She claps her hands like a delighted child. “Wonderful! This way.” She takes me through a butler’s pantry that will be beautiful once it’s restored, and into what was once the dining room. It’s easy to look past the dust, the debris-covered floors, the peeling wallpaper, and the sun-faded curtains and see that this was once a magnificent home. But if Freida and her volunteers have been renovating it, they haven’t gotten very far.

“How long has it been vacant?” I ask as she takes me into a library that has the chalky scent of damp plaster. Random pieces of furniture are scattered around, dating from the 1950s to probably the 1970s. Nothing is from the Victorian era. I can imagine myself browsing antiques shops for period furnishings, already envisioning what this mansion would look like if it was restored to its original beauty. The stained-glass windows alone are magnificent.

“It’s been empty about ten years now. This downstairs area was an antiques shop in its last life. Or I should say junk shop, really. The mansion’s original owner, Henry Abernathy, sold it and moved out of town after all the white pine forests were cut down.”

“Was that around the time that Mrs. Abernathy mysteriously disappeared?”

She stops walking and looks at me in surprise. “You’ve heard about our town’s great unsolved mystery?”

“My real estate agent, Kristi Somers, mentioned it. My husband and I are looking at a house that belonged to a friend of Mrs. Abernathy.”

“The doctor’s house?”

“That’s right.”

“Wonderful! That’s such a lovely old historic home. Thank the Lord, it hasn’t been abused and neglected the way this home has. This dear old mansion had a series of owners up until just before the Second World War, then the Red Cross took it over and held blood drives here. When they left in the late sixties, it began to be used for a day-care center. Those dear children managed to do a lot of damage, bless their hearts. Meanwhile, the upstairs was chopped up into apartments. They were later abandoned because they couldn’t pass the fire codes, so it’s still a mess upstairs.”

“Is your plan to make it into a historic site, open to the public?”

“Yes. That’s our vision for it. This town needs to conserve our past in some sort of museum. But look here . . . I want to show you something wonderful.” She leads me into a parlor with more stained-glass windows and drags a stepladder over to the wall. “Climb up there and pull back the corner of the wallpaper that’s falling down. You won’t believe what’s underneath.”

She can’t know how exciting her invitation is to me. It has always been my dream to tackle a historic restoration like this. My heart trips all over itself as I climb the ladder and do as Freida says. A sifting of dust and loose plaster peppers my face as I peel back a corner of sagging wallpaper. Beneath it, an original multicolored stenciled border springs to life.

“Wow! Just . . . wow! What a find!”

“I know. I felt the same way as you the first time I saw it. And you haven’t even seen all the hand-carved mantelpieces yet. I’m told the home was very well built, and could be restored to its original glory with proper funding and expertise—the two things we lack.”

“But a valuable piece of history like this shouldn’t be lost.”

“I couldn’t agree more, dear. Especially when you consider this city’s importance as one of the nation’s leading lumbering cities in the 1800s. But for now, our only hope is to find buried treasure behind one of the walls or beneath a trapdoor in the floor.” She laughs at her own joke.

I tug harder on the paper, revealing a larger section of faded stenciling. I count at least six different shades of original paint. At last, I sigh and step down. “Thank you for showing me that.”

“You’re hooked, aren’t you, dear?” I nod, and she claps again. “We’re in desperate need of more volunteers. Oh, praise God that the tool bin was too heavy for me! And that He directed you to come along just in time.”

I didn’t want to burst her bubble by mentioning that I intentionally set out to ride past the mansion this morning. I’m not religious, and I usually have little patience with people who talk as if their God is intimately involved with all the minutiae of their daily lives, like finding the perfect parking space. But I already like Freida Tessoro, even though we’ve just met, and I want to work with her on this once-lovely home.

“I would love to volunteer here,” I tell her. “My husband and I aren’t quite settled yet, because we’re still deciding on a house, but once we buy one and move in—”

“Lord knows this is going to be a long-term project, dear. You’ll have plenty of time to help us.”

“I’m all out of time this morning,” I say, glancing at my phone. “Is there a time when all the volunteers will be meeting? I would like to get up to speed on this project and see how I can help.”

“There is. In fact, we’re meeting tomorrow night at seven p.m.”

“Great! Where?”

“Why, right here, of course. Wear old clothes, if you have them.”

“Okay. I’ll see you then. Nice meeting you.” I offer her my hand, but Freida surprises me with a warm hug. Her crocheted vest smells of patchouli oil.

“This was meant to be, Ashley. You’re a godsend.”

I smile. She doesn’t know the half of it.

[image: ]

I’m sitting at the counter in the tiny kitchenette, working on my laptop, when David returns to our hotel suite. I’ve been consumed with Internet searches all day and haven’t given a thought to our supper. Meals are challenging in this minuscule kitchen.

“Hey, beautiful! Whatcha doing?” he calls.

“Researching history—and a lot of other stuff. You won’t believe what happened today.” I tell him about meeting Freida and touring the Abernathy mansion, barely able to contain my excitement. “It’s going to be a museum when it’s finished, and it would be a dream come true for me to help restore it. I also spent some time learning about Henry Abernathy and Michigan’s lumbering boom. I found some interesting newspaper articles from those years, and some of them mention Dr. Wagner and his wife, the original owners of the house we looked at last night.”

“You’re really getting carried away with this.”

I can’t help smiling. “I might be just a little obsessed. But remember how you felt when you started your new job here and were finally doing what you love to do? What you studied to do? That’s how I feel about turning that mansion into a museum.”

“It’s great to see you smiling, but does this restoration job pay? We’re going to need your salary, babe.”

“It might pay if I can manage to find some grant money. In the meantime, I still have the part-time remote work I’m doing for my old boss at the museum, and if we buy the doctor’s house, which is fifty thousand dollars below our budget, we could—”

“Whoa! Hang on! I thought we were still deciding on a house.”

“I don’t want to get stuck with a job I hate just so we can have a fancy new house with a steam shower. I want to do what I’ve always dreamed of doing—like you’re doing, David. It’s only fair.”

He groans and rubs his face with both hands. “Can’t you work on the mansion in your spare time? As a hobby?”

“And sit at a desk all day feeling miserable? Like you did before we moved?”

“I don’t want to start arguing again. I’m going to take a shower.” He goes into the bathroom and closes the door. It’s what he always does, walking away from any confrontation. Did he learn that from his father?

“I arranged for that home inspection today,” I call to him. The suite is tiny, so I know he can hear me. “Did you call a landscaping service yet?” The water in the shower turns on.




9: Hannah

We lived in cloistered luxury at the Abernathys’ mansion for two weeks, our every need anticipated and met. It was the most beautiful home I had ever seen, much less lived in. Yet the sheer weight of the home’s opulence—the jewel-like windows, the brocade and velvet curtains, the beautifully carved woodwork, the soaring, coffered ceilings, and the overly decorated rooms—felt suffocating, at times, dominated by Henry Abernathy’s potent personality. Young Kate seemed as out of place as I did.

John and I had explored the town a bit more, and he had found rooms to rent above a pharmacy where he could consult with patients during the day when he wasn’t making house calls. He read the local newspaper every morning and occasionally shared with me some of the social doings, charities, and clubs, pointing out those he thought might interest me. I had been active back home before grief imprisoned me from the outside world. Isolating myself felt normal now. But since Kate was our hostess, it was only right that I attempt to be sociable and spend time with her. We sat together in her smaller parlor one morning after John and Henry left on an errand. I had offered to help her sew bands of lace onto some of her gowns to disguise her cleavage, but she was not happy with the project. Her thread kept knotting up, leaving her frustrated. She let the fabric drop into her lap and, out of nowhere, said, “Henry thinks we should join a church.”

I looked up from my sewing, my heart ticking faster. “Is that so?”

“He says going to church is expected of us in this community.”

I looked away, stabbing at the fabric with my needle. “People shouldn’t go to church because it’s expected. They should go to worship God and to join together with other Christians.” I knew my tone sounded prissy but I couldn’t seem to help it.

“I guess,” she said with a shrug. “I don’t know anything about church. But he wanted me to ask if we could go with you and John.”

In truth, I didn’t want to go to church. Not yet. I recognized my lingering bitterness with the Almighty for taking my children, as well as my reluctance to face explanations and pity. I had decided that I would tell no one in this town about my loss, but simply say we had no children whenever someone asked. That might invoke sympathy at my barrenness, but at least I could avoid reopening my wounds.

“So, can we go this Sunday?”

My heart thumped faster. “Have you and Henry visited any churches since you moved here?”

“Heck no!” she said with a little shiver. “I wouldn’t dare set foot inside a church on my own! I might be struck by lightning for my sins! That’s why I need to sit next to a good person like you.” She grinned like a mischievous child.

Her reaction seemed very strange. Was she joking? I waited for her to elaborate.

“People in town don’t know who I really am and what I’ve done, but if there’s a God, He knows.”

“Of course there’s a God, Kate. And one of the reasons we go to church is to ask forgiveness for the things we’ve done.”

“Does God forgive the really bad stuff? I mean, I’ve heard all about the Ten Commandments, and believe me, I’ve broken a few.”

“We all have,” I said, thinking of my own anger and disappointment with God. “But Jesus said that if we confess our sins—”

She clutched my arm, leaning close, her eyes wide. “I once killed a man!”

I was so shocked I couldn’t reply. She must be toying with me. “You should see your face,” she said, laughing.

“You aren’t serious.”

“Oh, I’m very serious. But don’t worry, I haven’t killed anyone else since then. Just him. And he deserved it.”

My fingers trembled as I knotted the thread and snipped it off, stalling for time. “Kate, maybe you should talk to a pastor. I’m not sure I’m the right person to—”

“I can’t do that! I would have to tell him about all my other sins, too. And if you’re shocked, imagine how a man of God would feel!”

I wondered if I looked as horrified as I felt. I could feel the blood rushing to my face. She must be making this up. “You . . . you’re so young. I can’t imagine that you would kill—”

“We’re friends, right? We can tell each other all our secrets?”

I couldn’t speak. I didn’t want to be her friend. I didn’t want to know her secrets. But she looked so lost and vulnerable that I felt sorry for her. And I could tell that she was about to confide in me whether I wanted her to or not.

“I know I can trust you, Hannah. You won’t tell anyone that I killed a man, will you? Not even John?”

“Well . . . I . . .” All I could do was sputter.

She leaned closer and clutched my arm again. Her voice dropped to an agitated whisper. “I had to kill him or he would have killed Belle. He left her half dead as it was.”

“So, it was self-defense? Surely the authorities would—”

“We couldn’t go to the authorities! They wouldn’t have believed us. We had to get rid of him ourselves.”

“W-who was he?”

She gave a careless shrug. “I don’t know. He came to see Belle, but he broke into my room when I was asleep and was trying to . . . you know. He would have done it, too, if Belle hadn’t stopped him. He was furious, so he turned on her and started beating her. I grabbed a fireplace poker and . . . and I just kept hitting him and hitting him until . . .” Her grip had tightened on my arm as she spoke until she was hurting me. She finally let go. “There was blood everywhere.”

I felt sick. I rubbed my aching arm where she’d gripped it. I tried to move but couldn’t.

“I’ve shocked you, haven’t I?”

“Perhaps . . . yes.”

“Now that you know my secret, are you still my friend?”

“I . . . I . . .”

“After we realized he was dead, we had to get rid of him, and I needed to get out of town. Belle helped me get a job with a traveling burlesque show because she knew I wanted to be in the theater. That’s another one of my secrets. I worked in a burlesque show. But that’s where I met Henry. We fell in love and now—here I am.”

“Oh, Kate.”

“But I still look over my shoulder sometimes, and wonder if the authorities will catch up with me. They’ll hang me if they do.”

She had tears in her eyes, yet her expression was a mixture of fear, vulnerability, and defiance. She seemed so young. “I don’t know what to say,” I said in a near whisper.

“I’m trying to change and be different. Really, I am! That’s why I need to go to church with you.”

The hope of the gospel was right here in front of me. Repentance, forgiveness, and new life. I thought of how Jesus forgave the woman caught in adultery, saying, “Go, and sin no more.” Did I believe the truth that we were all sinners, or was I a modern-day Pharisee, convinced that at least I wasn’t as bad as Kate? She had confided more information than I could take in, and much too soon.

I was still trying to digest Kate’s revelations when I heard a carriage pull up to the house. The outer door opened and closed. The men had returned. I heard Henry’s booming, cheerful voice. Kate held her finger to her lips. “Remember, don’t tell anybody my secret.”

“Does Henry know?” I whispered. She shook her head, then scrambled off the settee and ran to him, throwing herself into his arms. She gave him a kiss that should have been reserved for the bedroom. The servant who stood ready to take the men’s hats and coats might be accustomed to such displays, but I wasn’t. John looked at me, and I knew he also was uncomfortable. Or was he remembering a time when I would hurry to greet him and welcome him home?

“We’re bearing good news, ladies,” Henry said when the kiss ended. “You tell them, John.”

“Our house is finished, Hannah. We can move in.” It was the best news in the world at that moment. I could get away from Kate and avoid hearing any more shocking confessions. I still didn’t know what to do with her secret. I couldn’t tell John. She had asked me not to.

“A freight wagon already picked up your goods from storage and delivered them to your house this morning,” Henry said. “All your furniture is in place, and the fireplaces are blazing. You can go over and see for yourself after lunch.”

“We thought we’d surprise you,” John said.

“That’s very good news.” I wondered if my great relief showed. “You’ve been so hospitable,” I said to Henry and Kate, who were still twined together like vines. “I would hate to take advantage of your kindness by overstaying our welcome.”

“Nonsense. We’ve enjoyed having you, haven’t we, Kate?”

“Yeah. Hannah is my very best friend. She said we could go to church with her and John this Sunday. Isn’t that great news?”

Had I said that? I didn’t recall agreeing. But in the next moments we were making our way to the dining room for lunch, and then the servants were helping us pack our valises and loading them into the carriage to move to our new home. The force of Henry’s overbearing presence and Kate’s high spirits could sweep people away like a tidal wave—or leave them wearied and bruised if they attempted to resist.

Thankfully, John managed to turn away their offers to help us unpack our crates, leaving us alone in our new home at last. I took a slow walk through the house before doing anything else, admiring the fine craftsmanship of the built-in bookcases. The dining room had a built-in buffet with drawers and cupboards, and the perimeter of the ceiling was decorated with stenciled designs, less elaborate than the ones throughout the Abernathy mansion, yet still beautiful. I had admired the many stained-glass windows in the mansion, and was surprised to see that our home also had a lovely one on the stairway landing. We had sold most of our furniture, so the house looked bare—but I liked it that way. My tastes tended to be plain and simple.

The most noticeable thing about this new house was that it held no memories. Our children had never run up and down these stairs, or galloped through the hallways, whooping with laughter. They had never let the back door slap shut in the summer or tracked mud onto the kitchen floor. Their ghosts weren’t here. I couldn’t decide if that was a blessing or a terrible loss.

“Where should we start?” I asked, looking around at the packing crates.

John ran his hand over the smooth wood of the bookshelves. “I’d like to start by putting our books in these.” He pried open a box of his books and knelt on the floor, filling the glass-fronted bookcases with them. I found the crate with our dishes and began unpacking them, wiping each one with a kitchen towel before placing it in our new buffet. “I was surprised to hear that you agreed to go to church with Kate this Sunday,” John said as we worked.

“I was surprised, too, believe me!” My tone sounded bitter. “Kate asked if she and Henry could attend church with us, but I never gave her an answer. She just assumed I would agree.”

“Oh. I see.”

“I don’t suppose I can get out of it now.”

“I’m guessing Kate didn’t have a Christian upbringing?”

“Hardly!” I shivered as the violence she’d described came back to me. The killing itself was so shocking that I hadn’t absorbed the rest of what she’d said. Kate was attacked and nearly raped. She had worked in a burlesque theater. Those facts explained a lot about her crude manners, but I had never met anyone from such a background before, much less been asked to become her friend.

I became aware of John watching me. “I imagine it would be hard for her to walk through the church doors alone,” he said.

I decided to say what I was thinking. “I’m not sure I want everyone in town associating us so closely with Kate and Henry. Kate is so . . . I can’t think of the right word. Crude? Uninhibited? Outrageous, at times? I’m afraid she would color other people’s opinions of us.”

John’s brows rose in surprise. “It’s unlike you to be so uncharitable, Hannah. We wouldn’t be here if not for her and Henry.”

“You needn’t remind me!” I saw his hurt look and regretted speaking so sharply. “I’m sorry. But she told me some things about herself today that I find very disturbing.”

He waited. I longed to unload Kate’s story onto his shoulders to relieve the weight from my own, but I couldn’t. “I’m not at liberty to share what she told me. She made me promise to keep her secrets.”

“Kate is still a child, really. How bad can her secrets be? I mean, she dresses a bit too provocatively, but you can help her with that, can’t you?”

I didn’t reply. Kate had killed a man. Her clothing choices were the least of her problems.

John stopped stacking books and rose to face me. He took a few steps toward me then halted, as if sensing I was in no mood for tenderness. His voice was soft when he spoke. “Hannah, if Kate Abernathy is a lost soul, and she’s asking to attend church, isn’t it our Christian duty to help her find Christ? Jesus wasn’t afraid to associate with sinners.”

“I know, I know, and you’re right. But I suspect there are a lot of people in town who don’t see Kate that way. It might be hard to make friends or build your practice if we’re seen as condoning her behavior.”

“Then I don’t want those people for friends. Or patients, for that matter.”

John was right, I knew he was. I returned to my work, my mind churning. I finished emptying the crate of dishes, then swept up the packing excelsior. John had emptied his box of books.

“Come here and tell me how these books look. They might need a woman’s touch.” He smiled his gentle smile. Kate was right—he was a handsome man.

“They look good.” I took his hand and squeezed it briefly before letting go.

We were both exhausted by bedtime. John fell asleep right away, but I lay in bed, my thoughts swirling. The pitch darkness of the woods outside our new home was unlike any I had ever experienced. The forest was peaceful and lovely in the daytime, but I was accustomed to city gaslights at night, and the warm glow from the surrounding houses. This darkness frightened me. It was so like the darkness of grief that I was trying to crawl away from. I listened to John’s slow, deep breaths as he slept and couldn’t imagine being alone in either dark place without him.




10: Kate

I told Hannah one of my secrets today. I told her how I killed that man who tried to rape me. I wasn’t planning on telling her, but my secret just slipped out before I could catch it. But you know what? It felt good to tell someone after all this time, like taking a deep breath after being underwater for too long. Hannah didn’t run away or wag her finger or criticize me, but I could tell she was shocked. Anyway, it’s such a relief to have a friend I can trust.

Henry wants us to start going to church. That scares me more than just about anything else I’ve tried to do—even more than having all those rich people in our house for the reception. God knows everything I’ve done. All the bad stuff. Kate says God can forgive anything, if we ask. I want to believe her, but . . . well, we’ll see.




11: ASHLEY

I am so eager to attend the volunteer meeting at the Abernathy mansion that I arrive twenty minutes early. Freida is already here, setting up folding chairs in the smaller parlor. She’s wearing striped bell-bottoms that are straight out of the seventies, and she greets me with a hug like a long-lost friend. “Ashley! I’m so glad you came! I was sorry that I didn’t get your contact information the other day so I could remind you about the meeting or offer you a ride.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t forget! I’ve been looking forward to it.” I lift a folding chair and start helping her set up.

“So, did you decide to buy the doctor’s house?”

I’m surprised she remembered. And that she remembered my name. But her question is an unwelcome reminder of the disagreements David and I have been having, including another argument just before I left to come here. He wants the new house, I want the old one. My cheerful mood fades. I turn away, hoping Freida won’t notice. “No, my husband and I haven’t decided on a house yet. We need to make a final decision soon so we can move out of the Residence Inn. It’s starting to feel very cramped. In fact, I think our entire hotel suite would fit in this mansion’s reception hall.” I hear voices and the sound of the door opening and closing as people start to arrive.

“I would love to introduce you to the others tonight,” Freida says, “but I don’t know anything about you.”

“That’s okay. I’m happy to introduce myself. How many people are you expecting?”

“There are usually about a dozen.”

There’s actually twice that many. There aren’t enough chairs, so I sit on the floor with a few of the younger volunteers. Freida glows as she welcomes everyone and exclaims about the great turnout. We go around the circle, passing a box of donut holes and introducing ourselves, telling about our interest in the project. I wait until last.

“Hi, I’m Ashley Gilbert, and my husband and I just moved to town a couple of weeks ago.”

“She’s thinking of buying the doctor’s house!” Freida interrupts. “You know, that lovely old home on Locust Street?” Everyone applauds. There are other people besides me who appreciate old houses. Their enthusiasm renews my determination to buy it.

“It isn’t certain yet,” I tell them. “But listen, I’m excited about joining your group. And very excited about restoring this gorgeous mansion and making its history relevant for our generation, and the ones to come. I have a BA degree in US history and a master’s in museum studies. That involved learning about curation, preservation, restoration, exhibit presentations, and things like that. I worked at a history museum in Philadelphia before moving here, but it has always been my dream to take on a project like this mansion and see it fully restored.”

For a moment the room is silent. Then Freida nearly leaps from her chair. “Ashley! You have the expertise we’ve been praying for! Oh, I can’t believe it! Well, of course I can believe it because God always answers prayers, but my goodness! I’m so excited!” Her enthusiasm moves me.

“I know I’m a newbie, and you all have been working at this for a while, but I have a few ideas—”

“Wonderful! Tell us! Please!” Freida exclaims.

“I don’t want to step on anyone’s toes,” I say carefully. “I don’t know who’s been directing the renovation so far, but—”

“Freida’s in charge,” someone calls out. “She keeps us going.”

“Hear, hear!” There is a smattering of applause.

“Honey, I’ll gladly hand you the reins. Giddy-up!” Everyone laughs, and I can’t help smiling. This feels like a dream come true.

“Well, okay,” I say. “You did mention the other day that there’s a need for expertise and for funding. I would like to suggest that we give ourselves an official name, elect a board of directors, and craft a vision statement for this project. Then we can start applying for grant money. I’ve written grant proposals before as part of my internships, so I’ll be happy to get that process started.”

“Oh, Ashley!” Freida wipes tears of joy. “I can’t believe it!”

“Who actually owns this house?”

“It was deeded to the city by the last owner, who couldn’t pay the taxes,” a man named Greg says. He introduced himself earlier as the local high school history teacher. “The city would have sold it by now if they’d been able to find a buyer.”

“I work for the parks department,” Brad, a local history buff, adds. “I can help you coordinate with the right people in the town government. They should be willing to chip in some money, too, since the town will benefit from a museum.”

A middle-aged woman named Laura, who said she lives in a historic home, waves her hand to be recognized. “It seems to me that having a qualified expert like Ashley will go a long way in getting the funding we need.”

“That’s right,” several people agree.

“Well, thanks for your confidence in me. And we’ve only just met!” Everyone laughs. “I’ve done some preliminary Internet searches, so I know the funds are out there. I need to keep researching the town’s history and the history of the lumbering era so I can emphasize the project’s historical importance in our grant proposal.”

“Brad and Greg know a lot about local history,” Freida says. “Greg was president of the Western Michigan Historical Society.”

“Excellent! Make sure I have everyone’s name and contact information before we leave tonight so we can set up a time to meet.”

The room erupts in excited chatter for a few minutes as the box of donut holes is passed once again. No one seems resentful of my “takeover.” In fact, I feel like the hero of the hour.

“All right, everybody,” Freida says, clapping her hands. “We came here to work, remember? Ashley, our plan is to clean up the reception hall and this beautiful parlor, making them into showpieces to preview what we have in mind for the rest of the house.”

“That sounds like a great plan.”

“Does everyone know what to do? If not, see me and I’ll read you the list. It’s as long as the front staircase!” I hear good-natured laughter as everyone rises, folds the chairs out of the way, and starts to work. I am thrilled to witness their camaraderie and teamwork. Several of the volunteers who introduced themselves are married couples, and I wish David shared the excitement of this adventure with me. It would be a good start in making new friends together.

A cleanup crew is removing all the scattered debris and furniture from both areas, including the tattered curtains and rods, none of which are original. Another team fills buckets with Murphy Oil Soap to scrub the woodwork, and the soap’s wonderful smell fills the air. There is so much beautiful woodwork that restoring it is going to be a labor of love, but well worth it in the end. Greg and Brad work to remove plywood from what they believe to be a boarded-up fireplace in the smaller parlor, and I hurry over to see what’s behind it as chunks of plywood fall to the floor. The three of us cheer and celebrate when we glimpse the bricks of a blackened firebox. Several volunteers work on removing wallpaper from the 1970s—only to reveal more layers of wallpaper beneath it.

“Try to preserve a few pieces of the very bottom layer,” I tell them. The layers of paper peel off with ease in a few places near the ceiling, but removing an entire room of it is going to require a great deal of scraping.

I leave the men to finish the fireplace and start working on an area of wallpaper myself, examining the layers to see if any of it is original. By the time we stop for the evening, I’m tired and grubby and so excited I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep tonight. At last, I have found a job that unites my education and interests.

David is sitting on the bed, watching TV, when I get back to the hotel. He gives me his best movie-star grin. “Hey, Ashley. Sorry about all the fireworks. Kiss and make up?” He pats the place on the bed beside him, but I’m still too pumped to sit down. I can barely recall what we argued about.

“Sure. I’m sorry, too.” I lean across the bed for a quick kiss.

“How did it go tonight?”

“Great! They made me the new project manager.”

“How much does it pay?”

I don’t reply, waiting for him to mute the TV and look at me. “It doesn’t pay. Yet.”

“Sheesh, Ashley—”

“But I know I can make it pay, in time. The city owns the mansion. It can be turned from an eyesore into an asset, attracting tourists, school groups, and most importantly, an income stream as a museum.”

“Is that your sales pitch?”

“Something like that. The fact that the house has a centuries-old mystery attached to it will make it even more intriguing.”

“What mystery?”

“Didn’t I tell you? The wife of the lumber baron who built the mansion disappeared without a trace. I’m going to comb through the newspaper archives and see what the rumors were about her disappearance.”

“Maybe you’ll find her skeleton hidden under the floorboards.”

I laugh and climb onto the bed to sit beside him. “That would certainly be a shock to dear little Freida. She’s the seventysomething dynamo who’s been the driving force behind the project.”

“She doesn’t mind you taking over?”

“Hardly! She says I’m a godsend. An answer to her prayers.”

“One of those Bible-thumpers, huh?”

“She’s really very sweet. I like her a lot. When it comes to this mansion, we’re kindred spirits. I feel like I might have found my purpose, the reason for all my training. Everything I love about history has found a focus with this house. I want to restore it and showcase its significance—and the history of the lumbering era in Michigan. It’s such a beautiful house underneath it all. I want to make it shine again.”

“That could take years, babe.”

“I know.” I take the remote from his hand, clicking the TV all the way off. “So, let’s make a deal. Instead of me taking a full-time job, I would like to spend some time searching for grant money and writing proposals. Let me pursue this crazy dream of renovating the Abernathy mansion, and I’ll agree to buy the new house that you want instead of the doctor’s house.”

“You want to tackle the mansion that badly?”

“I do.”

He looks away and sighs. “I would love that for you, Ashley, but we won’t qualify for a mortgage on the new house if you’re not working full-time.”

I exhale. I hadn’t thought of that. “Could we lower our budget and look for a smaller, cheaper house? There must be one out there, somewhere.”

“That means starting the house hunt all over again. And the costs are adding up for this hotel.”

I wait a few beats before saying, “You haven’t toured inside the doctor’s house yet, but it’s fifty thousand dollars below our budget. I heard back from the real estate agent, and she said the home inspector found nothing major wrong with it. We could live there, for now, and once I’m the museum director for the newly renovated mansion, we can move into our own mansion.”

David shakes his head, but he’s smiling. “I admire your negotiating skills, Ash. The United Nations could use someone like you. But I’m worried that—”

“Let’s not decide tonight,” I say, snuggling closer. “We’ll think about it, sleep on it, and talk some more in the morning.”

As we kiss, I can hear Freida’s voice, clear as a bell, adding, And let’s all pray about it, too. I almost wish I believed in prayer.




12: Kate

I used to wish I was like other people, living in a real house with a mother and a father who loved me. I would wish that I had sisters and brothers, and that my family did ordinary things like going to church every Sunday. No one I knew went to church, but sometimes I would follow the sound of the church bells on Sunday mornings and see the ladies and gentlemen in their fine clothes, their children all shiny and polished-up, the little girls with colored ribbons in their hair. They would walk through the big oak doors together into the building with the steeple on top.

Some of my dreams have come true. I live in a mansion that’s bigger and grander than I could have ever wished for. I have a husband who loves me and gives me anything money can buy. He said it was high time we attended church because it was what respectable people did, so yesterday, I put on my plainest skirt and shirtwaist, buttoned all the way up to my chin, and we went to church with Hannah and John.

The church bells sounded like they were welcoming me as we walked through those big doors, but once I was inside, it didn’t feel like a dream come true for me at all. For one thing, it was boring. Singing dreary songs, reading out loud from the back of the hymnbook, praying long prayers with old-fashioned words like dost and thou. We stood up, we sat down, we stood up again.

And for another thing, I knew the minute I stepped inside that I didn’t belong there, even though I was dressed like everyone else with a hat and gloves and itchy clothes. To say I was a fish out of water doesn’t tell the half of it. Everyone knew each other, and they knew where to sit and what to say and do. I felt like a fraud, all dressed up but still ugly underneath. I was surrounded by nice people who probably never did anything wrong in their lives.

Unlike me. I’ve done a lot of wrong things.

I couldn’t sit still. I couldn’t be myself. I wanted to run. I had no idea what the preacher was going on and on about, but I thought that any minute, he would point his bony finger at me and holler, “Shame! You once danced in a burlesque show!” The thing is, I liked dancing in that show. It was a lot of fun. I liked the attention and the applause. It made me feel good.

When the church service finally ended, I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Maybe it will be better the next time I go, but I doubt it. Henry didn’t say much afterwards, so I’m hoping he won’t want to go back, either.

My new life with Henry is one I never could have imagined for myself. But sometimes I miss my old life. Even the hard parts.




13: Hannah

It amazed me to see how quickly and thoroughly our peaceful city was transformed into riotous chaos when the lumberjacks arrived. The icebound rivers and streams had thawed with the arrival of spring, and the work of chopping trees had come to an end. Hundreds of rowdy, unrestrained men flooded into town along with the logs they had felled during the winter. The men’s thirst was bottomless, their purses full, and they were eager to celebrate the end of another logging season.

“What do you think of all the new visitors to our town?” Henry Abernathy asked as we sat around the table in our new dining room. We had invited the Abernathys to our home for Sunday dinner after church, a custom John and I once enjoyed back in Brooklyn before death changed our lives. John had thought the dinner would be a nice gesture to show how happy and comfortable we were in the house the Abernathys had built for us. I prepared roasted chicken, potatoes, creamed squash, and dinner rolls. Apple pie waited on the built-in buffet. The meal wasn’t nearly as elaborate or plenteous as the meals their cook always prepared for us, but the foods were John’s favorites.

“I’m almost afraid to venture into town,” I replied. I had been shocked by the leering looks and rude comments the other pedestrians and I had received from the shaggy newcomers.

“How long do the lumbermen usually stay?” John asked.

“Until they get all their carousing out of their system,” Henry said.

“But don’t worry, most of the ladies of the night leave once the men go home,” Kate added.

I winced at the mention of those “ladies,” reminded once again how different Kate and I were. She saw nothing wrong with mentioning unmentionable subjects in public. We had attended church together for the past few weeks, but Kate seemed restless and on edge throughout the services, and during the social time afterwards. I had survived the first round of polite questions about having children, but my lingering questions about God’s goodness remained.

“I think the lumberjacks make the town more exciting,” Kate said. “I want to go dancing one of these nights. Can we, Henry? Please?” He gave a noncommittal grunt.

“Will they return to their camps when they’re done carousing?” I asked.

“No, the lumber camps are only active during the winter months,” Henry explained. “They need frozen, ice-covered roads to transport the heavy logs from the forest to the riverbanks. Once the ground thaws, the roads become mired in mud, and the work halts for the season.”

“Those men live out there all winter!” Kate added. “Can you believe it? In the cold and snow, without their wives and girlfriends?”

“I suppose that explains their pent-up energy,” Henry said.

“Would anyone care for more chicken?” I asked, passing the platter. I was pleased to see that Henry was devouring the meal with hearty pleasure.

“They labor from dawn to dusk,” he continued. “You’ll see the rafts of logs coming downriver any day now. River rats follow them to break up any logjams and keep them moving. It’s a very dangerous job.”

“Henry worked in a camp one winter, didn’t you, honey? You should tell them about it.”

“Another time.” His response was gruff. The pair didn’t seem as lovey-dovey as usual.

“Henry says the lumberjacks spend all their money on women and drinking, and sometimes they get into fistfights. Right, honey?”

“You’d better get your sutures ready for the saloon brawls, John.” Indeed, he already had been called out at odd hours.

“If all the logs come downriver together, how do you know which ones go to your sawmill?” John asked.

“Each owner stamps his special brand on the end of each of his logs. But there are river pirates out there who saw off the ends of the logs and restamp them. We have to keep a close eye out.”

“Henry is so busy now that I hardly ever see him.”

“It can’t be helped, Kate. I have to stay on top of things.”

We finished the meal and I served the pie. “This is so good!” Kate said with her mouth full. “Can you teach me how to make apple pie?”

Henry spoke before I had a chance to reply. “You don’t need to be baking pies, Kate. That’s why we employ a cook.” Kate stared down at her plate like a scolded child, pushing flakes of crust and apples around with her fork. I felt sorry for her. I would be horrified if John spoke to me so sharply in public.

She seemed to rally, though, and even dared to ask another question as we all sat in the parlor after the meal. John had brought up the topic of today’s church service, and Kate said, “I didn’t understand what the minister meant about stashing all our valuables in heaven. How do you do that? I’ve always heard you can’t take them with you.”

“It’s a figure of speech,” Henry said, rolling his eyes.

“No, I’m pretty sure he said real treasure, like gold and jewels and things.”

“Let it go, Kate. I’ll explain when we get home.”

“But—”

“That’s one of the reasons I dislike churches,” Henry said, raising his voice. “You and I have talked about this before, John. They seem to have a bias against rich people, and no matter how much money we donate, we’re still made to feel like criminals simply because we’re rich. They tell us Jesus was poor, so that means we should give all our money away and be poor, too.”

“I’m sorry you’ve had that experience with some churches in the past,” John began, but Henry stood and waved his hands as if erasing his words, canceling the discussion.

“I don’t have time for this debate today. As I said, I need to get down to the mill. Thank you for a delightful meal, Hannah.” He reached for my hand and kissed it. “I’m glad you’re happy with your new home.” They were gone in the blink of an eye.

John helped me clear the table and wash the dishes after they left. We had hired a local girl named Mabel to help me a few days a week, but of course we gave her the Sabbath day off. “I sensed some tension between Kate and Henry today,” I said as we worked.

“Henry gets that way, sometimes. His moods have extreme highs and lows, especially when he feels pressured, like he is at work right now.”

“He was so short with Kate. It was embarrassing. And his disdain for churches surprised me. I thought it was his idea to attend.”

“We had many debates about God and religion during the war, and Henry’s views are all over the place, tainted by some bad experiences. But Kate seems to genuinely want to learn. Maybe you could get together with her and teach her more about the Bible.”

I nodded in agreement, then quickly changed the subject. How could I teach Kate when I had so many doubts myself? I still hadn’t come to terms with my unanswered prayers when my children lay dying. We had just passed the one-year anniversary of their deaths, a date that kept me in bed all day with the curtains drawn. I’d hoped John would drop the idea of teaching Kate, but he hadn’t.

“Should I tell her to come over here one afternoon this week? I know you’re reluctant to go into town, just now. And it sounds like she’s lonely with Henry away so much of the time.”

I couldn’t think of an excuse to get out of it, so I swallowed my protests.
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Kate arrived unannounced a few days later, late in the afternoon. I got out my Bible, and we sat in the kitchen where a cozy fire blazed in the cast-iron stove. “This is so nice,” Kate said, looking around at the simple kitchen. “It’s like a real home, you know what I mean?”

“A lot of people would envy your beautiful mansion.”

“I know,” she said with a shrug. “But this is really nice.”

My Bible lay on the table in front of me, but I had no idea where or how to begin. I nervously ruffled the thin pages with my thumb. “Maybe we should start with any questions you might have about the Bible?”

“I don’t really feel like talking about it. I came over because I was lonely.”

I was glad I didn’t have to talk about the Bible, but I couldn’t relate to her desire to socialize, preferring solitude myself.

“I’m so bored, Hannah. I want to have some fun, once in a while. Just a few drinks and some laughs. Listen to some music. Go dancing. I can hear music coming from the saloons when I ride past them at night, and I want to join in so badly.”

“You lead a different life now, Kate.”

“Henry’s always too busy to go with me. He says it’s the busiest time of year for him. But this is the time of year when all the fun comes to town.” She sprang from her chair and started to pace, as restless as a dog on a short leash. “Have you seen some of those lumberjacks, Hannah? They’re so young and strong and rugged.”

“The ones I saw looked dirty and uncouth. We would both be wise to keep our distance. John says most of them have lice.”

“Well, is it any wonder? They’ve been living and working in the woods all winter.” She halted abruptly in front of my chair and gripped my hands, trying to pull me to my feet as she pleaded with me. “Come to one of the saloons with me, please? We’ll just have a drink and see what it’s like, listen to the music. I don’t want to go all alone. Please?”

“Certainly not!” My words came out harsher than I had intended, and Kate dropped my hands. I couldn’t imagine doing such a thing.

“I didn’t think you’d go with me, but I don’t know who else to ask. You’re my only friend.”

“You shouldn’t go, either, Kate. You’re a married woman. What would Henry say?”

“I’m not going to do anything bad. I just want to get out of the house and have a little fun. He’ll never know.”

“There must be something else you can do for entertainment.”

“Like what?” She halted in front of me again, hands on her hips like a defiant child, challenging me to name something.

“I don’t know, I haven’t lived here long enough to know the city very well. There must be a social club or an organization you can join.”

“There’s nothing. It’s boring here. Sometimes I feel so trapped I want to scream! I swear, if a traveling theater troupe came to town, I just might run off and join them!”

“Kate, you wouldn’t.” She gave a careless shrug. I had to divert her thoughts to other things. I had been invited to join the Women’s Circle and the Missionary Society at the church we’d been attending, but this wasn’t the time to mention those activities. “Why don’t you sit down and I’ll make some tea?”

Kate laughed again. “Tea? And then we’ll talk about the weather?”

She was upset and agitated. I needed to calm her down. “I have a little elderberry wine.”

“That’s better!”

I retrieved it from the buffet, along with two glasses. I slowly sipped the small amount I had poured in my own glass, but Kate finished hers in two gulps, then asked for more. “Is there something you would like to talk about instead of the weather?” I asked after she’d gulped down the second glass.

“Tell me about your life, Hannah. I shared my secrets with you, but you never told me yours.”

“I-I don’t think I have any secrets. You saw our town house in Brooklyn. You know that John is a doctor—”

“How did you meet him?”

“It was at a social gathering at my brother’s house,” I began, struggling to be patient with her questions. “John knew my sister-in-law’s family. He was home on leave from the war, at the time, and—”

“And you fell madly in love with him because he was so handsome.”

I smiled to myself. Indeed, he was handsome, and so polite and charming. He had seemed smitten with me, with an earnestness I hadn’t experienced before, wanting to hear my thoughts and opinions on every subject. “We wrote to each other while he was away,” I continued. “And got to know each other better that way.”

“Then you got married when he came home from the war?”

“That’s right.” I closed my eyes, remembering how deeply we had fallen in love. From the very beginning, John was unlike any man I had ever met. He was gentle and kind, serious and funny, with the soul of an older, wiser man, and the curiosity and abandon of a child. I had grown up in a large family where my thoughts and opinions were seldom considered, let alone taken seriously. John had made me feel heard and important and cherished. I had been unable to imagine my life without him.

“What happened to your children? Why’d they die?”

My eyes flew open. Her question was a punch to the gut that stole my breath. “That’s . . . that’s not something I can easily talk about.”

“Well, do you think my story was easy to tell?” Kate had drained her wineglass a third time. She was looking steadily at me, waiting. I gazed down at my hands, folded in my lap. I drew a deep breath and spoke quickly, to get it over with, bracing for the pain.

“They all died of diphtheria within a matter of days. John had tended several sick children with the disease. There was nothing he could do.”

The room was quiet for a moment. Then Kate said, “No wonder . . .” She rose from her seat and enveloped me in an embrace that I didn’t return. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “That’s awful. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“I’m fine,” I said at last. But I wasn’t. I hadn’t told the story in nearly a year, and it still hurt to remember. I wanted Kate to go away so I could be alone. Instead, she emptied the bottle of elderberry wine into our two glasses and sat down again.

“Come on, drink up, Hannah. It’ll make you feel better.”

It wouldn’t, but I drank it anyway, hoping Kate would leave if I did. She talked on and on about all sorts of silly things, filling the room with her girlish chatter. We never did discuss the Bible. The room was tilting by the time my glass was empty and Kate finally took her leave. I went upstairs and lay down on the bed, never moving until I heard John’s carriage arrive a few hours later. I hadn’t prepared anything for his dinner.

“How did your Bible study with Kate go?” he asked.

“It . . .” I didn’t have the energy to explain my afternoon with Kate, or how draining her company was. “It was as good as can be expected, I suppose. I wasn’t feeling well after she left, so I went upstairs to lie down, and I’m afraid I didn’t start anything for dinner.”

“It doesn’t matter. I can poke around the pantry for something.”

Long after dark, John and I were just getting ready to go upstairs to bed when we heard a carriage pull up outside. Someone probably needed a doctor. John went to the door. “Henry! Come in.”

Henry Abernathy ducked through the door, his broad shoulders speckled with raindrops. He wasn’t wearing a hat, and his hair lay damp on his wide forehead. “Sorry to disturb you. I was wondering if Katie is here.”

A heavy stone turned in my stomach as I made my way to the door. “She visited me this afternoon, but she left hours ago. Before dinnertime.”

“The servants said she went out alone, but they didn’t know where.”

I thought I knew. I didn’t know how to tell him. I saw the deep worry lines creasing his face and knew that I had to. “When Kate was here earlier, she asked me to go into town to a saloon with her. She said she was bored and needed to have a little fun, maybe a drink or two. I tried to talk her out of it, and I thought I had, but maybe . . .”

His face darkened with anger, but when he spoke, his voice was calm. “Do you know which saloon?” I shook my head.

John reached for his own overcoat as Henry turned to leave. “I’ll come with you and help you search.”

“No, thanks. I’ll manage.” The door slammed shut.
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When Kate arrived at my door the following day, I braced myself for an angry tirade, thinking she would be upset with me for telling Henry where she’d gone. But that wasn’t the case at all. She threw herself into my arms, sobbing. “Sorry to come here uninvited. Sorry, sorry, sorry. But I need a friend.”

“You’re welcome here anytime, Kate. Come in. Have a seat.” I gestured toward the parlor but she huddled by the door, furtively glancing around.

“Is anyone else here?”

“No. Just me.”

She sighed and came inside, but when she pulled back the hood of her cloak and I got a good look at her, I was shocked to see that her eye was blackened and swollen nearly shut. The side of her face was purple with bruises, and there was a split in her lip that looked painful. I felt sick inside.

“Kate! What happened?”

“Henry’s mad at me. When he didn’t come home for dinner, I went out for just one tiny little drink, but I lost track of the time because I started dancing, and I was having such a good time.” She paused, swallowing. “Then Henry came into the saloon and dragged me home.”

I was horrified. “Did he do that to your face?”

She fingered the bruise. “No. No, this was an accident.” But Kate didn’t look at me when she said it.

“Tell me the truth, Kate. If he harmed you—”

“He didn’t! Henry has a bad temper sometimes, and he was very angry last night, but he loves me, I know he does.”

“Then how did it happen?”

“Well, this lumberjack I was dancing with got mad when Henry walked in and started yanking me away. They were about to get in a fistfight, so I tried to stop them. It was my own fault for getting in the way.”

I didn’t believe her. I remembered how angry Henry had been. “John can give you some salve to help your bruises heal.”

“No! I don’t want John to know. I don’t want anyone to know!”

We had been standing all this time, and she finally sat down on our settee with a sigh. I noticed she was holding her arm awkwardly, and my heart sank again. “Is something wrong with your arm?”

“It’s just a little sore from when Henry dragged me out of there. He doesn’t know his own strength sometimes.” She gave a little laugh.

I had never encountered a situation like this before, so I had no idea what to say. “Is there anything I can do? Do you need to stay here for a few days until Henry cools down?”

“No! That would only make it worse! But you can pour me a drink. Henry hid all of ours.”

“Do you think it’s wise to be drinking again today?”

“Of course not. It’s stupid to drink. But my face hurts. I hurt. And I need something to take away the pain.” She rose and headed toward the buffet where John kept our liquor. I hurried after her. She found a bottle of whiskey and set it on the dining room table, then pulled out a chair. “I need a glass.” I gave her the smallest one I could find. “Where’s your glass?” she asked with a frown. I shook my head. “Well, at least I won’t have to go to that big dinner on Saturday night with a bunch of Henry’s rich friends. Can you imagine what they’d say if I walked in looking like this?” She laughed, then pressed her fingers to her split lip. “Ow, it hurts when I laugh.”

I felt so sorry for her. I wanted to help her, but how? She quickly drained the first glass of whiskey and poured herself a second one. I reached across the table and took the bottle away from her. “John uses this for medicinal purposes. We shouldn’t drink it all.”

“Yeah, you’re right. But it does dull the pain.”

“Kate, we talked yesterday about finding things to do here in town and getting involved with some charities—”

“I’ll only go if you go with me.”

I wanted nothing more than to keep to myself. The winter months had provided an excuse to stay at home, but spring had arrived, and once the lumberjacks left and the city calmed down, I couldn’t put off being sociable any longer. John had purchased a horse and buggy that I could use to get around when he didn’t need it. I had no excuse. And maybe helping Kate would give me a purpose, for now.

We talked for a few minutes about some of the clubs we could join at church, but I could tell the idea made Kate uneasy. “How about the Library Guild? I read in the paper that some of the other lumber barons’ wives have formed a club to purchase a larger building.”

“Ha! Can you picture me in a library? That’s almost as funny as me in a church!”

“We have to start somewhere.”

She looked at me for a long moment, then suddenly asked, “Are you ever going to have more children?”

I couldn’t reply. Kate’s question sucked the air from my lungs. My first instinct was to lash out and reprimand her for asking such a nosy, insensitive question. But there she sat, with her swollen eye and battered face, claiming me as her only friend, and I couldn’t unleash my own pain onto her. “No,” I said quietly. “We’ve decided not to have any more children.” I hoped she wouldn’t ask why. I didn’t want to explain that my heart couldn’t risk loving a vulnerable infant again, knowing all too well that babies were tethered to this earth by a single breath, a fragile heartbeat.

“I thought Henry and I were going to fill all our extra bedrooms with babies, but now he says he doesn’t want children. Oh, well,” she said with a shrug, “I have no idea how to take care of a baby anyway. And I still want to have fun. Children tie you down.”

I remembered holding my babies’ tiny, warm bodies close to my heart, singing to them, playing silly games with them, making them laugh. The conversation was draining me. Kate was draining me, as surely as if she had slashed my wrists with a knife. I felt as bruised as Kate looked. But what to do? If I asked her to leave, would she head straight for a saloon? She solved my dilemma by changing the subject yet again.

“Hey, have you been down to the river yet, to watch the logs come in? Henry took me a couple of days ago, and honestly, that’s something you’ve just got to see to believe!”

“No, I haven’t been.”

“Well, let’s go! My driver is just sitting around outside, waiting. Henry has him watching me like a hawk to make sure I don’t go downtown again. But I know he’ll take us to the river, if we want.” It seemed like a harmless way to spend the brisk spring afternoon, so I put on a coat and we rode to a clearing along the river, just outside the city. The scent of pine and damp earth filled the air. I was unprepared for the sheer volume of trees—an entire forest’s worth—that raced along with the current. A short distance upstream, men were shouting and poking at the logs, balancing on the shifting, rolling trees like circus performers. My body braced with tension. Danger seemed to hover in the air around us. A single one of those huge logs could crush a person in an instant, and there were dozens and dozens of them, hurtling along on the powerful, overflowing waters. The men were trying to harness a force that seemed uncontrollable.

“Henry says a couple of men die every year doing this,” Kate said.

“That’s easy to believe!” A shudder washed through me.

An hour slid past as Kate and I watched, never saying a word to each other. Then she sighed and said, “I feel so sorry for all those trees. They should be standing tall in a forest somewhere, still alive, with birds’ nests in their branches, and the wind making them sway on the breeze. Instead, they were all cut down, just so Henry and I can be rich. It’s like looking at a river of dead bodies.” Her words made me shiver. “You know what?” she continued. “Sometimes I feel just like those logs, cut down and pushed along in that cold, cold water. And there’s not a thing I can do about it.”

I was still remembering the sheer force behind the giant raft of logs as I lay in bed that night, thinking about Kate’s words. The loss of my children had felled me, just like those trees, leaving me to float, dead and unfeeling, on a river of grief. And I was as helpless as Kate to do anything about it.




14: Kate

Henry is mad at me. He has every right to be, I know he does. He thought he’d saved me from places like that saloon where he found me last night, and had rescued me from my old life. But there I was, flirting with the lumberjacks and having fun just like in the old days. I know it’s for my own good that I listen to Henry and do whatever he says. I know I should stay away from places like that. He loves me, and I love him to pieces, and I don’t know what I would do without him. He didn’t mean to hit me, and he was so sorry afterwards. Of course, I forgave him. I know I deserved it.

He looked so hurt when he found me dancing in that place. Angry, too, but mostly hurt. He said he’d been worried about me because I’d disappeared. But I was so sad after Hannah told me how her children had died, I just had to have a drink. No wonder she’s so cold toward John. I think she must blame him for their deaths. After all, he’s a doctor. It would be hard to forgive something like that. But I was mad at myself for making her tell me. Me and my big mouth! I always ask stupid questions. So, I just wanted to get drunk and forget about everything. Drinking used to help me forget things in the past when they got really bad.

Today, I went over to see Hannah and to apologize. We went together to watch the dead logs coming downstream. Those logs are what made Henry and me rich. I know I should be grateful to him for giving me a new life, and everything a girl could dream of having. But being a lumber baron’s wife is so boring! Sometimes I don’t know how I’m going to live this way for the rest of my life.




15: ASHLEY

David and I sit in the driveway of “the doctor’s house,” waiting for Kristi to unlock the door and give us a tour. David promised we would decide on a house this weekend, and he hasn’t seen the inside of this one yet. I’ve only been inside once, so maybe I’ll change my mind when I see it again—although I doubt it. It’s so peaceful here beneath the rustling trees, far from the traffic noise by our hotel suite. I roll down my window.

“Listen to those birds!” I wait for him to respond. “Isn’t that a great sound?”

He exhales, shaking his head. “There are birds all over Michigan, Ashley.”

“Yes, but birds live in trees, and there aren’t any trees near the house you like.” Kristi arrives just then, and David opens his car door. I grab his arm. “Wait. Promise me you’ll go inside with an open mind.” He nods, but I suspect he’s thinking of steam showers and man caves as we get out of the car.

Kristi fills the frosty silence with lively chatter as we walk through the rooms, explaining the details of the home inspection and pointing out how well-maintained the house is for its age. “I hope I look this good when I’m a hundred and fifty years old!” she says with a chuckle.

“Why do all the floors squeak?” David asks as we climb the stairs. “Is there a way to fix that?”

“I love that sound,” I say. “It’s part of this house’s charm.”

“At least a burglar can’t sneak up on us at night,” he mumbles. His shoulders sag when he sees the bathroom. “Not exactly my dream shower.” I swallow a sarcastic response, something along the lines of This backwater town without a museum is not exactly my dream hometown, either. I’m determined not to argue. I’m dismayed that he finishes his walk-through so quickly and is ready to leave. He wouldn’t even go down into the cellar.

“Let’s talk out here,” I say, gesturing to the back deck. I’m still hoping the forest will win him over. In fact, I’m counting on it. “Is there any chance that the seller would consider a lower offer?” I ask Kristi.

“We can try,” she replies. “It’s been on the market nearly thirty days.”

“What about the price on the new house?” David asks. “Is that negotiable? I got an estimate for some professional landscaping, and it’s pretty costly. Can we ask to include it?”

Kristi’s perky smile never wavers. “Again, you can try. It never hurts to ask. But those new houses are selling very quickly at full price. The builder doesn’t have much incentive to negotiate.”

We fall silent. A chipmunk ventures up the steps of the deck, spots us, then quickly turns and scurries away. A bird calls out in the distance. “Is that a hawk?” I ask David.

“A red-tailed hawk, I believe.”

“You’d better hide, little chipmunk!” I call out.

Kristi can probably sense the tension between David and me. “Well,” she finally says. “If you don’t have any more questions, I think I’ll take off. I’m supposed to be at an open house later. You’re welcome to keep looking around, just lock up when you leave. And call me if you decide to make an offer on one of the houses we’ve looked at.”

“Okay, we will,” I say. “Thanks again, Kristi.” Her car sounds loud in the stillness as it starts up and drives away. I look up at David as I sit down on the step. “You promised we would decide this weekend, remember?”

“Yeah.” He sinks down beside me.

“Tell me what you think of this house.”

“Love the location, dislike the house. It’s too small. Too old-fashioned. It’s not what I want.”

“I know you favor the new one, but I hate that location. It’s so barren! And I don’t love that house enough to go into debt and work night and day for it. I like this one, despite its shortcomings. I think we could be happy here. And it’s much more affordable.” I wait but he doesn’t respond. The hawk screeches again. “We could build an outdoor shower with massage jets, and you could bathe beneath the trees. Very Zen.”

He makes a face, but I can see that he’s trying not to smile.

“I found an online mortgage calculator,” I continue, “and I know we can qualify for a loan on this house, especially if we negotiate a lower price.”

“We need to do more than decide which house to buy, Ashley. We need to talk about you finding a job so we can afford a house at all.”

A prickle of irritation stiffens my spine. “I started looking at job listings before we moved here, remember? The only one I found that even remotely uses my education is teaching history at an area high school. You know I’ve never wanted to teach.”

“You mean to tell me there are no jobs for you at all? Anywhere in western Michigan? I find that hard to believe.”

I take a few yoga breaths to keep from lashing back. “The nearest museum is forty miles away and doesn’t have any job openings at the moment. You’re welcome to search the Internet for yourself, if you don’t believe me.” The air smells of pine as I draw in a few more deep breaths. “I emailed my old boss at the museum, and she thinks the part-time remote work will last for a few more months. That will give me time to apply for a grant to renovate the lumber baron’s house.”

“And what if the grant doesn’t come through and the online work dries up? I would feel more financially secure if you would look for a real job.”

Slow, deep breaths. “Doesn’t it bother you at all that you’d be prancing through the woods all day, doing what you love, while I’m sitting at a boring desk job or trying to get a bunch of hormone-driven teenagers interested in American history? Is being financially secure more important to you than my happiness?”

“You’re twisting my words.”

“I’m not. I know how important financial stability is to you. How it colors all your decisions. That’s why it surprises me that you’d choose a new house that we can barely afford. Unless it’s a status thing.” I can tell by the way he whips his head around to stare at me that I’ve hit a nerve. Yes. That’s exactly it. David equates success with new and modern, with all the latest gadgets and technology. He grew up in a rusting, broken-down trailer. The brand-new house would prove he had finally made it. I love David, but I’m not willing to give in to him this time.

“You owe me,” I say quietly. I close my eyes to stop my tears. “You know how much it means to me to finally settle down and have a real home somewhere after moving from place to place all my life. I moved here for you, David. I gave up my home, my job, and all my friends to move here so you could be happy.”

His fists tighten. He spits his words through a clenched jaw. “We made this decision together.”

“I gave in to you because you are more important to me than where I live.”

He stands, sighing in frustration, and heads around the house toward the car. “Stop walking away!” I call after him. “We need to figure out a way to compromise.”

“I need time to think!”

Neither of us speaks on the way back to the Residence Inn. It’s impossible to avoid each other in a space as small as our hotel suite, so the atmosphere is tense. I’m trying to think of a nonthreatening way to resume our house deliberations when my phone rings. I’m surprised to see that it’s Freida Tessoro.

“Hello, Ashley dear. It’s Freida. Do you have a minute to talk?”

“Um . . . yeah. Sure.”

“I have some good news about the mansion, and there are some things I’m going to need from you, and . . . you know what? Can we do this in person? Can you meet me at the mansion sometime later today, if you’re not too busy?”

I glance at David. He’s still in no mood to talk. “I could come right now, if you want.”

“Perfect! I’m already here, as it happens, waiting on a retired carpenter to come and give us some estimates. I’ll see you shortly.”

“Who was that?” David asks when I hang up.

“My friend Freida. She’s at the Abernathy mansion and says she has news she wants to share. Do you want to come with me and tour the place?”

“I’ll pass.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to say something nasty, but I don’t. “I’ll see you later,” I say instead.
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Harry, the retired carpenter, arrives at the mansion the same time I do. Freida greets us with so much delight she might be the lumber baron’s wife, welcoming us to her beautiful home. Harry is a rugged, white-haired man in his seventies who seems to wear a permanent frown, the opposite of Freida’s ready smile. The three of us take a thorough tour of the house as Harry makes copious notes on his clipboard. I notice stunning details that I missed when Freida gave me a tour, details like a whimsical carved monkey on a built-in coatrack, and a cabinet in the dining room that can be accessed from the butler’s pantry. Each feature makes me fall deeper in love with this mansion. Harry alternates between nodding in admiration at the beautiful craftsmanship as he runs his hand over the carved door casings, and shaking his head in dismay at the wear and tear and years of slow deterioration. I tour the upstairs for the first time, and I’m dismayed to see the warren of small, chopped-up rooms that were once apartments.

“What a mess!” Harry says.

“I know,” Freida says with a sigh. “But can this beautiful mansion be restored? That’s what we need to know.”

“It’s solid and well-built. It could look as beautiful as the day it was built if you had an unlimited amount of money to pour into it.”

“Wonderful! That’s all we need to know. We’ll worry about the money another day.”

I admire her optimism. And I can tell by Harry’s crooked smile as he shakes his head that he admires Freida too. “This house is a beautiful old lady, Freida. She’s aging, as we all are, but I think she’s worth restoring.”

“Ashley and I think so too. I’m glad you agree.”

“I’ll put together my notes about what needs to be done,” he tells her, “and get back to you.”

She stops him, holding his arm, smiling up at him. “I know you’re retired, but can we rely on your expert help and advice along the way?”

He grimaces as if playing the part of a grumpy old man, but his good heart shines through. “Yeah, I’ll do what I can.”

“Thanks, Harry. You’re a blessing.” He scribbles a few more notes on the clipboard on his way to the door and says goodbye. “Do you have a few more minutes to talk?” Freida asks when he’s gone.

“I’m all yours.” I’m in no hurry to return to David and another argument.

“Good. Grab one of those trash bags and let’s head upstairs to the main bedroom suite. I like to fill a bag or two with garbage every time I come, just to keep chipping away at it.”

She is breathless after climbing the grand staircase, and stands just inside the bedroom doorway, gazing around at the room as if it’s still a beautiful boudoir, rather than a wreck with a dated kitchenette crammed into one corner. “Can’t you just imagine the lady of the house using this wonderful sitting area for her times of quiet reflection, or standing in the dressing area as her lady’s maid helps her get ready for a grand ball?”

“I can. And I can picture a canopied bed right there, and velvet drapes on these bay windows, a little settee in this niche—oh, wow! You can see the lake from here. What a fantastic view to wake up to every morning.” But then I notice the water stains on the ceiling and crumbling plaster on the wall and floor. “Uh-oh. Looks like there’s a leak in the roof.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. The roof has been repaired and is no longer leaking.”

“That’s good news. You know, the idea of reclaiming something that’s been broken and abandoned energizes me like nothing else.”

“Me, too. I love a good redemption story. That’s exactly what Jesus did for us, isn’t it?”

I’m worried that she’s about to deliver a sermon, but she opens her trash bag with a whoosh and starts shoving debris into it—remnants of an old carpet, pieces of a broken end table, clothing and blankets that look as though squatters might have once camped here. I start with the crumbling bits of plaster and falling ceiling tiles from the 1970s.

“I always wonder about the woman who once inhabited this suite whenever I’m up here,” Freida says as she works. “Kate Abernathy was quite a bit younger than her husband, and a little wild, according to all the stories I’ve heard. I can relate to her, bless her heart. I came from a wild background myself, growing up in the sixties.”

I’m dying to ask about her story, but I don’t, still fearing a sermon. I’m sure she will tell me in her own good time. She strikes me as a woman who doesn’t hide many secrets about herself. “So, they never solved the mystery of Kate Abernathy’s disappearance?” I ask.

“No, and that has led to plenty of rumors and speculation over the years. A good bit of local folklore developed around her, and kids even dress up as her ghost for Halloween. They claim this house is haunted, and teenagers used to dare each other to break in and explore it after midnight.”

I find empty beer cans and wine bottles beneath a moldy wool blanket and shove everything into my trash bag. “So, what are some of the rumors about her?”

“Well, back in her day, this town would overflow every spring with rowdy lumberjacks who’d lived in logging camps in the deep woods all winter. Some say that Kate ran off with one of them. Or was abducted by one of them. She was young and voluptuous, judging by the photographs I’ve seen. Others think she was murdered by her jealous husband, who disposed of her body. Then there’s the theory that she ran off with a traveling acting troupe, since she had been some sort of actress before she married. A shipwreck is another possibility. It was common for wealthy women in this city to take a schooner across the lake to go shopping in Chicago, and one of them sank around the time she disappeared.”

“Were shipwrecks a common thing?”

“Oh, yes. There are quite a few vessels lying on the bottom of Lake Michigan. And plenty of harrowing stories to tell.”

“How exciting! Not that people died in shipwrecks,” I quickly explain when she sees me smiling. “It’s exciting to uncover so much history, and to put people’s stories together to re-create a forgotten era. Because that’s what history is—stories about real people who lived and loved in the past. They built the foundations for our lives today. If we lose beautiful homes like this one, we’ll all be poorer for it.”

She sets down her trash bag and hurries over to take my hand. “That’s exactly how I feel, Ashley. We’re kindred spirits. And what I wanted to tell you in person is that I spoke with my friend Nancy Layland from church who’s on the city council. She wants a copy of your résumé so she can show it to the rest of the council. Our hope is that they will hire you to write a grant proposal and take on this restoration.”

I want to turn cartwheels, but there isn’t room. “I would be very happy to!”

“Nancy and I feel that someone with your expertise is a godsend who doesn’t come along every day, and we shouldn’t let you slip away. I don’t want to raise your hopes on this happening right away because things move slowly whenever governments and finances are involved. But bringing you to the city’s attention would be a step forward.”

“I’ll send it to you as soon as I get home.” We resume our work, shoving the smaller bits of garbage into our bags and piling up the larger items to be removed once we have money to rent a Dumpster. I wonder, as I work, if I’m being overconfident to believe I have the expertise to restore this aging mansion to its glory, and then take on the museum directorship. People in my field usually work their way up through the ranks at a museum, learning along the way, but I haven’t had time to gain that kind of experience. Yet as I gaze around this once-opulent boudoir, I can’t think of another job that I’d want to do more.

We work a while longer, then drag our bulging garbage bags to the trash bin. Freida gives me Nancy’s email address before we leave. I can’t wait to get back to our suite to tell David. I find him in the closet, gathering a week’s worth of his dirty clothes and piling them into a laundry basket.

“Please, let me try to do this,” I say after explaining to him about Freida’s friend on the city council. “I’ll keep working remotely at my old job until I can secure a grant. I’m sure there’s money out there for a restoration like this, and I will include a salaried position for a director—hopefully me—in the proposal. If things get tight, I can always get a job as a waitress or a barista or whatever it takes to make ends meet.”

“I don’t know, Ashley. That sounds too much like being struggling grad students again. I think you deserve a beautiful new home after moving around for so many years. We shouldn’t be saddled with a creaking, hundred-and-fifty-year-old relic.”

My joy starts slipping away. I want to point out that even if I need to work in a coffee shop for a few months, it doesn’t mean we’re going to end up living on welfare in a trailer park. But I ignore the housing argument for now, and say, “Listen, it’s your dream to restore and protect Michigan’s beautiful forestlands so people can enjoy them. I feel the same way about the lumber baron’s mansion. An opportunity like this for someone in my field comes along once in a lifetime—if ever. I want to preserve that home, and restore it, and make it beautiful again so people can learn from it. Once it’s a public museum, we can use the mansion to tell the story of how man’s greed devastated Michigan’s white pine forests and destroyed a thriving ecosystem. Our two goals are connected, don’t you see? Your life’s dream and mine?”

“I guess.” He looks unconvinced. He starts opening drawers, searching for something. “Where’s that roll of quarters for the laundry?”

“Forget the laundry for a minute and listen to me.” He sets down the basket and sinks onto the bed. “Give me six months to work part-time while I apply for grants to make the renovation job at the mansion pay. If I don’t get anywhere, I promise I’ll look for a full-time job. What do you say?”

He stares at the floor as if thinking before looking up. “Okay. Deal. But where do we live in the meantime? We can’t afford to stay at this hotel much longer.”

“I checked some rental listings, and they’re actually higher than the mortgage payments on the doctor’s house. We can afford that house, for now, while I pursue my dream job. Meanwhile, you’ll be doing what you love all day and coming home to an amazing backyard. What do you say?”

He lifts his hands, then lets them fall as if giving up. “Okay, Ashley. You win. I still don’t get what you see in that old place, but clearly you’re not going to let go of it.”

I feel excited about my future for the first time in months, even though I can tell that David is not completely happy about our decision. “Thank you,” I say, hugging him. I pull a roll of quarters from a dresser drawer and toss it to him. “And by the way, I happen to love that creaking, hundred-and-fifty-year-old house. I can’t wait to make it our home.”




16: Hannah

I was slowly settling into my new house in the Michigan woods, although I still felt a lingering uneasiness whenever John left me alone there after dark. I had lived in the city all my life, and the eerie nighttime sounds of branches sighing and forest animals calling unsettled me. I still missed my home in Brooklyn and all the people and places we’d left behind, but I no longer thought about my old life every hour of every day. John’s medical practice was thriving as he had hoped, keeping him busier than ever. We had settled into a new church where we were slowly making acquaintances. Kate and Henry attended sporadically.

I had no more excuses. I needed to start living again instead of floating along on a river of grief. But how might I do that? Where should I start? John had a clear role in the community, but I did not. Most women my age were fully occupied with motherhood. I still felt the loss of that role very keenly, every day. I learned that the path of grief isn’t linear, and the memories and the pain don’t grow weaker over time. They come and go like the waves on the nearby lake, sometimes peaceful, sometimes catching me off guard like a violent spring storm.

Some of my time was taken up with Kate Abernathy. Ever since the unsettling incident at the saloon, she had leaned heavily upon me, confessing her loneliness and restlessness. She was so young. I couldn’t blame her for feeling tied down in an out-of-the-way city where nothing much happened. I felt bored and useless myself, at times. On several afternoons that spring, she begged me to accompany her to the river so we could watch the massive rafts of logs making their way downriver to the sawmills, and usually I was happy to get away. The acrobatic feats of the river rats mesmerized me as they leaped among the floating behemoths, poking, prodding, breaking up jams with their poles to keep the flotilla moving. I thought the rivermen scruffy and uncouth. Kate found their agility and muscular strength attractive. That’s how very different we were. She made me blush with her comments on their physical attributes. I thought it wise to accompany her to prevent her from getting into trouble again.

We were on our way back from the river one afternoon when I mentioned that I had agreed to join the Missionary Society at church. “Why don’t you join, too, and we can go together? It will give us something to do next winter.”

She shook her head vigorously, making a face like a child being asked to drink cod liver oil. “I don’t want to.”

“Why not?”

“I feel like a fraud when I have to sit around with all those good, churchgoing women.”

“You aren’t a fraud. In God’s eyes, you’re just the same as them. Give it a chance, Kate. I know meetings like that can be boring at times—”

“It’s the church women who are boring.” We hung on to our seats as the carriage bounced through the muddy ruts.

“But the society’s work is very important,” I continued. “The money we raise will bring the gospel to people all over the world. You’ll be doing a very good thing by helping.”

Kate suddenly looked interested. “Will God count this in my favor as a good deed? I really could use a boost up the ladder to get into heaven.”

Her words saddened me. “Oh, Kate. Getting into heaven doesn’t work that way. It isn’t based on doing good deeds.”

“Then why bother doing them?”

The topic was much too huge and important to explain on the bumpy carriage ride home. I had felt responsible for Kate ever since the night I had failed to talk her out of going to the lumberjack saloon by herself. She needed guidance in her life. She had no other friends to provide it. “Come over tomorrow and we’ll talk more about it,” I said when we arrived at my house. “I’ll tell you all about how to get into heaven.”

She agreed. The following afternoon, I decided to start at the beginning with the story of Adam and Eve. We were sitting in my parlor as rain poured from the eaves and flooded the roads outside, when we heard carriages and horses splashing up the road. We hurried to the front porch and saw John leading the way in our carriage, followed by a team of horses pulling a farm wagon. Two rough-looking men, dressed like the river rats we’d been watching down by the river, sat in the back of the open vehicle. A third leaped out of our carriage as it came to a halt.

“Hannah! I need your help!” John called as he tied our horse to the post. “There’s been an accident on the river. I’m sorry I had to bring them here. But they’ve both lost a lot of blood, and our house was closer than going into town.” The man who’d been riding in our carriage leaned inside again and helped a wounded man climb out. A leather belt had been strapped around his upper arm as a tourniquet, and his forearm was swathed in blood-soaked rags. His face was white from shock and pain. The burly men in the farm wagon opened the tailgate and lifted down a second injured man on a homemade stretcher. He had a tourniquet wrapped around his leg, and his trousers were soaked with blood. He appeared to be unconscious. “Show them to the kitchen,” John said, his tone brusque. Like all the men, John was soaking wet, his clothing clinging to his skin, water dripping down his face from his hair. “And clear off the table.”

“I’m not trained as a nurse. I can’t—”

“I know.” His voice gentled. “I’m not asking you to witness anything gruesome. Just help me get everything ready. Start boiling some water, then bring us some towels and extra sheets for bandages.”

I led the men into the kitchen and started pumping water while John hurried upstairs to the spare bedroom where he kept medical supplies in case he was called out during the night. Both injured men were too tall to lie down on our kitchen table, where John planned to perform the surgeries, so he sent one of the river rats to our carriage house for a plank of wood. Even though everyone was hurrying and there was a great sense of urgency, I felt as though everything moved much too slowly, taking too much valuable time. The injured man who was conscious kept moaning. His friend had lowered him to the floor in the dining room to lean against the buffet. The sight of so much blood, along with the man’s obvious pain, made me avert my gaze. My stomach writhed. But Kate didn’t seem to mind the gore and had sunk down on the floor beside the man.

John’s expression was serious and determined as he stood at the kitchen sink with his sleeves rolled up, scrubbing his hands and arms with soap. His shirt was already rain-soaked and bloodstained, so there was no point in changing into another one. “I did as much as I could at the river,” he said as I added wood to stoke the kitchen fire, “but they both need surgery.” By the time the makeshift operating room was ready, the man John had sent on horseback to his office in town arrived with chloroform and the other supplies he would need. Two of the men volunteered to help John, so I left the kitchen.

Kate didn’t seem at all squeamish as she sat with the other blood-soaked man, holding his uninjured hand, and talking to him in a soothing voice. “Dr. Wagner is a wonderful doctor,” I heard her say. “He operated on hundreds of men during the war. That’s how I know you’re going to be just fine.” She had no way of knowing if he would be, of course, but she sounded convincing. The man’s panicked breathing slowly eased. “By the way, my name is Kate. What’s yours?”

“Nathan.” He looked so young, not much older than Kate, I guessed.

“Are you from around here, Nathan?” she asked.

“No, I grew up in Ohio. This was going to be my last spring doing this job. I been saving money to buy a farm, and—and I need this arm! I don’t want to lose it!”

My stomach turned. The injured arm was his right one. I went upstairs to pull myself together and gather some sheets. I decided that the best thing I could do was to pray for both men. And for John. I knew how devastated he would be if he couldn’t help these young men. He rarely spoke about his experiences during the war as an Army surgeon, but I remembered his letters from the battlefield and how he’d agonized over helping injured men like these. He’d said it was especially hard when the soldiers begged him to let them die, saying they didn’t want to live as a cripple. Yet John had insisted that all life was sacred, and that it was his obligation to the Almighty to save their lives, not end them. His moral strength and tender compassion had made me fall in love with him through the pages of his letters.

I prepared two cots in the extra bedroom upstairs for a makeshift hospital, knowing John would want to keep an eye on his patients. It seemed like hours passed before the first surgery ended and the man was carried upstairs to recover. “How is he?” I whispered to John. He shook his head.

“I couldn’t save his foot. His whole lower leg was too badly mangled. He’s lost a lot of blood. The next few hours will be critical.” He returned downstairs to perform the second surgery, and I heard young Nathan begin to weep.

“Please don’t cut my arm off, Doc! Please! Please!” I couldn’t hear John’s soft reply, but Nathan’s pleas grew quiet a few minutes later. I sat down beside the first patient’s bed and covered my face as I prayed. I heard a soft rustle and looked up to see Kate standing in the bedroom doorway.

“Is there anything I can do?” she asked. “I feel so sorry for these men.”

“You’ve already been a great help by talking to Nathan and keeping him calm so he wouldn’t go into shock.”

“He was so scared. Do you think John can save his arm?”

“I have no idea. But I know he will try.” I remembered, then, how hard John had fought to save our children, spending hours on his knees after his medical efforts had been exhausted. When our children died, he’d vowed never to practice medicine again. But two days after the funeral, someone had come to our door at night, begging John to attend a difficult birth nearby. His skills had saved both mother and child. Saving those two lives after experiencing the trauma of death had convinced him not to quit medicine. On difficult days like today, I knew John would need my love and encouragement to continue in his calling. I would do my best, even if I still was unable to lay aside my grief or stop blaming him in my heart for our children’s deaths. I would do the loving thing, and pray that one day the feelings would follow.

Hours later, the second surgery was finished, and the other three river rats left after carrying young Nathan upstairs. John was exhausted. Kate helped me clean up the kitchen and fix a simple meal. “Can I come back tomorrow and help take care of the men?” she asked before leaving for home.

“That would be very kind of you, Kate,” John replied. “As long as Henry agrees.”

The two rivermen were asleep, their pain eased with morphine. As night fell, John and I stood in the room with them, listening to them breathe. I could tell by the size and shape of the bandages that John hadn’t amputated Nathan’s arm.

“I’m so proud of you,” I told him. I wrapped my arm around his waist. The back of his shirt was damp with sweat. “And I’m in awe of your skill.”

“There was a third man at the scene who died. A log smashed into his head, and there was nothing anyone could do for him. The river is running very swiftly after all this rain, and I’m told that the force of the water caused two logs to collide, making one of them flip up. Evidently this man”—he pointed to the first surgery patient— “lost his balance, and his foot was crushed between two logs. I tried to save it, but it was too badly damaged. This man also fell, and his hand and lower arm got smashed. I did my best to repair the damage, but only time will tell if the surgery was successful and he’ll regain the use of his hand.”

“I would say they were both lucky that you moved to Michigan.”

He gave a weak smile, then moved forward to lay his hand on the first man’s forehead for a moment. “We’ll have to check for fever and watch them both for signs of infection. And make sure they don’t start hemorrhaging.”

“I can do that. And Kate will come back and help if Henry allows it. She surprised me today, the way she jumped right in to help.”

John turned to me and rested his hands on my shoulders. I felt their warmth and strength. “Hannah, I’m so sorry for putting you in the middle of this without asking first. I would much prefer to shield you from horrors like this. And I’m sorry to say that these men will probably have to stay here until they recover. There’s no other place for them to go. The boardinghouses and hotels are all full, and there isn’t a hospital for miles.”

I moved closer and wrapped my arms around him. “I don’t mind, John, really, I don’t. I’m glad you could save their lives.”

“Ever since we moved here, I’ve seen the need for a hospital, especially for the town’s poorest citizens. And when the seasonal lumbermen are injured or fall ill, there’s no place for them to recover. Accidents happen in the sawmills all the time, some requiring surgery. The workers’ widows and orphans are left without proper care, too.”

An idea began forming in my mind as John spoke. I leaned back to look up at him. “What would it take to start a hospital here?”

“I don’t know. We’d have to make the public aware of the problem first. Then raise money to rent a building and hire nurses . . .”

“I would like to do that, John. I would like to help start a hospital for the indigent.” He stared at me as if he’d misunderstood. “I want to help you. I feel so bored and useless most of the time, and although I’m not a trained nurse, I do know how to work with church and civic groups to raise money for charitable causes.”

“That—that would be wonderful!” He pulled me close again. “You’d really be willing to do this?”

“Yes. I would. Listen, why don’t you take a hot bath and then get some sleep. I’ll stay and watch these two for a while. We can start planning the new hospital in the morning.”

His gaze met mine and I saw the weariness in his eyes. “I love you, Hannah.”

I kissed him. And for the first time in a long time, I said, “I love you, too.”




17: Kate

I did something today that I’ve never done before, and never thought I could do. I helped take care of a wounded river rat named Nathan, even though he was an awful, bloody mess. I just tried to look past all that, and I kept talking to him to keep him calm until Dr. John could operate on his arm. I promised Hannah I would come back tomorrow and help take care of him and the other man whose foot was crushed. It felt so strange and wonderful to have something useful to do, instead of just sitting around all day being rich.

I was a little afraid to tell Henry about how I had helped because I thought he might get mad at me. He had made me promise to stay far away from the lumberjacks. But when I explained how it all happened and told him that John thanked me for my help, Henry said I could go back again and help tomorrow.

I hope God saw my good deed, and that He’ll count it in my favor for getting into heaven. Hannah says heaven doesn’t work that way, and that God doesn’t keep score, but I’m not sure I believe her. Hannah was reading parts of her Bible to me and trying to explain how heaven and hell worked, when the wagons arrived with the two injured men. The last thing I remember her saying was that Jesus didn’t come to earth so He could send everyone to hell for being bad. He came so we could be rescued and go to heaven. That’s not what other church people have told me in the past. They said God sends bad people like me to hell and good people to heaven. Period.

I sure wish I knew how many more good deeds I need to do to get on God’s good side. If there really is such a thing as hell, I don’t want to burn down there forever.




18: ASHLEY

Freida surprises me with a hug and a squeal of delight when I tell her we bought the doctor’s house. “I’m so happy for you—and for that house. It’s such a lovely old home, and I’m glad it’s going to a family who appreciates old houses.”

I don’t dare tell her that David thinks we should fix the squeaky floors and paint all the woodwork. Over my dead body, I told him. Freida and I have met at a coffee shop owned by a friend of hers, and the heavenly aroma of fresh coffee fills the air. She wants to give me a box of files with all the information she has collected over the years on the Abernathy mansion. I’m excited to dig in and read through it. “I hope there’s a picture of the missing woman, Kate Abernathy, in here. I’m so curious to see what she looked like.”

“There should be. I recall seeing one in the newspaper reports from when she went missing.” Her bracelets jingle as she hands me another file. “And here’s Henry the carpenter’s report on the needed repairs and price estimates. He was very thorough, bless his heart.”

“Good. I can include some of the major repairs in my proposals.”

Freida lifts her coffee mug and takes a sip. “So, when do you move into the doctor’s house?”

“Saturday. I’ll be glad to get out of our tiny hotel suite. David and I have been living on top of each other for weeks.”

“Where’s all your furniture and things?”

“In a storage pod. It’s being delivered to our house on Saturday morning.”

“Well, congratulations on your new ‘old’ house. I know you’ll love it.”

“Thanks.” And I’m determined to make David love it, too.

“My friend Nancy was dancing with glee when she got your résumé. I’ll be praying that everything goes smoothly for them to hire you, dear.”

I’m not sure how I feel about her prayers. Should I tell her I’m not a religious person? Freida is so sweet, and I like her a lot, so I decide not to mention it for now. Who knows? Maybe her prayers will help. We talk for a while, going over Harry’s extensive list of repairs as we drink our coffee. Then I notice the time. “I have to run. I’m doing a walk-through at the new house with the Realtor this afternoon before we take possession.” I heft Freida’s box into my arms. “Thanks for the information. I’ll start putting together a grant proposal, just in case we get the go-ahead.”
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Kristi is waiting inside the house for me when I get there. “Ashley! This is such a charming little house. I think it’s perfect for a young couple like you and David.”

“Thanks. I’m so glad you decided to show it to us, even though it wasn’t exactly what David was looking for.”

“I am, too. Now, as I mentioned, the home inspection didn’t find any major problems, which is amazing in a house this old. But it did note a few things that are nearing the end of their lifespan, like the water heater and the pump for the well. But they’re still running just fine for now, and could continue doing so for years.”

I’m not really listening as I gaze around my new home. I never imagined that I would own a home at all, much less a historic one. It was built in the Craftsman style, a brand-new architectural trend in the late nineteenth century. Most of the furniture that David and I own is bargain-priced stuff from thrift stores, but I can already picture myself perusing antiques shops for authentic pieces—that is, if I can convince David to compromise a bit. He prefers furnishings that are sleek and modern and new, which would look blasphemous in a house with this much charm.

I’m a million miles away, deciding where to place our sofa, when I spot an old-fashioned silver picture frame on one of the bookshelves. It’s a photograph of a man in a Civil War uniform. I show it to Kristi. “Uh-oh. I think somebody forgot this.”

“No, the sellers specifically said they wanted you to have it. That’s the original owner, Dr. John Wagner, who served as a physician during the Civil War. The sellers said that the photo was left here for them when they bought the house, so they wanted to pass it on to you, along with some of the home’s history. It’s in that manila envelope.”

I tilt the sepia-toned photograph to the light to study it. John Wagner is a nice-looking man, probably not much older in this picture than I am. He has dark, wavy hair and a neat beard and mustache. His dark eyes, beneath expressive eyebrows, appear kind. “He could be a movie star. I would trust him to be my doctor,” I tell Kristi. She laughs.

I peer into the fat manila envelope and see that it’s filled with copies of newspaper articles. On top is Dr. Wagner’s obituary, with the headline “The Community’s Beloved Physician Has Died.” I wish I had time to scan through it. It’s odd to think about the home’s first owners moving into this house, just like we’re doing, yet when everything was brand-new. Along with the box from Freida, I’ll have a lot of interesting reading to do. But there’s no time for it today. I’m already a little behind with my part-time computer work for the museum, and David is counting on that income.

I finish the walk-through, grateful that the home is so clean. I’ve moved into my share of grungy student apartments that took hours to scrub. Kristi hands me the keys as we leave, and I lock the door for the first time. The house is ours! I have a home! A real home.
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I set my phone alarm for 6:00 a.m. on Saturday—moving day—eager to leave the hotel suite at last. David groans when it goes off. “What’s the deal, Ash? It’s still the middle of the night!” He pulls the pillow over his head.

“Our storage pod is being delivered today, remember? And there’s only the two of us to unload it. Did you forget that we don’t know a soul in town who can help us? You didn’t want to ask your new work colleagues for help, as I recall.”

“We have all weekend to empty it.”

I decide not to argue, but I make as much noise as I can in the tiny suite as I brew coffee and dump granola into a bowl for breakfast. I pack up all my clothes, and I’m emptying my toiletries from the bathroom drawers when David finally climbs out of bed. I can’t help thinking he would probably be moving faster if we were on our way to his dream house instead of mine.

When we arrive at the house, the movers have already delivered the storage pod and are long gone. The container is sitting near the end of our driveway, a considerable distance from the front door. “Aw, look at that,” David moans. “Why didn’t they park it closer to the house? We’re going to kill ourselves hauling our stuff all the way down the driveway to the front door.” I’m dying to remind him that if we had arrived here earlier, we could have directed the movers to place the pod closer to the door and saved ourselves some steps, but I don’t want to begin the long day with an argument.

David unlocks the pod doors and exhales. “I forgot how much stuff we have.”

“Yeah. I wish we had help.”

We decide to unload our car first, which contains our clothes and things from the hotel suite. Then we turn to the storage pod. We’ve carried only a few boxes into the house when I hear a vehicle pulling up. I hurry outside and am surprised to see Freida’s rattling Volkswagen van at the end of the driveway. She toots the horn and waves at me through the open window.

“Hi, Ashley! I brought you some help,” Freida says. “I figured you might need it.” I count six high-school-aged boys as the van empties. “Our church youth group is always looking for Good Samaritan projects for the young people to do, so I thought of you. I also thought you might need a warm dinner at the end of the day. Grab that Crock-Pot, will you, Jake? Aiden, can you get those two grocery sacks? Thanks, guys.” She turns back to me. I’m staring at her, speechless. “They’re great kids,” she adds.

She’s right. They are. And very hardworking and respectful, calling us Mr. and Mrs. Gilbert, taking directions from us with a “yes, sir” and “yes, ma’am,” even though we tell them to call us David and Ashley. There’s a lot of good-natured teasing and jostling as the boys tussle like overgrown puppies, but the huge storage pod is unloaded and our furniture is placed in the correct rooms by lunchtime. They even help David set up our bed and connect the TV and Internet. Freida thought to bring soft drinks, two bags of chips, and deli sandwiches for everyone’s lunch. We sit on our back deck to eat outside. Freida stops to pray first, and the boys bow their heads. I glance at David. He looks uncomfortable.

“I like your house,” one of the boys says as we dig into lunch. “It’s gas!” I’m guessing that’s a good thing.

“It seems like it’s part of the surroundings, you know?” another boy says. “I mean, there’s so many trees out here and then all the real wood inside.”

“Yeah, it’s like the house grew right out of the ground or something.”

They are fascinated when I explain that David is a state conservationist. I hear him telling them how old the trees in our yard are as we eat. I enjoy the boys’ banter as they check their phones, tease each other about girls, and debate strategies for playing the newest video game. Their laughter is a welcome sound.

“Now, the chili in the Crock-Pot is for your dinner,” Freida explains as she packs up to leave. “There are some plastic bowls and spoons in that other bag. I know how hard it is to figure out which box your dishes are in.”

“Freida, I don’t know how we can ever thank you. You saved us a lot of hard work.”

“It’s the least I can do. After all, you’re going to help save that beautiful mansion for me.” She toots the horn as they drive away. The forest falls quiet all around us except for the tweet of birds and the rustle of wind in the treetops. I can’t recall the last time I felt this happy. I have a home. A real home.

I’ve kept the carton with my music box on the front seat of our car where it would be safe from all the tramping in and out as we unloaded the storage pod. I know from experience how fragile the little chalet is. This is the seventeenth time in my life that I’ve moved. Or the eighteenth if I count moving in and out of the hotel suite this past month. But now it’s time. I carry the carton into the dining room and set it on the table, trying to recall which of the dozens of boxes stacked in the kitchen contains a pair of scissors that I can use to cut it open. I search for the box marked “kitchen junk drawer.” My mother taught me how to organize a move to find things easily, and I’m quite an expert. I find the scissors without too much trouble. The aroma from Freida’s Crock-Pot of chili fills the room, making me marvel at her kindness. I carefully slit open the carton, relieved to see that the Bubble Wrap has kept the music box in perfect, patched-up condition. Now, where to put it? It deserves a place of honor where I can see it every day.

David is in the living room arranging his favorite books inside one of the glass-fronted bookcases. I set the music box on top of the fireplace mantel and sing a little fanfare. “Ta-da! What do you think?”

“It looks good there, Ash. Congratulations—one box unpacked, only a few hundred more to go.”

I wind the key so the music box plays, then stand back to listen. My heart feels like it might burst. The patched-up chalet looks at home here in this well-worn house. It speaks hope to me.

“I like your friend Freida,” David says as the music box winds down. “And weren’t those boys amazing?” He laughs. “I think I may have volunteered to take them on a guided nature hike sometime.”

I run my hand over the smooth wood of the built-in bookcase. It’s so amazing to me that it was handmade by craftsmen instead of coming from a furniture store.

The photo of Dr. Wagner is where I left it, on top of the dining room buffet, and I realize that I haven’t shown it to David yet. I retrieve it and plunk it down on the bookshelf in front of him.

“What in the world . . . ? Who’s the soldier?”

“This is Dr. John Wagner, the original owner of this house when it was built in 1874. I was told that the stain on the bedroom floor upstairs is blood from when he used this house as a hospital. You’re putting your books in his bookcase, just so you know.”

“Did he forget his picture?”

“The last owner says it comes with the house.”

“Yeah, well, I would have been the first owner of the other house. I could have left my picture there for posterity.”

My stomach sinks. “Are you ever going to let it go, David?”

He shrugs and gives a casual chuckle. “Yeah, I’m over it. I’m just yanking your chain. Come here, babe. How about a first kiss in our new-old house?”

I move into his arms, gladly.
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On the day after the logging accident, Kate bounded from her carriage almost before it came to a halt in front of my house. She looked happier than I’d seen her in a long time as she dashed around the puddles that dotted the road, lifting her skirt to protect the hem. Kate had a closet filled with beautiful gowns, but today she wore an ordinary muslin blouse, twill skirt, and jacket. Her bountiful curls were tied back in a loose bun, and she wore neither hat nor gloves like respectable ladies usually did. Her plain clothing couldn’t disguise her untamed beauty.

“How are our patients doing?” she asked.

“John thinks the men are recovering well, but they’re in a lot of pain. He prescribed small doses of morphine, which makes them sleepy. We’re supposed to watch for signs of fever, and let him know right away if anything changes.”

“I can do that.” Kate hung her jacket on our hall tree and hurried up the stairs without waiting for me. I had placed a chair in the room so I could keep watch over the men, and her petticoats rustled as she sat on it. Nathan opened his eyes and looked up at her. “Hey there, Nathan. Remember me? Kate? We talked yesterday.”

He managed a weak smile. “Can’t forget a pretty gal like you.” His voice was slow and gravelly.

“How’re you feeling?”

“Not great. Doc says I still have my arm but he doesn’t know how much good it will be to me.”

“Well, let’s take that as good news, for now. How about your friend Tom? Did he wake up yet?”

“Yeah. Doc couldn’t save his foot. Tom’s real upset about that.”

I decided to go back downstairs and let Kate watch over the men for now. John and I had talked some more that morning about starting a charity hospital, and I was still making plans for it in my head. Later, after I’d done some chores, I fixed a tray with warm broth for the men and a pot of tea for Kate, and carried it upstairs. “They’re both asleep,” Kate whispered.

“You can help them drink some broth when they wake up.”

“What they really could use is a shot of whiskey.”

“You’d better wait and ask John about that. In the meantime, I brought you some tea.”

I was in and out of the room all day, but Kate never left her patients. I watched her coaxing both men to eat, and she even sat beside them to feed them. When they weren’t sleeping, she talked and laughed with them about all manner of subjects, as if trying to give them hope for a future once they were well. When John returned and went into the room to check their stitches and change their dressings, Kate surprised me by staying to help him.

“You would make an excellent nurse,” he told her when it was time for her to go home. “You’re very devoted to your patients.”

She gave a casual shrug. “Henry would never let me be a nurse. He only agreed to let me do it this one time.”

“Well, Hannah and I appreciate your help.”

We came downstairs, and I stood near the front door with Kate, watching for her carriage to return. “Listen, can I talk to you about an idea of mine?” I asked.

“Sure.”

“This whole sad event has shown the need for a charity hospital here in town to treat men like Tom and Nathan and other lumberjacks and sawmill workers who are injured. It also would be a place where poor people in town could come if they need care and treatment that their families can’t provide.”

“Sounds like a great idea.”

“I was wondering if you would like to help me raise funds to support such a hospital.”

Her cheerful demeanor vanished so quickly that it was as if I had dumped water over her head. Her shoulders drooped. “Oh. Golly. I don’t know anything about raising money.”

“It doesn’t matter. We could work together, and maybe you could convince the other lumber barons’ wives to get involved. It would give us both a worthwhile goal to work toward.”

She sank down on the bench near the door looking sad, shaking her head. “What’s wrong? What are you thinking, Kate?”

“I want to help. I know what it’s like to be poor. Belle could have used a hospital after she got beat up so badly. But . . .” Her voice trailed off and she stared into space as if seeing the scene afresh.

“But what, Kate?”

“The other lumber barons’ wives don’t want anything to do with me. And I feel the same about them.”

“Well then, we’ll just have to change that. We’ll make them feel guilty for not supporting our cause. We’ll work with the women from our church, too, and maybe get the other churches involved. Everyone loves John. He can easily charm people into helping us.”

“I’m a phony,” she mumbled. “I’m not a rich lady at all. I’m just playing a part, for Henry’s sake.”

“You aren’t a phony! You’re married to Henry Abernathy, and he’s a millionaire. Who cares if you aren’t exactly like those other women?” I halted, hearing myself. For a brief moment, I wondered if I was trying to help Kate fit in, or if I was using her to get what I wanted. The hospital would be good for everyone in the community, but did my goal justify my means of manipulating Kate?

I decided not to push her if she balked, but then she lifted her head again and asked, “Do you really think I could help you do this?”

“I do. And weren’t we just saying the other day how bored and useless we felt? We’ll be working for a very worthy cause.”

“And will I get credit in heaven for doing a good deed?”

I could see that I hadn’t changed Kate’s mind about earning her way into heaven, but I could work on that another time. For now, I wanted to start planning the hospital. “Listen, since we’re both still new in town, we’ll need to get to know some of the other women better so we can enlist their help. I think we should start with the ladies from the Missionary Society at church. We know they care about charitable causes. I’ve attended a few of their meetings, and there’s another one later this week. You should come with me.”

Kate looked dubious. I could see her wrestling with the idea as she hesitated. She glanced in the direction of the upstairs bedroom, then said, “Okay. I’ll do this for you—and for the lumberjacks.”

Mabel, our hired girl, agreed to watch the two patients while I attended the meeting later that week, and Kate and I rode to the church together. I had instructed her to dress modestly, and by her standards, she had. But her tightly fitted daytime suit of mauve silk couldn’t disguise her generous curves. Kate’s shirtwaist was buttoned up to her chin, but she still managed to look sultry and provocative, and beautifully out of place among the dark-clothed, pinch-mouthed women, who covered their tightly pinned hair with sensible hats. Kate’s mahogany curls were as wild and reckless as she was, barely held in place by their pins. I noticed, as we sat in a circle facing each other, that the women looked everywhere but at Kate. She yawned like a bored child as the women discussed the missionary projects they wanted to support and outlined ways to raise funds. I asked if I could speak for a moment and gave a brief outline of my husband’s wish for a charity hospital. “It would be a good use of missionary funds,” I added, “since most of the lumberjacks the hospital would be caring for don’t know Christ.” I left it at that.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” I asked Kate afterwards.

“It was dead boring. I nearly fell asleep. And did you see the way they all acted around me? Nobody wanted to look me in the eye, as if they thought I might contaminate them.” I had noticed, but I didn’t want to hurt Kate’s feelings by confirming it.

“I think it’s because you’re so young and pretty.” I didn’t add sensuous. “It will be different once they get to know you. I felt like an outsider too, at first.”

“No, it’s more than that. They don’t like me. The only reason they put up with me is because they want my money. Well, it’s Henry’s money, really.” I suspected she was right. Besides, their husbands couldn’t help finding Kate attractive, and that made her a threat. “They need to liven up their meetings if they expect me to keep coming.”
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A week later, John said that Nathan was well enough to leave our temporary hospital. “Although I advise you to take it easy for a few more weeks,” he explained. “Is there someplace you can go? Do you have a family who can help take care of you?”

“My ma and pa, I guess.”

John arranged for him to travel by train, and Kate offered to drive him to the station in her carriage. “I don’t advise it, Kate,” I told her. “Let John take him. It isn’t proper to be seen alone with a young man who isn’t your family.” She brushed away my concerns. I had learned, by that time, that Kate would do whatever she wanted, regardless of what people like me advised. And my fears were realized when one of the ladies from the Missionary Society took me aside after church on Sunday to whisper the gossip.

“It’s all over town that your friend Mrs. Abernathy was seen alone in the train station with a young man.”

“Yes, he was one of the lumberjacks who was injured and she—”

“Mrs. Abernathy even stood on tiptoes to kiss him goodbye! Mrs. Peterson was there, and she saw everything! I would be very careful about calling her your friend if I were you, Mrs. Wagner.”

My anger nearly got away from me, but I sensed it would only add to the scandalous story if I made a scene. I wanted to remind her that the Bible had much to say about the evil of gossip, but I needed to find out if the story was true first. Kate and Henry hadn’t attended church that morning, but I visited her at home the following afternoon. The beautiful mansion was quiet and lifeless. I studied a whimsical carved monkey on the coatrack in the reception hall while I waited for the servant to fetch Kate, then studied the elaborately stenciled ceiling. It was even more colorful than the ceiling in our dining room.

The servant surprised me when she returned and said, “Mrs. Abernathy will see you upstairs, ma’am.”

“Oh! Is she unwell?”

“I don’t know, ma’am. Only that she said for you to go up.”

I felt very uncomfortable as I climbed the stairs. I found Kate in the little sitting area off her bedroom, still wearing her nightgown and negligee. I had been in her elegant boudoir before, but I felt like an intruder today. Tightly drawn curtains blocked the sunlight, and none of the lamps had been lit. “Kate, what’s wrong? Are you ill? Shall I ask John to come?”

“No!” she said, a little too loudly. “I don’t need a doctor. I’m fine.”

“I can come back at a better time if—”

“You’re already here, aren’t you? Sit down. I told the maid to bring coffee.”

I came closer and sat on a chair near her. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I saw purple bruises on her arm and the side of her face. “Kate, what happened?”

“Oh, this?” she said, touching her face. “Clumsy me. I was wearing new shoes and I slipped on the stairs and tumbled down. I’m a little sore today, which is why I didn’t get dressed. And I feel as dumb as a rock for falling. I guess that’s what happens when you live in a fancy house with polished floors.”

I didn’t believe her. I recalled similar bruises after Henry had caught her in the saloon with a lumberjack, and once again, I had the terrible feeling that he was abusing her. “You can tell me the truth, Kate. I promise—”

“That is the truth!” she shouted. The maid entered with the coffee just then, giving me time to decide how to proceed.

When the maid was gone, I said, “I thought you should know that someone is spreading gossip about you and the lumberjack—”

“I don’t care. I saw that old biddy from the Missionary Society when I took Nathan to the train station. She’s the one spreading gossip, isn’t she? I thought Christians weren’t supposed to do that.”

“Is it true that you kissed him?”

She gave a snort of laughter. “Yeah, I kissed him. Like a sister who was saying goodbye to her brother. Right here, on the cheek,” she said, pointing. “I was just trying to cheer him up. He was feeling bad about being injured, so I wanted him to know that a woman would still find him attractive.”

“Oh, Kate.”

“What?”

I wondered if she was beyond teaching, despite my promise to Henry. “I’m sure you meant well, but women like Mrs. Peterson and her friends won’t see it that way.”

“Well, that’s their problem, not mine.” She lifted her cup and took a gulp of coffee. I noticed her hand trembling as she set the cup down again. “Henry is mad at me because of what people are saying. He won’t let me help you take care of your other patient.”

“I understand. Tom is doing much better, by the way.”

“But I still want to help you with the hospital.”

“I’m glad. Maybe John can to talk to Henry about it, and explain—”

“I already explained it to him, and he likes the idea. He says he wants to be known for doing something good in this community.”

We sipped our coffee and I talked for a few more minutes about my ideas for the hospital. Then I noticed that she grimaced in pain whenever she tried to move. “Are you sure you’re all right? John could check to see if you’ve broken any bones . . . when you fell.”

“I told you, I’m fine.”

“Well, I should go and let you get some rest.” She didn’t ask me to stay, so I let myself out.

When John returned home that evening, I debated whether or not to share my suspicion that Henry might be abusing Kate. But what could John do? Kate had denied it, and I had no proof. In the end, I decided to let it go.
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I took care of our second patient for another two weeks until he was able to hobble around on crutches. John took him to the train station this time, to send him home to his family. I hadn’t seen Kate during all that time, so I was very surprised when she sent me a note, saying she wanted to attend the next Missionary Society meeting with me. I was certain she would refuse to go back after the president had spread gossip about her. But Kate was surprisingly cheerful when she arrived with her driver to take me there. She wore the peculiar expression of a child with a secret and even swung her legs like a fidgeting child as we rode to the church. “What has you so cheerful today? You look very pleased with yourself.”

“Just feeling happy.” I saw no sign of any bruising on her.

We sat in a circle facing each other in the church hall. Kate held her purse on her lap, guarding it as if it contained a great deal of money. I had the wild thought that she was going to surprise the group by pulling out a wad of bills and tossing them into the air like confetti. I watched from the corner of my eye, holding my breath as she slipped her hand into her bag. Then I relaxed again as I saw she was merely taking out a handkerchief. I returned my attention to Mrs. Peterson, who was droning on about selling baked goods.

Suddenly, a bloodcurdling scream interrupted the sleepy afternoon meeting. The next moment, all the women seemed to be shrieking in a high-pitched chorus. I gazed around, my heart racing, trying to find the cause of such a commotion. The ladies were lifting their skirts and scrambling to stand on their chairs, all modesty and decorum forgotten.

“What is it?” I gasped. Mrs. Peterson pointed to the floor, where a very large brown mouse was scurrying around the circle as if it was playing a game. The creature seemed nearly as frightened as the women. I had dealt with mice before, so I didn’t leap onto my chair, but I did stand and lift my skirt a few inches. The screaming didn’t die down until the poor mouse managed to dash behind a rack of hymnbooks. For several moments, none of the women moved from their perches atop their chairs. They stared at the bookcase as if fearing the mouse might reemerge with an army of his mouse friends.

I looked at Kate as my heart slowed to normal. She was the only one who had remained in her chair. She had one hand pressed to her bosom as if to control her pounding heart, the other one covering her mouth as if stifling a scream. But I saw a twinkle in her eyes and realized she was doing everything in her power to keep from laughing out loud.

“Oh my! Wasn’t that frightening?” she asked, her voice muffled by her gloved hand. The handkerchief lay open on her lap. She was behind this!

“I think we’d better adjourn for today,” Mrs. Peterson said when the uproar died down. Her voice sounded shaky as she stepped down from her chair. The other women seemed reluctant to return to their seats. I helped one of the older ladies climb down and felt her hand trembling. “I had hoped to discuss Dr. Wagner’s plan for a charity hospital,” Mrs. Peterson continued, “but it will have to wait until next time. I’ll speak with the sexton about setting some traps, in the meantime.” The women quickly gathered their things. I looked around for Kate and saw her near the door, fluttering the handkerchief.

“Bye-bye. I’ll see you all next time,” she said. I hurried after her.

“Whatever possessed you to do such a thing?” I asked when we were outside, and out of earshot.

“Do what?” she asked, the picture of innocence.

“I know you set that mouse loose.”

She stopped walking. “I wanted to make you laugh. Do you know, in all the time I’ve known you, I’ve never heard you laugh. And it was funny, wasn’t it?” A giggle erupted as if she could no longer keep it inside. “Did you see them? All those dignified ladies screaming and jumping up on their chairs!” Her giggles turned into peals of laughter that left her gasping as she tried to talk. “What were they doing? Did they imagine that the poor little mouse was going to crawl up their skirts?” I did smile as her joyous laughter became contagious.

“I’m shocked by your brazenness.”

“And did you see that old, white-haired granny with the cane? Who would have thought she could move that fast, leaping up onto her chair like that?”

A chuckle sputtered out of me as I remembered. “The mouse ran straight toward her!”

“I know! Like he was her own little pet!” Kate leaned against me, weak with laughter. “Oh, that was fun! And see? I did make you laugh.”

Could Kate possibly be right? Had I really never laughed in all the months I’d known her? Her helpless giggling reminded me of my daughter’s mirth when I used to tickle her and kiss her toes, and suddenly the laughter went out of me along with my breath. I started walking toward Kate’s carriage again. “If they figure out it was you, they won’t invite you back.”

“I don’t care. I wanted to get even with that old gossip, Mrs. Peterson.”

“Well, I hope they don’t think I helped you or encouraged you.”

“They won’t. You’re too straitlaced and proper for that.” Something in her tone felt disparaging, as if being proper was distasteful. “Besides,” she continued, “I think we should start our own committee to raise money for the hospital. And you’d better make sure our meetings are more fun than theirs, or I might have to catch another mouse.”

“You . . . you caught it yourself?”

“It was easy. Our carriage house is full of them.” I pictured Kate in one of her expensive gowns, chasing mice around the horse stalls, and shook my head. Her behavior continued to surprise me. Henry had no hope of ever taming his wife into a respectable lady, no matter how hard I tried to help.

“Wait ’til I tell Henry!” she said with a giggle. “He’ll get a good laugh out of it, too. And you have to tell John!”

John did smile when I told him the story that evening, shaking his head and saying, “Where in the world did she come up with such an idea? And then to have the nerve to do it!” He had come home tired, and I was pleased that my account of the event had lifted his spirits.

“She doesn’t feel accepted here in town, John. She told me as much. And she isn’t wrong. I see the way the other women look at her. Do you think it’s because she’s so much younger than Henry? Is she some sort of threat to them?”

“I think it’s a lot of things. Her close associations with the lumberjacks don’t help. If she’s really serious about helping to start a hospital, maybe her work will help repair her reputation in the community.”

“Where and how do we even begin?”

“Let’s start by writing up a proposal and a budget. Find out how much it costs to rent a suitable building. Then there’s heating costs, equipment and beds, and a modest staff to care for the patients. Maybe we could visit a few charity hospitals in other nearby towns. We need to figure out what the operating costs would be for the first year, and go from there.”

I felt useful and excited about the future for the first time in a long time. I wanted to do it for John, to be a partner in his good work. I was learning that my grief would never go away, but perhaps this new venture would keep it from overwhelming me.




20: Kate

Today was the most fun I’ve had in a long time. I laughed all the way home when I remembered how those prim old ladies lifted their skirts and jumped up on their chairs after I set a mouse loose in the meeting. I made Hannah laugh too, and that made it all worthwhile. I was sure Henry would get a kick out of it when I told him about the mouse, but he didn’t. Instead he got mad and said I needed to grow up. Then he walked away. I know he’s tired because of all the hours he spends down at the sawmill, but I’m worried that it’s more than that. He once told me that the reason he married me was because I was different from all the other women he knew. He said I knew how to have fun, and I made him laugh. Has he changed his mind about me?

Once, when we’d both had a lot to drink and were laughing and fooling around, Henry said he’d gotten rid of his first wife because she wasn’t any fun. I felt a chill, and I pulled my negligee a little tighter around me. I asked him what he meant. Hadn’t she suddenly gotten sick and died? He laughed and said of course she had. I had misunderstood what he’d meant about getting rid of her. Then he smothered my questions with kisses.

I know how jealous Henry can be when he thinks I’m flirting with other men. He believed the gossip about why I kissed Nathan, and there was nothing I could say to change his mind. He showed me just how angry he was, then he said he’d do even worse if I ever humiliated him like that again. It was all that stupid, nosy Mrs. Peterson’s fault! I’m glad I got even with her today, disrupting her precious meeting.

Henry can be just like the spring weather—sunny and warm one minute, but full of dark clouds and thunder the next. He’s tender and loving and handsome, and charming, and brilliantly, amazingly smart. I love him so much I can hardly breathe sometimes.

But today, when he didn’t laugh at my prank with the mouse, I saw something in his expression that gave me that chill again.




21: ASHLEY

David looks comfortable sitting in our living room in his favorite chair with his feet up. I give his bare toes a tickle as I stand in front of him. “Are you sure you don’t want to come to the Abernathy mansion with me tonight? You haven’t seen inside it yet. I promise I won’t give you anything too taxing to do.”

“Sorry. Not tonight. I have work to do. Next time.” He has his laptop open in front of him, but I notice he also has the muted TV tuned to the sports channel. I’m glad David has found a comfortable place in our living room for his TV and favorite chair, even if they look out of place in our hundred-and-fifty-year-old house. He’s happy, and that’s all that matters.

“Okay. See you later, then.”

He unmutes the TV just before I close the front door. I have been looking forward to another work night at the mansion all week, watching videos on historic preservation in preparation. I climb into our car and stare at my new house for a few seconds before backing out of the driveway. I’ve felt at home here from the very first day, even when all my stuff was still in boxes. I love everything about this house. Our house.

Freida is like an overfilled balloon ready to burst with excitement when I arrive at the mansion. She pulls me into her arms for a quick hug, bracelets jangling. “Listen now,” she says breathlessly. “My friend on the city council was very impressed by your résumé. She and a few others agree that you were heaven-sent to take over this renovation project, and we shouldn’t let someone with your qualifications slip away. When they saw your grant experience, they agreed with Nancy and me about using some of the budget money to hire you to apply for grants. She thinks donors will know we’re serious about the renovation, and that it’s worth their investment, if we have a qualified historian as a paid staff member. They’re planning to put the proposal on the agenda for the next city council meeting.” She finally pauses for breath and asks, “What do you think?”

I gesture as if my head is exploding and say, “I’m blown away!” I’m battling tears of amazement and joy. If I had Freida’s faith and believed in miracles, I would say that this qualifies as one. The timing is perfect. David is already worrying about money.

“We’ll all be praying in the meantime. Isn’t God good?”

I don’t know how to reply. I search for words for a moment before saying, “Um, yes . . . well . . . we’d better get to work so we have something to show them. If we can restore the reception hall and small parlor in the next six months, maybe we could hold a Christmas fundraising event here. I’ve been reading through those newspaper clippings you gave me, and I saw that the first lady of this mansion, Kate Abernathy, held a grand event here to raise funds for a charity hospital.”

For the next few hours, I lose myself in the work. There’s no other job in the world I would rather do than this one. The gorgeous woodwork is coming back to life after patient cleaning and gallons of wood conditioner. The woodwork in the front reception hall alone is a masterpiece of craftsmanship with a carved stair rail and intricate millwork on the coffered ceiling. Some of the balusters on the staircase are missing and damaged, as are the spindles in a decorative screen in the transom. Once we have a proper budget, we can hire carpenters and craftsmen to repair everything.

Greg is on a ladder, working on one of the coffered beams when he calls me over. “There’s a spot here where the paint is peeling off the ceiling. What should we do about it?”

“Let me have a look.” I trade places with him and climb the ladder, armed with a paint scraper. The top layer of paint is very loose in that spot, so I’m able to peel off a four-inch strip. What I see beneath it makes me so excited I nearly fall off the ladder. “Wow! Look at that! This ceiling was stenciled! I can see a bit of the design!” I continue scraping, carefully, carefully chipping off more paint. Some of the stencil is coming off, too, but I can still see the outline of the design. “Why would someone paint over a beautiful stenciled ceiling?”

“There’s another little spot over there where the paint is peeling,” someone says. “Should we scrape there, too?”

“Yes!”

The excitement grows as Freida and several other volunteers begin gathering around to watch. We identify several areas of loose or bubbling paint and soon there are three of us on ladders, gently scraping away the top layer of paint. When I look at the results, it’s like finding buried treasure. “Oh my gosh! From what I can tell, it looks like each square in the coffered ceiling used a different stencil! The Craftsman style was brand-new when this house was built, and stenciling was a new trend. This reception hall must have been gorgeous. And so unique!”

“How are we going to get the rest of the paint off?” Greg asks. “It’s only loose in a few places.”

“I was just watching a video about this on a restoration website. We start with a wire brush, then use fine sandpaper. It’s going to require a lot of delicate work. We’ll need an electric sander with a vacuum attachment. Do we have one? And we’ll need to test for lead paint, and wear special masks and hazmat suits if it is.”

“Tell me what you need,” Freida says, “and I’ll get it for you.”

My mind is already racing, imagining how beautiful this coffered ceiling must have been, and how beautiful it will be after we restore it. “I know of a museum that conserves original stencil templates,” I tell the group. “We can probably find designs that are the same or very similar to the ones these craftsmen used. We can make this hall magnificent again!”

I’m so excited when I get home that I race into David’s arms for a big hug. “I need to celebrate! We had an amazing night tonight.” I tell him about the ceiling, aware that he isn’t going to share my enthusiasm for discovering original stencils. “But here’s the really big news,” I continue. “Freida says that a few city council members are going to present my résumé at the next meeting and propose that they use budget money to hire me to write grant proposals. They want to pay me! They said my expertise came at just the right time, and they don’t want to lose me.”

David squeezes me and gives me a big kiss. “I’m happy for you, babe. Sounds like it will be great, if the proposal passes. When’s the next council meeting?”

“Not for another month.”

“How much will they be paying you?”

“I’m not sure. But my old boss thinks she has enough online work for another three months, and—”

“Even so, I think you should get your application in for that teaching job this fall in case the city council thing falls through. It would give us a safety net. I’ve been adding up our finances, and—”

“Don’t burst my bubble, David. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. In the meantime, I’m already getting my thoughts together for the grant applications. Want to hear them?” I retrieve my laptop from the dining room table as I’m talking and open it to the pictures I’ve downloaded. “Here, take a look. This is a photo of Kate Abernathy, the lumber baron’s wife who once lived in the mansion.” I turn the screen around so he can see it. I’m pretty sure what his reaction will be, and I’m right.

“Wow! Pretty lady!”

“The sad news is that this is the picture Kate’s husband put in the newspaper after she disappeared. He offered a big reward for her safe return, but they never found her.”

“That’s tragic.”

“I want the museum to tell the story of what was happening here in Michigan during the Gilded Age because it’s an example of what was taking place all across America after the Civil War. In the name of progress, tycoons like Henry Abernathy were building empires, with lumber mills and railroads and factories, and didn’t give any thought to what they were destroying. A lot of natural resources like Michigan’s pine forests were decimated. But you already know all that. You can help me add information about some of the fraudulent ways men like Henry Abernathy might have acquired huge tracts of forestland so they could cut down all the trees. Adding the environmental impact will really bolster the grant proposal.”

“That sounds good.” He was still scrolling though my photo collection, viewing shots of winter lumbering camps, rafts of logs floating downstream, and piles of cut boards outside a sawmill. “You found a lot of great photos. I’m impressed.” He pauses on a picture of a church steeple rising out of a sand dune. “What’s this?”

“That’s the lost village of Singapore, Michigan. It was once a port town on Lake Michigan, with sawmills and platted streets and everything. But after all the forests in the area were cut down, they took the sawmills apart and moved them further north where there were more trees. The town was abandoned and was eventually buried beneath the sand dunes. Today, there’s nothing there.”

David continues clicking through the photos. “Are you going to portray the lumber barons as villains?”

“Well, some of them became philanthropists and did good things for the poor. In fact, I found a newspaper article that tells how Kate Abernathy helped to raise funds for a charity hospital in town by hosting parties at her mansion. I would love to highlight that, and maybe host a party there to raise funds for the museum.”

“I’m happy for you, babe, I really am. And I hope everything works out for you.” He closes the laptop and sets it on the dining room table. “But I would relax more if we had a backup plan, in case the grant thing falls through and the online work dries up. I’m not sure we can manage if you aren’t working full-time.”

“I know you’re worried. And I’m willing to do some substitute teaching, if I need to. But I don’t want to get locked into a teaching contract and lose out on the museum job if it comes through. Everyone is counting on me.”

“How can they be counting on you for a job that doesn’t exist?”

I don’t know how to reply. Freida is convinced that everything will work out. That we just need to believe. But she isn’t here. “The volunteers at the mansion are very passionate about the project. You should have seen them when we found the stencils on the ceiling. It was as if we’d discovered gold.”

He stares at me for a long moment. He can’t relate to what I’m talking about. To him, the lumber baron’s mansion is just a dilapidated old house. “I’m going to bed,” he finally says. He trudges up the stairs, then pauses on the landing to look back at me. “Speaking of restorations, are you sure there’s nothing we can do to fix these squeaky steps? They’re driving me crazy.”
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I’m eating breakfast in our dining room the next morning and studying the coffered ceiling when David joins me. “What’s so interesting up there, babe?” he asks, following my gaze.

“I’ve been thinking. Our house was built by the same man as the Abernathy mansion, so if that ceiling was stenciled, maybe ours was, too.”

“How could you tell?”

“Well, we would have to scrape off some of the paint and—”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” David groans. “You talked me into this house because you said it was move-in ready. Those were your exact words. Please don’t go ripping it all up.”

“But it would increase our home’s value if we restored it to its original splendor.”

His phone rings, interrupting us. He moves into the living room, but I hear him making plans with someone for next Saturday. “Who was that?” I ask when he hangs up.

“Remember Aiden? One of the boys who helped us move? He wanted to know if I meant it when I offered to take him and his friends on a nature hike.”

“And you said yes?”

“We’re going next Saturday morning if you want to come.”

“I do! You know how much I love to hike in the woods. Especially when there’s a handsome guide to flirt with.”
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David has arranged to meet Aiden in the parking lot of Great Dune Woods, and we arrive there on Saturday expecting three or four kids. We’re both surprised when a small church bus pulls up with Aiden and a dozen other teenagers from his youth group. The driver introduces himself as the youth group’s leader, Andy Morton. “Thank you for agreeing to this nature hike,” Andy says. “As you can see, there was a great deal of interest in this outing. These kids are passionate about the environment.”

“That’s great to hear,” David says. “You can probably guess that I’m passionate about it, too.”

“This is my wife, Michelle, and our son, Charlie,” Andy says. Michelle unbuckles a child, who I guess to be about two years old, from a car seat. David stares at the baby as if the couple has brought along their pet octopus. He dislikes small children, and I can imagine him thinking that the baby is going to fret and wail and disturb the peace of the forest. He likes to identify bird calls and animal sounds—impossible with a baby crying.

“Hi, I’m Ashley,” I quickly say. “Nice to meet you both.”

“Charlie loves to hike in the woods,” Andy says as he settles the baby in a backpack carrier. Michelle passes around a spray can of tick repellant, and we set off through the forest. David is a charming guide, thoroughly entertaining everyone as he rolls off facts about the flora and fauna, pointing out things like camouflaged insects and animal nests that we never would have noticed.

“Forestlands perform some important jobs,” he says as we pause beside a bubbling stream. “They filter pollutants from the air, and they help conserve water in the ecosystem. We cause havoc when we upset that balance. For example, a fish called a grayling was once abundant in Michigan’s streams and rivers. They prefer cold, clear water, but when the forests were decimated by over-logging and the tree canopy was eliminated, the water warmed up and the grayling couldn’t survive. They’ve been gone for nearly a hundred years now. The Department of Natural Resources is currently raising Alaskan grayling in hatcheries, hoping to reintroduce them to Michigan’s Upper Peninsula.”

The kids are attentive for the most part, aside from the usual good-natured jostling among the boys and giggling from the girls. I notice some flirting going on, too. One couple who hold hands most of the way remind me of how David and I met on a weekend environmental retreat. Of course, there’s also the group clown who covertly tosses stones into the underbrush to rustle the bushes and scare the girls. But everyone keeps to the path as David has instructed, and they ask him a lot of good questions. I’m happy that the morning has turned out to be a success for him.

The forest grows thicker, and David pauses again to point out a small grove of white pine trees. “Michigan was once covered in old-growth forests of white pine. The lumber barons bragged that they could cut trees for a hundred years and still not run out of lumber. They were wrong. They destroyed the white pine within forty years, with no thought of conservation or reforestation.”

It suddenly occurs to me that maybe that’s why David isn’t taking an interest in my project at the mansion. Maybe he sees Henry Abernathy as the enemy. I’ll have to ask him about it later.

I chat easily with Michelle along the way, and she tells me that little Charlie is adopted. “We haven’t been able to get pregnant, even though we would like a big family. We tried IVF but it didn’t take, and it costs too much money to try again. Meanwhile, we kept our name on the list for adoption and little Charlie came along. He is truly a miracle! Now we’re praying for another baby.”

I nod and change the subject. “I notice you’ve been taking a lot of photographs.”

“It’s kind of a hobby of mine. I majored in art in college.”

“I’d love to see some of them.” She hands me her phone, and I scroll through her album. There is an artistry in the way she frames the shots, capturing the light that trickles through the canopy of trees. I notice colors and details in her pictures that I didn’t notice in real life. “These are great!” I say. I have a sudden thought. “Hey, I’m working with Freida Tessoro on restoring the lumber baron’s house—”

“I know Freida from church. Everybody loves Freida.”

“Well, we could really use someone with your talent to take some before-and-after pictures of the mansion and chart our progress.”

“I’d be happy to do that. It sounds like fun.” We start walking up the trail again, following the others. “I grew up in this town,” Michelle says. “And I’d love to see that gorgeous, old house restored. I’m ashamed to admit that my friends and I used to break in and play ghosts in there after it was abandoned. Especially on Halloween night.”

“Did you ever see the ghost of Kate Abernathy?” I ask with a smile.

“No,” she laughs. “But that house always felt so sad to me. Maybe because no one ever found out what happened to her.”

“Do you have any theories about her disappearance?”

“No. But those must have been dangerous times, with lumberjacks roaming through the forests with gigantic saws, felling enormous trees. And I saw a program once about all the shipwrecks in Lake Michigan. More than a thousand of them. It seems like there were a lot of terrible ways to die back then.”

“Hmm. I never thought about that. I’ve wondered if Kate Abernathy just got tired of living in a wilderness town, or grew tired of her husband, and decided to head back to civilization.”

“Was it hard for you to move way out here from Philadelphia?” she asks.

I think about it for a moment. “It’s different. But so far, I really like it here. It’s a nice place to call home.”

We stop at the top of the dune, and the view of Lake Michigan through the trees is well worth the uphill climb. Baby Charlie has barely made a peep along the way and has now fallen asleep. His backpack has a built-in stand, so Andy can take it off and set it on the ground. The kids sit down to sip from their water bottles while Michelle passes out granola bars. Everything is going so well, and I can tell that David is enjoying himself. Then Andy pulls a small Bible from his pocket.

“I have a little something I’d like to share with all of you.” The kids grow quiet and attentive, while David slowly backs away. He’s always uncomfortable with what he calls “God talk.”

“Whenever we’re out here in God’s great creation,” Andy begins, “it’s impossible to look at the design and intricacy of life without seeing that there must be a grand artist behind it all. David has just explained how every part of the forest from the tiniest insect to the largest animal is designed to work together in an ecosystem. And all of us in the body of Christ are designed to do the same thing, to work together, each with our own part to play. God knows each one of us personally. We’re created to be as unique as snowflakes. This verse from the psalms says, You made all the delicate, inner parts of my body and knit me together in my mother’s womb. Thank you for making me so wonderfully complex! . . .You saw me before I was born. Every day of my life was recorded in your book. Always remember that God designed you in love. He has a plan and a purpose for your life.”

While Andy finishes his talk with a short prayer, I glance at David, wondering what he is thinking.

The return trip downhill goes quickly, and when we reach the parking lot, the kids take turns thanking David. Andy shakes his hand, adding his thanks. “Michelle and I would love to have you and Ashley over for a cookout sometime.”

“I would like that,” I reply when David doesn’t. I tell Michelle when the next work night at the mansion will be, and that I hope to see her there with her camera.

“I really like Andy and Michelle,” I say on the ride home. “I’m glad we’re getting to know some couples in the community, aren’t you?” He gives a noncommittal grunt. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m not really interested in church people.”

“But they’re so nice. They didn’t try to convert us or anything.”

“Maybe not today, but . . .” He gives me a meaningful glance.

His attitude frustrates me. We drive in silence for a few minutes until I can no longer stay silent. “You’ve made it very clear to me over the years how you feel about church people and their God talk, but you’ve never told me why.”

He sighs. “They used to come to our trailer, bringing secondhand clothing and food and things. Charity!” He spits out the word. “We were those poor kids who needed help. It was humiliating.”

“I don’t understand. Why is it humiliating when people are nice, and want to help you?”

“They expect you to be so grateful that you’ll go to church with them. My little sister got sucked into going with them for a while, but it didn’t take long for her to find out that the other girls all had their little cliques. She was never going to be included in their secrets or invited to their birthday parties. She was heartbroken.” His hands grip the steering wheel tightly.

“But you do believe in God, don’t you? I know you see a grand design in nature.”

“Sure, I suppose there’s one. It’s ‘religion’ that I’m against, not God.”

“We went to a smattering of different churches when I was growing up,” I say. “My mom enjoyed going, especially at Christmas. We never stayed in one place long enough to feel like we belonged.”

“Well, if you want to make friends with church people, go for it. But leave me out.”

I sigh in frustration. “Okay. That’s good to know. But this is where I’m coming from, David—I’m really hoping we can settle down in this community and make some friends. For once in my life, I’m hoping I don’t have to pack up and move again in another year or two and leave all my friends behind.”

I’m annoyed that my voice wavers with emotion. He studies me as we pause at a stop sign, and his tender expression reveals his love and concern. He knows how much this means to me. “That’s the plan, babe. To live here for a long, long time.”

I try to smile as I wipe my eyes. “Are there any young couples our age at your work that we can hang with?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t been there long enough.”

I try not to foresee a problem, but I know that David tends to be a loner. He was too busy to have close friends when we were in graduate school, and his favorite sports are individual ones, like running, cycling, and kayaking. He never played team sports. “There are two interesting couples our age who work at the mansion,” I say. “I wish you would come with me sometime and meet them.”

“Yeah. Maybe next time.”

“I was thinking today when you were talking about the white pine forests, that maybe you aren’t interested in the mansion restoration because you see Henry Abernathy as the enemy who chopped down all your trees.”

He chuckles. “You think I’m holding a grudge against a man who lived a hundred and fifty years ago?” He shakes his head. “I live in the here and now, and my concern is with the future, not the past.”

“But if a museum tells people about the mistakes of the past, we’re educating them to make better choices about the future.”

“I don’t know, Ashley. I know museums are your life’s work, but I think there are more effective ways to educate people about the environment.”

I exhale. We have arrived home. I decide to let it go. If I’ve learned anything as an Army brat, it’s that a lot of things in life are out of my control. I won’t give up, though. I want us to have friends. Hopefully David will agree to come with me next time and see for himself how nice the other volunteers are.




22: Hannah

I was slowly growing used to the stillness of our new home in the woods, away from the rushing noise of the city where we used to live, away from its painful, nagging memories. In the evenings, John and I would sit by the fireplace in our parlor after dinner, reading books or writing letters to our loved ones, and I felt peacefully removed from the pain of life. Occasionally, a coyote would howl, or a screech owl would utter its unnerving scream, but the unfamiliar forest sounds didn’t frighten me if John was home. It was on just such a quiet evening in early summer that we heard the thundering sound of a carriage approaching.

“Oh, John,” I said with a groan. “I hope this doesn’t mean you’re being called away.”

He rose to go to the door as the carriage halted outside. I waited, listening, hoping I wouldn’t be left alone all night. Then I heard John say, “Henry! What brings you out here?”

“Do you have time to talk, Doc?” I heard Henry ask.

My heart sped up. Had something happened to Kate? I rose to greet Henry, feeling uneasy. I poured him a drink, then said I would go upstairs to give them privacy. “No, stay, Hannah. This involves you, too.” I sat down again, my uneasiness growing. I remained wary around Henry, unable to dismiss my suspicion that he abused Kate. After he and John were seated, he began by addressing John.

“Kate told me about the hospital you want to build for the lumberjacks. I think it’s an admirable idea, and I’m willing to donate a lot of money to support it. But there’s something I need you to do for me in return.”

John glanced at me, then back at Henry. “Go on,” he said.

“I know Kate has been bored since moving to Michigan and hasn’t found her stride, but she seemed quite excited about your hospital. So, I’ve come up with a plan, and if we follow it, I believe that by the time your hospital is up and running, Kate will have attained a place of prominence in this community. She’ll be looked up to. Admired. Invited to all of society’s best events.”

My stomach made an uneasy turn at his words. It was pure fantasy to imagine Kate in the role he described. Did he think she was a wild stallion that could be tamed and made to do his bidding?

Henry set down his drink and faced me. “Take Kate in hand, Hannah. Coach her. Teach her everything she needs to know. She admires you a great deal, and she’ll do whatever you say. I’m counting on you, Hannah. Will you do it?”

His words were so startling I couldn’t reply. Was I to be the puppet master, manipulating Kate into becoming the person her husband envisioned? In exchange, John and I would get our hospital, but at what price for Kate? Thankfully, John spoke into the silence. “Can you give us a few days to think it over?”

Henry continued talking, ignoring John’s question, still addressing me. “I want you to help Kate put together an unforgettable fundraising event in our mansion. It’s a magnificent home and deserves to be shown off, and envied by everyone in town. Right now, our invitations are being politely declined, but by the time your hospital gala takes place, I want people to be begging to be on the guest list. We’ll use the newspapers, announce every step forward toward our goal. We’ll make sure the papers emphasize Kate’s role in everything. She’ll rise to the place in society where I want her to be, and you’ll get your charity hospital.”

My mouth felt dry. “Is . . . is this what Kate wants?”

“It is.” His certainty was intimidating, as he probably intended it to be. After assuming I would do what he asked, he changed the subject, ending any further questions or objections by turning to John, asking about his plans and goals for the hospital.

By the time Henry finished a second drink and left, anger roared through my blood. He had manipulated me into an impossible situation. I wanted to help John start a hospital, that much was certain. I knew the initial stage of raising funds would be largely left up to me, since John’s work demanded so much of his time. I had looked forward to the challenge, knowing it would occupy my empty days and distract me from my grief. But I was uncomfortable with Henry’s proposal to try to tame Kate in exchange for his support. He must have known when he married her how inadequate she was for the role of lumber baron’s wife and a matron of high society. Granted, Kate was young and needed to mature. But I feared that squeezing her into the role Henry was proposing would squeeze the life from her. Why was a place among high society suddenly so important to him? Was this truly what Kate wanted, or would she do it to please Henry?

I began thinking out loud, hoping it would help me gain perspective. “I feel very uncomfortable about trying to remake Kate into something she’s not. But if I do what Henry wants, and the hospital is a success, perhaps Kate will feel the satisfaction of accomplishing something important.”

“True,” John agreed. “And this town needs a charity hospital.”

“But . . . it doesn’t feel right to force Kate to change into what Henry demands. Nor am I convinced that it’s even possible.”

“Take time to think it over, darling, and talk it over with Kate. We don’t have to rely on Henry Abernathy’s help. It might take longer, but I’m sure we can get a hospital up and running without him. Don’t say yes if you feel uncomfortable.”

I called on Kate the following day to ask her about the bargain her husband had proposed. I wasn’t surprised to learn that Kate knew very little about it, only that Henry wanted her to preside over a fundraising event for the hospital to show off his house. “Tell me what you want to do, Kate. Do you really want to gain a place in society with all the other millionaires’ wives?”

“They won’t have anything to do with me because I’m not like them.”

The knot in my stomach twisted tighter as I wrestled with my conscience. “You could win them over, Kate. I could teach you some rules of etiquette, and how to pay social calls, and so on. But only if that’s what you want.”

She chewed her thumbnail as she pondered my question. “To tell you the truth, the thought of it scares me to death. What if they find out who I really am?”

“Everyone has secrets. In the eyes of God, we’re all guilty of something.”

She had been shaking her head in dismay, staring at her lap, but she suddenly stopped as if deciding something. “If it will please Henry, I’ll do it . . . I mean, I’m his wife, so I’m supposed to make him happy, right? And I know it will make you happy if I help raise a lot of money for your hospital, right?”

It shamed me that she thought so highly of my friendship. “Don’t do it for my sake, Kate. John says we can raise funds some other way if you’re unsure about what Henry is asking of you.” She chewed her thumbnail again as she thought it over.

“I want to do this for Henry. I owe him so much. You’ll teach me everything I need to know, right?”

“I’ll try.”

Henry produced a written plan, elaborating his goals and the means for reaching them. Among his strategies was to get Kate’s name and picture in the newspapers as often as possible, emphasizing her founding role with the new hospital. A front-page article soon appeared in the local newspaper with Kate’s picture and the headline “Lumber Baron’s Wife Launches Important Charity Project.” John had supplied the reporters with details about the need for such a hospital. Later, an editorial praising Mrs. Abernathy made subtle pokes at any other society wives who didn’t join her. “The young Mrs. Abernathy is to be much admired,” the article said, “for tackling this much-needed project to help the lumberjacks and sawmill workers who are so important to this community.”

[image: ]

As winter turned to spring, more and more articles appeared, detailing the nature of accidents at the sawmills and lumber camps, including the incident last spring with the river rats. There were quotes from Mrs. Abernathy explaining the need for surgical and recovery facilities. Henry Abernathy was quoted as saying, “Of course, I want my lumber mill to be a safe workplace, but unfortunately, accidents do happen. With her tender heart for the less fortunate, my wife has begged me to help our workers and their families.” Henry even tried to counter the rumors about Kate by referencing the incident at the train station, pointing out “her sisterly affection” for the river rat injured in a logging accident, and describing how she had helped care for him at the home of Dr. and Mrs. Wagner.

“One has to admire his cunning determination,” John said to me one evening as we read the articles together. “He’s certainly gaining notice for the hospital.”

“And promoting his wife as a saint.”

Meanwhile, my task was to remake Kate. Henry ordered me to study the social happenings in the local and regional newspapers every day so Kate and I could learn all about the other millionaires’ wives, the projects they favored, and the events they sponsored. “I’m not invited to any of these things,” Kate said.

“Maybe not now, but you will be,” Henry assured her. “Here’s a list of all the wealthy mill owners who are members of the Lumbermen’s Association. I’ve been elected president of the board, a very powerful position. The other men will instruct their wives to include you in order to win my favor.”

As the community doctor’s wife, I didn’t move in those social circles, but I began teaching Kate how to make regular social calls among her peers, leaving her calling card behind if she wasn’t received. Then it was time to start inviting the ladies to call on her, holding small afternoon teas in the beginning, then progressing to luncheons.

Kate gnawed her fingernail as I explained these steps. I frowned at her, gesturing for her to fold her hands in her lap. It was a good thing ladies were required to wear gloves. They would hide Kate’s ravaged nails and prevent her from chewing on them in public.

“I never know what to say when I’m with those other women,” she said.

“Compliments are always good. Talk about their interests, not yours. Their gardens, their homes, their new dresses. You really don’t have to say much. Pretend you’re shy. Better to be thought shy and retiring than to say the wrong thing.” I taught her all the right things to say about the hospital, and we practiced the art of making polite conversation. “Think of it as acting in a play. Put on a good show.”

She gave a mischievous smile, reminding me of the old Kate. “I always had a stiff drink before I went onstage. It helped calm my nerves.”

“Don’t even think about it, Kate!”
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The invitations started arriving. From what I could gather, the newly invented Kate was holding up well. I admired her courage.

Henry kept his part of the bargain too, making sure the newspapers kept the hospital in the forefront. He arranged for a photographer to be at the station when Kate and I boarded the train on a warm summer morning to visit a charity hospital in a nearby city. It was the first time I had traveled out of town since we’d moved there more than a year earlier. Kate had smiled and posed, charming the photographer, an aggressive young man with reddish hair, while I answered the reporter’s questions. But once onboard the train, Kate collapsed against the seat, subdued and depressed. Her brash spirit, which had so shocked me when we first met, had leaked away. In a way, I missed the old Kate. She stared out of the window as we rode in silence, but I didn’t ask what was wrong, fearing that I played a role in her despondency.

Then, as the train traveled through a desolate section of terrain that had been heavily logged, she suddenly came to attention. “Hannah, look! All the beautiful trees are gone! Oh, what a terrible mess!”

The area resembled a wasteland as far as the eye could see. Where a thick forest, filled with towering, centuries-old trees once stood, all that remained were ragged stumps, tangled dead branches, and barren ground, devoid of life. I had grown to appreciate the majesty of the forests near my new home, and this desolate sight was shocking. We traveled through the bleak, unchanging landscape for more than thirty minutes before finally seeing green trees and signs of life once again.

At last, we reached our destination and were met at the train station by the hospital matron. I listened with interest as she gave us a tour of the charity hospital, a simple, unadorned space that had once been a storefront. “We started with just a single room and four beds,” she explained, “and recently expanded to include these two wards and ten beds.” Afterwards, I met with the director and made notes about the hospital’s income and expenses. Kate grew bored and wandered off as we discussed finances. I found her in the men’s ward, talking and laughing with one of the patients. She seemed animated for the first time all day. I would need to explain to her that we were setting up a hospital to care for ill people, not to befriend them. We couldn’t become personally involved with our patients. But that lesson could wait.

“I think I would make a good nurse,” Kate said to me on the journey home.

“Well, if that’s something that interests you, there are training schools—”

“Henry would never, ever let me do it.” I didn’t comment, knowing she was right. “Sometimes I feel like his prisoner.” She spoke so softly I barely heard her. Her words alarmed me.

“Listen, Kate. If Henry isn’t treating you well—”

“It’s not Henry. It’s . . . everything!”

“I understand that you feel bored, which is why I think your work for the charity hospital is going to be a great outlet for you. And you’re making new friends with some of the other ladies, aren’t you?” She didn’t seem to hear me.

“I asked Henry if we could have a baby—not that I know anything about taking care of one. I would have to hire somebody to help me with it. But Henry said he wasn’t ready for children. He says he may never be. I guess I’ll never be a mother.” She looked up at me, her eyes shining with tears. “I guess we have that in common, huh?”

The pain that her words caused stole my breath. I’ll never be a mother. Not because I couldn’t have children, or because John was opposed, but by my own choice. I had buried my maternal longing when I’d buried my children, and I would never be a mother again. I would never rock a little one in my arms again, or hear a child call me Mama. I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. I remained firm in that decision, barricading my heart against all feelings of love. Kate’s words had penetrated my defenses with a stab of pure pain. I’ll never be a mother.

Neither of us spoke for the remainder of the journey. As the train traveled through the denuded forest again, I closed my eyes.
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Henry had been right in his prediction. By the time the invitations went out for the charity gala at his mansion at the end of the summer season, all of society was angling for one. Kate had been inundated with requests to attend teas, dinners, and other events in the hopes that she and Henry would reciprocate with an invitation to the gala. As president of the Lumbermen’s Association, Henry wielded a lot of influence in town. He was charming and good-natured, the sort of man everyone wanted to know and befriend. He made certain the engraved invitations were hand-delivered to city and state officials, as well as every millionaire and dignitary in town.

I knew I would be out of my element among the millionaires and politicians, but Kate begged me to attend that evening to help her out. “I’m terrified as it is, but if anything goes wrong, I’ll need you there to tell me what to do.”

“Then of course, I’ll come.” She invited me up to her boudoir to show me the gown the seamstress had sewn for the occasion. She modeled it for me, and the luscious, emerald green silk hugged her generous curves and made her fair skin glow like mother-of-pearl. The final touch was a dazzling diamond-and-emerald necklace. She had offered to buy me a new gown so I would fit in with the other ladies, but I said I’d rather she donated the money to the hospital. Where would I ever wear such a gown again?

“I suppose you think I should cover up my bosom,” she said with a sly grin. I didn’t comment. “I was thinking I could get the men to donate more money if I flirted a little bit.”

“I don’t think your husband would like that.”

Her grin faded. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

On the evening of the big event, John and I arrived before all the other guests to offer our support. I could tell that Kate was scared to death because I caught her tossing back a stiff shot of whiskey. “That’s really not a good idea,” I said, taking the glass from her.

“I know. But I needed a little courage.”

“You don’t need to be afraid. Your guests were all dying to be invited and will be thrilled to be here. Your only job is to be a gracious hostess.”

My words didn’t chase the fear from her eyes. “But if I mess up, Henry will kill me!” It didn’t seem like an exaggeration or a figure of speech. Kate was genuinely frightened of displeasing him.

“Kate, if you have any reason at all to fear Henry, you need to—”

“Come on, I think the party is about to start.” We’d heard the first carriage arriving outside.

The mansion looked magnificent and seemed to glow, inside and out. The exceptional woodwork in every room had been polished to a rich shine. Fresh flowers adorned every space. White damask cloths, fine porcelain plates, and sterling silver serving pieces were spread on a buffet table laden with food. No expense had been spared. The string ensemble Henry had hired performed in the background. He challenged his guests to a game of finding the hand-carved figures that were hidden in the woodwork like Easter eggs. “There are representations of the four seasons,” he explained, “and the five races of men, along with heavenly beings, such as cherubs. There are several hidden animals, too—a monkey, lions, dogs, and birds. Who can find them all?” Henry Abernathy had created an event that everyone would long remember and few would be able to outdo.

Kate looked beautiful, her luxurious hair pinned in the latest style, leaving a few tendrils to fall provocatively on her cheek and at the nape of her graceful neck. While the other lumber barons’ wives might be envious of Henry’s mansion, their husbands would certainly be envious of his stunning young wife. The age difference between her and Henry was obvious, as was the difference between her and the other wives, who were all middle-aged. Gentlemen stared outright at Kate as she stood beside Henry in the reception hall, greeting their guests. She was doing everything right and proper but still managed to look sensuous.

After the buffet meal ended and a selection of desserts was served, Henry called John forward to give a speech explaining the hospital project. I was so proud of John as he outlined the need for such a facility, explained the proposed budget, and detailed some of the supplies and equipment on the list. There was no doubt he was handsome in his dark tuxedo and white bow tie. A few wisps of gray were starting to salt his dark hair and beard. I noticed several women, tipsy with wine and the evening’s glow, staring at him with more than mere admiration. I still loved him, yet my resentment toward him remained like clouds that hadn’t blown away after a storm. Love brought the potential for pain, so I had to keep my heart locked away, even from him.

When John finished speaking, Henry came forward and pledged a large amount of money to the hospital. Others quickly followed suit, the men shaking hands with John, the women subtly flirting. As I stood out of the way, watching the party, Henry approached and bent close to speak to me. “You’ve kept your side of the bargain, Hannah. You turned Kate into a proper lady, and the most admired hostess in town.” He pointed to where Kate stood speaking with a leering state senator. “I’m grateful to you.” Then he walked away.

“I’m so glad it’s finally over,” I told John as the last few guests were departing. “These past months have put a huge strain on Kate, and on me, as well.”

“I’m not sure it really is over for Kate.”

“What do you mean?”

“Henry has made his mark on this city. He has reached the top and will long be remembered. He told me he might try politics next.”

“Oh, poor Kate! She worked very hard to get to this point and to preside over this gala, but I can’t imagine her as a politician’s wife, can you? The opposition party would dig up her past and bury her in dirt.”

John frowned in concern. “Is there something to dig up? And does Henry know about it?” I didn’t reply, sworn to keep Kate’s secrets.

By the time the last guest departed, it was the early hours of the morning. Kate resembled a wilted rose. I could see the huge toll this event had taken on her, as if the last of her vivacious spirit finally had been drained out of her. I hoped Henry appreciated what she had accomplished.

“Your gala was a huge success,” John told Kate and Henry as we prepared to leave. “We raised enough donations and pledges to begin work on the hospital. Thanks so much for opening your home and leading by example. I appreciate what you’ve done.”

Suddenly, Henry grabbed Kate around the waist. “Come here, my beautiful little wife!” He lifted her into the air and twirled with her around the reception hall as if she were a child. “We showed them, didn’t we, Katie? We showed them all!”

Kate laughed as he spun her, but I saw tears flowing down her pale cheeks.




23: Kate

Henry is thrilled with last night’s success. And very happy with the new me.

I was so tired after the fundraising gala that I haven’t gotten out of bed all day. Most of my exhaustion came from nerves, trying to do everything perfectly, trying not to embarrass Henry or make him mad. But it also came from having to keep all my thoughts and feelings and fears locked up inside. Henry is my husband. I’m supposed to do whatever he wants, and I did. He had his big, successful party in his wonderful mansion. And I helped my best friend Hannah, too. She and John can start their hospital now. I’m glad, for all of them.

But what next? Henry has everything he ever wanted—money, the respect of all the other men, power as head of the lumber board. City officials bow down to him. Is that finally going to be enough for him?

And what about me? Now that I’ve become a lady, I suppose I’ll have to keep on being one for the rest of my life. That means going to thousands of boring teas and luncheons and making afternoon social calls, putting up with stupid talk from women who bore me to tears. No one ever laughs out loud or sings or dances for joy. Hannah says I should pretend that I’m acting, but I don’t know if I can keep up this act forever. I don’t recognize myself when I look in the mirror. I’ve forgotten who I am beneath all the finery and rules of etiquette. It’s a good thing I have Hannah for a friend or I would lose my mind. She helped me become a lady, but sometimes I wonder if she did it out of friendship or because she’s obsessed with her hospital. Either way, she and Henry have turned me into someone I don’t want to be.

Henry has changed a lot since we first met. He was more fun-loving back then, and he didn’t care what people thought of him, or me. In fact, I think he liked to shock people. That’s probably why he married me.

I know I needed to change. I wasn’t a good person. I can never forget that I took a man’s life. I don’t want to be that person anymore, but I’m not sure I want to be this new one, either.

For now, I’ll keep working with Hannah on the hospital. Maybe if I keep doing good things, God will notice. If I try hard enough to be a good person, maybe I will be one, someday.




24: ASHLEY

Freida and I have set up a folding table and chairs in the mansion’s smaller parlor where we’re holding the first meeting of the restoration committee. The parlor faces west, and the setting sun illuminates the stained-glass windows, spilling purple, red, and sapphire jewels onto the floor. “Look at that!” Freida exclaims at the stunning sight. “We simply must preserve these windows before another winter or local vandals destroy them.”

“I agree. I’ll make a note to search for a stained-glass expert and find out what his consultation fee would be.” I type a note to myself on my laptop, which is open on the table in front of me, while Freida goes to the door to greet the other committee members.

The city council won’t meet for another month, so I’ll have to wait to find out if they’ll be hiring me to write grant proposals. But Freida and I, and a small group of others, decided to lay some groundwork in anticipation. Freida’s friend and fellow council member Nancy Layland has agreed to serve on our committee as liaison. There are six of us altogether, including Greg, the high school history teacher and former president of the area historical society; Brad, a history buff who heads up the city’s parks department; and Greg’s wife, Linda, who works as a marketing director. Linda offers to take minutes as our committee secretary. We plan to invite others to join us at the next work night.

“Now that we have this committee in place,” I begin, “I believe we’ll have an easier path to securing the funding we need. Perhaps we can start by giving ourselves a title. Something like the Abernathy Heritage Association.”

“I like it,” Greg says. “All in favor?” The vote is unanimous.

“Wow! I wish all meetings could run this smoothly,” I say, laughing. “And we’ll need to craft a vision statement for what we’re trying to accomplish. I know we all envision the restored mansion as a city museum that provides a capsule view of a lumber baron’s life in the late nineteenth century. It could also educate visitors about the lumbering era when this city was once called the Lumber Queen.”

“If we show how dilapidated the house looked before restoration,” Freida says, “it will give a pretty clear picture of how this city fell into decline after all the lumber ran out.”

“Right. I agree. And I think we should highlight the environmental angle, too.” I show them a black-and-white period photograph of a towering pile of cut lumber, while in the background, the desolated landscape of tangled branches and tree stumps stretches into the distance. “Lumber barons like Henry Abernathy became millionaires by destroying vast square miles of virgin forestland. My husband works as a state conservationist, and he offered to help us emphasize the ecological damage.”

“I’ll be happy to write a draft of the vision statement,” Linda says, “and we can tweak it at the next meeting.”

“Perfect. We’ll also want to create a website for the Abernathy Heritage Association, so be thinking of ideas of what we should include—pictures, announcements, and hopefully a monthly newsletter or blog. We’ll want to make use of social media, too. We can mention specific restoration needs and provide ways to donate as we document our progress.” We spend a few minutes discussing these plans while Linda types away on her laptop. I’m so happy with the ideas we’ve brainstormed that I can’t help grinning. These new friends are kindred spirits.

Freida passes around copies of the list of repairs from her carpenter friend, Harry. “I know this looks intimidating, but thank heaven none of these repairs are structural. You’ll notice he found a lot of leaky windows that need to be repaired and caulked, and we’re all concerned about safeguarding the mansion’s beautiful stained-glass windows.”

We spend some more time looking over the repair list and deciding which items to prioritize. When we finish, I say, “Maybe some of you know Michelle Morton? I asked her to meet us here later with her camera so she can take before-and-after photographs. There’s a real interest in home makeovers right now, so maybe that’s a way to get more volunteers and donations. Besides, it will be encouraging to all of us when we can look back and see how far we’ve come.”

Our excitement continues to grow as we discuss other ideas. Greg offers to share volunteer opportunities with the history club at his high school. “The kids need community service hours, and since they’re natural experts when it comes to social media, that might be a good way for them to help. I’ll also connect with the historical society. Maybe we can get the Abernathy mansion on their speakers’ schedule. Are you comfortable with public speaking, Ashley?”

“I am. That would be great! I would love to talk about the real people behind this mansion. I’ve been reading through the newspaper articles Freida gave me, and I think we should take advantage of the mystery of Kate Abernathy’s disappearance to create interest in her mansion.”

“Excellent idea,” Nancy says. “We could even plan the historic tour of the mansion around her life. Here is the reception hall where she would greet her guests. The small parlor was used for more intimate gatherings, the large parlor and dining room for bigger functions. And so on. If we ever progress to renovating the upstairs, we could start with her boudoir. What was a woman’s role in the late 1800s? Was she just an adornment on her husband’s arm?”

“That could be our publicity focus,” Linda says, “since the lumber baron’s wife is already famous and her disappearance is an unsolved tragedy. But who was she? What was her life like? Was she a woman we can admire?”

“It’s funny you should ask,” I say. “Even before she disappeared, Kate Abernathy made the news for a while, not only in all the society columns, but also as an advocate for the poor, and for the lumberjacks. She was a little ahead of her time by deciding to raise funds for a charity hospital when institutions like that were scarce.” I scroll through the files on my laptop as I speak, searching for the articles I’ve downloaded. “This is the headline from one local newspaper at the time: Lumber Baron’s Wife Launches Important Charity Project. It goes on to say, The young Mrs. Abernathy is to be admired for tackling this much-needed project to help the sawmill workers and the lumberjacks who are so important to this community.”

“One of the long-standing rumors about her disappearance is that she ran off with one of those lumberjacks,” Nancy says. “Linda is right—the mystery of her disappearance creates a lot of publicity opportunities.”

“Since she was photographed so often for the newspapers,” I say, “we can copy and enlarge her photo for our campaign. She was very pretty.”

Brad gives a wolf whistle when I show them Kate Abernathy’s picture. “Looks like quite an age difference between her and Henry. I guess they had trophy wives back then, too.”

“This article says that she worked closely with the local physician, Dr. John Wagner, and his wife. By a strange coincidence, my husband and I just moved into the doctor’s house.”

“I know which house you mean,” Brad says. “Did you know that it was designed by the same architect who designed this mansion?”

“So I heard. I’ll be happy to give you all a tour anytime you want.”

Freida plays the role of cheerleader for all these proposals, making everything seem wonderfully possible. If we could bottle and sell Freida’s enthusiasm and optimism, the renovations would be paid for in no time.

I had promised to keep the meeting down to an hour, and I do. We are just folding up the chairs when Michelle arrives. Freida greets her warmly.

“How is your dear little Charlie?”

“He’s great. Andy is watching him tonight.”

“That precious little boy is an answer to prayer,” Freida says, turning to me. “Michelle and Andy were ready to give up on ever having children when the opportunity came to adopt him. Now we’re praying for a little brother or sister for him.”

I nod vaguely while Michelle says, “Thanks, Freida. We’re staying hopeful.”

Michelle starts snapping photographs with a fancy-looking digital camera while Freida narrates a tour of the downstairs rooms. “I worked here in the 1970s when this lower level was a day-care center. I have some old pictures of this place back then, with the kids running around and playing.”

“If you can find them, Freida, that would be great!” I say. “We can use them as we highlight the history of this mansion.”

“Will do. You know, I first fell in love with this house while working here. I used to imagine it in all its glory, and I vowed I would do everything I could to bring it back.”

Michelle is gazing up at the stained-glass windows in the parlor. “These windows are gorgeous! I think I’ll start with them while there’s still daylight outside, so the colors will show up.”

“There are thirteen of them altogether,” Freida says. “And six fireplaces—including the one we uncovered on one of our work nights. Many of them got boarded up, but thank goodness someone had the foresight to save the original carved fireplace surrounds and mantelpieces. We found them stored in the basement along with a lot of other original woodwork that was removed. It’s a miracle that they weren’t thrown into the trash years ago.”

“You’ll have to show me what’s down there,” I say. “I can make a note of it in the grant proposals.”

“It’s a treasure trove. Besides the mantelpieces, we found all the original pocket doors that once separated the parlors and the dining room. Those doors are ten feet tall.”

“Amazing!”

I watch Michelle as she continues to take pictures, sometimes crouching down, sometimes dragging over a stepstool to stand on. She spots small details of the house that I would have overlooked.

“All this woodwork was hand-carved, not manufactured,” Freida says. “I don’t know if it was the architect’s idea or Henry Abernathy’s, but the craftsmen carved a variety of birds and animals and cherubs into the woodwork. The preschool kids used to have fun searching for them, like a treasure hunt.” She points out a dog and a deer, as Michelle snaps pictures. “Make sure you take a picture of the monkey on the built-in coatrack in the entrance hall. The children named him Mickey the Monkey.” Freida waves her hands dramatically as she talks, making her multitude of bracelets jingle. I have come to associate that lively sound with her, as well as the colorful styles and patterns of the clothes she wears. Today she has on a tunic that reminds me of an Indian sari.

Every new detail that Freida shares about the house increases my excitement. My love and appreciation for the mansion grows by the minute. How I wish I could convey that excitement to David in a way that would help him share it with me.

Michelle finishes with the main floor, and Freida leads us up the dramatic front staircase. “You’ll soon see that the upstairs is a mess, all chopped up into small apartments. I used to live in one of them, in the back of the house.”

Michelle looks at her in surprise. “I knew there were apartments in here at one time, before this whole place was abandoned, but not that you lived here.”

“Oh, yes,” she laughs. “I had a little studio apartment upstairs. I was a single mother, raising my daughter on a shoestring. I’ve made so many wonderful memories in this house. I guess that’s why I’m so passionate about it. Those were hard years. I was a brand-new Christian, just learning about faith and prayer. If it wasn’t for the help of some very kind Christians, giving us food and clothing and such, I don’t know what we would have done.”

I’m struck by the similarity of her story to David’s, and I can’t resist asking her about it. “Can I ask you a question about receiving charity?”

“Certainly.”

I briefly tell her David’s story and how he felt humiliated by being the recipient of handouts. “Did you or your daughter ever feel that way?”

“I didn’t. I always felt grateful. The gifts seemed to arrive at just the right time, and I knew they ultimately came from God. If my daughter felt the same way your husband did, she never mentioned it to me.”

“David thinks the Christians had an ulterior motive. They used charity like a bribe to get them to come to church.”

“That might be part of it, but not in the way he thinks. Christians aren’t charitable in order to manipulate you or make you feel obligated to come to church. When something good happens in your life, don’t you want to share it with everyone? Even more so when Jesus changes our life. We want to share that good news with everyone we meet, especially with people who are struggling the way I was back then.”

“I would like to add something to that,” Michelle says. “Christians also give to others because love is the most important commandment for us. Jesus tells us to love God and to love our neighbor. Once we realize how much He loves us, we want to let everyone know that He loves them, too. Giving to charities is a way to do that.”

“I do understand what your husband means, though,” Freida says. “Being on the receiving end forces you to acknowledge your neediness, and that can be humbling. We want to believe we’re self-sufficient and that we don’t need God or anyone else. But in reality, we were created to need and to help each other. We are all interconnected. And of course, we all need God, whether we realize it or not.”

I think of the youth pastor’s sermon on the forest’s intertwining ecosystems, and David’s explanation of how the loss of the white pine forests caused related damage. I wonder if I could explain it to David in a way that he could see the comparison. It’s odd that I’m usually put off by talk of faith and prayer, but Freida and Michelle do it so naturally that somehow, it doesn’t seem offensive.
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Our house is empty when I arrive home. David has left a note on the dining room table saying he has gone on a hike, taking his flashlight. The sun sets late in the evening during the summer, and he has been exploring the forest behind our house, following the deer paths that snake through the woods or lead down to the lake. I haven’t been up to the top of the dune yet, but he says the view of Lake Michigan from there is amazing. After dark, he can see billions of stars.

I look up at the dining room ceiling, remembering that our house had the same architect as the mansion. I feel certain there’s a stenciled border on my ceiling too. I kick off my shoes and climb onto the tabletop looking for a bubble of loose paint I can peel away. A few minutes later I hear David coming through the back door and quickly jump down, trying not to look guilty.

“How was your meeting, babe?”

“Great! We’re off to a good start. I’ll have a lot of work to do now, since we’ll be setting up a website, starting a newsletter, doing more background research, and things like that. But I would need to do a lot of the same research anyway before writing a grant proposal. Besides, it will show potential donors that we’re organized and very serious.”

“That’s good news. Hey, I’m all sticky from bug spray. I’m going to take a shower.”

“When you’re done, can we talk about something I learned tonight?”

“I’ll be all yours.”

I wait until I hear the bathroom door close, then climb onto the dining room table again, shining David’s flashlight into every corner. I’m eager to talk with David about everything Freida and Michelle said tonight. How we’re meant to be with other people, meant to connect with God. I feel drawn to Freida despite how different we are, and I’m not sure why. I would love to have her joy, her certainty that life makes sense. If it’s her faith that gives her such a zest for life and such openhearted love for everyone she meets, then I would like for David and me to investigate her faith together. I long for permanence. It won’t do much good to settle down in my house forever if I still feel untethered to any sense of meaning or purpose. I’m marshaling my thoughts in my mind, ready for a heart-to-heart with David, when I hear him calling me.

“Ashley! Ashley, can you come up here?”

I head up the stairs to the bathroom. “What’s wrong?”

“There’s no hot water. I’ve let it run for three or four minutes now, and it’s still cold.”

“I’ll check down in the cellar.” I hurry down to the basement with a feeling of foreboding. David wraps a towel around himself and follows me. As I feared, a huge puddle of water surrounds the water heater. It’s still dripping.

“Oh, no!” I moan. “The house inspector said it was old, but he didn’t think it would give out this soon.”

“I was afraid something like this would happen,” David says. “That’s why I wanted to buy a new house!”

I locate the shutoff valve so the water stops dripping, and pull the plug on the heater. “Water heaters wear out in newer houses, too, you know. We’ll just have to call a plumber and get an estimate on a new one. Freida probably knows someone.”

“And how are we going to pay for it?”

“The city council meets next month. Once that job comes through, we—”

“Next month? The interest on our credit cards is already killing us.”

“I’ll start applying for waitress jobs. I have plenty of experience from my college years. We’ll figure something out.”

David stomps up the creaking stairs. I grab my phone and call Freida. “Can you recommend a reliable plumber? Our water heater has given out.”

“Oh, no. And you just moved in a month ago!” She gives me the name of a guy to call, and I arrange to have a service person come tomorrow morning. Then I call Greg to ask if the teaching position at his high school is still available.

“No, sorry. It’s been filled.”

I thank him and hang up. I can’t stop my tears.




25: Hannah

I watched Kate strike a pretty pose for the camera as she stood beside her husband. The flash powder made a pop as it lit up the room with a burst of light. Kate and Henry were a handsome couple, even if the age difference shocked people. We had all gathered in the building John had recently rented for the new charity hospital. It had once been a saloon, a popular spot for lumberjacks, but John chose it because it was located on a side street in a working-class neighborhood, close to the center of town. Today, Henry had invited the newspapers to tour the unfinished space and take photographs. I recognized one photographer in particular, the brash young fellow with auburn hair who had taken Kate’s picture at the train station a few months ago. It seemed unusual that he asked Kate to pose by herself, again and again, before she moved on with the tour.

“With the money we’ve raised, we’ve hired carpenters to make the renovations,” Henry explained. “There will be a men’s and a women’s ward out front, and back here, there will be an office for the doctors and a room for the nurses who will be hired to watch over patients. This kitchen area will be modified so it can be used as a place to perform surgery in an emergency.”

“What about equipment?” a reporter asked.

Henry gestured to John, inviting him to reply. “My wife and I have arranged to travel to Chicago next Monday to purchase some beds, along with other medical supplies and equipment.”

“You may not be aware,” Henry added, “but Dr. Wagner served as a physician and surgeon during the war.”

John lowered his head. He hated talking about his experiences during the war. When one of the reporters tried to ask about it, he said, “Let’s keep the focus on what we’re starting here, today. We hope to be open and ready for pneumonia and influenza patients by midwinter. And certainly, in time for the influx of lumberjacks next spring.”

The reporters finished their interview and left. The redheaded photographer was the last one, gathering his equipment after shooting a final picture of Kate. I felt exhilarated. John’s vision of a charity hospital was coming into being. As we were saying goodbye to the Abernathys, Kate suddenly clutched John’s arm and said, “May I go to Chicago with you and Hannah?” Before he could reply, she turned to Henry, “Please, Henry?” I thought I knew what Kate was doing. It would be harder for Henry to find an excuse to refuse her in front of us.

Henry seemed to freeze in place, then finally said, “It’s up to the doc.”

“Of course she may come,” John said. “Kate has worked very hard on this project. There wouldn’t be a hospital without her.”

Kate and I went on ahead and each climbed into our waiting carriages while John locked up. I was adjusting my skirts and getting comfortable on our carriage seat when Henry startled me by stepping onto the running board and leaning through the window opening. All my nerves tightened.

“I’m going to ask for another favor, Hannah.”

“Yes?”

“When you’re in Chicago, keep an eye on Katie for me. Don’t let her out of your sight. She might get into trouble if she’s left on her own.”

I nodded, remembering the incident with the lumberjack in the saloon. I wanted to remind Henry that Kate was a grown woman, not a child, but he walked away before I could reply. His tone had been that of a command, not a request.

[image: ]

I was surprised to see the red-haired photographer at the dock on Monday morning as we prepared for the voyage across the lake to Chicago. He must have overheard us making plans yesterday. “May I trouble you for a photo, Mrs. Abernathy?” he asked. “I know you want lots of publicity for the hospital.” Kate obliged, but I felt uncomfortable. The young man, who was probably around the same age as Kate, seemed obsessed with taking photos of her. She had a way of acting coy and flirty as she posed, which I don’t think was her intention at all. But the young man basked in her attention, his cheeks turning as red as his hair when she joked with him.

The voyage across Lake Michigan on a balmy fall day wasn’t nearly as volatile as my first journey had been. We arrived in pleasant spirits for what we hoped would be a fruitful purchasing trip. The Great Fire that had destroyed much of Chicago had occurred three years ago, and it amazed me to see how quickly the city was being rebuilt. We spent the first two days shopping for the supplies and equipment we would need for the hospital. On the third day, John had arranged to attend a meeting with a group of physicians to learn about new medical discoveries. Our hotel was within walking distance of Michigan Avenue, the main shopping street, so with time to spare, I knocked on the door to Kate’s adjoining suite.

“Come in. It isn’t locked.” She stood before her mirror, pinning her hat in place as if preparing to go out.

“We have some free time before John returns,” I said. “Would you like to do some shopping?”

“No, thanks. There’s someplace I need to go.” I noticed she was wearing a plain linen suit that didn’t advertise her great wealth. I thought of Henry’s request to keep my eye on her.

“Where are you’re going? I’ll go with you.”

“No, you’d better not. It’s not your kind of place.” A wave of uneasiness stirred through me. Kate wouldn’t meet my eye. I took a few more steps into her room.

“Then you shouldn’t go there, either. And certainly not alone. It isn’t proper for you to walk about the city unaccompanied. John and I feel responsible for—”

She turned to face me. “I really don’t care what’s proper. I’m going.” I heard resentment in the way she spit out the word proper, as if she was tired of being the proper young woman that Henry wanted, and that I had helped him create.

“Then I’ll come with you. Tell me where we’re going.”

She turned back to stare at her reflection in the mirror for a long moment, as if assessing what she saw, then she sighed. “I’m going to visit my mother.”

“Your mother? I didn’t know you were from Chicago. I thought you’d met Henry in New York.”

“I did. I was performing with a theater group. He came to my show.”

“That’s right, I remember you telling me about it.” I already knew that what she called a theater group had actually been a burlesque show.

She finally turned to face me. “Well, let’s go then.”

Kate seemed to know her way around the city and how to get there by public transportation, even though she did comment on how much Chicago had changed since the fire. Traveling north, we eventually came to a part of the city that had been spared from the destruction, and we walked down a street of brick town houses, much like the ones where John and I had lived in Brooklyn. Kate halted in front of a stately home in the middle of the block.

“I’m not even sure my mother still lives here,” she said, looking up at the tall windows. “We haven’t been in touch since I left home, just before the big fire. But I guess she’s okay because the house is still here.”

A wrought-iron fence separated a narrow front yard from the sidewalk. Kate opened the gate, and I followed her up the steps to the front door. She pressed the bell, and a burly man with the build and face of a prizefighter opened it. His shirtsleeves were rolled up to reveal tattooed forearms. “Hello, Grimsby,” Kate said. The delighted smile she gave him was one I hadn’t seen in a long time.

Grimsby stared at her for a moment, his gap-toothed mouth hanging open, his eyes wide with surprise. “Katie? Devils and demons, Katie! Is that really you? You look all grown up.”

“Yes, it’s me,” she said, laughing. “And this is my friend Hannah.”

“Pleased to meet you.” He didn’t offer me his hand. “Come in, come in!”

The interior seemed very dark after walking in the afternoon sunshine. Heavy brocade curtains hung closed over all the windows, increasing the gloom. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I saw several connecting parlors with groupings of plush armchairs and sofas and potted plants in each one. The aroma of cigar smoke hung heavy in the air. In one of the parlors, off to one side, a bar was stocked with rows of glasses and shelves of bottles containing alcoholic beverages. I wondered if this was a private gentlemen’s club. I had heard of them but I had never been inside one.

“Is Belle here?” Kate asked Grimsby.

“She is. You go right on up, Katie. She’s alone.”

I followed Kate up the wide carpeted staircase. Kate had said we were visiting her mother, but wasn’t Belle the woman who had rescued Kate from nearly being raped? She had helped her get rid of the body after Kate had killed the man. I looked around again, then halted halfway up the steps as all the pieces of the story fell into place. This wasn’t a private home or a gentleman’s club.

“Kate . . . is this a . . . ?” I couldn’t say the word.

“Yes, it’s a ‘house of ill repute,’ as polite society calls it.” She stood with her hands on her hips, looking amused. “But, come on, since you’re already here. I want you to meet my mother.”

At the top of the stairs, a wide landing faced a row of closed doors with brass nameplates on them. Kate walked up to the one that said “Belle” and went inside without knocking. “Hello, Belle. It’s been a long time.”

Belle turned around on her seat at the dressing table, where she had been applying hand lotion. The room smelled strongly of perfume. She seemed as surprised to see Kate as Grimsby had been. “Katie! What are you doing here?”

Kate motioned to me. “Come in and close the door, Hannah. I want you to meet Belle. My mother.”

“H-how do you do?” I stammered. I had never met a prostitute before. But that’s surely what she was.

The two women didn’t embrace or kiss, merely nodded in greeting. Belle’s resemblance to Kate was striking. She had the same mahogany curls worn loosely pinned, the same curvy figure and pretty features. Belle wore what looked like undergarments: a lace-trimmed chemise that revealed her bare shoulders and pantaloon-style drawers. But what shocked me most was her age. She appeared no older than I was. They might have been sisters instead of mother and daughter.

“You weren’t supposed to come back here, Katie!” Belle said in a whisper. “Ever! Much less bring somebody.”

“Hannah is my friend. She knows all about what we did.”

“Why are you here?”

“I needed to know what happened after I left. I’ve been worried about you. Did the police come?”

“Of course they came. I managed to convince them that I had no reason to kill the man. He was one of my regular customers, after all. The police investigated for a while, mostly for his family’s sake, then decided it must have been a street robbery.”

Kate turned to me. “I took all the money from his wallet. I told you I’ve done a lot of bad things.”

“Shh! He left you no choice when he attacked you, Katie.” Belle was still talking in a low voice. “You needed that money to get away.”

“So, the police aren’t after me anymore?”

“I don’t think so, but it still isn’t safe to come back. The man’s family is rich, so they hired Pinkerton detectives to investigate his death. A couple of their men keep nosing around here, asking questions. Somehow they knew you used to live here, and wanted to know why you disappeared, and where you went. I said I didn’t know.”

“Are they still investigating?”

Belle shrugged. She seemed to be looking Kate up and down. “So, how did that traveling show work out for you?”

“You won’t believe what happened, Belle. It’s like a fairy tale! A very rich man came to see the show and fell in love with me. We’re married now, and I live in a big, beautiful mansion with everything I could ever want.”

Belle looked at me, frowning. “Is she making this up?”

“No. It’s the truth. Kate’s husband is a millionaire.”

“Well, good for you. And are you happy, Katie?”

“I am.” I noticed the brief hesitation before she replied, and saw the tears that filled Kate’s eyes. She looked away before Belle noticed, but I saw them. “We should go. I only came by for a minute to see how you were, and to let you know I’m fine. I brought you my address in case you ever need anything.”

Belle looked down at the paper Kate handed her. “Michigan? All the way across the lake?”

Kate nodded. “It’s real pretty there.”

“Well. I’m glad you came, but you’d better not come again.” They didn’t exchange hugs or kisses when we left, closing the bedroom door again.

“So now you know another one of my secrets,” Kate said as we descended the stairs to the front door. “I was raised in a brothel by a mother who is a ‘woman of the night.’ But I wasn’t one of them.”

My cheeks stung with heat. I was shocked by what I’d just seen and heard, and was trying very hard not to show it.

“You want to run, don’t you, Hannah? You think places like this are immoral.”

“I’m sorry. But that’s what I’ve been taught.” We stepped outside into the lovely fall afternoon as if the place we’d just left couldn’t possibly exist.

“Belle raised me here because she didn’t want to kill me before I was born, like the other girls always do. It was always her plan to get me out of here because she didn’t want this life for me.”

“The Bible says it’s wrong.”

“Everyone knows it’s wrong, but what can I do? If I could pay for Belle to get out of here, I would. But Henry doesn’t know about her, and he never gives me any money of my own.”

“Isn’t prostitution against the law? How can they operate so publicly?”

Kate gave a short laugh. “Belle and the others are very popular among Chicago’s wealthy gentlemen and important city officials. The police look the other way. It’s run like a private club. It’s not like they have to advertise to drum up business. You’d be surprised how accepted it is. A lot of wealthy men do business here.”

“I’m already surprised. Shocked, in fact.”

“There’s a place like this one in our town, too.”

“There is?” More startling news.

“The lumber barons all know about it. The girls there are nice, not like the floozies who come to town in the spring when the lumberjacks arrive.”

“If you don’t mind, I would like to change the subject.”

“Not until you promise to keep Belle and this part of my past a secret.”

“Of course, I promise.” I had learned more about Kate than I ever would care to know. “So, Henry doesn’t know about your past?”

“I was scared to tell him, at first. Now it’s too late. He wants me to be a high-society lady.”

For the remainder of the afternoon, I felt very close to tears and didn’t know why. I needed to compose myself before John returned to our hotel room. When he did, he was so excited after his meeting with the other doctors that he talked on and on without stopping. I asked him dozens of questions to distract him, hoping he wouldn’t ask what Kate and I had done all afternoon. It wasn’t until the three of us were seated in the hotel’s dining room later that evening that he asked, “Did you ladies have a nice afternoon?”

Kate bit her lip to hide her smirk. “We did.”

“What do you have planned for tomorrow, John?” I quickly asked.

“Not a thing. I’ve accomplished everything I needed to. All the new beds and medical supplies will be shipped to Michigan. Why? What would you like to do tomorrow?”

“If you don’t mind, I think I would like to return home.” I hoped he wouldn’t notice the quiver of tears in my voice.

“So soon? What about you, Kate?”

She was still trying to conceal a smile. “Me? I’ve seen all I ever need to see of Chicago.”

John looked perplexed, as if he would have liked to ask questions but didn’t know the right ones to ask. “Very well, then. I’ll see about booking our return voyage.”




26: Kate

I’m home again after my trip to Chicago with Hannah and Dr. John. Chicago looked different after the fire, but the house where I grew up was exactly the same. Belle hasn’t changed at all. Four years is a long time to worry about what happened to her after I left, so I was glad to find out that she’s okay. She said the police aren’t chasing after me, which is good to know. I’ve been looking over my shoulder every minute for the past four years. But she thinks that some Pinkerton detectives might still be checking into the murder. If they are, I don’t think they’ll find me in a mansion way up in Michigan. My life has changed so much. This has to be the last place they’d think to look.

I saw Grimsby while I was there. He was always very good to me, and watched out for me. I didn’t tell Hannah, but he helped Belle and me get rid of the body. It was too heavy for the two of us. We’d told Grimsby what the man had tried to do and that had made him furious. I trust him. But one thought still bothers me. The dead man’s family has money, according to Belle, so I wonder if they might offer Grimsby a bribe to tell what he knows. I don’t think he would tell, since he was involved, but you never know what people will do if the price is right.

I didn’t go inside the little bedroom that used to be mine. I spent a lot of time in there when I was growing up, away from the men and the business that went on in the rest of the house. But the memory of that night won’t go away, no matter how hard I try to erase it. I didn’t mean to kill him. I just wanted him to stop hurting Belle. I know I’ve done a terrible, terrible thing, and I want to be forgiven for it. I’m hoping that the work I’m doing for the hospital will count in my favor. Hannah seems to think God will forgive me if I just ask, but I have a hard time seeing God as someone who loves me. I think Hannah has a hard time, too, but won’t admit it. God took away her three children, even though she’s a good person who never did anything wrong. Imagine what my punishment would be! Maybe part of that punishment is the boring, useless life I have now.

I know I shocked Hannah by bringing her to the brothel, yet I’m glad I did. I feel like such a phony most of the time, so I’m glad my best friend knows the truth about me. At least there’s one person in the world I can be myself with.

We arrived home a day early, but believe it or not, that annoying photographer was there at the dock to take my picture. Henry wanted a lot of publicity, but this man, whose name is Marcus Drayton, seems a little obsessed with me. I may have to tell Henry to chase him away. The way Mr. Drayton looks at me makes me nervous. It’s the same way the men in the audience used to look at me and the other burlesque dancers.




27: ASHLEY

Thanks to a plumber friend of Freida’s, we now have a new tankless water heater that will allow David to shower for as long as he wants until the well runs dry. The bad news is, it cost a thousand dollars. We’ve only lived here for a month and David is already frustrated with this house. My mind hasn’t changed, though. I love this house more and more each day. The warmth of all the wood makes it feel cozy and peaceful. I see trees outside from every window, and hear the wind stirring through their branches. At night, the sounds of nature lull me to sleep, and in stormy weather when the wind is strong, we can hear the roar of the waves on Lake Michigan in the distance. I have felt at home here from the moment I placed my music box on the mantel.

“Can we talk for a minute before you race off to work?” I ask David one morning. He checks the time.

“Sure. I don’t have to leave for another ten minutes. What’s up?” He leans against the table with a cup of coffee in his hand. I stand facing him. He looks so handsome dressed in a sport coat this morning, but even when he smiles, there’s always a hint of pain beneath the surface. It’s been there for as long as I’ve known him. I would love to unearth it and help him heal.

“Two things. Freida’s friend owns that little coffee shop on Pine Avenue, and she says she could use some part-time help during the early-morning rush. I thought I would go over there today and apply.”

David sets down his coffee and pulls me into his arms. “Hey, I’m sorry I got so upset about the water heater. You know I get stressed out whenever finances are tight. You don’t need to take that job. You still have your online work with the museum, right?”

“Yes, and in just a few more weeks, maybe I’ll be working for the city on grant proposals.”

“We’ll be okay until then.”

I squeeze him tightly, immensely relieved. “Thank you.”

We remain in each other’s arms for a few more moments before he asks, “What’s the second thing?” I lean back to look up at him.

“There’s another work night at the mansion tonight. Won’t you please, please come with me, just to see what I’m doing? I promise I won’t put you to work.” He smiles and kisses my forehead.

“Yeah, I guess it’s time I see this place that has you so obsessed. Should I pick up something quick for dinner on my way home?”

“That would be great.”
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Before we even walk through the back door of the Abernathy mansion, I can see that David is looking the place over with wide-eyed doom and gloom as if he’s going to have to restore it single-handedly. I laugh and give him a nudge. “Stop that. I know it needs paint, and that some of the cedar shakes are falling off. You need to look beyond all that and see the potential.”

He still looks dubious as we enter the kitchen and step onto the curling linoleum. I take him through the butler’s pantry and into the dining room to show him the stained-glass windows. “Aren’t they gorgeous? You should see them when the sun shines through them.” He nods, but I can see that he’s distracted by the amount of work that needs to be done everywhere he looks.

“This is going to be quite a challenge, Ashley.”

“I know. That’s why I love it so much!” I give him a quick tour of the main floor, and decide not to show him upstairs, for now. He’s already overwhelmed. Besides, the other volunteers are starting to arrive, and I want to introduce him to everyone. Freida greets him with one of her signature jingling hugs.

“How wonderful to see you again, David! I’m so glad you’ve joined us.” David isn’t usually the hugging type, but even he can’t resist Freida’s motherly charm. When I finish making all the introductions, Linda reads the minutes of our Abernathy Heritage Association meeting and announces when the next meeting will be. “Anyone who wants to join us is welcome to come,” she adds.

Freida divvies up the work that needs to be done, talking nonstop. “I’m still working on borrowing a vacuum sander for the ceiling in the reception hall,” she says, “but until then, who wants to see what’s underneath these ugly vinyl tile squares on the floor? I think they were installed in the 1980s when this main floor was an antiques shop. Well, it was more of a junk shop, really.”

Greg volunteers to tackle the floor, and I’m surprised when David offers to help him. “Try to be careful,” I tell them. “If there’s a nice oak floor under the squares, I don’t want it to get damaged.” They start to work, and within minutes I hear them chatting about bicycling and the Tour de France. I leave them to it.

Brad and a few others start work on restoring the fireplace in the parlor that was uncovered on a previous work night. “I’ll show you where a lot of discarded woodwork is stored down in the basement,” Freida tells them. “There may be a fireplace surround and mantel down there that will fit. Be sure to bring a flashlight—that cellar isn’t for the fainthearted.”

I join two other volunteers on ladders to painstakingly strip layers of wallpaper in the parlor. As we work near the ceiling, more and more of the original stenciled border emerges. It’s very faint in places, but I think there’s enough of it to be able to recreate it. I’m chipping away, inch by inch, when I hear Greg shouting.

“Hey, Freida! Ashley! Come look at this!” He and David have managed to peel up two squares in the reception hall, the brittle vinyl fracturing into pieces. “This looks like ceramic tile under here,” Greg says.

Freida and I kneel to look. The exposed areas are coated in sticky adhesive from the vinyl squares, but the rich colors and intricate design of the tile beneath is breathtaking. “Can you chip away some more?” I ask. “That looks like it might be a border.” I point to where Greg is working near the edge. The intricate design in gold, burgundy, gray, and ivory looks like it belongs in a castle. David is grinning as he works, clearly enjoying the excitement of discovery. I’m so glad he’s here.

“I think it might be the original tile!” I say as I watch. I can confirm it by comparing it with other known tiles from that era. But what a find! I hope there’s enough of it to be able to restore it.

Brad and the fireplace crew have good news, too. “We can see the faint outline of the original fireplace surround on the wall, and I think we’ve found a match for it in the basement. We’ve hauled up the pieces and are cleaning them so it can be put back together.”

Freida claps her hands in delight. “I’ll ask my carpenter, Harry, to help us with it.”

Greg and David have managed to uncover only a small portion of the floor by quitting time. “Who would cover up such a lovely floor?” Freida asks.

“I don’t know, but I’m glad they did. The ugly vinyl squares helped preserve the floor beneath it.”

We’ve all worked hard, and we’re a little reluctant to leave when it’s time to quit. A group of us, including Freida, Greg, Brad, and Linda, go out for ice cream. As I watch David enjoying himself, along with a chocolate fudge cone, it’s the happiest I’ve been since moving here.

“I can see why you’re hooked,” David says on the way home.

“Like finding buried treasure, right?”

“Yeah. And Greg’s a nice guy. He and his wife are avid backpackers, as well as cyclists.”

“Let’s do something fun and outdoorsy this weekend,” I say when we walk into our kitchen. “It’s why we moved here, isn’t it? To make a life together, and do things we enjoy?”

“Are you glad we moved here?”

“I am. Are you, David?”

He pulls me close for a kiss. “Yes.”

“And when I get my dream job restoring the mansion, everything will be perfect.”

“Looks to me like restoring that place will take the rest of your life, babe.”

“And I will love every minute of it.”
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Three days later, I’m checking my email when I see one from my former boss at the museum. I click on it and read his message.

Hi Ashley. Just thought I’d let you know that the online work you’ve been doing has been stellar, but I’m afraid it will be coming to an end next week. We’ve hired someone for your old job, and she’ll also take over what you’ve been doing online. If you ever need a job reference, I’ll be happy to provide one.

No. Oh, no.

I close the lid on my laptop, too stunned to cry. David is going to freak out. Things were going so well between us, and now . . .

I knew the online job was temporary, but I’d hoped it would last at least until the city council voted to hire me.

I stand and pace a few steps as my panic rises. I can’t sit still and do nothing, so I retrieve my bike from our carriage house and cycle to the coffee shop in town. The Help Wanted sign is still in the window. The owner recognizes me as Freida’s friend and hires me on the spot. “You can start tomorrow for the morning rush, if you want,” she says. I agree. It won’t pay nearly as much as the online work did, but it’s a job. I’m dreading telling David, but he takes the news surprisingly well.

“I’ll work at the coffee shop until the water heater is paid for,” I tell him. “The people there are so nice. It should be fun.” I manage to convince myself as well as him.
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Two weeks into my new job, I start to wonder if the early morning hours are wearing me out. I start work at 6 a.m., and I feel tired all the time, too tired to go for my regular afternoon jogs. Then one morning, I start vomiting and need to call in sick. “I must have caught a stomach bug from one of the customers,” I tell David. “People come in coughing and sneezing all the time.”

David holds up his hands as if to ward me off. “Just blow me a goodbye kiss, then. I don’t want to catch it!”

I don’t have a fever. The nausea comes and goes. I’m so tired that I sleep most of that day. Maybe it’s my time of the month. I’ve lost track of when to expect it, since the move has disrupted all our routines. I check the calendar, trying to remember . . . and discover that my period is overdue. Way overdue!

Maybe it isn’t the flu.

Is it possible that I’m pregnant?

No. No, that can’t be. There is absolutely no room in our life for a baby right now. It’s way too soon in our marriage. And we can’t afford a baby. It can’t be true. It can’t!

I stand immobilized for several minutes, shaking my head, trying to deny the obvious. Maybe the stress of the move is messing with my normal cycles. That must be it. And yet . . .

I don’t want to wait another moment to confirm or allay my fears, so I grab my bicycle and ride to the pharmacy in town. I stand immobilized once again as I look over the various brands of home pregnancy tests. With a feeling of dread, I end up buying two different ones. Three minutes feels like an eternity as I sit in the bathroom, waiting for the results.

Both tests say the same thing. I’m pregnant. I cover my face and weep. This can’t be happening. Not now!

At last, I take a deep breath and dry my eyes. I feel a mixture of emotions: fear, disbelief, anger—and wonder. I can’t help thinking of Michelle and Andy Morton. They’ve tried so hard to have a baby, and here we are, having one without even trying. It doesn’t seem fair.

I spend the rest of the afternoon figuring out how to tell David the news. The June day is warm, so I grill some chicken breasts and suggest we go for a hike up the dune behind our house after we eat. He agrees.

“I’m glad you’re feeling better,” he says as we follow the deer trail up the hill. I wait until we get to the top where the lake is visible through the trees, and sit down on a boulder. I invite him to sit beside me. I hope I can get through this without breaking down.

I take a deep breath and plunge in. “I figured out why I’ve been feeling so lousy. It isn’t the flu. I’m pregnant.”

David whirls to stare at me. He gives a short laugh. “What? No way! No way!”

“I had the same reaction. But I took two different pregnancy tests. They both said the same thing.”

David springs up and paces a few steps as if a burst of adrenaline makes him want to fight or flee. I can tell from his expression and his bunched fists that he’s angry. “How? How could this happen? You’re on the pill!”

I force myself to speak calmly. “I’ve been wondering that myself. Remember when my pills got lost during the move, and we had to wait for the new pharmacy here to transfer the prescription? Remember how I said we needed to be careful for a few days? Well, I guess we weren’t careful enough.”

“I don’t believe this!” David runs his hands through his hair. He’s like a trapped animal that wants to escape. “Look, Ashley, you know we can’t afford a kid right now. We need time to get established in our careers and be financially stable before we start a family. Neither one of us is ready for this.”

“Well, ready or not, we have a baby on the way.”

“You know this isn’t the right time for one.”

“I know, but—”

“We’ll need to end the pregnancy.”

“End it?”

“Ashley, we’ve talked about this. We both support a woman’s right to choose, don’t we?”

“We do.” I didn’t say it out loud, but it was easier to believe it was the right decision when I wasn’t the one who was choosing.

“I thought you were looking forward to getting this job with the city,” he continued. “You’re going to do this amazing renovation and turn the mansion into a museum, right? I thought you wanted that job more than anything.”

“I do, but—”

“How can you tackle that ramshackle house if you’re having a baby?”

“I know, I know.”

“We’ll have plenty of time to start a family a few years from now. We can plan for it. Be in a better financial state.” He reached for my hand. “People end pregnancies all the time. It’s no big deal. I’ll stay with you every step of the way.”

David is right, I know he is. But this is such a huge decision. I need time to think about it. I feel sick to my stomach all the way down the hill to our house, and this time I don’t think my nausea is from the pregnancy.




28: Hannah

During our first full winter in Michigan, the temperatures were colder than any I’d experienced in Brooklyn. In January, a blizzard dumped twenty inches of snow and left John and me isolated in our home. The only way he could attend patients was by horseback, since our carriage couldn’t travel through the deep snow. I hated being left alone late at night with the wind howling outside and the snow piling in drifts against our door, but it couldn’t be helped. Accidents and illnesses didn’t pause for snowstorms. I tried to focus on the beauty of the forest that surrounded our house, the branches draped in a glittering coating of white. The woods were quiet in winter.

On a cold morning in February, Henry and Kate joined us at the charity hospital for the official opening. Reporters from all the newspapers were there. The same photographer who’d fawned over Kate before snapped pictures as she cut the ribbon. The carpenters had worked on the renovations throughout the fall and early winter months, and we were able to get the hospital up and running in time to care for some influenza patients. We took in an elderly man with pneumonia who lived alone. John knew that when a poor mother and her children fell ill together, there was often no one to care for them, so we admitted several families who were trapped in those circumstances. John hadn’t been able to find any professionally trained nurses, so he hired three widows from town who needed the income, then trained them himself to work in shifts whenever we had patients.

I spent a great deal of my time in the hospital’s office. I’d become proficient at handling the books, paying receipts, and collecting donations, to the point where John trusted me as the unofficial hospital administrator. It wouldn’t have been appropriate to formally name me as such, since it would shock the donors to have a woman hold such an important position. I simply did the job anyway, enjoying the work and the distraction it provided from what should have been my role as a mother. My grief felt less intense when I was working, and I had a sense of purpose. March would mark the start of my third year without my children.

I didn’t see much of Kate after our trip to Chicago. She and Henry sometimes attended church on Sunday but sat in their reserved pew. I recalled how I’d promised to teach her about the Bible, and I felt badly that I’d never done it. Kate’s name and photograph appeared often in the society columns. She attended clubs and joined the library guild, and to all observers, became a model wife for a gentleman of Henry Abernathy’s standing.

I was becoming more involved in church functions, and when Mrs. Peterson retired as president of the Missionary Society, I was asked to take her place, a stinging reminder that I was “unencumbered” with family obligations. Another anniversary came and went without fanfare. We had now lived in Michigan for two years. John remarked on the date as we sat in our dining room one evening, eating the pork chops and potatoes I had prepared for dinner. “Are you happy here, my dear?” he asked.

I took a moment to reply. “I have a lovely home.” I gestured to the rooms around us, which still didn’t feel quite like home. “And a kind, hardworking husband. I am very grateful for that.”

He looked down at his plate for a moment, tugging his ear, before looking up at me again. “Yes. But I asked if you were happy.”

I drew a deep breath. “I don’t expect I will ever find the happiness I had when—” I swallowed, unable to speak of our children. “But my life is useful, as is yours. It pleases me to support your work. You’ve accomplished something good in this community.”

He reached across the table and took my hand. “I long to see you smile again, Hannah. To hear you laugh. I wish I knew what to do to make that happen.”

Tears filled my eyes and rolled down my cheeks. My throat closed as I murmured, “I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.” He said no more.

Neither of us spoke as we cleared the table and washed the dishes. John had always been good about helping me with those chores. He didn’t speak again until we were seated in the parlor, each with a book to read. “With all this warm spring weather, the ice roads will be melting soon,” John said, “and the rivers will start to run. You know what that means.”

“The lumbermen will arrive.”

“Right,” he said, chuckling. “And our quiet little town will become a madhouse. But at least we’ll be prepared for anything and everything this year.”

“Remember when you performed surgery on the two river rats in our kitchen? What a gruesome accident.”

I also remembered what a good job Kate had done caring for them. She must have been remembering, too, because she came by the hospital one afternoon when I was working in the office and sat down to chat with me.

“I keep wondering whatever happened to those two men who were injured,” she said. “I suppose we’ll never know if Nathan was able to use his arm again. He wanted to farm his land so badly.”

I wondered why Kate had really come, but I waited, not daring to ask. She seemed restless, squirming on her chair as if it was covered with tacks. “Would you mind . . . ? I mean, could I come by to visit you here sometimes in the afternoons? And maybe talk to some of the patients?” When I didn’t reply right away, she added, “I’m so bored, Hannah, and I need to get out of the house and go someplace different instead of attending another stupid tea. I just want to see what’s going on in town, but Henry keeps me on a short leash. He makes our driver watch me like a hawk watches a mouse.”

“Are you sure you’re not coming to town to see the lumbermen?” I teased. They already were flooding into town, disrupting everything and causing excitement, something Kate obviously longed for.

“Maybe.” She gave a mischievous smile. “Just a little. But Henry will let me go out if I’m coming to see you.”

It saddened me to hear that she felt like Henry’s prisoner. She rose to her feet as if no longer comfortable on her chair and strode restlessly around the little room, stopping only to peer out into the hallway in the direction of the two hospital wards. “You’re so lucky. I think I would enjoy working here. At least I would feel useful.”

“What if I found a job for you as my assistant? There is a lot of paperwork to do. Some of it involves writing to potential donors, asking for contributions. Do you think Henry would approve of that?”

The suggestion seemed to excite her. “I can ask him. Or better yet, maybe Dr. John can ask him. He won’t refuse John.”

“I’ll talk to him about it.”

We were still discussing the idea when we heard a horse and carriage pounding up the street toward the hospital at great speed. We hurried to the front door. The carriage had barely halted before a woman leaped out shouting, “Is the doctor here? My friend needs a doctor!”

“He’s seeing patients in his office above the pharmacy. What’s wrong?”

“Help us! She’s going to bleed to death!”

I stood frozen. I was never any good in an emergency. Thankfully, Kate took over. She signaled to her driver, who was waiting nearby, and told him to fetch John. His office wasn’t far, a few blocks away on the main street. Kate’s driver brought him back to the hospital within minutes, and the two men carried the injured woman inside. I got only a glimpse of her before I had to look away. She was unconscious, her face deathly white, her skirt soaked with blood. John beckoned to the nurse on duty to come help him. She and the injured woman’s friend followed John into the surgery room. “Tell me what happened,” I heard him say before he closed the door.

“Do you recognize these women?” I asked Kate. “I don’t think I’ve seen them in town before.”

“You wouldn’t have.” Kate lowered her voice. “They’re prostitutes.”

I groped for the nearest chair and plopped down, shocked. “They’re . . . what? How do you know?” Kate didn’t reply. A moment later, the nurse came storming out of the room, shaking her head as she approached me.

“I won’t help her, Mrs. Wagner, I’m sorry. That woman is immoral, and what she’s done is immoral. I can’t take part.”

Kate didn’t miss a beat. “I’ll help.” She hurried into the surgery and shut the door. The nurse went back to the ward to tend to her patients. I sat alone, shaken by the nurse’s attitude. Shouldn’t Christian love and charity compel her to help someone in need, no matter her background? I couldn’t understand it.

No sounds came from behind the surgery door for a long time. I felt it my duty to pray for the woman, despite what she was. My prayers seemed to hit the ceiling and go nowhere, like most of my other prayers. An hour later, John emerged with the woman’s friend. He hadn’t had time to change his clothes before operating, and I could see that his shirt had been ruined. The bloodstains would never come out. The woman’s friend was walking very quickly toward the door with John close behind, arguing with her.

“You need to tell me who did this to her. I want the person arrested!”

“He already left town.”

“Is there any way to trace him?”

“I doubt it.”

“He’ll kill more women! You need to tell me who did this so I can have him thrown in jail! This is attempted murder at the very least!” I had never heard John shout at anyone like this, much less at a woman. She tried to open the door, but he grabbed her arm, stopping her. “Tell me!”

“There wasn’t anyone. She did it herself.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Well, it’s true. If she had asked you to help her, would you have done it?”

“Absolutely not! It’s cold-blooded murder, and a crime against God!”

“Then I won’t bother asking you to help me.”

“You’re in the same condition?” The woman nodded. “I beg you, don’t do this to yourself. Or to the child! There are other alternatives. I can help you.” She twisted free and left, leaving John angry and shaken. I suddenly understood what was happening. The prostitute had tried to abort her baby. I thought of how Kate had been raised in a brothel. It was a credit to Belle that she hadn’t killed her child, or made Kate join her in that profession.

John pulled himself together and approached the nurse. “I believe the patient is stable. We can move her to a bed in another hour or so, but you’ll need to watch for further hemorrhaging and signs of infection.”

“She can’t stay here, Doctor. Women like that carry foul diseases. I won’t take care of such a woman.”

“This is a public hospital—”

“Nobody in town will come here with the likes of her staying here. And if you ask me to help her, I’ll quit.” She turned and strode away.

John closed his eyes. “This is unbelievable,” he murmured.

I hurried over to him. “You can bring her to our house when she’s able to be moved. We’ll care for her ourselves.”

“I’ll help you,” Kate said. She had approached so quietly I hadn’t noticed. Her gown was also bloodstained. “Please, let me help you.”

When the woman, whose name was Sally, could be moved a few hours later, Kate’s driver brought her to our house. The movement caused Sally to begin bleeding again, staining the spare-room floor where our first two patients had also bled. I tried to scrub it away, but the stains seemed permanent.

Despite John’s and Kate’s best efforts, Sally passed away three days later from an infection.




29: Kate

Henry thinks I’ve been visiting Hannah for the past few days, but I’ve really been helping Dr. John take care of Sally. It made me spitting mad when the nurse at the hospital—the very hospital we worked so hard to set up—refused to take care of her because she’s a prostitute. Sally died yesterday afternoon when I was there. I wanted so badly to help save her life. Maybe I could have made up for killing that man. Dr. John said she’d lost too much blood and was too weak to fight the infection.

But when I was in the room with Sally and Dr. John, something happened that I still don’t understand. She was conscious for a few minutes, and he took her hand and looked into her eyes, calling her by name. He told her how sorry he was that she had to suffer this way for the choices she’d made. Then he told her that he could help her make different choices once she was well. He said she could ask Jesus to forgive her, and He would. She could start a different life.

It seemed impossible to me, considering what Sally was and how she had killed her baby. She was too weak to talk, but I could tell she was listening. “Do you want to ask Jesus to forgive you?” Dr. John asked. She must have squeezed his hand because he looked down at their joined hands and nodded. Then he prayed for her. She died a few hours later.

I’m sad. Endlessly sad. I try to put on an act around Henry and pretend that nothing’s wrong because he made it clear how he feels about me being a nurse. But Hannah said I might be able to help at the hospital in other ways. John is going to ask Henry for permission. He said it’s the least he can do after I worked so hard to take care of Sally.

I asked Curly, our driver, to take me to the brothel in secret so I could tell the others that Sally had died. Curly knows the whole story, and why I’ve been going to Hannah’s house, but I don’t think he’ll tell on me. I’m pretty sure Curly is on my side.

The women were sad to lose their friend, but the madam quickly sent me on my way, saying, “Life must go on.” I couldn’t help wondering how many of the rich men Henry socializes with go to that brothel. Or which one of them was the father of Sally’s baby.

The madam is right, life does go on. I just don’t like my life very much, right now.




30: ASHLEY

I look up the nearest pregnancy center on the Internet. It isn’t far. But I’m dragging my feet about the abortion, and I don’t know why. I tell myself I’m waiting to hear the city council’s decision next week, but I’m not sure what difference that will make. My nausea is worse in the mornings when I’m working at the coffee shop, and the aromas of coffee, bacon, and frying eggs are nearly unbearable. I’m not sleeping well, even though I’m tired all the time.

On the morning after the city council meeting, I’m waiting anxiously for Freida to call as I wipe tables and pour coffee. I’m just finishing my shift when the bell over the door jangles and I look up to see Freida coming in with her friend Nancy, who is on the council. Freida would be bursting with excitement if it was good news, but her usual smile is missing. I brace myself as we sit down at a table. My stomach rolls as if I’ve just gotten off the Ride of Doom at the amusement park. Nancy doesn’t waste time.

“The city council turned down the proposal to hire you by one vote. I’m so sorry, Ashley.”

All I can do is nod. I’m fighting tears and nausea, and I’m not sure if I’ll be successful with either one. My disappointment slides toward grief. I’m left with nothing now, except this job at the coffee shop. My future is a huge question mark. I remember feeling this grief once before when I was fourteen. I had been happy at my new school and had made a good friend. We’d had sleepovers and giggled together about the boys we had crushes on. Then I’d arrived home one afternoon to the news that Dad was being deployed again. That loss, like this one, was enormous. Another move into an unknown future.

“I wish I could have been at the meeting,” Freida says. “I would have told those councilors just how dumb their decision was!” She pounds on the table with her fist for emphasis, her bracelets clacking against the surface. I can’t look at her, knowing that the sympathy I’ll see in her eyes will undo me.

“Listen, all is not lost,” Nancy says. “They aren’t rejecting the renovation project. But they want to wait until the start of the next fiscal year so they can officially put it into the budget to hire Ashley. Right now, the budget money that was allocated this year for upkeep and repairs has all been spent on the roof. Chances are, when a new budget is passed, they’ll create a paying position. But not until the next fiscal year.”

“When is that?” Freida asks.

“It starts in the new year. January.”

Six months from now.

“Well, in the meantime,” Freida says, “if our volunteers make headway on restoring those first two rooms, we’ll have a stronger case for continuing. I think we can get a lot done by January, don’t you, Ashley?”

I manage to keep my tears at bay by nodding and smiling until the ladies get ready to leave. It’s Freida’s hug as we’re saying goodbye that breaks me. She holds me for a long time, then murmurs, “God has a plan, Ashley. He always does.” She lends me a tissue and uses another to dry her own tears.

I ride my bicycle home after work and spend the remainder of the day pursuing jobs online. I submit my résumé to two of them, even though they both involve a thirty-minute commute and we can’t afford a second car right now. Neither of them uses my degree in museum studies. My disappointment and grief leave me depressed.

David holds me and lets me cry when I tell him the news. “I’m so sorry, Ashley. I know how much you were counting on that job working out. We’ll think of something.”

I tell him about the two jobs I’ve applied for and where they are. “I should have listened to you, David, and applied for a full-time position long before now. I’m so sorry.”

“We’ll figure out something.” He hugs me, letting me cry. He says we’ll be fine, but I know David well enough to know that our situation doesn’t just worry him, it terrifies him. I can’t stop telling him how sorry I am. “I know, Ashley, but now we need to make a plan.” I think of Freida’s words, God has a plan, and I wish I knew what it was.

David and I have been standing in the kitchen all this time, but we move into the dining room and sit at the table. “Let’s talk about the other problem first,” David begins. “Did you call the clinic for an appointment? I’ll take off work that day and stay with you through the whole thing.”

“I haven’t called yet.”

“Why not? What are you waiting for?”

“I don’t know. I was waiting to hear about the city council’s decision . . . but now that everything is falling apart . . . I need to pull myself together and decide what to do.”

“I don’t understand why you’re stalling. Why not get it over with?”

I search for a way to explain how I feel, what I’ve been brooding over at night when I can’t sleep. My emotions have been all over the place lately, and my tears start falling again. “Would it be so bad if we did have a baby?” I finally ask. “Aside from finances, I mean. If they weren’t a concern. Don’t you want to have a family?”

“Sure, someday. But not now. We need to get on our feet first.” I could tell he was fighting his frustration, trying to stay calm and be patient with me.

“There are all sorts of accommodations for working mothers now, like maternity leave and day care. Other women do it all the time.”

“You’re not being reasonable. If you add up all the expenses of having a kid, including day care, you’ll see that we’re going to spiral deeper and deeper into debt. We’ll always be scrounging, trying to stretch our paychecks. We’ll have a kid someday, Ashley, but not now. I’m not ready to be a father.”

“You say you’re not ready to be a father, but I’m not ready to make this decision. I know that scrounging and making do is the way you grew up, and I can understand that you don’t want to live that way again. But I don’t want to have an abortion for financial reasons. It seems like the wrong motive to end a life.”

“Ashley, you know it’s still just a fetus.”

“I looked it up online. Our ‘fetus’ already has a heartbeat.” He doesn’t respond. The room feels noticeably chillier. “I need time, David. Please?”

“Okay.” He sighs as he walks away.
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I’m called in for an interview at one of the jobs that’s thirty minutes away, so I drive David to work, then drive in the opposite direction for the interview, then pick him up at the end of the day. “I’m not sure I want the job if it’s offered to me,” I tell David that night. “It involves a lot of cold-calling, and the minimal pay may not be worth all the hassle and costs of a second car. I had to pay nearly fifty dollars to refill our gas tank today.” He doesn’t argue with me.

Working at the mansion is the only highlight of my week. David keeps finding excuses not to come with me, and it’s just as well. We haven’t been talking, and the coldness between us would be noticed. By Freida, for sure.

But even without more money from the city, Freida and her volunteers are making headway. Greg and another volunteer have uncovered more than half of the floor in the reception hall, and so far, the beautiful tiles beneath the vinyl stick-on ones appear to be in good shape. I’ve done some research, and I’m convinced they are original to the mansion. Freida’s friend Harry is helping us piece together the fireplace surround and mantel like a jigsaw puzzle. We’re still removing several layers of wallpaper in the parlor, and it’s taking forever, complicated by the fact that the original plaster often crumbles and falls off in chunks along with the bottom layer of paper.

I always stay at the mansion until the very end to help Freida take out the trash, turn off the lights, and lock up. Tonight, she pauses and looks around at the progress in the parlor, then sighs. “I can’t help thinking about Kate Abernathy whenever we work on her house. I wish we could find out what happened to her. It would finally bring closure, and she could be laid to rest in peace.”

“I would really like to know, too.” I think of my own dilemma and ask, “Did Kate Abernathy have children? In all the articles I’ve been reading, I’ve never seen a family mentioned.”

“No, I don’t believe she did.”

We drag the garbage bags out to the barrels and stuff them in. The sun sets late on summer evenings, and the sky on this warm night glows with soft light over Lake Michigan. We walk to our cars, but I don’t want to go home yet. I’ve been thinking about the sermon Andy Morton gave the youth group on our nature hike, and I need to ask Freida a question.

“Do you know a verse from the Bible that says God knows us even before we’re born?”

“Oh, yes! Psalm 139. I love that one. You knit me together in my mother’s womb . . . You watched me as I was being formed, and woven together . . . You saw me before I was born.”

“Do you really think that’s true? That God knows every single person on earth, even before they’re born? There are more than eight billion people on earth!”

“And an infinite number of stars,” she says, looking up. “Yet He calls each star by name.” Her voice chokes with emotion. She’s tearing up.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes. I mean, no. That verse from Psalms always makes me cry.” She swipes a tear. “If I tell you something, I hope you won’t think less of me.”

I look at her dear face in the moonlight and smile. “I don’t think that’s possible. I admire you so much.”

“Let’s sit down. Are you in a hurry to get home?” I shake my head and she leads me to two abandoned plastic lawn chairs near the back door, straightening them so we can sit. “Long before I knew Jesus, I got pregnant. It was ‘out of wedlock,’ as they used to say in those days. I’d left home when I was eighteen to go to California, and I’m ashamed of the life I lived back then. Free love, smoking weed, taking drugs. I’m not proud of any of it. We’d get high and sit around and ask each other what life was all about. We’re born, we suffer, we die. Is that all there is? We didn’t want our parents’ lives or their rules, but what else was there?” She pauses, looking up at the sky again. “Have you heard of the Jesus movement, or seen the movie Jesus Revolution with Kelsey Grammer?”

“I haven’t seen it, but I’ve heard of it.”

“It’s based on true events in the 1970s and a Christian named Greg Laurie. But that’s how I met Jesus, through that Jesus Revolution, and He changed everything. I no longer wanted to escape life, but to live it to the full, for Him. It’s late, and you probably don’t want to hear the whole story—”

“No, please go on.”

“You asked about God knowing us from the time we are in the womb. Well, a very wise woman read Psalm 139 to me back then, and told me that the choices we make are very important because we will always live with the consequences. She said regret can be a very heavy weight to get out from under. My boyfriend didn’t believe in Jesus, so we broke up, and I had to make the decision about the baby all by myself. It was hard because I was so young, and I had my whole life ahead of me. I wasn’t ready to be a mother. But in the end, I decided not to have an abortion. I named my daughter Angela, like the angel she is. My choice did have consequences. It was very hard being a single mother. But Angela is married and has children of her own now, and I often think that those children wouldn’t be here if I had ended her life. I can’t imagine a world without them, and I praise God that I made the right choice.”

“I would love to meet her,” I say hoarsely.

“Oh, you’ll have a chance, I’m sure. I once read a book that said mothers cooperate with God in His creation when they bring another human being into this world.”

I stand. I need to leave. I’m too emotional to hear any more. “I should let you go,” I say. “It’s late. But thank you for telling me your story. And it doesn’t change how I feel about you.” I open my arms first, and we hug goodbye.

I sit outside on our deck for a while when I get home, looking up at the stars. My life is so uncertain now. I hate being in limbo this way. It’s the way I felt so many times before when my settled life was uprooted by one of my dad’s deployments. I go back and forth in my mind about the baby. I’ve seen photos of sonograms posted by the antiabortion people, so I know it isn’t just a blob of tissue. Michelle Morton is trying so hard to have a baby and we want to discard ours? Could I have the baby and give it up for adoption?

It’s all too much. I wish I had someone to talk to, but my parents are stationed far away. I know what advice Freida would give me. Even so, I decide that I’m going to confide in her after the committee meeting tomorrow night. We’ve planned to meet to decide how to proceed after the city council’s decision.

[image: ]

In the morning, I bicycle to a local steak house where I saw a Help Wanted sign posted. The parking lot always seems to be full, especially on weekends. They hire me on the spot. “It’s better than nothing, for now,” David says when I tell him.

The mood at our committee meeting that evening is decidedly somber after the city’s decision. But Freida, in her usual cheerleader fashion, inspires us to keep working with the volunteers and the assets that we already have, and trust that the city will include us in their budget in the new year. Then, as the meeting comes to an end, she drops a bombshell.

“I’m sorry to say that I need to take time off from this committee and from the work at the mansion for a while. Most of you know that I’ve battled breast cancer in the past, and I’ve just learned that it has returned.” A loud outpouring of concern follows her words. I can’t seem to breathe. Not Freida!

“Now, now,” she continues, gesturing for us to calm down. “I know you will all be praying for me, won’t you? I’m in God’s hands. As the apostle Paul said, Living means living for Christ, and dying is even better. I’m going to the U of M medical center for treatment, and they’re top-notch. My daughter and her family live nearby, and she wants me to stay with her during the chemo treatments rather than living alone. You’ll carry on with our mansion, yes?”

“We’re in this together,” Brad says.

“Godspeed, dear friend,” Linda adds.

“I’ll miss you,” I say when it’s my turn for a hug. The familiar hollowness expands as I bid goodbye to yet another friend.

When I return home, I dump all the information I’ve collected about the mansion on our dining room table, then open my laptop. If the city won’t pay me to find grant money, then I’ll do it myself. It will be my gift to Freida. I keep at it until well after midnight before reluctantly going to bed.

After my shift at the coffee shop the next morning, I bicycle through the rain to the library and meet with the head librarian. I tell her what I’m doing for the mansion project and ask for access to the library’s databases.

“I love that old house,” she says. “Freida Tessoro is a dear friend. And since it’s a city project, I don’t see why you can’t have full access.”

I work all day at the library, then continue all evening at home after supper. I’m deep in my research into two possible grant organizations, following another rabbit trail, when David pulls out a chair and sits down at the table. “I’m trying to be patient, Ashley, but you’re tuning me out. We should at least make a preliminary appointment with the clinic so they can tell us our options.”

“I think it’s pretty clear what our options are.”

“We shouldn’t wait too long. It will be harder then. And more expensive.”

My heart pounds and squeezes painfully at the same time. “How do you know that?”

“I’ve been talking to someone there. I’ll need to check my insurance coverage, but without it, the procedure will cost somewhere between five hundred and seven hundred and fifty dollars.”

I can’t look at him. “Give me one more week.”

“A week? Ashley! Why?”

I draw a breath so I can force out the words. “I just got some terrible news about Freida. Her cancer has returned and it isn’t looking good. She’s talking about dying and being with Jesus. I can’t think about a baby dying right now. It’s too much!”

“I’m sorry to hear about Freida. I really like her. But I think the changes in hormones are making you more emotional than usual. You need to be rational about this.”

I want to scream at him, but I know it would only prove his point. I don’t reply.

“Listen, let’s just make a preliminary appointment to talk to someone, okay? It’s not like we’re scheduling the procedure. I’ll give them a call right now.”

He rises and walks away. I’m too weary to object.




31: Hannah

John and I were asleep on a warm summer night when a shrill, clamoring noise in the distance startled us awake. John sat up in bed, listening. I pressed my hand to my chest to calm my thumping heart. “What’s that noise?” I asked.

“It sounds like all the mill whistles are blasting. I hear church bells ringing, too.”

“But why?”

“Fire! There must be a fire. That’s the only thing I can think of.” He leaped out of bed and checked his pocket watch.

“What time is it?”

“A few minutes after midnight.” He started pulling on his clothes. “I’d better go see if I can help.”

“I’m coming with you.” I climbed out of bed too, and reached for my skirt and blouse.

“No, stay here, Hannah. If it is a fire, I don’t want you to be in danger.”

“Well, I don’t want to stay out here all alone.” I went to the window, which was open to the summer breeze, and looked in the direction of town. The blasting whistles sounded on and on. “I smell smoke, John.”

He came to stand beside me. “So do I. And that glow in the sky doesn’t look good.”

John hitched our horse to the buggy, and we set off. As soon as we emerged from the cover of the trees, we could clearly see that the sky above town was lit with orange flames. I shivered at the eeriness of it. “Something big is on fire, John. Do you suppose it might be one of the sawmills?”

“Let’s hope not. All that wood? It would be a conflagration!” He snapped the reins and the horse picked up speed. As soon as we got to the outskirts, we saw where the heart of the fire was. “Good heavens, it’s in the center of town!” John said. “It looks like the whole city is on fire!” Flames leaped along the tops of buildings, silhouetted against the sky. Smoke billowed like storm clouds, obscuring the moon and stars. “It’s huge, Hannah. I don’t know how they’ll get it under control. If it spreads to the sawmills with all that lumber . . .” He didn’t need to finish. Felled logs waiting to be sawn into boards were still piled at all the sawmills. Pyramids of finished boards stood waiting to be shipped out. Mountains of sawdust surrounded the mills.

“This is bad,” I murmured.

The clang of fire wagons and thud of horses racing through the streets joined the shrilling blast of mill whistles and the ringing church bells. The closer we got, the more men we saw hurrying to the scene from all directions. We picked up a few of them in our carriage and gave them a ride. The dark night was lit up by the glow of angry orange flames. The closest we dared to go was the Abernathy mansion. John left our horse and buggy in their driveway, close enough to the town so we could offer help, but hopefully a safe distance from the fire. Henry and Kate were awake and dressed, and standing on their porch. “Thank God you’re here,” Henry said. “Hannah, stay with Kate! I need to protect my sawmill from the fire!”

Everywhere I looked there was chaos. All the firefighting equipment was being rushed toward the flames, but from what we could tell, the fire seemed to be growing larger, spreading beyond control, burning everything in its path. Mill hands, sailors, and businessmen were pitching in together, frantically pumping water for the fire wagons. Henry shouted directions to the firemen. “Don’t let the fire reach any of the sawmills or those piles of lumber! Get all the ships out into the lake, away from the dock!” Then he and John disappeared into the smoky throng.

Crowds of panic-stricken women and children were fleeing from the city, running toward us through the haze of smoke, dragging sacks and pulling cartloads of possessions. They had carriages, wagons, wheelbarrows, and every kind of vehicle imaginable, piled high with household goods. The scene was chaotic—women screaming, children crying, people shouting for their loved ones. Nearly everyone was coughing and choking from the smoke.

“Come on,” Kate said. “We need to stop all these people from running before someone gets trampled.” She moved toward the stream of people, waving her arms at them. “Stop! Stop! You don’t need to run. You can stay here, on our property. You’ll be safe.”

People began dumping all sorts of possessions in front of the mansion—furniture, clothing, pots and pans, bedding. Then, unbelievably, many of them headed back toward the fire to retrieve more possessions, leaving their children and the elderly behind. Kate zigzagged through the crowd, pleading with them. “Wait! Don’t go back! Be sensible! Nothing is worth risking your life!” I lost sight of her in the mob as I stood frozen, wondering what to do. I had never been in a situation as dangerous and chaotic as this. It seemed a scene from hell.

Then one of Kate’s servants approached from the house, carrying a bucket of water and a dipper. She began offering drinks to the coughing, choking people.

“Go fetch more water,” I said, taking the bucket from her. “I’ll do this. And tell whoever is left inside to start preparing food for everyone.” I walked through the exhausted, disoriented crowd, offering water, trying to calm the ones who were sobbing.

“My boy! I lost my son,” one woman wept. “He was right beside me a minute ago, and now he isn’t! Caleb! Caleb, where are you!” I understood her panic and loss. My heart began to race.

“I’ll help you.” I bent to set down the bucket, but when I turned to the woman again, she had disappeared into the mob.

Sparks and burning debris were being carried aloft on the wind. My eyes stung and the smoke made me cough. I could feel the heat of the flames, even at this distance, as I doled out water. I kept looking toward the burning city, checking to see if the fire was spreading toward us, but it was hard to tell. I wondered about our hospital. The city would need it now more than ever. Was that where John had gone?

“How much of the city is burning?” I asked a woman who sank down on the ground in front of me, coughing, reaching for water.

“The entire downtown area,” she said when she could catch her breath. “Right down the main street.”

“They’re working hard to keep it from spreading to any of the lumber mills or burning the ships in the dock,” someone beside her added.

“We’ve learned nothing at all from the Chicago fire a few years ago!” an elderly man complained, rubbing his reddened eyes. “They still keep building wood-frame houses. They let heaps of sawdust and cut lumber pile up, and there’s no system of fire protection for the city! If there are any casualties, it will be on the lumber barons’ heads!” He started coughing and couldn’t continue. I gave him more water.

The herd of fleeing, staggering, panic-stricken people kept coming, dragging possessions. The properties and streets around Kate’s mansion overflowed with people and with every item imaginable. I encountered several lost and frightened children and urged them to sit down and wait for their parents to find them. I kept refilling the bucket and offering water as the night wore on.

Hours had passed since I had last seen John. Henry had told me to stay with Kate, but I had lost track of her, too. Suddenly, I saw her plowing through the crowd, coming in my direction. Her hair was falling loose, her sleeves were rolled up, and her face and clothes were smudged with soot, but she still managed to look beautiful. “Kate, where have you been?” She took a ladle of water from me and gulped it down.

“Come with me, Hannah. We need your help. They’ve turned that stone church two blocks away into a hospital. They’re bringing patients in.” She didn’t give me time to argue, but grabbed my arm in her sooty hand and dragged me away. I didn’t even have time to set down the bucket.

“Is John there?” I asked as we hurried through the jammed streets, weaving around terrified people and overburdened vehicles.

“He’s in and out.”

“What kind of . . . I mean . . . how bad are the injuries?”

“Lots of burns, some broken arms and legs, mostly people who were overcome by smoke.”

“Why aren’t they taking them to our hospital?” She halted for a moment and looked at me. Her bloodshot eyes were sad. I feared her answer.

“It’s gone, Hannah. The fire took out that entire street. And the city’s poorest people lived near the hospital. Come on.”

I didn’t have time to mourn the loss of a year’s hard work. Kate pulled me up the stone steps and into the church. The pews were filled with people—groaning, sobbing, crying out in pain. I didn’t know where to begin. “Give them water,” Kate said. “They need water.” And so, I did, looking around for John as I worked. I didn’t see him. More and more patients were being brought in, so I refilled the bucket at the pump again and again. I soaked strips of cloth with water so people could soothe their burning eyes, and poured water over bandaged burns.

I was helping a young man take a drink because he couldn’t use his injured hands when I heard Kate calling my name. “Hannah! Where are you? We need you!”

“Over here.” I heard a baby crying as Kate hurried toward me, carrying something bulky in her arms. The crying grew louder, and when she got close, I saw that Kate’s bundle was a child. A little boy about two years old. “He needs you, Hannah. He doesn’t seem to be injured. He’s just in shock.” The baby let out a loud wail as Kate thrust him into my arms. I had no choice but to take him.

“Kate, no! Wait! Where are you going?” She backed away.

“To find his family. I’ll be back.”

I hadn’t held a baby since my own children had died more than two years ago. I couldn’t. It was much too painful. But Kate had handed him to me before I could refuse, and now the child clung to me with all his might. His little body shook with sobs.

“Shh, shh. It’s okay, little one. You’re okay.” I pressed him close to my heart, a natural instinct, rocking him, soothing him.

“Mama,” he whimpered. “Mama.”

Something inside me broke when he cried for his mother. I held him tightly, stroking his downy hair, and my own grief and loss came roaring back as if my children had died yesterday. “I know,” I murmured. “I know.” Tears flowed down my face. My quiet sobs melded with his. I would never hold my children, my precious babies, this way again.

I don’t know how long I stood holding him as activity swirled around me. I was oblivious to all of it, stunned beyond words at the longing, the pain, the memories, brought back by the feeling of this vulnerable little child in my arms. I have no memory of someone guiding me to a pew, or of sitting down on it as I continued to hold the trembling boy, rocking him, weeping along with him. Gradually, I became aware of someone kneeling in front of me, saying my name.

“Hannah . . . Hannah, are you all right?” I opened my burning eyes. It was John.

“Yes,” I said, brushing away my tears. The child had fallen asleep in my arms, his body a heavy weight, his breathing raspy from smoke. “Have they found his mother?”

John nodded. He lowered his head, his shoulders sagging as if bearing a heavy load. “The firemen found the baby alongside a woman who had collapsed in the street, overcome by smoke. She may have been trampled in the stampede as people tried to outrace the fire. We tried our best to revive her, but . . . there was nothing we could do.” He looked up again. “She died of her injuries and smoke inhalation. It’s a miracle the baby is unhurt.”

“What about his father?”

“Right now, every able-bodied man in the city is fighting the fire. When the commotion dies down, people will start to search for their families. But until then . . . do you mind taking care of him for me? We could try to lay him down.” He reached to take him from me, but I shook my head.

“I just got him calmed down. I don’t want him to wake up and get upset again.” John stood and planted a kiss on my forehead before hurrying off.

I must have dozed for a little bit, crying myself to sleep, because when I opened my eyes, I could see the sun rising outside the window, trying to shine through the haze of smoke that blanketed the town. The colors that filled the dawn sky seemed much too beautiful for a scene of such tragedy. The baby was still asleep in my arms, a soft, warm weight. I dreaded the moment when he would awaken and cry for his mother again. He didn’t stir until a group of volunteers from the church arrived, passing out sandwiches and coffee to the patients and people working in this makeshift hospital.

“Would you like a sandwich?” a young volunteer asked me. She looked no more than sixteen. I shook my head, but the movement and voices awakened the child. He lifted his head and looked around. “Well, aren’t you a sweet boy?” she said. He stared at her, then at me, and his face puckered as he began to cry.

“Mama!”

“I’m so sorry,” the young girl said.

“It isn’t your fault. I’m not his mother, you see. They got separated. Maybe I will take one of those sandwiches after all. Maybe he’s hungry.” I bounced him gently on my knee, letting him look around at the unfamiliar surroundings as I soothed him. I broke off bits of the sandwich and offered them to him. His cries died down as he ate, and I got a good look at him for the first time. He had a little round face, blue eyes, and hair as pale as corn silk. I could tell that he was fair-skinned beneath the layer of soot, so different from my children who’d had John’s dark hair and eyes.

“Hannah!”

I looked up to see Kate, back again. She looked exhausted after working all night, yet somehow lively and vigorous. I wished the other lumber barons’ wives or that pesty news photographer could see her now, not posing or pretending, but simply being a beautiful woman who was invigorated by a sense of purpose. “Any luck finding his family?” I asked.

“Not yet. I thought we could walk around and see if any of the other survivors recognize him.”

I didn’t dare get used to holding this child. His family would be found. I would have to let him go. I tried to give him to Kate. “Here. Why don’t you carry him?”

She backed up a step, gesturing to her clothing. “I’m filthy.”

“Can’t you find someone else?”

“There is no one else. Besides, you know how to be a mother. Come on, follow me.”

I stood, lifting the boy, settling him on my hip. He felt wonderfully natural riding there, and yet wrong. So familiar, and yet so painful. In years past, I had often moved around and accomplished chores with a child riding on my hip, and I had thought I would never experience that feeling again. I longed for the baby to stay perched there. How I had missed holding a child close! Yet I wanted him gone. I had finally grown accustomed to empty arms.

Kate led the way outside the church, weaving among the people in the early dawn light, asking if they knew the boy. The overcrowded streets looked the same for several blocks, from here all the way west to Kate’s mansion. Dazed people sat everywhere, still coughing smoke and dust from their lungs, their belongings strewn around them. Even if I had known someone in the crowd, I doubt if I could have recognized them with their soot-blackened faces. I held the child close to my heart, as if he was mine, then realized what I was doing and eased my grip, preparing to let him go.

The soaring flames had died down during the night, along with the wind. I could see patches of fire burning in the distance, but the worst of the blaze seemed to be under control, no longer devouring the town. A haze of smoke hung low, making everyone cough, including the baby and me.

Kate asked everyone we met if they recognized the child, and at last, we came upon a grocer who sat lamenting to anyone who would listen that he’d lost his store and everything in it. “I think I do know him,” he said. His voice sounded hoarse and raspy, and he kept pausing to cough. “Yeah, he used to come in with his mother. She does laundry for the boardinghouse down the street from me. They told me the boardinghouse is gone, too. Just like my store.”

“Do you see the owners of the boardinghouse anywhere?” Kate asked. “We’re trying to find the baby’s family.”

“I’ll help you look.” The grocer stood and wandered through the crowd with Kate and me, stopping to ask people he knew if they’d seen Mrs. Danvers from the boardinghouse. At last, someone pointed to the food line that the church women had set up. “Mrs. Danvers,” he called, waving to her. I followed as he hurried over to her. “Do you recognize this boy?”

“That’s Erik. His mother, Marta, works for me. Did he become lost?”

Kate wrapped her arm around the woman, speaking softly. “We believe she’s among the victims of the fire. If you wouldn’t mind, could you come with me and identify her?”

Her hands flew to her face. “Oh, the poor dear! Oh, no. Oh, no. Of course I’ll come. This is a living nightmare!” She began weeping as we walked. “Our home is gone. The entire street is gone. Now Marta, too?”

I kept Erik well away from Kate and Mrs. Danvers as someone pulled back the sheet covering his mother’s body. It took the woman only a moment. “Yes, that’s Marta.” She began to sob, her tears making tracks down her sooty face. “Such a terrible tragedy!” Kate took Mrs. Danvers into her arms and let her mourn. “What’s that poor little baby going to do without his mama?” she wept.

Finally, Mrs. Danvers walked with Kate back to where I stood with Erik. “I need to sit down,” she said as she sank to the ground. “I’m sorry.”

“Take your time,” Kate said, sitting beside her. I remained standing, swaying with Erik in my arms. He clung to me, the fabric of my blouse clasped tightly in his fists. He would lift his head and gaze all around for a few moments, then hide his face against my chest as if the distressing, unfamiliar sights were too much for him. I wanted to find his father and get this over with. To be done with him before my frozen heart began to melt.

“Do you know where we can find the boy’s father?” Kate asked. “Are there any other family members we can contact?”

“Marta’s husband was a lumberman, one of those men . . . what do you call them? . . . who guide the logs down the river in the spring.”

“River rats,” Kate said.

“Yes. But he was killed in a logging accident on the river.”

Kate closed her eyes, nodding. “I remember. Two other men were injured in the same accident.”

“Poor Marta was devastated. I let her and the child stay on with me because they had no other place to go. They had come over from one of those Scandinavian countries, and the rest of her family still lives over there. She did the washing for me. I think she was saving her money to go back there after her husband died. The child meant the world to her.”

“Do you know anyone who might take care of him for now?” I asked.

“I can’t imagine who or how.” She spread her hands. “None of us even have a place to live!”

John was at the makeshift hospital when we returned to the stone church. Kate explained the situation to him. I sat down in a pew and slid the child to the floor so he could stand, but he immediately cried out and reached for me. I picked him up again and he crumpled against me.

Kate reached to stroke his fair hair. “Poor little guy.”

John rested his hand on my shoulder. “Hannah, the whole town is in such a mess, the needs here are so great . . . would you mind if we took the boy home until his family can be contacted?”

I hesitated.

“Please, Hannah,” John said. “Just for a few days. I would take him to the hospital, but it’s gone.”

The child felt very wet, soaking through to my clothes. He needed a change. And some warm milk. At last, I nodded.

John led the way back to our carriage, still parked at Kate’s mansion. We climbed into it and went home. The three of us.




32: Kate

I feel tired and numb after taking care of fire victims all night. Some of the work was very hard, but it felt good to be doing something important for once.

Our house wasn’t damaged by the fire. Neither was Henry’s sawmill. I was lucky to be able to go home and wash off all the dirt and soot, but a lot of others weren’t as lucky. Hundreds of people have no place to live. Dozens of kind souls whose houses weren’t damaged are letting homeless families move in with them. I asked Henry if we could open our home to some of the refugees, but he said no. He said, where would we draw the line, deciding who can come and who can’t?

Most of the downtown area was destroyed. One-quarter of the city. More than two hundred houses are gone. Three people died in the fire—an elderly couple who couldn’t get out in time, and that poor little boy’s mother. Her name was Marta. She wasn’t much older than I am.

I don’t understand it. Why does God let horrible things like this happen? Is He punishing us for something we did? We worked so hard to build that hospital, and now it’s gone. All in one night. Poof! All that work for nothing.

I have so many questions. Like, why did God take that little baby’s father, and now his mother? What did that baby ever do to deserve that?

And what about Hannah and John, losing all three of their children? I don’t understand it. I just don’t understand it at all.




33: ASHLEY

The appointment David made for us at the pregnancy clinic turned out to be more than informational. The counselor, Marcia, offered a free physical examination. “Just to confirm the pregnancy, and to determine how many weeks along it is,” she said.

I told her I could give her that information without an exam. I know exactly when my last period was. I wasn’t expecting a physical exam today. But David was lured by the word free, so I agreed. And when the examination confirmed that I am pregnant, it suddenly became real to me. More real than when I saw the strips on the pregnancy tests change color. Something alive is growing inside me, something that’s part of David and part of me, yet entirely its own being. It might have remained an abstract thought, a problem to be fixed, if I hadn’t had the examination.

I’m pregnant.

Now David and I are sitting in the car, and he is pressuring me to go through with the procedure. I already feel like I was pushed into the physical exam before I was ready, and I’m not about to go any further right now.

“They said it’s early enough for a simple D&C,” David tells me, as if I wasn’t right there when the clinician outlined our options. “You’re in good health, so they said you shouldn’t have any complications, except maybe missing a day or two from work.”

I don’t reply. Why does it seem as though I have no choice? I thought this whole thing was about a woman’s right to choose?

“Don’t you think it would be a good idea to schedule an appointment for the procedure while we’re here?” David continues, apparently not noticing my silence.

I take a deep breath. “I can’t do this today, David. I need more time.”

I remember Freida’s words: The choices we make are very important. Regret can be a very heavy weight to get out from under. “This isn’t the simple decision that I’ve always believed it to be,” I say. “No matter what we decide, there are going to be long-term consequences. We need to think them through. Talk about them.”

“We have talked about them. I don’t understand why you’re not ready.”

“I know your mind is already made up,” I say, “but mine isn’t. It’s just that . . .” How can I explain the thoughts that are whirling through my mind, confusing me? David won’t understand how affected I was by the idea that God already knows this child inside me. David won’t be influenced by Freida’s courageous decision to keep her baby, because he doesn’t admire her the way I do. Nor will he sympathize with the Mortons, who long for a baby and would treasure it.

“You need to think about us, Ashley,” he says, putting the car in reverse and backing out. “We’re just getting started. This pregnancy creates a huge disruption in our new life here. Does it really have to be such a big deal when the solution is so simple?”

“I can’t explain it. I just don’t want to make this decision for the wrong reasons. I need more time.”

“The longer we wait, the harder it’s going to be.”

I turn in the seat to face him. “How do we decide something this big, David? If we disagree, do we flip a coin? Should one of us give in and then live with our regrets? We’re so different! We found out just how different when we were trying to decide on a house.”

“And you got your way, didn’t you?”

“So now you think it’s your turn to get your way? That’s not how marriage works.”

“How am I supposed to know how marriage works!” he exclaims.

I don’t reply. He’s right. He didn’t have a model for marriage. Or fatherhood. We ride in silence the rest of the way home, then I stop him before we get out of the car. “You’re right, we are just getting started. But there are going to be a lot of decisions we’ll need to make in the future, so we need to figure out how to do it. We need to learn how to listen to each other, and talk things through with an open mind, and reach a mutual agreement.”

“Fine. But we still have to make a decision about this pregnancy, sooner rather than later.” He pulls away and heads for the house.

I follow him inside, staying just long enough to stuff my laptop into my backpack. Then I climb onto my bike and head to the library. If I bury myself in my research projects, maybe I can forget about the problem, for now. I don’t want to argue with David. Nor do I want to make a decision I’ll regret.
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I go to the cubicle I’ve been using in the library and open my laptop, then stare at the dark screen, trying to change gears and concentrate. I still haven’t turned the computer on when one of the librarians stops by.

“Hey, Ashley, I happened to run into one of our retired librarians yesterday. She worked here for many years, and we got to talking about the Abernathy mansion. She told me there are some boxes in our archives with stuff that was brought here from the mansion.”

She has my attention. “Really? Do you know what kind of stuff?”

She shakes her head. “No one has looked through it in years, but she thinks it’s possible there might be something of interest to a historian like you. Maybe some things that you can put on display if the mansion ever ends up being a museum.”

I can’t stay seated. “Wow! I would love to look through it.” I wanted a distraction, and this is a good one. She gives me a master key and directs me downstairs to the basement and to a large, windowless room with shelves and shelves of sagging bankers’ boxes. The library is in a building that dates from the 1890s, so this part of the basement resembles a crypt. My entrance into the storage room stirs up dust, making me sneeze. The place reminds me of an evidence warehouse from the set of a police film. The boxes are labeled, and it only takes a few minutes to find the ones that say Abernathy Mansion. My excitement builds as I open the first box.

It’s filled with letters and documents dating from the 1870s. It looks like correspondence pertaining to a sawmill. I resist the urge to dig through it, aware that I should put on special gloves before handling hundred-and-fifty-year-old documents. I open the lids of a few more Abernathy boxes, just to peek inside, and there on the very top of one are a half-dozen faded black-and-white photographs. Jackpot!

I let out a little cry of joy, recognizing the subject immediately. These are photos of the interior of the mansion! Judging by the cluttered Victorian decor, they’re from the era when the Abernathys lived there. I find a picture of the reception hall we’ve been restoring, and I want to shout out loud.

Not only are there stencils on the coffered ceiling, but on the perimeter of the walls below it, as well. And there’s a fireplace that’s no longer there, with a carved surround! I can see a tiny portion of the floor, and there’s the tile that we discovered. I was right—it’s original! There’s a carved, Moroccan-looking archway over the stairs—could it be among the piles of discarded wood in the basement?

My heart is pounding with excitement. I get out my phone and carefully snap pictures of the photos, holding them by the edges. I dare not handle them too much or expose them to the light, so I gently place them back where I found them when I’m finished. I need to come back and go through this stuff properly. But the photos! They are exactly what we’ll need to re-create the rooms as they once were. How I wish Freida was here! She would love this glimpse of her beloved mansion in its original glory.

I return upstairs and tell the librarians about my discovery. They share my excitement. “I’ll be back with some other volunteers to go through the boxes,” I tell them. “We’ll need to take proper care looking through them. I think there might be some museum-quality items in there. And maybe something in those boxes will help solve the mystery of why the lumber baron’s wife disappeared.”

I return to my cubicle and sit down at my laptop again. I’m so exhilarated by the potential of this discovery that I don’t think I’ll be able to concentrate on my work. But I don’t want to go home yet. David and I both need to cool down before we’re ready to talk. I’ll wait until it’s almost time for my shift at the steak house, then I’ll run into the house, change my clothes, and leave again.

I keep brooding over David’s insistence that we abort the baby. Despite what he says, I know part of it is because he still has mixed feelings about being a father. He has told me a few stories about his own father, but I wish I knew more about him. David’s earliest memories are good ones—exploring the woods with his dad, going on fishing and camping trips. His father taught him a lot about nature and gave him a love for the outdoors. David remembers hiding under his bed to escape the shouting when his parents argued. Then one day his father walked out of the house and was never heard from again. He disappeared. Just like the lumber baron’s wife.

David’s mother has always disparaged him for abandoning his family. But what if I could find him and hear his side of the story? Could he and David be reconciled?

I turn on my computer and open a new database with newspaper files. David grew up in Philadelphia, but he once told me that his father was originally from a town in the Poconos called Gouldsboro. “Did you ever try to trace him when you were older?” I asked.

“There was no point. If he didn’t want anything to do with us, why should I care what happened to him?”

I type in his father’s name, Donald Greene Gilbert, and the town of Gouldsboro. A moment later, articles begin to appear. David’s father is listed as spokesman for a group suing to prevent a developer from purchasing wetlands. I read through several articles, getting the impression of him as an advocate for the environment. Like David is. Then the alarm I set on my phone goes off. I need to leave and go to work. I’ll have to continue this another day.




34: Hannah

The second morning after the fire, John rose early and packed his medical bag to go into town. I offered to come with him to help, but he shook his head. “I think you should stay here with the baby, Hannah. He’s been through a lot. I don’t think he should go back into all that smoke and chaos.”

Indeed, Erik and I had endured a very long night. We didn’t have a proper crib where he could sleep, and he wouldn’t have let go of me even if we did. He cried inconsolably whenever I left his sight, and his cries made him start coughing. I ended up pushing the spare bed against the wall and sleeping there beside him. Even then, he slept fitfully and awoke a dozen times, coughing and rubbing his eyes.

“He needs diapers and clothing and milk, if you can find them,” I told John before he left.

“I’ll look into it and come back as soon as I can.”

I followed John outside as he headed to the stable to saddle his horse. I felt a rising panic I couldn’t explain at the thought of being left alone with the baby, who was clinging to me. “John, please try to find someone else to take care of him. I’m not sure I can.” He looked at me, frowning slightly, and nodded.

An hour after he left, Kate arrived. “Your husband sent me here,” she said, setting a bundle on the kitchen table. “I brought some things for the baby.” I had filled a large basin with warm water and was giving Erik a much-needed bath.

“He wouldn’t let go of me long enough to take a bath last night,” I told her. “He cried whenever I put him down.” But he was enjoying the warm water now. After a tearful start, he was splashing and playing with the little measuring cups I had given him.

“Poor little fellow,” Kate said. She pulled out a chair and sat down to watch.

“Tell me what’s happening in town.”

“Everything is a mess! In the mad scramble to escape the fire, people were leaving their belongings everywhere. You saw how much was left on our property. Well, today, people are running all over the place, trying to remember where they left their things. Meanwhile, others have been stealing everything they can find, and even poking through the burned houses and looting!”

“Why would someone steal at a time like this? Don’t they have any compassion at all?”

“I guess not. But there are many good people, too. Families are taking people in who’ve lost everything. I asked Henry if we could house some people, but he said no. Today, some of the neighboring towns have been bringing help and supplies. Churches are passing out meals. I’ve been helping at the stone church.”

I thought of Henry’s reluctance to let Kate help in the past, and asked, “Does Henry mind that you’re helping out?”

She gave a short laugh. “He doesn’t know. He’s so busy trying to keep the sawmill going because so many men aren’t showing up for work. I hope that annoying photographer doesn’t give me away. He’s running all over town, taking pictures, saying he’s going to sell them to newspapers all over the country and get rich. I told him not to include me, but he’s everywhere!”

As Kate chattered on, her words distracted me from the emotion that welled up inside me as I smoothed soap over the baby’s smooth, flawless skin. He wasn’t as plump as my children had been, but then they had been fed and nourished in a more prosperous home. Erik smiled faintly, the first smile I’d seen, as I poured warm water over his belly. I forced back my tears. “Tell me more,” I said to Kate.

“Well, there are a bunch of gawkers in town, too. Some of them are going through the debris looking for souvenirs. Can you believe it? The whole downtown is gone. Twelve city blocks. Even the sidewalks burned up because they were made of wood. And our hospital is gone, of course. Burned to ash, just when people needed it the most. The pharmacy and your husband’s office are gone too, so he’s seeing patients in the church.”

“Do you know if he found someone else to take this baby?”

She stared at me as if bewildered. “Take him? His parents are dead, Hannah. Why can’t you take care of him? He seems content here.”

I lost the battle with my tears, and they rolled down my face. “I can’t do it, Kate. I can’t go through another loss like that. No child can ever take the place of mine.” I wiped my face on my sleeve. “Please take him with you, Kate. Please?”

“I don’t know anything about babies!”

“I could teach you.”

“Henry won’t allow it. He says the reason he doesn’t want a baby of our own is because he wants me all to himself.”

I looked away, my tears still falling.

“Listen,” she said softly. “I can’t imagine what it was like for you to lose your children. But if anyone can understand your loss and share it, it’s this poor little baby. Think of what he’s lost.”

I stared at her, stunned by her words. She rose and gave me a hug that I couldn’t return. “I need to go,” she said. “I promised I would come right back to help serve lunch.”

I spent most of the day alone with Erik, cooking carrots and apples for him to eat, helping him sip milk from a cup. I set him down on the floor to let him explore, but he cried if I stepped away. He was taking a nap upstairs when John arrived home. I hurried to the kitchen door to meet him. “Any progress with finding the baby’s family, or someone else to take him?” I asked.

He sighed and set his medical bag on the table. “I talked to Mrs. Danvers from the boardinghouse again. Marta didn’t have any family members here in America, and all the letters from her homeland were burned up in the fire. We’ll have to wait until someone from over there writes to Marta so we can get their address. I went to the post office, which suffered some damage, and the postmaster remembers Marta coming in with the baby and mailing letters to Sweden. He’s sure it was Sweden, but he doesn’t remember the name of the town. I told him if any letters arrive from there, to be sure to give them to me. Then we can write back and ask what they want to do about the boy. He’s too young to travel back there on his own. I suppose his family could hire someone to accompany him, but I understand from Mrs. Danvers that Marta’s family was very poor. That’s why she and her husband immigrated.”

We had been standing in the kitchen all this time, but I turned away and walked into the living room. I had run away from Brooklyn, and from the memories there, to this house, which thankfully didn’t have any. No children’s voices, no sounds of little feet on the stairs, no voices calling, “Mama.” I wanted it to stay that way.

I heard John coming up behind me. He rested his hands on my shoulders, but I didn’t turn around. “I can try to find an orphanage that will take him, but you know what they’re like. You saw them in New York, and you know that they’re—” He halted abruptly as if suddenly remembering that our children had caught the disease that killed them because he had taken them to visit an orphanage. He dropped his hands and cleared his throat. “I know how hard this is for you. But think of what it’s costing this child, Hannah. He’s a baby. He needs to be loved.”

“I don’t have any love to give.”

“That isn’t true. We’re designed to love by a loving God. Christ’s greatest commandment is to love. It’s not that you can’t love, Hannah, it’s that you refuse to. I understand why that is, believe me. But you’re missing out on God’s greatest gift when you refuse to love and be loved.”

I whirled to face him. “If He’s such a loving God, then why . . . ?” It was the question I hadn’t dared to voice aloud before. I saw the pain in John’s eyes and heard it in his voice as he replied.

“Don’t you think I’ve been asking that same question over and over for the past three years? I still don’t have an answer. But I do believe that God is good. And that He’s loving. So, all I can do is keep trusting and believing that someday I will understand why.”

“Those are just words to me. I’ve heard them all before. They don’t stop the ache in my heart.”

John sighed and sank down on the settee as if his strength had given out. “I deal with life and death every day. I see babies being born, and people dying. Some illnesses I can cure and some I can’t. Do you know what keeps me going?” He paused, waiting for me to meet his gaze. “I couldn’t do this job every day if I didn’t believe that there is much, much more to our lives than this brief time we spend on earth. We had a handful of years with our children here on earth—but we’ll have all eternity with them after this life. They won’t ever get sick or die again.” He paused, struggling for composure. “The reason I still believe in God’s love is because our guarantee of eternal life came through the sacrifice of His Son. God knows what our loss feels like. But Jesus rose again, and so will our children.”

I heard a faint cry from Erik, upstairs. It stirred a basic, motherly instinct in me to respond. I looked toward the steps, hesitating.

“Just love him, Hannah. That child can’t thrive without love. None of us can.”

Erik began to cry louder. “Mama!”

I hurried upstairs and gathered him to me.

Love. I felt the dying embers of love whenever I held this baby, and I didn’t want to feel them. I didn’t want to risk fanning those embers into flames, risk loving again. But did I want to continue feeling cold and dead inside? Could I love this child and risk another devastating loss? Then I realized that the baby faced the same risk. Could he love another mother and risk losing her again?

“Shh. It’s all right, little one,” I soothed. “Everything is going to be all right.”




35: Kate

I’ve been helping everywhere I can for the past few days, but I’m going to have to stop. For one thing, the city is starting to settle down again as life goes on. The debris is being cleared away and the owners of the stores and businesses that were destroyed are already talking about rebuilding. Using bricks this time. Some of the vendors, like the grocer and the man who mends shoes, are doing business from pushcarts, like they did in the old days.

Even though what happened was a terrible tragedy, I’ve enjoyed the work I’ve been doing at the church’s hospital much more than going to endless teas and social events like I used to do. I suppose I’ll have to go back to that boring life now.

And that’s the second reason I have to stop helping out. Henry won’t allow it. That stupid photographer, Marcus Drayton, took a picture of me at the hospital helping a burn patient eat his food, and it ended up in the newspaper. Henry demanded an explanation. I told him I thought he wanted me to be involved in church activities. The hospital is in a church, isn’t it? He said that wasn’t what he meant. That I should know better. I won’t be going back.

I went to see Hannah again, and I was glad to see she’s still taking care of that little baby, Erik. He isn’t crying for his mama as much as he did at first, and I think they’re getting used to each other. At least she didn’t beg me to take him home with me like she did the last time. I think I can understand why she doesn’t want any more children. She doesn’t want her heart to be broken again. But I get the feeling that John would really like to keep the little boy. Erik is adorable, with his fair skin and hair. He has the cutest, roundest blue eyes I’ve ever seen. I would take him in a minute if Henry would let me.

I asked Dr. John if we’re going to rebuild the hospital, and he just shook his head. The building we were renting didn’t have any insurance. He didn’t think we could ask people for donations when there were so many other needs in town right now. When he told me that, I went home and went upstairs to my bedroom—my beautiful, fancy boudoir—and I lay down on my bed and cried.




36: ASHLEY

“We need to sit down and talk,” David says. “We have to get this over with.” He and I have barely spoken all week, but he’s waiting up for me on Friday night when I return from work at the steak house. It’s nearly eleven o’clock.

“We can talk right now,” I say. I dump my tips onto the dining room table, raking the fluttering five-, ten-, and twenty-dollar bills into a pile. “I need to sit down. I’m bushed. I’ve been working flat-out this week.” I kick off my shoes and collapse into a dining room chair.

“I know you have. We’ve hardly seen each other. I’m starting to get the feeling you’re avoiding me.”

“I’m not! But you’re still asleep when I leave for the coffee shop, then you’re at work when I get home, and I’m at the restaurant when you get home. I worked a private party at the steak house this week, so that was a guaranteed 20 percent tip. Between my two jobs, we’ll be able to pay off the water heater in another month or so. Then, once we catch up on our credit card bills from the move, we can start saving for a used car. Hopefully before winter so I don’t have to bicycle to these jobs in the snow.”

I’m aware that I’m talking nonstop, but I’m wide awake after dealing with customers all evening. Customers who were having a relaxing evening out with their loved ones, a nice dinner, and a glass of wine—something David and I haven’t done in ages.

“When are you going to slow down?”

I shrug. “When we’re financially stable, I guess. Isn’t that what you want?” He turns and walks away without replying. I’m sorry for making the dig. I’ll apologize if he comes back. I hear him rummaging in the kitchen cupboards, and he returns with a bottle of cabernet and two glasses.

“How about a little drink together while we talk?”

Is David testing me? Everyone knows pregnant women aren’t supposed to drink alcohol. Is this his way of seeing if I plan to keep the baby? A glass of wine wouldn’t matter if I’m having an abortion. I wait as the wine glugs into the glasses. He passes one to me, then sits down across from me.

“What are we celebrating?” I ask.

“Us. Our love. Our future together.” He smiles and raises his glass. I love his smile. I love him.

“To us!” I say, clinking my glass against his. I take a sip. The cabernet is delicious. I’m pretty sure he wants to talk about the decision we need to make, but I’m still not ready. I stall to give the wine time to help us relax. “There’s so much I haven’t had a chance to tell you, David.”

“Like what?”

“Well, I’ve been spending all my spare time at the library writing a grant proposal so I can surprise Freida when she gets home from her cancer treatments. That mansion means the world to her, so if I can drum up a little extra money for the renovations . . . Anyway, when I was there last week, one of the librarians told me there were some boxes from the Abernathy mansion in their archives. I went down to take a look, and wow! I think there might be some really good stuff in there. I found photographs of the interior of the house, and judging by the decor, I think they might be from when the Abernathys lived there. Or not long after. I need to go back to the library and go through everything properly, and catalog what’s there. I was glad to see that the storage boxes were acid-free, but I need to be wearing cotton gloves. And the storage room has fluorescent lighting, which is very bad.”

David is watching me, listening intently. He smiles. “You really love all this. I can tell.”

“It’s like a treasure hunt. Let me show you the pictures I took.” I get out my phone and let him scroll through copies of the old photographs of the mansion’s interior. “You can’t see them too good on the phone, but I’m having eight-by-ten-inch prints made so we can look at the details. But see that tiny corner of the floor in the reception hall? Right here? Those are the same tiles that you and Greg uncovered. They are original! And look—there used to be a fireplace in the entrance hall where there’s just a wall now. I can’t wait to uncover it. We’re having another work night on Monday, if you can come. Wait till I show everyone these pictures! They’re going to freak out!”

“If anyone can sweet-talk donors into giving away their money to this project, it’s you.” He raises his glass in another toast. I meet his glass with mine.

“Thanks.” If only the city council had voted differently, I could be doing this work full-time instead of dashing from one exhausting job to the next.

“This is the real you, Ashley. Working on a project like this mansion should be your life’s work. And I’m hoping you get the grant so you can quit the coffee shop, and the restaurant, and do the renovation full-time. But when the grant money does come through, I don’t see how you can turn that dilapidated mansion into a museum if you have a baby to take care of.”

His words hit me like a blow. I didn’t see them coming. I close the photo app and put my phone away. David is right. I know he is. But still . . .

“I love seeing you this excited about your work. And I love when it’s just the two of us, talking like this, sharing our passions. We’ve been married for such a short time—and we’ve been so busy most of that time. Can’t it be just you and me, Ashley? For just a little longer?”

I look away. “I haven’t had a free moment to think about it. I’ve been working so many hours, and the doctor said I would need to take a day or two off from work after the procedure, and I can’t afford to take time off because we need the money. And don’t forget, an abortion costs at least five hundred dollars.”

“The price goes up the longer we wait.”

I wince. He’s been looking into it. His mind is still made up. I wish he was as uncertain about it as I am. Would knowing more about why his father deserted his family—and possibly reconciling with him—make a difference? I need to go back to the library and continue my search. I want to uncover the truth.

“There’s one more thing I need to do, David. Then I’ll be ready to decide.”

“How long will it take?”

“Just a few more days.”

I have trouble falling asleep that night, my thoughts filled with hidden secrets. Is there a fireplace behind the wall in the mansion? Are there stencils on the walls? Are there stencils hiding beneath the popcorn ceiling in my dining room? What else is hidden in the library’s archives? Why did the lumber baron’s wife disappear? And why did David’s father?

When I finally fall asleep, I dream that someone has handed me a crying baby and I have no idea what to do with it. I look around for diapers and bottles and formula to feed it but the only things in the room with me are books. I wake up sweating.

It rains all day Saturday, so David and I spend time cleaning the house, shopping for groceries, doing laundry, and all the other things we haven’t had time to take care of. The work isn’t fun, but being with David all day is. I hate to leave when it’s time to go to the steak house that evening. Sunday turns out to be a beautiful day. David wants to try a new bicycle trail, so we load the bikes onto the car and take off for the trailhead, stopping in a quaint town for lunch before cycling back. The day is warm and sunny, and we have a wonderful ride. It’s the kind of day we used to enjoy all the time when we were dating. I understand why he wants it to be just the two of us for a little while longer.

On Monday, as soon as my shift at the coffee shop ends, I bicycle to the library. Skipping lunch, I spend most of the day putting the finishing touches on the grant proposal. Then I take a deep breath and send it off on behalf of the Abernathy Heritage Association. If Freida was here, she would offer up a prayer to go with it. Afterwards, I open a different database to pursue my search for David’s father. Historians need to be amateur detectives at times, so I have a few ideas for how to go about it.

I begin by searching state court documents in Pennsylvania to see if David’s father or mother ever petitioned for divorce. I don’t find any record of it, but their names come up on a custody petition. I read it over carefully and am stunned to learn that David’s father was the one who filed it. He was asking for full custody of David, age nine, and his sister, Greta, age seven. I remember that David’s brother had a different father. The petition claimed that David’s mother was unfit due to alcoholism and infidelity. I keep scrolling and see that the custody petition was filed, but the case never went to court. Even so, would it make a difference for David to know that his father wanted full custody of his children? I hope so.

I find another court document, issued after the custody petition—a restraining order filed by David’s mother. In it, his father was forbidden to come near his wife and children, or risk arrest. The order claimed he was violent and abusive. I can’t recall David ever mentioning abuse. Which version of the past is the truth?

I change to a different database and decide to pursue the newspaper articles I found last week. David’s father had headed a group based in the Poconos called The Wetlands Conservancy, which was trying to halt a real estate development in a wetlands area. There were several articles, and the lawsuit remained in the news for a few months. The court petition for custody and the restraining order were filed during this same time period. According to the articles, the conservancy had arranged a meeting with the Environmental Protection Agency in Washington to try to stop the development. I’m searching for the result of that meeting when my phone alarm goes off. I need to stop for the day.

I turn off my computer and lean back to stretch my aching shoulders. I hate to quit, but I want to get home in time to eat supper with David. There’s a work night at the mansion tonight, the first one without Freida. I need to pick up the copies of the photographs beforehand.

“I’ll come with you, babe,” David says over supper. “That way we’ll get to spend more time together.” I’m thrilled. Yet, at the same time, I feel like he’s subtly making the point that a baby would cut into that time.
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Michelle Morton comes to the work night to take pictures of our progress. Andy is home watching their baby again, something I can’t imagine David doing.

The volunteers share my excitement as I pass around copies of the photos I had printed. “Look! There used to be a fireplace in the reception hall!” I tell them. “And if you look closely, you can see that the floor tiles beneath the vinyl squares are original. But I’m really excited by the arch over the stairway. I think it has a Moroccan flair like the arches over the stained-glass windows.”

Several volunteers, including Greg and Linda, offer to join me when I catalog the items in the library’s archives. When it’s time to begin the evening’s work, I’m painfully aware that it used to be Freida who directed the volunteers. I clear the lump from my throat and attempt to sound cheerful. “Now, who wants to go on a treasure hunt tonight? I think we should remove part of the wall in the reception hall and see what condition the hidden fireplace is in. And I’d love to find the stairway arch. If we’re lucky, it might be in the basement with the pocket doors and all the other woodwork that was removed. Anyone want to venture down there and see what you can find? Someone needs to continue removing the floor squares. And the wallpaper in the parlor, of course. Just choose which job you’d like to do.”

Michelle raises her hand as if asking permission to speak. I nod to her. “Before we start, can we just take a minute and pray for Freida as she undergoes chemo?” Everyone bows their head as Michelle prays. I steal a glance at David. I’m not surprised to see that he looks uncomfortable. But her prayer is short, and we all get to work.

By the time we quit for the night, we’ve made good progress. We’ve uncovered enough of the missing fireplace to see that the firebox looks intact and can probably be restored. The basement explorers haven’t found the arch, but they think they’ve found pieces of two more fireplace surrounds and mantels. That means there’s another hidden fireplace to discover. The wallpaper strippers are nearly finished with two of the parlor walls, scraping down to the original plaster. Faint traces of the original stencils are still visible, so I have Michelle photograph them for reference. I wish I had time to search through museum archives of original stencil patterns, but that will have to wait. David helped uncover more of the hall tiles before work had to stop in order to stay out of the way of the fireplace excavators. He seemed to really enjoy himself and the work.

Later, David helps me carry the trash to the bin before locking up, the job that I used to do with Freida. “It was a good night,” I say as I stuff in the last trash bag. “We got a lot done.”

“I’m glad you have such a fired-up group of volunteers.”

I wrap my arms around him. “Thanks for coming tonight, David. It means a lot to me.” The stars are shining in the night sky above the trees, and for now, everything seems good between us. Later, as we approach our house, the soft light glowing behind our windows fills me with a joy I’m at a loss to describe. I’m happy. Very, very happy.

When I was a girl and things didn’t turn out the way I wanted them to, my dad would hold me in his burly arms and say, Life is hard, Ashley. I’m sorry, but that’s just the way it is. I know David and I still have a difficult decision to make, but right now, tonight, I’m happy.




37: Hannah

The rhythm of my days changed dramatically as I stepped into the role of a mother again. A month flew by after the fire, and I was amazed by how quickly the city was rebuilding. Our church had been destroyed, but we’d combined our congregation with the one that met in the stone church, and we had been worshiping there. Everyone gushed over Erik—he was a beautiful child—but I was quick to explain that we were simply fostering him for the time being, and that he might return to Sweden once we heard from his relatives there. If I said the words often enough, I would remember that they were true.

Kate and Henry hadn’t attended church in a while. In fact, I hadn’t seen Kate since a few days after the fire. I thought about John’s words that I had closed myself off from love, and I realized that I hadn’t been very loving to Kate. She considered me her best friend, and she had so many questions about God, but I had been too chained to my bitterness to answer them. I had refused to love anyone, including God. I’d had nothing to say to Him, but maybe He had something to say to me. And to Kate. Maybe if I began to teach Kate about Jesus, as I had promised to do, I could rediscover His love and His goodness along with her.

The next time I went into town with Erik, I stopped by the mansion to visit Kate. She greeted me with an exuberant hug. “You still have the baby? I’m so glad. He needed you.”

“Well, there’s still the possibility that he may have to return to his relatives in Sweden,” I was quick to say. Kate was charmed by him. She led me all around the house so we could show Erik the animals carved into the woodwork. He was a little frightened by the monkey on the coatrack, but he liked the lions on the stair posts. Kate laughed as Erik poked his tiny finger into their mouths. Her servants brought a tea tray into the small parlor, and Erik sat on my lap, happily munching cookies.

“He’s very quiet,” Kate said. “Does he ever talk?”

“He mumbles words sometimes, but I can’t tell if it’s baby talk or if he’s speaking in Swedish.”

“Any letters from his family in Sweden yet?”

My stomach made a slow turn. “No. Nothing.”

“It must be hard to wait and wonder if . . .”

“If I’ll get to keep him? Yes, it’s very hard.” Kate understood. She had such a tender heart for people. She put me to shame with my grief-hardened heart. “What have you been doing these days?” I asked, changing the subject.

“There haven’t been very many social events since the downtown was destroyed. None of the society ladies lost their homes, so they still have afternoon teas and things. Some of the women have organized charitable events. Most of them seem more worried about rebuilding the library than helping the poor people get back on their feet.”

“Kate, we once talked about studying the Bible together, and we never really got started with that. Would you like to come to my house during the week so we could start again?”

She looked down. “Yeah. Sure. We should do that.”

I was about to ask why she seemed so reluctant when there was a loud knock on the front door.

“Are you expecting someone? I should be on my way.”

“No, I’m not.” She cocked her head, listening, as one of the servants went to answer the door. We could hear the mumbled sound of men’s voices. Then the servant came into the parlor.

“Two gentlemen to see you, ma’am. Here’s their card. Shall I show them in?” She handed Kate a salmon-colored calling card, and I watched the blood drain from her face. Her hand trembled as she handed the card to me. The men were from the Pinkerton Detective Agency.

“What should I do?” she whispered.

I looked up at the waiting servant. “Send someone to the mill to fetch Mr. Abernathy. Tell him to come home immediately. Give him this.” I gave the servant the calling card. “Let the visitors remain in the reception hall. We’ll be there shortly.” She nodded and left the room.

Kate and I remained seated for a few more minutes to give the servants time to relay the message to Henry, and to give Kate a chance to compose herself. She looked deeply shaken. “Try to remain calm. You don’t have to tell them anything,” I whispered. “I’ll stay right beside you.” I waited for her breathing to slow and for the color to return to her face. At last, she stood and squared her shoulders. I settled Erik on my hip and followed Kate to the reception hall.

Two well-built men in their mid-thirties stood by the front door, dressed in dark suits. They might have been undertakers for the somber expressions on their faces. They removed their hats as we approached.

“I’m Mrs. Abernathy,” Kate said. “What can I do for you?”

They introduced themselves and showed their silver badges, but I took no notice of their names. Their presence was intimidating, as they probably intended it to be, and my heart pounded. They didn’t look sinister, but they didn’t look friendly, either. Erik began to fuss as if sensing the tension. I bounced him on my hip, hoping Henry could be found quickly. Hoping he would hurry.

“We’re investigating the murder of Mr. Clarence Williams a few years ago in Chicago,” they began. I glanced at Kate, willing her to remain strong, not to react. “Mr. Williams was last seen with a prostitute name Belle. Your mother. We found your address when we searched Belle’s room recently.”

“Was that a legally conducted search?” I asked. But the detective continued talking as if I hadn’t spoken.

“I understand you lived with your mother at that time, and that you disappeared around the same time that Mr. Williams was murdered.”

“I didn’t disappear,” Kate said. “Besides, I don’t know anything about the men who visited Belle. I had nothing to do with them. I was never a prostitute.”

I was aware that the servants might be listening nearby, and knew that any gossip they might spread could be devastating. I stepped forward, knowing I had to halt this. “Mrs. Abernathy has sent for her husband. She will not be answering any more of your questions until he arrives.”

They kept poking and prodding just the same, asking for the exact date Kate had left Chicago. Asking why she had left. Did she know a Mr. Grimsby? I silently willed Kate not to reply, and I prayed for Henry to hurry. At last, I heard hoofbeats stopping outside. Henry came storming in, jostling the detectives, who were standing close to the front door.

“Who are you?” he demanded. “What are you doing in my house?”

Erik began to whimper at the sound of Henry’s raised voice. I stepped back, struggling to calm him.

“We’re from the Pinkerton Detective Agency. We’re investigating a death in Chicago in the spring of 1871. We believe your wife was there, and that she may have information that will help us find the murderer.”

“You’re mistaken. My wife was in New York with me at the time. I will swear to that fact in any court of law.”

“We’ve been told by witnesses that she—”

“And I’m telling you she was in New York! Do you dare to contradict a man of my standing? I can name dozens of respectable people in this community who can vouch for my wife’s fine character.”

“Do they know she was raised in a brothel?”

“That’s a lie!” His shout upset Erik even further. I wanted to leave, for his sake, but I couldn’t desert Kate.

“We also have proof that she performed in a burlesque show—” One of the detectives handed Henry a flyer with a photograph. Henry snatched it from his hand.

“If you try to spread any of your malicious slander in this town, I’ll ruin you personally, along with your detective agency! You’d better believe I have the money and the power to do it, too.”

“We’re simply investigating—”

“You have no authority in this city or this state to investigate anything. You’re nothing but two-bit bullies, not officers of the law. The sheriff, who does have authority in this town, is a personal friend of mine. Shall I send for him?”

“That won’t be necessary at this point.”

Henry took a step closer. “You know, this town can be a very dangerous place. The lumbermen are tough characters. Logging accidents happen all the time.”

“Are you threatening us?”

“No. I’m promising you. Now, get out of my town and don’t ever come back!”

Kate went into Henry’s arms for comfort the moment the door slammed behind the men. “Thank you, Henry. I was so scared!” She was trembling from head to toe. But I could also see that Henry was furious. He pushed Kate away, gripping her arms, giving her a rough shake. “What are they talking about, Kate? A brothel? A murder?”

“I-I can explain—”

“No!” He glanced around as if aware that the servants might be listening, and that I was still there. He lowered his voice, his tone as menacing toward Kate as it had been toward the two men. “Are you trying to destroy my reputation?”

I cleared my throat, not waiting for Kate to answer. “I-I should go.”

“No, Hannah. Stay. I need to get back to the mill. Kate and I will talk about this tonight.” He left as abruptly as he had come. I took Kate’s arm and steered her into the small parlor. She and Erik were both upset. I needed to calm them down. I pressed the baby against my chest, rubbing his back, soothing him. He clutched my blouse in his fists.

Kate paced a few steps as if too upset to sit. “What am I going to do, Hannah? I don’t know what to do!” She went to the liquor cabinet and poured herself a drink, the decanter rattling against the glass in her trembling hand. She drank it down, then poured another. I didn’t try to stop her.

“Henry is going to kill me!”

“He’s not. He loves you, Kate.” We kept our voices low, so we couldn’t be overheard.

“He loves his reputation even more. I need to get out of here. I ran away once before, and—”

“You have a life here. Leaving now makes you appear guilty, as if you have something to hide. I’m sure when you explain everything to Henry, he’ll support you. It was clearly self-defense. That man tried to rape you. He would have killed Belle.”

“The police never would have believed Belle and me.”

“I know. Henry will understand that, too.”

“What if they bribe Grimsby into telling on us?” She set down her drink and hurried into the dining room. I quickly followed.

“Kate? Where are you going?”

“I need to pay off Grimsby so he’ll keep quiet,” she said in a whisper. “And I need to warn Belle to run!” She went to the built-in buffet, an elaborately carved piece that dominated one wall of the dining room. The base had four drawers with carvings of heads representing the seasons. Kate pulled on each of the heads to open the drawers. When all four were open, she pressed on a recessed panel in the center of the buffet and a hidden door popped open like magic. I bent to look inside. The secret compartment contained a handgun and a wad of cash. Kate carefully peeled off a few of the bills and stuffed them down the front of her dress. She picked up the gun. “Maybe I should take this.”

“Kate, don’t! Leave it there. Please.” She put it back, then closed the panel and the drawers again.

“Henry doesn’t know that I saw him opening this secret compartment and putting money inside. I need to send some of it to Belle. She needs to pay Grimsby, and then disappear.”

I shifted Erik to one side and pulled Kate close. Fear was making her entire body quiver. “Just wait and see what happens, Kate. Stay calm. Henry will take care of everything.”

“You’d better go, now,” she said, as Erik continued fussing. “I’ll be fine.”

“Don’t run away, Kate. Promise?” She gave a weak nod. “You’ll come to my house tomorrow like we talked about, won’t you? And we’ll read the Bible?”

She managed another nod, but she looked like a frightened rabbit, ready to bolt. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she left town before Henry returned home. But where could she possibly go?

Erik fell asleep in my arms on the carriage ride home. I carried him inside and laid him in bed. Then I went to our built-in buffet, which was a less-elaborately carved copy of Kate’s, to see if it also had a secret compartment. I opened all four drawers, just as Kate had, and the center panel popped open when I pressed it. The compartment was empty. I left the drawers and door open to show John when he got home.

“Ah, yes! Henry showed that to me before we moved into the house, but I had forgotten all about it. It’s very cleverly built, isn’t it? You’d never guess it was there. Should we hide all our secret treasures in there?” He looked at me, smiling. I couldn’t return his smile. “Hannah, what’s wrong?”

I told him everything. Kate’s troubles. Belle. The brothel. The dead man. The Pinkerton detectives. Henry’s threats.

“You knew about all this?”

“Kate told me some time ago and made me promise not to tell anyone. I went with her to visit Belle when we were in Chicago. That’s where we went the afternoon you attended your meeting. I couldn’t tell you, but it’s all out now. Henry knows. And I’m afraid the servants might have heard all the shouting and listened in. Kate is scared to death and wants to run. I’m afraid for her, John.”

“I’ll talk to Henry.”

“Thank you.” I was relieved not to be carrying Kate’s secrets all alone. I went into John’s arms for solace, and for the first time in a long time, I felt comforted by his strength.




38: Kate

Henry is furious. When he finally returned home after the Pinkerton men were here, the heat of his rage had cooled to icy fury. And ice is just as deadly as fire. We were in my boudoir, and the room had taken on a chill, as if it was coming from Henry. I was wrapped up in my shawl but still couldn’t get warm. I hadn’t stopped shaking since the men arrived at our door.

Henry asked if it was true that I had been raised in a brothel, and I told him the truth. He asked why I’d never told him, and I said I was afraid he would stop loving me. He didn’t offer any reassurances. And yet he’d told the Pinkerton detectives that he would swear in a court of law that I was in New York with him at the time the man was murdered. He must love me a lot if he would lie for me with his hand on the Bible.

I told him the truth about nearly being raped, and then trying to save Belle. Henry listened in stern silence, not saying a word. I told him Grimsby was the only other witness. Henry had been sitting on the edge of my bed, and when I finished, he stood. “I’ll take care of it,” he said. I have no idea what he meant by that. I told him I was worried that the servants might have overheard, and he said he would take care of that, too.

I’m worried that Henry might do something drastic. I heard him threatening those men. But I can’t confront him. I’m guilty of violence, too.

I feared he might forbid me to leave the house, like he’s done before, so I asked him what I should do. He said to keep doing the things I always do. He said, “You haven’t had a luncheon here in a while. Why don’t you plan one?”

It’s the last thing I feel like doing. I can’t pour tea with shaking hands. I can hardly walk without my knees feeling like they might buckle.

Hannah wants me to come to her house to learn about the Bible tomorrow. I’ll go because she’s my best friend. But it scares me to think what the Bible might have to say about someone like me.




39: ASHLEY

I have a free evening at home tonight, so I’ve dumped the contents of the box I received from Freida onto the dining room table. She has somehow collected and photocopied dozens of original newspaper articles, anything that mentions the Abernathys and their mansion. David comes up behind me after his evening jog and shower, and wraps his arms around my shoulders. He smells clean and soapy. “Whatcha doing, babe?”

“I’ve decided to start organizing all these articles about the mansion. I’ve glanced through them but didn’t really read them in detail. I’m putting them in chronological order and flagging any of them that mention the lumber baron’s wife who went missing.” I show him the bright yellow and orange sticky notes I’m using.

“Looks like a long-term hobby.”

“For sure! I’m trying to form a picture of her life so when we finish the first two rooms and open them to the public as a fundraiser, we can feature her and chronicle as much of her life as we know about.”

“Until she disappeared?”

“Right.”

I’m surprised when David sits down beside me and picks up one of the clippings with a photograph of Kate Abernathy. “So, tell me what you’ve learned about this mysterious woman so far.”

“She was never mentioned in the news or the society columns until she started raising funds for a charity hospital in town. Suddenly, her picture was everywhere. This pile has all the articles about how she supported the hospital. She even held a gala fundraising event in her mansion. All the bigwigs attended.”

“Did she succeed?”

“Yep. Here she is cutting the ribbon for the hospital’s opening ceremony. By the way, the doctor who once owned our house was also instrumental in getting the hospital up and running.”

“Hmm. Maybe they had a steamy affair and ran off together. Now, that would add spice to your museum display!”

I nudge him playfully. “Sorry to disappoint you. His obituary was in the envelope that was left here, along with his photograph. He lived in town with his wife until a ripe old age.”

David seems genuinely interested as he looks through the pile of articles about Kate Abernathy, laying out the pictures side by side. “She’s a beauty, all right, and she’s in every one of these. It’s almost as if the photographer was following her around like the paparazzi do nowadays, waiting to snap her picture.” I look at them again, seeing them grouped together.

“You’re right. It does seem odd, now that you mention it. In fact, here’s a picture of her in one of the articles about the great city fire. It doesn’t give her name, but it’s definitely Kate Abernathy.” She isn’t dressed in fine clothes or posing prettily this time. Instead, her hair is falling loose, and it looks like she’s feeding one of the burn patients.

“Curious. Out of all the people in town, the photographer picks her.” David starts leafing through the articles about the fire, studying them with interest. “Whoa! Looks like the whole town burned down!”

“Pretty much. I haven’t read through all the stories, but the fire was bad, wiping out the entire downtown and some two hundred homes. Fortunately, none of the sawmills caught on fire, but three people died. And Kate Abernathy’s brand-new charity hospital burned to the ground.”

“That’s a shame.”

“I haven’t gone through this last pile yet, but these articles are all about her mysterious disappearance.”

David looks up and smiles. “I can see why you find this stuff so interesting. It’s not just dull history if you know a little bit about the individual people involved.”

“That’s what I’m counting on for the museum exhibits. There’s a ton more information for me to go through and catalog in the library’s basement. After finding those photographs of the mansion, I’m very curious to see what else is in those boxes.”

“They must be thrilled to have a qualified expert like you doing it for free! Maybe that was their strategy all along when they decided not to hire you. They figured you’d be curious enough to do the work for nothing.”

“Well, if that was their plan, their gamble paid off. But I don’t know when I’ll have time to start. For now, I’d rather use my spare time to work on the actual restoration.”

We peruse the articles for another thirty minutes, talking about them, placing them in piles. It seems like a dream come true for me to be working with David on something that fascinates me. He has never shown much interest before.

At last, he leans back in his chair and stretches. “Well, as fun as this is, babe, what do you say we head up to bed a little early tonight?”

I give him a crooked smile. “Nothing interesting on TV, I presume?”

“Nothing as interesting as my beautiful wife.”

He takes my hand as we head up the stairs. I pause on the landing and say, “I know you’re waiting for my decision about . . . you know. And I promise I’ll have an answer for you very soon.”
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The next day, I head to the library the moment I finish my shift at the coffee shop to continue researching David’s father. I start with the newspaper’s database and continue reading the articles about the Wetlands Conservancy. Then one headline takes my breath away: “Wetlands Meeting Postponed After Chairman’s Tragic Death.” My heart pounds as I read the article. A commuter train derailed outside Washington, DC, as David’s father and two other members of the conservancy were on their way to meet with the EPA. Three people died in the crash. One of them was Donald Greene Gilbert, David’s father.

I sit back in my chair, stunned. He’s dead! David’s father has been dead all these years! I can’t believe that David was never told the truth about him. Instead, all this time, he has believed the lie that his father abandoned his family. Surely his mother was informed about his death. She was still his legal wife. What a horrible lie to tell your children!

I turn back to the newspaper files and search the obituaries. I learn that David’s father was a biology teacher at an area high school—and then another bombshell! The obituary says, The funeral will be held at the Oak Street Christian Church, where he served as a deacon. David’s father was a Christian? I wonder if David knew that. Gilbert is survived by his mother, Mrs. Roland Greene Gilbert, his wife, Virginia Gilbert, and his children, David and Greta Gilbert.

I’ve got to tell David this news. It radically changes his life story and everything he believes about his family. Perhaps he’ll see the pregnancy differently, too. But I can’t just spring all this on him. I need to pick the right time and place.

I download everything onto my computer so I can print out copies at home to show him. He’s going to want proof. David has never had a close relationship with his mother—I always need to remind him to call her on Mother’s Day. But I can’t imagine how he’ll feel about her when he learns that she hid the truth about his father from him all these years.

“Let’s take a walk to the top of the dune,” I say right after supper. The late summer evening is still warm, the sunset two hours away. At first, David looks like he wants to say no, so I add, “I’m ready to talk about our decision.”

It’s a vigorous climb, winding uphill with several switchbacks, but well worth the view. Lake Michigan is a beautiful shade of silvery blue beneath the lowering sun. We sit down on a fallen log after David stops to examine some mushrooms growing nearby. “Tell me what you love so much about the forest,” I say.

“I don’t know . . . everything. It’s so alive! I mean, when I sit here or hike the trails, I’m always keenly aware that I’m surrounded by life! Animals. Insects. Plants. And especially the trees. Most people don’t even stop to think that these trees are alive. They are living, breathing organisms. If they could talk, I wonder what they would say about the world around them, and all that’s happened over the years?”

“I know you’ve told me before that you used to walk in the woods with your father—”

David cuts me right off. “I don’t want to talk about him.”

“We need to.” I slip off my backpack and pull out the sheaf of articles I’ve printed. “You never told me your father was a biology teacher.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” His tone is sullen and belligerent. I draw a deep breath, worried that the news will shatter him. “I have something to show you that you may find hard to read. That’s why I’ve chosen your favorite place to share it with you.”

“What’s going on, Ashley? What are you getting at?”

“I used the library’s databases to try to find more information about your father—” David is about to interrupt, but I hold up my hand to stop him. “I wondered if the fact that he abandoned you might be influencing your opinion about having a baby, so I decided to do some research.” I hand him the first sheet. “Look. A few weeks after he left home, your father filed a court petition asking for full custody of you and Greta.” He studies it, his eyes darting as he skims it. “He wanted to be with you, David.”

“He accused my mom of being an alcoholic? And unfaithful? That’s garbage!”

“Evidently, he moved back to Gouldsboro after he left, and was teaching biology at a local high school.”

“That was one of their last arguments. He wanted to take the job in the Poconos and my mother didn’t want to leave Philadelphia.”

I hand him a second sheet. “The reason he never came back to see you was because he wasn’t allowed to. Your mother filed a restraining order. She claimed he was violent and abusive.”

He slowly shakes his head. “No. That’s not true, either. That’s not how I remember him.”

“It sounds like they were very angry with each other and made a lot of accusations. But before anything could be resolved in court . . . this happened.” I show him the article about the train derailment. “He was on his way to Washington to try to save a wetlands area from developers when he was killed. David, I’m so, so sorry.”

“He . . . he’s dead?”

“He died seven months after your parents separated.” The forest is silent all around us as I give him a moment to digest the news. I brace myself, wondering which emotion is going to win the inner battle. I’m prepared to soothe him if it’s sorrow, calm him if it’s anger. It turns out to be a combination of both.

“He’s been dead all these years, and I wasn’t told?” His shout shatters the forest’s peace. “Did my mother know?”

“She must have been notified, David. They were still legally married. She, you, and Greta are mentioned in the obituary.”

He breathes rapidly, as if he’s just run up the dune. His eyes glisten with tears. “This is so screwed up!”

“It says he was a church member. A deacon. Did you know he was a Christian?”

“I knew he claimed to be. But then he left us! How could he do that if he was supposed to be a Christian?”

“These articles I found tell a different story, and—”

“See? This is exactly why I don’t want kids or a family! They’re messed up! Families are so messed up! I don’t want a kid to ruin what we have!”

“I doubt if you and Greta had anything to do with your parents’ breakup. And don’t you see? Your father wanted custody of you. If he had lived, he would have gone to court to fight to be with you.”

He dumps all the papers onto my lap and stands up. “My mind hasn’t changed, Ashley. I don’t want a baby.” He starts down the hill. I shove everything into my backpack and struggle to stand, then hurry to keep up with him.

“David, wait!” The light is fading and it’s dark beneath the leaf cover. He waits and takes my hand in his, gripping it tightly as we walk downhill to our house. He needs time to absorb all of this, I tell myself. He’ll think differently about it in the morning.




40: Hannah

“Do you think Erik would sit on my lap?” Kate asked when she visited me the following day. “I would love to hold him.” She looked better than she had when I’d left her yesterday. The color had returned to her face and she seemed composed. I was feeding Erik his favorite tapioca pudding when she arrived, and she had settled onto one of my kitchen chairs to watch.

“He probably will go to you if you keep feeding him pudding.” I gave her the bowl and spoon, and sure enough, Erik was content to move from my lap to hers so she could spoon it into his mouth. “Don’t let him grab the spoon or he’ll fling pudding all over you.”

Kate laughed and wrapped her hand over Erik’s so they could spoon pudding into his mouth together.

“How are you, Kate? Yesterday was such a terrible day. I worried about you all night. I’m glad you didn’t run away.”

She shrugged. “I’m good. Henry thinks everything will be fine. He’s sure the men won’t come back.” She fed Erik more pudding, laughing again when Erik bounced up and down impatiently as if she wasn’t feeding him fast enough.

“Greedy little fellow! He seems happy, Hannah.”

“He’s doing a lot better.”

Kate sighed and gazed into the distance as Erik played with the spoon and empty bowl. “I’ve been trying to remember a time in my life when I was happy. There were some good times with Belle. She taught me to play checkers and to read. The books came from somewhere, I have no idea where. She always warned me to lock the door of my room when I was alone, and I was alone a lot. She said it was for my own good that I stayed locked up, but sometimes I would peek out at the men who came to see her. That man must have seen me. I must have forgotten to lock the door.” She was growing upset, and Erik had finished playing. I took him from her and went to the sink to wash his sticky face and hands.

“There must have been other happy times, weren’t there?”

She smiled faintly. “I was happy when I first met Henry. We had so much fun together in New York. He brought me here and gave me a life I never could have imagined.” Her smile faded as she added, “It seems like I’m still locked up, though, but in a different way.”

I settled Erik on the floor by my feet with a few toys to play with and sat down at the table beside Kate, covering her hand with mine. “I have a lot of regrets about the way I’ve behaved these past few years. I haven’t been a very good friend to you. I let my bitterness and grief keep me locked away from everyone. You once noticed how coldly I treated John, but I was afraid to love him. Loving brought the risk of so much pain. This little boy is teaching me how to love again, even though I know he may only be with me for a short time. You’ll be happy again, too, Kate. I’m sure of it.”

Erik toddled along behind us as I carried my Bible and a quilt outside, and we sat beneath the shady trees in our backyard. I saw Kate eyeing the Bible warily, as if afraid something might jump out at her when I opened it. “Is something wrong?” I asked her.

“Not with the Bible. With me. I know it’s full of rules and things, and I’ve broken a lot of them.”

“You’re right, there are rules. But John reminded me that it’s really a story about love. God’s love. I don’t want us to study the Bible like a dreary chore, or as rules that we must live up to. I need to learn about God’s love because I’ve been doubting it for so long. I hope you’ll learn with me.”

I spent the next hour reading and talking about Psalm 103 with her. It had once been one of my favorites. “This is what God is really like, Kate: The Lord is merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and plenteous in mercy. He will not always chide: neither will he keep his anger for ever. Look up in the sky! See how it goes on and on forever? Yet this verse says that His unfailing love is as high as the heavens are above the earth.” I’m not sure Kate was convinced by the time she needed to go home, but we had made a start.
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Three days later, I had just put Erik to bed for the night when I heard a carriage pulling up to the house. I went to the front door. A woman got out of it and hurried toward the porch with a bundle in her arms. I saw, as she got closer, that it was a baby. The woman looked vaguely familiar, but it took a moment before I realized where I had seen her before. She was the prostitute who had brought her friend Sally to the charity hospital. I opened the door wide, inviting her in, but she shook her head, remaining outside on the front porch.

“Where’s the doctor?” she asked.

“Is the child ill?”

“I need to talk to the doctor.”

John was upstairs in the little office we’d made for him in the third bedroom. He must have heard the carriage arrive, because he came downstairs to the door. “I’m right here,” he said. “Can I help you with something?”

“Do you remember me? I brought my friend Sally to you after she . . . but you couldn’t save her.”

“Yes, I remember.”

“I was with child too, just like she was. I asked you to help me get rid of it but you refused.” She parted the blanket to reveal the baby’s tiny pink face. The perfect, Cupid’s-bow lips moved slightly, as if suckling. “That rich lady, Mrs. Abernathy, said you would find a good home for her. She said I shouldn’t try to keep her with me. She deserves to grow up with a real mother and father.”

“Please, come in. Tell us your name.”

“No. It doesn’t matter what my name is.” Her voice was gruff, and I had the feeling she was fighting tears. “Look, the house where we worked was damaged in the fire. There hasn’t been much business since then, and the owner told us to get out. The other girls and I are leaving town, starting over.”

“Why not leave your old way of life?” John asked. “We can help you get a new start—”

“No, thanks. Just take her. Please.”

“How old is your daughter?”

“Two months. She was born just before the fire.” The woman looked down at her baby for a moment before quickly looking away. “Listen. I’m glad you refused to kill her, but she deserves a better life than I can give her. Take her.” She thrust the bundled child toward John, and he immediately gathered her in his arms. I wondered if he was thinking of Kate, and how she’d grown up in a brothel.

“Of course I’ll take her,” he said. “What’s her name?”

The woman shook her head. “You name her.” She didn’t give her daughter a final kiss or a hug. Maybe she had said her goodbyes before she came. Maybe it was easier this way. She hurried away from the house and drove off in the waiting carriage without looking back. I longed to tell her that I understood her grief and loss. We lived different lives, but we were both mothers who had lost our children.

The baby had stirred when her mother handed her to John, but she settled back to sleep. She looked so perfect, with pink cheeks and blonde hair that had a reddish tinge. One of her tiny hands had escaped from the blanket, and John lifted it with his finger. She curled her fingers around his. He looked up at me. He had tears in his eyes. “A new little life.”

“You saved her life, John.”

I cupped the baby’s head in my hand. It felt soft and warm. “We’re going to need a feeding bottle,” I murmured. “And milk. And more diapers.”

“Shall we keep her, Hannah?”

“Yes. I think we should.”

John’s tears overflowed and ran into his beard.




41: Kate

Hannah read the Bible to me the other day, and she showed me what it says about how much God loves me. I don’t understand why.

The more I thought about it afterwards, the more unsure I am that I know what love really is. Did Belle love me? I can’t remember her ever saying it. She never cuddled me or kissed me the way Hannah cuddles little Erik. Does it mean she loved me because she locked me away to keep me safe? She took a terrible beating when she fought to rescue me from that man. Is that love?

I remember what it felt like when I first fell in love with Henry. I was dizzy with happiness as if I had turned in circles too many times. The world suddenly seemed like an exciting new place. I wanted to be with him every single moment, and I drowned in his hugs and kisses. I still do love him. But I’m also afraid of him. When he’s happy, he’s the most wonderful man in the whole world. When he’s not, I want to run and hide. He gets so jealous, and he doesn’t want me to leave the house unless I’m going to see the other society women or Hannah. Is it love that makes him want to keep me all to himself?

I was invited to call on one of the society ladies the other day, and since it was such a nice day, and she lives only a few blocks away, I decided to walk there. All of a sudden, that pesty photographer, Marcus Drayton, came out of nowhere and stopped me on the street. He went on and on about how he hadn’t seen me in a while, and he said he wanted to take some new pictures of me. I told him no, not now, go away. I tried to keep walking but he stopped me again, standing right in my way.

He got a desperate look on his face, and then he shocked me by saying he was in love with me! He wanted to be with me all the time! He said Henry was too old for me, he was always busy, he never spent any time with me. I got a shiver down my spine, because how would Marcus Drayton know that unless he’d been watching Henry and me? And how did he even know that I would be out walking today?

I was afraid to make him angry because I didn’t know how he would react, so I said as kindly as I could that I was very sorry, but I loved my husband. Then I skirted around him and started walking again. My heart was pounding in my chest. I wondered what he would do next. I saw a few people and vehicles nearby, so I knew I could always scream. Marcus stayed right beside me, walking faster with me. He promised he would treat me better than Henry did, and he said we should run away together. He begged me to think about it. He said he could get a job with a newspaper in New York or Chicago, and we would be happy. We would go dancing together, and go to the circus, and to an amusement park. We would have fun—something he must have known was missing from my life.

Marcus is closer to my age than Henry is. He’s not bad looking. I was flattered that he thinks I’m beautiful. Yet something about him scares me.

As I neared my destination, I told him he needed to leave so people wouldn’t think we were walking together, unescorted. He tipped his hat to me, his red hair shining in the sun. I shuddered to think of what Henry might do if he saw us together, even for such a short time, and on a busy street. I’ll need to ride in our carriage when I go places from now on.

But before Marcus walked away, he leaned close and said, “I’m not giving up. I love you, Kate.” The only other person who has ever said those words to me is Henry.




42: ASHLEY

It’s been more than a week since I told David what I learned about his father, and he is still upset. I know he isn’t angry with me, but I seem to be bearing the brunt of his impatience and his silences. He explodes over little things, curses when he spills his coffee. He isn’t sleeping well, and that makes him even more irritable. I keep trying to talk to him about his father and get him to acknowledge the lies he has lived with all these years, but he just walks away.

“I think you should call your mother,” I say as he pages through the mail on the kitchen counter after work.

“I have nothing to say to her.”

“What about calling your sister, then?” He ignores me. “Do you want me to call her? Greta deserves to know the truth, too.”

“Leave it, Ashley!” He takes his Environmental Science & Engineering magazine and drops the rest of the mail on the counter. He tries to walk away from me once again, but I grab his arm.

“I can’t live this way, David, and neither can you. If you hold all your feelings inside, they’re going to kill you.”

“You’re a therapist now?”

“Look, I’m glad I uncovered the truth, even though it has upset you. But you need to face it head-on. You need to let it change your way of thinking about the past.”

“Is this why you’ve been stalling about the abortion? Because you were raking through the past? Hoping . . . what, exactly? What were you hoping to find, Ashley?”

“I certainly wasn’t expecting to find this! I thought your father might still be alive. I hoped you could reconcile with each other.”

“That wouldn’t have changed my mind. And neither does all this.” He points to the information about his father that I left on the counter with his mail. He takes a deep breath and slowly releases it. Then his voice gentles as he reaches for my hand. “We need to go back to the clinic and get this over with. Why have it hanging over us? We made a mistake. The birth control failed. This is the logical way to fix it. We should be the ones to decide when we want to start a family, not some birth control malfunction. It isn’t even a baby yet.”

I pull away and go outside to stand on the back deck, thinking of Freida’s words. The choices we make are very important. Regret can be a very heavy weight to get out from under. That will certainly be true if I have this abortion. Yet if I choose to have the baby, that decision will also have consequences. David will not be happy. I don’t know what the long-term impact would be on our marriage, and it wouldn’t be the best way to start parenting together. I can’t imagine how Freida managed as a single mother! I wish I could talk to her.

The thing is, I love David. I want to spend the rest of my life with him. But right now, we’ve reached a fork in the trail, and we each want to walk in a different direction.

I make spaghetti and meatballs for supper, along with a salad. I try a few conversation starters like “How was your day?”

I get a mumbled reply.

“I applied to substitute teach for the local school district today. They pay pretty well. Better than the coffee shop.”

Nothing.

“I was surprised that the kids are going back to school already. It’s only August. It still feels like summer.”

Still nothing. I give up, and we finish eating our spaghetti in silence.

After we load the dishwasher I ask, “Do you mind if I drive to the library? It’s open until nine o’clock tonight, and I’m eager to start cataloging the Abernathy archives in the library’s basement.”

“Go ahead. I’m going to watch the game.”

The librarians are happy to allow me to set up what I need in the basement. I’ve brought cotton gloves, acid-free folders, a mat, and my own lamp so the artifacts won’t be exposed to fluorescent lighting. The huge storage room feels a little spooky by the light of only one small lamp. If this were a movie, I would tell the heroine to watch her back. Then I smile at the thought and choose a different box from the one I opened the last time, carrying it over to the work counter. It feels a little like Christmas morning as I remove the lid.

Bingo! Right on the very top are the architect’s blueprints for the house. I want to cheer and celebrate the discovery with someone, but I’m all alone. It’s an amazing find. The plans will be invaluable in helping us re-create the original floor plan, especially in the areas of the mansion that were chopped up into apartments. I leave the plans rolled up for now to prevent any damage and carefully slide them into a large protective bag.

I keep digging. Beneath a layer of miscellaneous letters, which mostly have to do with Henry Abernathy’s sawmill, I find a leather-bound ledger book. I open it carefully and find the housekeeper’s very detailed expense accounts inside. Another incredible discovery! I want to dance a little jig. Most people wouldn’t find the ledger very interesting, but when I have time to go through it someday, it will provide a great deal of information about the daily running of the mansion—things like how many servants worked there, how much was spent on groceries and household repairs, and maybe even on special occasions such as the gala fundraising event Kate Abernathy held for the charity hospital. It’s a historian’s treasure book!

If anyone would share my excitement over these finds it would be Freida. I’ve been thinking of her so often. I stop what I’m doing, remove my gloves, and get out my phone to call Michelle Morton. I ask if she knows how Freida is doing.

“They say she’s doing okay,” Michelle says, “but she’s still on the prayer list at church. We won’t know if the treatments are working until she’s finished with them.”

“Do you have an address? I would love to send her a card.” She gives me an address in Ann Arbor, Michigan. I write it down and return to my treasure hunt.

Near the bottom of the box, I come across a large envelope. I open it and carefully dump out the contents. Inside are photographs of Kate that appear to have been taken without her knowledge. She isn’t posing for the camera but is seen from the side or three-quarters hidden, doing things like getting into her carriage or coming out of someone’s house, and there are several photos where she’s helping in some sort of hospital or soup kitchen. Maybe I’ve been watching too many police shows, but the pictures look as though someone was spying on Kate. Her husband, maybe?

Along with the pictures is a wrinkled flyer advertising a burlesque show in a New York theater. I study the racy dancers in the picture closely. If I’m not mistaken, one of them is Kate Abernathy.

Interesting!

Also in the envelope is a salmon-pink calling card. It has the distinctive logo for Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency, written in an eye-shaped circle around an open eye. On the bottom are the words “We Never Sleep.” I’m familiar with the legendary agency, which was active after the Civil War. Supposedly, they coined the term “private eye” when referring to a detective, a play on the words “private I” for investigators. It makes sense that Henry Abernathy might hire them to find his wife after she disappeared.

It takes a long time to go through the box because I’m keeping a log detailing each artifact I find. I haven’t finished with the contents when my phone alarm sounds, telling me it’s almost nine o’clock. Closing time. I put everything away and head upstairs. Nothing in the box has helped solve the mystery of Kate Abernathy’s disappearance, but I suppose if it wasn’t solved a hundred and fifty years ago, it’s unlikely that I’ll be able to solve it now.

I return home to David’s chilly silence. The drone of the announcer and the roar of the fans in the background tell me that the game isn’t over yet. It’s only a little after nine, but I go upstairs to bed. I haven’t been sleeping well, and I have to admit—if only to myself—that I feel very anxious at the thought of having a baby. I don’t have an instinctive longing to be a mother, nor do I know anything about taking care of a baby. I agree with David that I hoped it would be just the two of us for a while until we adjusted to married life. I remember David telling me before we were married that he didn’t know anything about being a husband. His parents fought a lot before his dad left. And David’s mother divorced her second husband after only three years. Could I raise a baby on my own, like Freida did? I can’t stop thinking about her.

I open the navigation app on my phone and look up the address in Ann Arbor that Michelle gave me. It’s about a hundred and fifty miles away. I think it would cheer Freida up to hear about our progress—finding the photographs and another hidden fireplace, the library archives, and now the architect’s plans and housekeeper’s ledger. Most of all, I think she would love to see the copies I made of the original photographs.

I put on my pajamas and climb into bed to read. It takes only a few minutes to realize I can’t concentrate on the book. Downstairs, David gives a cheer, which means his team must have scored. The more I think about it, the more I want to go to Ann Arbor to see Freida. I probably should call first, but I would love to surprise her. By the time the game ends and David comes upstairs, I’ve made up my mind to go. Even if Freida isn’t there, I can drop off copies of the photographs for her.

“I have tomorrow morning off from the coffee shop,” I tell David as he climbs into bed. “Is it okay if I take you to work and pick you up afterwards? I need the car.”

“Sure.”

I’m relieved that he doesn’t ask where I’m going, but it seems like a bad sign that he isn’t interested.
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The woman who answers the door of the charming Cape Cod house in Ann Arbor bears a striking resemblance to Freida, especially her beautiful smile. “You must be Freida’s daughter, Angela,” I say. “I’m Ashley Gilbert, one of her friends. We’ve been working on restoring the Abernathy mansion together.”

“Wonderful to meet you, Ashley. That mansion is Mom’s pet project. Come in! Come in! I’m sure she would love to see you.” Angela moves aside to welcome me, but I hesitate.

“How is your mother doing? I don’t want to intrude if she’s resting. I just brought some information about the mansion that I thought might cheer her up.”

“The chemo has been rough on her. Mom gets very sick. But if you know my mom, you know she doesn’t let anything get her down. She keeps everyone in the clinic entertained. Nothing can dampen Mom’s spirits for long.”

I follow Angela through the house to a sunny enclosed porch in the rear with a gorgeous view of the garden. Freida, who is relaxing on a recliner with her feet up, greets me like a long-lost friend. “Ashley! Oh, my dear girl! How wonderful to see you! You’re a long way from home.”

“I know. But I couldn’t wait to show you these old photographs. Here’s what your mansion looked like when the lumber baron’s wife lived there.” I hand her the folder and watch her face when she sees them. Her reaction is everything I knew it would be. Sheer delight and awe.

“Oh, my gracious! Praise God! Now we can make the mansion look just like these photographs again. Where did you find these?”

“In the public library’s basement. Turns out they have several boxes of items from the mansion. I haven’t had time to go through all of them, but I’ve found the housekeeper’s ledger and the architect’s blueprints. The blueprints will help us unscramble the upstairs and put it back together the right way.”

Freida is every bit as excited as I knew she would be. We chat for a few more minutes about the mansion, and I point out the hidden fireplace we discovered after seeing the pictures. I don’t want to tire her. She looks thinner than I remember, and very pale. The chemo has seemed to age her five years, but she is still the same joyful, upbeat woman I knew. I am also aware that I only have an hour or so to visit if I’m going to make it back in time to pick David up from work.

“The pictures are yours to keep,” I say, standing up. “I can’t stay long. But I wanted to give them to you and find out how you’re doing.”

“I’m in the Lord’s hands. As the apostle Paul said, Living means living for Christ, and dying is even better.”

“You told me those words before, and I find them remarkable.” I sit down again, closer to her chair this time. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“You don’t seem to be afraid of dying.”

“I’m not. We’re promised everlasting life in Christ, and dying is merely the next step. Jesus said, Anyone who believes in me will live, even after dying.”

“But . . . isn’t it like walking into the unknown?”

“It’s not totally unknown. I know God, and I know He loves me, so whatever He has planned for me must be wonderful.”

I slowly shake my head. “I can’t imagine that level of trust.”

“Listen, my darling girl, when we were a baby in our mother’s womb, that was the only world we knew. It was dark and warm. We could hear our mother’s heartbeat. We were comfortable and content there. Then all of a sudden, it must have been very frightening to be born, to be squeezed with such force into a new world. But we soon discovered that it was a place of light and color and sound. We heard our mother’s voice, felt her arms around us. We could move and stretch our arms and legs. Best of all, we knew love. No baby would ever want to return to that tight, dark, lonely world again, would they?”

I shake my head.

“Well, that’s just a small picture of what it will be like to step out of this dark world and into the world to come. People who have nearly died and then were brought back say that they didn’t want to return here. They felt bathed in unimaginable love. No, dear, I’m not afraid of dying, any more than I was afraid to be born.”

I cover my mouth to hold back my emotion as my eyes fill with tears. Freida notices immediately. “What is it, Ashley?”

“I’m pregnant. It was an accident. It wasn’t supposed to happen so soon after we got married. David wants me to have an abortion. He isn’t ready to be a father.”

“And what do you want to do?”

I sigh and wipe my eyes. “He’s right, it would be very impractical to have a baby right now. I don’t have a real job, we need time to get on our feet in a new town, we can’t even afford a second car. We’ve only been married for three years, and a child will add to the strain we’re already feeling. We would be in a more stable place to start our family if we wait.”

“And yet you seem hesitant, in spite of all those good reasons.”

My eyes fill with tears again. “I’ve seen the sonogram pictures of unborn babies that the antiabortion people post.”

“They show that what’s growing inside you is a baby.”

All I can do is nod.

“Oh, honey. I’m sure you know what advice I would give you. You didn’t need to drive all this way to hear it.”

“Yeah,” I agree, sniffling.

“The choice I made to keep my baby changed my life, in good ways and in hard ways. I lost the man I loved. But I had Angela. It was a difficult path to take, but I was never alone. I had Jesus. Do you know Him?”

“My family and I attended various churches, off and on, when I was growing up. But my dad was in the Army, and we were always moving around. I just never . . .” My voice trails off.

“And what about David?”

“He’s been against religion all these years because his father claimed to be a Christian and then abandoned his family. But I recently discovered that his father didn’t abandon his family after all. He was killed in a tragic accident, and his mother never told him. I thought the truth would change David’s mind about the abortion, but it didn’t.”

Freida reaches for my hand, and I notice she’s wearing two plastic hospital bracelets instead of her usual bangles. I miss the familiar tinkling sound.

“I’m sorry for dumping all this on you, Freida. You have enough to deal with.”

“I have nothing but time these days, since I can’t do much of anything else.”

Tears fill my eyes again. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Well, this is what I advise you to do.” She takes both of my hands and closes her eyes. I realize, after a moment, that she’s about to pray. “Lord, please show Ashley what to do.” She squeezes my hands before releasing them and opens her eyes. “There. My advice is that you pray. Nothing fancy, just talk to God as if you were talking to me. Ask Him to show you what to do. I will be praying, too.”




43: Hannah

John had been so busy rushing around, treating patients and searching for what we needed for the baby, that we’d hardly had a chance to sit down and talk since she arrived. While I stayed home with the two children, he had to find feeding bottles, clothes, and fabric to make more diapers, as well as a farmer who raises goats, since John believed goat’s milk would be better for such a young baby.

“We should decide on a name for her,” I said as we finally sat together in our parlor by the fire. Erik was asleep for the night, but the baby was fussing a little as I gently rocked her, trying to tease out a burp. John and I had been trying to think of a name ever since she’d arrived, three nights ago. As the baby continued fussing, John reached for her and settled her in his strong arms. She looked so tiny there. He looked down at her, studying her little face as they gazed at each other.

“How about Grace?” he said. “It means ‘God’s blessing.’ She is God’s blessing to us.”

My eyes filled. It had been so long since I was able to acknowledge God’s goodness, and here was a little blessing, right in front of me. No, two blessings, including my kind, patient husband. “Grace is a perfect name,” I said.

I knew she and Erik deserved all my love, with no holding back out of fear of losing them. I confess that I thought of that risk every day, well aware of how fragile their lives were. But if I had known what would happen to Johnny, Nicholas, and Lizzie, would I have held back my love out of fear? Would I have wished they hadn’t been born, rather than suffer the pain of losing them?

Of course not. My joy during the few short years they’d lived outweighed the sorrow and grief of losing them. I tried to hang on to John’s words about eternity and God’s promise that someday there would be no more death or tears. I would hold my three children in my arms again.

My days, caring for an infant and a two-year-old, were busy ones, but I wouldn’t have changed a thing. The age difference between Erik and Gracie was about the same as the one between Johnny and Nicholas, and I recalled what it was like having two babies in diapers at the same time. For more than two years, the sound of a child’s laughter had intensified my grief. Now I was learning to let that sound bring me joy.
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I was sitting on the front porch with the children one afternoon, letting Erik play in the sunshine and Grace sleep in the fresh air, when John arrived home earlier than usual. I tried not to let my imagination run away with me as I waited for him to jump down and tie the horse to the hitching post. His expression was serious as he sat down on the porch step beside me.

“I thought you should hear the news right away, Hannah. When I picked up our mail today, the postmaster gave me a letter from Sweden, addressed to Erik’s mother, Marta.”

“So, we have a return address for his family now?”

“We do.”

I felt a punch to my stomach. No matter how much I had tried to prepare for this, I realized it would still be hard to lose Erik. He had toddled over to lean against me, clutching my arm, as John and I talked. “What does the letter say?”

John gave a short laugh. “Well, it was written in Swedish. I don’t know why it never occurred to me that it would be. I took it over to show Henry at the mill. He’d mentioned having a couple of mill workers from Sweden. His clerk looked up their names for me, and Henry and I found a young Swedish man named Karl in the lumberyard. We showed him the letter. He said it was from Marta’s mother and mostly contained family news, things that had happened back home. Nothing important, but she did say she’d wondered why she hadn’t received any letters from Marta recently.”

“So, now we will be able to write back to her. And will Karl translate it into Swedish for us?”

“He has already agreed to do it. He knew Erik’s parents, although not very well.”

I was glad when John wasted no time, sitting down right away to compose the letter. He used lined stationery and left a blank space between each of his lines so the interpreter could add the Swedish translation. He showed it to me when he’d finished. John had offered sympathy as he’d relayed the tragic events that led to Marta’s death. He’d told how Erik had survived the fire and had been brought home to live with us. Then he wrote:

Erik has become very attached to my wife, and she has become a mother to him. He’s a sweet, loving boy, and he now has a new baby sister named Grace, whom we have adopted. It’s understandable if you want Erik to return to you and your family in Sweden. But if you decide to let him remain here, we promise to raise him in our loving home. We’ll tell him about his mother, and how she died trying to save him. If you would like, we will continue to exchange letters with you as Erik grows older so he knows about his family in Sweden. Whatever you decide, we will honor your wishes.

We both signed the letter, and John brought it to Karl to be translated. Then we mailed it to Sweden. All I could do now was wait, and cherish every moment with Erik, knowing he might be on loan to us for only a little while longer.
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In all the excitement and changes after Gracie’s arrival, I hadn’t had time to think about Kate. We had agreed on a regular time to study the Bible together, but she hadn’t come to visit me for two weeks. I had so many regrets about my relationship with her. She wasn’t a Christian and I professed to be one, yet my life hadn’t demonstrated how a follower of Christ should live. The loss of our children was an unexplainable tragedy, no doubt. Yet the greatest testimony I could have given to His goodness and love was to continue trusting in Him in spite of my pain. I hadn’t done that. Instead, by pushing God away, I had kept Kate from drawing close to Him, too. As I was pondering these thoughts one morning, and thinking about what I might do differently, Kate arrived at our home just as the children and I finished lunch. She usually greeted me with an exuberant hug, but today she didn’t. Her spirits seemed very low. “Kate, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she said. “I’m sorry I skipped coming the last few weeks. I haven’t felt much like leaving the house.”

“Well, that doesn’t matter. Come in. A lot has happened since I’ve seen you.” She came inside, and I thought I smelled alcohol on her breath as she walked past me. Then Kate halted in surprise when she saw Gracie asleep in the Moses basket that one of John’s patients had loaned us. “Who is this little one?”

“Her name is Grace. Her mother said you sent her to us. We’re so very grateful to you, Kate. John and I have decided to adopt her.”

“Good! I’m glad her mother saved her. You and John can give her a wonderful home.”

Erik toddled over, leaning close to me as Kate and I looked down at the sleeping baby. “Baby,” he said, pointing to her.

I kissed his fair hair. “Yes, sweetheart. That’s right.” I glanced at Kate. “Erik is fascinated by the baby. He seems to adore her.”

“So, now you have two children. You’re a mother again.”

“I am. I never thought I would be.”

Kate had been bending over the basket, but she suddenly sank down on the settee. Then she covered her face and began to weep. I moved to sit beside her. “Kate, please tell me what’s wrong.”

She took a moment to compose herself, pulling a handkerchief from her pocket to wipe her tears. “Ever since those detectives came,” she said in a shaky voice, “I’ve been worried about Belle. They aren’t going to stop asking questions until they find somebody to blame for that man’s death. I don’t want them to arrest Belle for something I did. It isn’t right. My mother saved me from that man.”

“Listen, maybe we can convince the authorities that it was self-defense, and you—”

“Never! Belle is a prostitute, and I’m her illegitimate daughter.”

“Maybe Henry can hire lawyers and help you fight for your innocence in court.”

“He would never do that. His reputation is too important to him. He would be horrified if the world found out that the great Henry Abernathy married someone like me.”

“But he knew you were a dancer when he married you.”

“That was the old Henry, the one who didn’t care what other people thought. He’s changed, Hannah. He wants to be respectable now.”

My heart went out to her. She was no longer the brash young girl I’d first met back in Brooklyn. Henry had seemed to enjoy shocking people back then. Kate was right, he had changed. And so had she. I regretted playing a role in changing her. But despite the very different life she now lived, she still carried a heavy burden of guilt.

“What can I do, Kate? How can I help?”

She drew a deep breath and exhaled. I had been right about the scent of alcohol on her breath. “I need your advice, Hannah. I don’t know what to do about these.” She took an envelope from her bag and showed me a series of pictures of herself. She wasn’t posing in any of them. It looked as though they were taken without her knowledge.

“Where did these come from?”

“Remember that annoying red-haired photographer, Marcus Drayton? He took them. He keeps popping up out of nowhere, every time I go someplace. That’s why I don’t want to leave the house. He claims he loves me, and he wants me to run away with him.”

“Kate, you wouldn’t.”

“No. He makes me uneasy. He’s so intense. In a way, I want to show these pictures to Henry, so he’ll tell Marcus to stop bothering me. But Henry gets so jealous. I’m afraid of what he might do. I guess I don’t know who I’m more afraid of, Henry or Marcus.”

“Oh, Kate. Is there anything John or I can do?”

“I don’t know.”

Grace stirred and stretched in her basket, making a little baby squeak before falling back to sleep. Kate looked at her and began to cry again. I wrapped my arms around her.

“I wish I knew how my mother was,” she said, sobbing. “I wish I could go to Chicago and see her again. It was my fault that man died. I’m the one who should be punished.” She pointed to my Bible on the side table and said, “God knows it, too. It says in there, Thou shalt not kill, but I did!”

“Kate, listen to me. It’s true that God knows all about us. But it’s also true that if we are truly sorry for what we’ve done, if we trust that Christ took our punishment for us when He died, then God will forgive us. It will be as if we’d never done what we did.”

“Why would God do that?”

“Because we’re His children. He loves us.”

“It seems too easy. I haven’t been good enough.”

“You don’t need to be good enough.”

She nodded and wiped her eyes again, but I wasn’t sure I had convinced her. “What should I do about the Pinkertons and Belle? And these pictures? And Henry, and Marcus Drayton?”

“I don’t know, but God does.” I took her hands, closed my eyes, and prayed, “God, please show Kate what to do.”




44: Kate

Hannah and I have traded places. She was so sad when she moved here because her three children had died. Now she’s a mother again with two little babies. Her new daughter, Gracie, is the child of a prostitute, just like me. Her mother gave her up so she could have a happy life with a mother and father. She won’t have to grow up the way I did. Hannah is so happy now.

And exactly the opposite has happened to me. I was so happy when I moved here, with a brand-new fairy-tale life. Now, I’m the one who is sad. I feel like someone I loved has died but I don’t know who it is.

Maybe the person who has died is me.




45: ASHLEY

I’ve been trying to take Freida’s advice and pray—if that’s what my few simple words are: God, show me what to do. I should have asked Freida how God goes about answering a prayer like that. Should I expect a voice from heaven? A mystical dream? Maybe a stranger knocking on my door to tell me what I need to know? Those things might happen in a cheesy movie, but this is real life.

The following week, I get called in as a substitute for a middle school science teacher. I almost turn down the job since science isn’t my field, but I want to pay off the water heater and some credit-card bills. Most of the work that the teacher assigns for the day doesn’t require much of me. One class has projects to finish, and in two other classes, I monitor a test. The day goes better than I thought it would until the last class period, Earth Science. The eighth graders become rowdy, as if believing that a substitute teacher is fair game for any type of nonsense. The students are supposed to be studying in small groups for a test on the environment, but there’s more monkeying around and giggling than studying. I’m surprised to see a few spitballs whizzing through the air. I didn’t know kids still threw those. I thought they would have invented something more high-tech by now.

The noise level grows from medium to loud, as if someone is gradually turning up the volume. For the sake of the nearby classrooms—and if I ever want to work here again—I need to come up with a way to grab their attention and restore order. I put my fingers in my teeth and give my very best football-stadium whistle. The room quiets.

“As quickly and quietly as you can,” I tell them, “move your desks back into rows, please.” The noise builds again, accompanied by the sound of metal desks screeching across the floor. The talking and laughter increases. I have another thirty minutes until the end of the period, and I’m desperate for an idea. Since I have my laptop handy, I quickly open to the file of pictures I used for the grant proposal and figure out how to mirror them onto the classroom’s TV. A tray on the teacher’s desk contains acorns, leaves, pine cones, and such, and I swipe one of the acorns. I whistle again. The room settles into a dull murmur.

“Raise your hand if protecting the environment is important to you.” About half of the students raise their hands. “So, the rest of you don’t care if the earth turns into a wasteland like this?” A photograph of the desolation left behind after logging appears on the screen. “Anyone want to guess how this happened?”

They give several answers—flood, tornado, drought, forest fire. “You’re all wrong,” I say. I scroll through a series of pictures to show them a logging camp in a forest of monumental pine trees. There are horse-drawn sleds piled high with logs, some of which are more than four feet in diameter. I show them huge rafts of logs being maneuvered downriver and piles of cut lumber outside a sawmill. I return to the first picture of the wasteland. “Lumber barons did this, men who wanted to get rich quick and didn’t care how much destruction they left behind.” I flash to a picture of the Abernathy mansion. “Anyone recognize this house?”

“Yeah, it’s right here in town.”

“They say it’s haunted.”

Someone makes spooky, ghostly sounds. Everyone laughs.

“This mansion was built by one of the lumber barons who helped destroy Michigan’s vast white pine forests. My husband is a state conservationist, and he’s working to restore and preserve our beautiful forests, lakes, and streams.” Most of the students seem interested as I tell them about the loss of the grayling fish and the passenger pigeons. “The birds once numbered in the hundreds of millions, and witnesses said they used to darken the sky for hours as flocks of them migrated. Now the passenger pigeons are extinct. If you don’t care about the environment, then you don’t care about life, and all living things.” They’ve grown quiet and seem to be listening. “I have a living thing in my hand. Anyone care to guess what it is?”

Most guess an insect. One alert girl says a seed. “You’re close.” I open my hand to show them the acorn.

“That’s not alive,” a smart-aleck boy says. The word sneer would accurately describe his expression.

“Well, are trees alive?” I ask. There are more giggles and jokes until I ask all those who believe trees are alive to raise their hands. Everyone does.

“But that’s an acorn, not a tree,” Smart Aleck says.

“It would be a tree if we planted it and nurtured it,” Alert Girl says.

“Exactly. And who can tell me some of the ways trees help the environment?” Hands wave. I ask Smart Aleck to come up to the board and write them down, knowing better than to turn my back on the class to write them myself.

The students come up with several answers: Trees make oxygen, absorb carbon dioxide, filter and store water, clean pollutants from the air, stop erosion, serve as a habitat for birds and animals. Alert Girl says, “Trees make shade, and that helps reduce energy costs.” I like her!

The bell rings to end the class. And just like that, I suddenly know how to tell David about my decision to keep our baby. As quickly as I possibly can, I take care of homeroom duties, pack up my things, and leave the school, bicycling straight to the library. It takes me nearly an hour of paging through articles until I find what I’m looking for. I save the information on my laptop and hurry home. It’s getting dark a little earlier every day, so I won’t be able to bicycle in the evening much longer.

By the time I rush through our back door, I have only an hour to change my clothes and get to my job at the steak house. “Long day at school?” David asks when I come in.

“I have something alive in my hand,” I say, holding out my closed fist. “Care to guess what it is?”

“What is this, a game?”

“Just guess.”

“Well, I know how you feel about insects and other creepy-crawlies, so it can’t be one of those.”

I open my hand and show him the acorn. “It’s a tree.”

“That’s not a tree.”

“It would be if we planted it and nurtured it. Trees are living things, aren’t they? I know you believe we should steward the forestlands wisely and not unleash this kind of destruction.” I open my laptop to the picture of devastation that I showed the students. “You once told me that if we didn’t care about the environment, then we didn’t care about life. You said all living things were interconnected, and that if we destroyed enough trees, we would eventually destroy life.”

I tap a few more computer keys until I come to the article I just found in the library. “I need to run upstairs and change for work, David, but you need to read this. It’s about a beautifully restored wetlands area that’s brimming with life. It’s the area that your father’s Wetlands Conservancy fought to save from land developers—the modern equivalent of those greedy lumber barons. They won, David! Your father’s conservation group won! This is what the land they saved looks like today.”

I leave him with my laptop and hurry upstairs to change into my black slacks and T-shirt with the steak house logo. I realize that I still have the acorn in my hand. I hold out my hand to show it to David again as I’m about to leave. “If we nurture this acorn, it will become a mature, life-giving tree. If we nurture the tiny seed inside me, it will become a child. I care about preserving life, and I know you do, too.” I put the acorn in his palm and close his fingers around it. Then I turn away. “I’m taking the car to work tonight. Do you mind?” He shakes his head. I hurry off.

It’s Friday, so it’s a very busy night at the steak house. I earn a lot of tips. I need to concentrate on my work, so I don’t have time to think about acorns or babies or anything else. I come home to a dark house and a note on the kitchen counter from David, weighted down with the acorn.

“I’m camping up on the dune tonight. See you in the morning.”

The house feels very cold and lonely. It’s not the sort of cold that turning up the furnace will fix. I lift my music box from the mantel and wind it up, but the tinkling strains of “Edelweiss” make me feel sad. I love this house, but I realize that it will only be a home if David is living here with me. One of my dad’s shortest deployments lasted only six months. I had barely learned my way around the town and my new school when we had to pack again. There were several boxes that we’d never even gotten around to unpacking. I don’t want it to be that way with this house, but I don’t know what else I can say or do to change David’s mind. I don’t want my marriage to end. But I’ve decided that I don’t want to end the new little life inside me. I close my eyes, remembering Freida’s prayer. I whisper it in the empty house. “Lord, please show me what to do.”

[image: ]

David comes home early in the morning, just after dawn. I’m in the kitchen in my pajamas and robe, making coffee, when he tramps through the door and drops his backpack and sleeping bag. I haven’t slept much, and it looks as though he hasn’t either. His eyes have dark circles beneath them. “You look cold,” I say. I brush a leaf from his hair. “How was it, camping out on the dune?”

“Colder than I thought it would be.”

“Coffee?”

“Please.”

I stick a pod in the machine and it whirrs and squeals until his coffee cup is full. “Let’s take it into the living room and I’ll turn up the heat. Or we could build a fire in the fireplace.”

“Wait. I have something for you, first.” He goes out the back door and returns with a tiny tree in his hand, maybe ten inches tall. His red bandana is wrapped around the clump of dirt with the root ball. Sand leaks out, spilling onto the kitchen floor.

Tears fill my eyes. “Is that an oak tree?”

“It will be, someday. I thought we could plant it and nurture it together. Along with our child.”

I go into his arms and we hold each other tightly. More sand drifts to the floor but I don’t care.

“I’m scared,” David whispers.

“So am I.” We pull back to look at each other.

David shakes his head. “I don’t know how to be part of a family.”

“Neither do I. But the family that you and I and our baby create doesn’t have to be like the families we remember. We can make different choices. Together.”

He smiles and pulls me close again. “Everything will work out,” I tell him. “You’ll see.”




46: Hannah

The crack and boom of thunder and lightning jolted me awake. I sat up in bed, my heart pounding as if it might jump from my chest. I flinched as another explosion of thunder crashed overhead and seemed to shake the house off its foundations.

“John!” I grabbed his arm.

“I’m awake.”

The room was lit by continuous flashes of light. In between the booms and rumbles, the wind roared and howled through the forest and rushed around the house as if searching for a door it could blow open. The storm had awakened Erik, too, and he cried out in fear. I leaped from the bed and stumbled into his room to comfort him. My way there was lit by one lightning flash after another. John followed with my robe and helped me into it.

“This is quite a storm!” he said as the wind rattled the glass in the windowpanes. “I’m worried about a tree falling on the house, or the roof blowing off in this wind. I think we should all go downstairs.” I lifted Erik into my arms, wrapping him in his blanket. John carried the basket with the sleeping baby, and the four of us went down to huddle in the living room for the rest of the night. I was able to rock Erik back to sleep once the worst of the thunderstorms moved inland, but the violent wind and driving rain continued throughout the night and into the morning.

“I’ve never experienced such a storm,” I told John when the night finally ended. We’d been awake for hours, unable to sleep through the howling gale.

“Nor have I. But our home and all of us are still in one piece, so that’s something.” Erik had fallen asleep on the settee, but the baby was awake and wanted her bottle. I heard the wind whistling down the chimney as John kindled a fire to warm her milk. I fixed coffee and porridge for our breakfast.

Outside, huge ponds of water had flooded the forest. Fallen tree branches littered the ground around the house, including a large fallen branch from a maple tree that blocked our road. “We won’t be able to use the carriage until it can be sawn into pieces and removed,” John said. “I’ll take care of it when the rain lets up.”

The wind and rain continued all morning, hammering so hard on our roof that we didn’t hear Henry Abernathy’s approach on horseback late that afternoon until he pounded on our back door. John opened it wide. “Henry! Come in out of the rain.” He was soaking wet. His horse seemed winded as it stood tethered to our hitching post. “Can I get you some coffee?”

Henry shook his head. “Do you know where Kate is? I can’t find her. She has just . . . disappeared!”

I saw the panic in his eyes and my stomach did a slow turn. “She isn’t here. I haven’t seen her since she visited me two days ago.” Henry groaned and sank onto a kitchen chair, bending over, covering his face.

“Henry, what’s happened?” John asked.

He took a few moments to compose himself, wiping rain or maybe tears from his eyes.

“She held a luncheon in our home yesterday for nine other women. She said farewell to her guests, went upstairs—and that was the last the servants saw of her. She didn’t answer their knock on the door at dinnertime. They thought she must be napping after the busy afternoon, and they decided not to wake her. I came home very late, and since we have separate rooms, I went to bed without looking in on her.” He paused, releasing a shuddering sigh. The wind lashed rain against the window. Thunder rumbled in the distance.

“The storm woke me up last night. I knew our mansion was solid, but I worried about damage to the mill from wind or flooding. I took the horse and buggy down there on my own and stayed the rest of the night. When I went into Kate’s room this morning, she wasn’t there. None of the servants have seen her since yesterday.”

“Did she pack a bag?” John asked.

“I-I don’t know.” Henry looked up at me, pleading. “If you have any idea where she might have gone, Hannah, please tell me.”

I remembered how low her spirits had been, and my stomach tightened like a fist. “When she came to see me the other day, I thought she had been drinking. She seemed depressed. She didn’t say anything to me about going away—and I believe she would have told me her plans. But she has been worried about Belle ever since those detectives came. She said she wished she could see her again.”

Henry looked mildly relieved as he rose to his feet. “Maybe that’s it. One of my schooners left for Chicago yesterday with a load of lumber. They take on passengers, too. I’ll check at the dock to see if anyone saw her board.”

I wondered if I should tell Henry about Marcus Drayton, but decided to wait. Surely Kate would turn up.

“I’ll come with you and help you search,” John said. “You must be very worried.”

“Thanks, but I’d rather go by myself.”

“Please let us know when you find her,” I said. Henry nodded and rode off, dodging around the fallen limb.

I spent a long afternoon waiting and worrying. The rain finally stopped by late afternoon, and John waded around the yard, gathering up branches. Erik splashed in the puddles beside him, enjoying himself. Then John tackled the fallen tree branch, sawing off limbs with a handsaw until it was small enough to shift. He tied a rope to it and pulled it out of the way with the help of our horse. John and Erik were both soaked when they came inside, so I filled a tub with warm water to bathe Erik.

“I’m worried about Kate,” I said as the daylight began to fade. “Will you please ride into town and see if they’ve found her? If not, there’s something else that I probably should have told Henry.” John looked at me, waiting. “There’s a photographer for the local newspaper named Drayton who has been following Kate around, taking pictures. He asked her to run away with him. I doubt if she would do it because she said he made her uneasy, but she was afraid to tell Henry because he gets so jealous.”

“That’s worrisome,” John said. “Let’s hope she wasn’t out in that storm last night. Anything could have happened. I’ll check with Henry to see if there’s any news, then go to the newspaper office to talk to this Drayton fellow.”

More than three hours passed. I told myself that John must have gotten waylaid with a patient. Surely Kate had been found by now. Night had fallen by the time he returned, and my fear turned to dread when I saw his grim expression.

“Did Henry find her?”

He shook his head, tugging his ear. “There’s a lot of damage in town from the storm. Downed trees and branches are blocking a lot of the roads. Several smokestacks blew over and the steeple of the Lake Street church was toppled.”

“Was anyone hurt?”

“Nothing serious. But there’s more bad news, I’m afraid. Henry got a telegram saying his lumber schooner, the Athena, never arrived in Chicago. They think it might have gone down in yesterday’s storm.”

“Oh, no! Was Kate on board?”

“They don’t know. They think it was carrying about thirty passengers but they don’t keep lists. Henry questioned everyone at the dock but no one remembers seeing Kate.”

I felt only mildly relieved. “So, where else might she be?”

“I went on my own to check with the newspaper, and they said they fired Drayton a few weeks ago because he became unreliable. One of his colleagues told me Drayton had talked about moving to Chicago.”

“Do you think he took Kate? I’m not sure she would go with him willingly.”

“I don’t know. But I felt I had to tell Henry about him. He found a packet in Kate’s room with photographs that this fellow might have taken.”

“Kate showed them to me the other day. Drayton gave them to her.”

“Henry doesn’t want a scandal. He’s understandably distraught about Kate, but he believes she was on the ship, with or without this photographer. It’s better for Kate’s reputation if everyone thinks her life ended in tragedy, rather than running off with Drayton.”

“Is Henry going to keep searching for her?”

“Of course. He told Kate’s driver to search all the places she liked to go. Henry reported her disappearance to the authorities and is putting her picture in the newspaper, asking if anyone saw her board the ship. Other than that, there’s very little he can do to find her, at the moment. The news of the sinking of the Athena is filling all the headlines.”

“I think she would have confided in me before going away, John. She always did, whether I wanted to hear her confessions or not. She said I was the only friend she had.”

I only wish I had been a better one.




47: Kate

I opened my eyes, expecting to see the canopy above my bed but saw a dingy, yellowing ceiling instead. I slowly sat up, bringing a jolt of pain to my head that made me gasp. I gazed around in confusion. I was in a room I’d never seen before. I rubbed my eyes, trying to clear my head, but nothing changed. Where was I? How did I get here?

The coarse gray nightgown I was wearing wasn’t mine. Purple bruises stained my arms and legs. I ran my hand across my itching scalp and found my hair had been hacked off. A wave of panic made my stomach turn. Was I in a hospital? A jail cell? The cold white room was bare except for the cot I was sitting on, with its thin blanket. I stood, and my legs could barely hold me. I closed my eyes as the room whirled, waiting for the dizziness to pass, then I staggered to the door.

It was locked. I rattled the knob, then pounded on the door. “Hello? Can anyone hear me?”

Nothing. I put my ear to it, listening, and heard faint cries in the distance.

I limped to the small window on the opposite wall and peered out. I was on the second floor of a brick building. Gardens with walkways, and grass, and trees spread out below me. A handful of people were wandering around. Gray clouds hid the sun, so I had no idea what time of day it was. I tried to open the window to call for help, but it was nailed shut. There were bars on the outside of it.

I was in jail. I had finally been arrested for killing that man.

I shuffled back to the bed and lay down. I deserved to be in jail. But how did I get here? I searched my memory, trying to remember the police arresting me and locking me in this room, but I couldn’t.

I lay there for a while, feeling hungry, yet sick to my stomach. When was the last time I had eaten? When I thought of food, a memory suddenly came to me with a flash of color: I saw the afternoon sun lighting up the stained-glass windows in my dining room, then a bright swirl of feathered hats and patterned dresses. I heard voices twittering like a flock of birds, and saw a silver tray with sandwiches. They were tiny, ridiculous sandwiches, not like the ones I had passed around after the fire.

I remembered the fire, and how the flames had destroyed much of the city. Helping out after that disaster had made me feel useful and needed for once in my life. But Henry had made me stop. He’d wanted me to be a proper lady and hold parties and teas so he could be a well-respected man. On the last day that I could recall, I had invited the other rich ladies to lunch, serving tiny little sandwiches, just to make Henry happy.

I concentrated, and my memory became clearer. As I had sat in our beautiful dining room, listening to everyone chatter on and on about boring, meaningless things, I had realized that those pompous ladies weren’t my friends. They didn’t even like me. And I didn’t like them. When the last one had finally left, I’d carried a bottle of Henry’s whiskey up to my bedroom and spent the rest of the afternoon drinking. My spirits were the lowest they had ever been in my life. I remember wanting to die.

As I lay on the narrow cot in the strange room, I realized it was what I still wanted.

I had no idea how much time had passed when I heard a key turning in the lock. I sat up as the door opened, and a spinsterish woman in a threadbare blue uniform came inside, carrying a tray of food. “You must be hungry, Mrs. Griffin. I’ve brought you some breakfast.” She set the tray on the end of the bed. There was a bowl of porridge, toast, and a cup of weak tea. I looked at the food, then at her, waiting for her to leave. She didn’t move, standing with her arms crossed. “You must eat. I’m staying to make sure you do.”

I reached to pick up the fork, and my right wrist throbbed with pain. I cradled it in my other hand, and recalled Henry grabbing my wrist, twisting it.

“They will force-feed you if you don’t eat voluntarily,” the woman said.

“What?”

“It won’t be a pleasant experience.”

“Am I in jail?”

“No, the state asylum. Your husband brought you here, Mrs. Griffin. He had you committed.”

It took a moment to comprehend her words. I was in an asylum. “What did you call me?”

“Mrs. Griffin. Don’t you remember your own name? You’re Mary Griffin.”

Of course, Henry wouldn’t risk damaging his precious reputation by telling them my real name. It didn’t matter. I didn’t want to be Kate Abernathy anymore. I ate slowly, still feeling hungry yet sick to my stomach, as if someone had kicked me. I wasn’t sure if the food would stay down.

“There now,” she said when I was finished. “Let me put away this tray and I’ll be back to see to your bath. You’ll want to be nice and clean when Dr. Sanders comes to see you later this morning.”

While she was gone, I thought about my new name. Mary Griffin. It seemed familiar. I concentrated, my mind starting to clear after eating some food. I recalled finding a pile of papers in Henry’s office with that name. Yes. Mary Griffin was his mother.

The nurse led me to a cold, tiled bathroom with modern plumbing. I tested the water temperature as the tub filled, and I shivered. “Can you make it a little warmer, please?”

“Cool baths are part of your treatment.”

I didn’t recognize myself in the mirror. My bruised face was badly swollen, my long hair crudely hacked off. I ran my left hand over my stubbly head. “Who cut my hair?”

“Your husband said you did it to yourself. Don’t you remember?”

I flinched as I suddenly recalled Henry lunging at me with a pair of scissors, calling me a foul name, saying I was no better than my mother. I had gotten thoroughly drunk on Henry’s whiskey after the tea party and was looking through the pictures Marcus Drayton had taken of me, and thinking of running away with him after all, when Henry walked into my room. I hadn’t heard him come home. He was furious when he saw the pictures, and he accused me of having an affair with Marcus. After dragging me to the floor by my hair and chopping it off, he began punching me, saying he was going to beat the truth out of me. When I could no longer stand the pain, I confessed to an affair, just to make him stop. Henry left me there on the floor. I was hurting so much, inside and out, that I didn’t want to live anymore. I crawled to my vanity and swallowed an entire bottle of laudanum tablets, then collapsed to the floor, hoping I would never wake up.

I finished my bath quickly, the water too cool to linger. The attendant locked me in the room again to wait for Dr. Sanders. I lay down and closed my eyes, welcoming the darkness.

The sound of the key in the lock woke me up. Dr. Sanders was a plump, gray-haired man wearing a white coat over his suit. His eyes resembled lumps of coal behind rimless glasses. He sat on the end of the cot, and I edged away from him.

“How are you feeling today, Mrs. Griffin?” I didn’t reply. He reached for my arm, none too gently, and began examining my bruises. I gasped in pain when he touched my wrist.

“Is it broken?” I asked.

“Probably just a sprain. I’ll tell the attendant to bandage it. It’s a wonder you didn’t break your neck when you jumped from the window. I understand you were trying to end your life?”

There was no point in telling him where the bruises had come from. “I only wish I had succeeded,” I mumbled.

“Well, for now, you’ll have to remain in this room until your nerves have calmed. They’ve been badly overstimulated. You’ll be moved to a general ward with the other women once you’re no longer a danger to yourself or others.”

“And then what?”

“It’s up to you to decide to cooperate and make progress. It’s up to me and to your husband to decide when you’re well enough to leave.”

My husband. I loved Henry. I had believed he loved me.

The last thing I remembered was lying on the seat of our carriage, shivering with cold, soaked from the pelting rain that was leaking inside. Thunder boomed all around us as the vehicle bounced down a dark road, lit by blinding flashes of lightning. The howling wind rocked the carriage and nearly blew it into a ditch. Every now and then we halted, and Henry had stepped down to clear branches from the roadway. Then we lurched forward again into the endless night.

“If you cooperate with your treatment, there’s a good chance you’ll get well,” Dr. Sanders continued. “You can return home to your husband. He’s very worried about you.”

I shook my pounding head. I longed to tell the doctor that I didn’t have a home. Henry’s mansion wasn’t my home. And I didn’t ever want to return to my husband. But I knew Dr. Sanders wouldn’t understand.




48: Hannah

A week passed with no sign of Kate. Then two weeks, then three. Scattered bits of debris and lumber thought to have come from the Athena had been found, but no trace of any survivors. I felt helpless. Had I played a part in her disappearance? Perhaps she’d felt she could no longer confide in me.

Deep remorse for letting Kate down filled me once again. I thought of how I had helped Henry change Kate into a society lady, a role she’d grown to hate, and I felt the sting of guilt for manipulating her. All I could do was pray, which I did every time I thought of her. And I thought of her often. Keep her safe, Lord . . . Help us find her . . . Please, please, bring her home.

Caring for the children brought me so much happiness, yet it was tainted by worry and grief for Kate. It seemed my days were spent waiting—waiting for news of Kate, waiting for news from Erik’s family in Sweden. I reminded myself daily that we may not have Erik as our son much longer. My prayers seesawed from hope to dread, and back to hope again.

Erik was becoming a happy, contented child, no longer as easily frightened as he’d been at first. He was starting to talk and would go willingly to John now, laughing as John swooped him up into the air. Gracie was also growing and thriving, beaming smiles at her brother. Both children adored their papa.

As the weather cooled and the last of the fall leaves fell from the trees, John arrived home one afternoon with news. “We received a letter from Sweden at last.” He wore a wide grin, sparking my hope. “I’ll ease your fears right away, Hannah—it’s good news! Karl already translated it for us.”

“Erik is ours? We can adopt him?”

“Yes.”

I collapsed into John’s arms as my tears flowed. I hadn’t realized how much I had grown to love Erik, and how greatly I had feared losing him, until the fear was lifted.

“Sit down, Hannah, and I’ll read you the letter.” Erik crawled onto my lap, listening as John read.

After much thought and prayer, we cannot see a way to be reunited with our grandson. We think it is better for Erik to live in America with you. Marta wished for her son to enjoy a good life there. We are thankful for a loving home with you, and trust you will raise him and give him that good life. We would like very much to stay in touch and write letters to Erik as he grows older. He should know about his family and his mother’s home here in Sweden.

Signed,

Mormor och Morfar Anderson

“Oh, John!” As my joy overflowed, I squeezed Erik so tightly that he gave a little yelp. “Sorry, love, sorry. But I’m really, truly your mama now.”

He pointed to me and said, “Mama!”

“Yes, sweetheart.” I understood the words of the psalmist: He healeth the broken in heart, and bindeth up their wounds. Yet I thought of Kate as I hugged Erik again, wishing I could have done more to show Kate how God could heal her wounds. I had failed her in so many ways.

I had Kate to thank for bringing both children into my life. She had insisted I take care of Erik after the fire, and then had convinced Gracie’s mother to give her to us. I owed Kate so much, and now she had vanished from the face of the earth. I might never know what had become of her. I was surprised by how much I missed her, a loss that I could only place in God’s hands.




49: ASHLEY

“David! David, come here! Quick!” I yell so loudly that he jumps up from his chair in the living room by the TV and comes running. I don’t know what he’s imagining, but he looks relieved to see me sitting at the dining room table in front of my laptop, smiling.

“What’s going on?”

“I just got an email with the best news ever! Remember the grant proposal I submitted? It was accepted! The Abernathy Heritage Association has been granted funding for the mansion restoration! It’s not a lot, but it will get us started.”

David pulls me from my chair and whirls me around. “You did it, babe! I’m so proud of you!”

“You haven’t even heard the best news,” I say after he gives me a resounding kiss. “Along with details of the work that needed to be done, I also requested funds for a project manager to oversee the restoration—and they agreed! I have a job, David! A real live paying job, doing what I love!”

“Woohoo! That’s wonderful news!” He laughs and whirls me around again.

“Whoa! You’re gonna make me and the baby dizzy.”

“Now you can quit your job at the steak house. You won’t have to come home smelling like a baked potato anymore.”

I laugh and sit down on the chair again, my head still spinning. Then I give a little gasp as I suddenly feel a soft tickle, like a feather brushing against the inside of me. It’s the baby’s first fluttering movement. “I think I just felt the baby moving!” I say, resting my hand on my stomach.

David’s eyes widen. “Really?”

“I read on the Internet that I should be feeling life right about now.”

“That’s amazing!”

“Yeah . . . oh, there! I felt it again! I guess our baby is excited about my new job, too.”

“I would offer a champagne toast, but you’re not supposed to drink.”

“How about sparkling water?”

He disappears into the kitchen and returns with two wineglasses and a bottle of bubbly mineral water. “To the new director of the Abernathy Mansion Historical Museum,” he says, raising his glass.

“I can’t believe that’s going to be me!” Our glasses make a satisfying ding as they touch. I can quit all my other jobs now, although I’ll always be grateful to my boss at the coffee shop for hiring me when I was desperate. And very grateful to a rowdy group of middle school kids who were used by God to speak to me.

When my excitement dies down enough so I can type, I quickly send an email to everyone on the committee, forwarding a copy of the grant award. “Don’t tell Freida just yet,” I add. “I want it to be a surprise when she comes home and sees all the work we’ve accomplished.”

I prepare detailed spreadsheets, using my own notes and carpenter Harry’s list as I decide how to allocate the grant money. I spend the next few days making telephone calls to tradesmen. I rent a couple of vacuum sanders to strip paint from the coffered ceiling, and search the Internet for authentic period stencil patterns and paint colors. On our work night a week later, I tell our volunteers the good news.

“Pedal to the metal, guys,” I say after they’ve finished cheering our success. “I have a plaster expert coming to repair the parlor walls, so we need to get the last of the wallpaper stripped off. We need to finish chiseling off the vinyl tiles in the reception hall so my tile guy can make repairs and restore the grout. And we need to strip off the paint on the coffered ceiling with these vacuum sanders so we can restore the stencils. I’ve located a team of professionals in Chicago who do historic stenciling, and I want to schedule them to do the work in the next few months. Freida’s friend Harry has recommended some professional carpenters to help us patch and repair the woodwork, so if I can get some volunteers to bring all the extra pieces up from the basement tonight, they’ll be able to see what we’ve got to work with. And remember, we want this to be a surprise for Freida when she comes home.”

The volunteers dive into the work with renewed gusto. I’m amazed by how much they’re able to accomplish with a nice budget as an incentive. At the end of two more work nights, the parlor walls are stripped down to the bare plaster at last, leaving the faint shadow of the original stencils visible around the perimeter.

Two of the volunteers and I spend time combing through the boxes in the library archives, cataloging everything and choosing a few of the most important pieces to exhibit for the open house. I take the mansion’s blueprints to a frame shop to be professionally matted and framed. I also use my training to curate a museum exhibit of the life of Kate Abernathy, the lumber baron’s wife. I add the intriguing flyer picturing her in a burlesque show. And I emphasize her admirable work to establish a charity hospital, even if the hospital was tragically destroyed in the great fire of 1875. The final photos document her mysterious disappearance and some of the rumors surrounding it. I tell about the sinking of the lumber schooner Athena and the speculation that Mrs. Abernathy may have been on board. There’s no proof, however.

The final photograph is the one her husband gave to the newspapers, asking for information about her disappearance. She was so young, so vibrant and full of life, that I can’t help feeling sad at her loss. I hope she would be pleased to see her lovely mansion being so wonderfully restored.




50: Kate

The state asylum was a hopeless place, filled with suffering and the desperate cries of madness. I was in a very bad way for a very long time and saw no reason to keep on living. Yet I didn’t try to end my life again, believing this was my punishment for killing a man. Hannah had insisted that God could forgive me, but I wasn’t sure I believed her. She’d said if I needed to remember how much God loved me, then I should look up at the sky. God’s love was as high as the heavens. But I wouldn’t lift my head and look up, even after I was allowed outside on the asylum’s grounds during the day. A chaplain and his wife came once a month to hold services, but I never attended.

I slept in a large ward with fifteen other women, each of us closed away in our own private worlds. We didn’t talk much, and we knew little about each other beyond our names. Things might have stayed that way if it weren’t for Libby. I looked up from my own misery as I was eating lunch one day, and noticed she was having trouble feeding herself. Her hands trembled violently, and it seemed by the way she held objects close to her face to peer at them that she might be partially blind. She always sat alone at one of the long dining tables. None of the attendants would go near her. When I saw Libby lift the soup bowl to her lips, the contents sloshing uncontrollably because of her trembling hands, I could no longer stand by. I picked up my own bowl of soup and went to sit beside her.

“Let me help you, Libby,” I said.

I helped her steady the bowl so she could sip the broth, then used her spoon to feed her the bits of carrots and turnips in the bottom. I thought I heard her murmur, “Thank you.”

“Hey! You!” The lunch attendant’s shouts startled me. “Get away from her!”

I realized she was talking to me. “But why? She needs help.”

“She’s a wicked woman. A prostitute. She has the disease that those women get, and it makes them go mad. You’ll catch it.” The lunchroom had stilled. Everyone was watching.

“I don’t care,” I said quietly. “I have nothing to lose.” I stayed beside Libby and helped her that day, and for many days afterwards. She might have been Belle or one of the other ladies I had grown up with.

Once I started looking up and beyond myself, something changed inside me. I noticed other patients who were being mistreated and needed help, as well. People like Kitty, Cassie, and Flo. They were a little older than me, but they had the minds and abilities of small children. They must have been an embarrassment to their families, and so they had been hidden away for the rest of their lives. The attendants picked on the three women and mocked them when they couldn’t do simple things like tying their shoes. Their clumsiness made them the butt of cruel pranks. I decided to stand up for them, and was mistreated myself in return. I didn’t care. The satisfaction I felt for helping them made up for any abuse.

I may have earned the staff’s scorn, but I began to earn the respect of the other patients. Everything slowly began to change as other women joined my efforts. Kindness broke down barriers, and soon my ward mates and I began to exchange stories. Caroline and Abigail, both in their fifties, told me they’d been in the asylum for more than a decade, put there by their husbands for what was called female hysteria. Frances said her husband had her committed so he could steal her inheritance.

“A husband can have his wife committed for any reason,” she told me. “And only he can have her discharged again.” Caroline and Abigail confirmed what Frances said. The day had been too cold and wet to go outside, so we sat in the dayroom, watching the rain flow down the windows like tears.

“How do you bear a life of such unfairness and cruelty?” I asked.

“I have no choice,” Frances said. “It does no good to rage at things that can’t be changed.”

“We truly would go mad if we allowed our anger and bitterness to overwhelm us,” Caroline added.

“I’m probably here for the rest of my life, as well,” I said. It was a chilling truth. Yet I didn’t want to return to my life with Henry.

“What would you do with your freedom, if you had it back?” Abigail asked the three of us. None of us replied. Perhaps we didn’t dare to think of freedom.

As I gazed at the distant trees beyond the window, I tried to think of a time in my life when I had been truly happy. I thought of the early months of my marriage to Henry. And the time I had helped Dr. John nurse the injured lumberjacks. I recalled bursts of joy when I’d cared for the survivors after the fire and placed little Erik in Hannah’s empty arms. Standing up for Libby and the other patients in the asylum and caring for their needs had brought satisfaction and contentment, which helped me endure the madness of this place. I still couldn’t answer Abigail’s question, but I realized that I didn’t need physical freedom to experience happiness. I could settle in here and make the best of my circumstances. And help women like Polly.

When I learned Polly’s story, I thought of Hannah, who I missed terribly. Polly had lost three babies shortly after their births, and her dark despair seldom lifted. My fellow ward mates and I discovered that music seemed to help her, so we took turns singing to her as we did our chores, or took exercise outdoors, or waited in line to eat our meals. Holding Polly in my arms when she wept with grief soothed both of us.

Many of our fellow patients were truly insane, living in their own private hell, seeing and hearing things that the rest of us didn’t. But even they sometimes responded to a few kind words. Some seemed to enjoy our singing and would rock in place while we sang, as if holding a baby.

And so, the days and weeks and months passed. I lost track of calendar time as my understanding of time became limited to the changing of the seasons outdoors and the switching on and off of the lights to start and end our days. I took a chance one day, and started looking up at the sky again, wondering if God’s love could really, truly be so enormous. The little things that now brought me joy made me believe that it was. And I felt freer than ever before in my life.




51: ASHLEY

Michelle Morton has been coming to all our work nights and taking wonderful photographs, documenting our progress in all the rooms. I plan to make an exhibit of before-and-after pictures for the open house. We’re already using Michelle’s photos on our website and social media posts, and we’ve garnered more than two thousand followers in just a few short months. Michelle and I have become good friends.

“I have some exciting news,” she whispers to me on one of the work nights. “If all goes well, Andy and I may be adopting another baby.”

“That’s fantastic!” I say, hugging her.

“The placement agency told us that a young woman, only sixteen years old, has decided against an abortion, and has chosen us to adopt her baby.”

“That’s wonderful news!” I hesitate, then decide to share my news, too. “We’ll be mothers together. You can teach me how to be a good one.”

Michelle stares at me for several seconds as if not sure she understands. “You mean . . . ?”

“Yes. David and I are expecting a baby in February.” She gives a little squeal of joy but I quickly shush her. “Shh. You’re the only other person who knows besides Freida.”

I’m at the mansion every day, working and overseeing the tradesmen. As the weeks pass, the plaster is repaired, and the walls in the parlor are ready to be painted. I hire a paint crew, and they quote such a good price to finish stripping the coffered ceiling that I take them up on it. That’s one less job for the volunteers to do. Soon, both rooms are ready for the experts from Chicago who will use the stencils I’ve purchased from my museum source. I’ve pored through hundreds of photos of period rooms and carefully examined our faded stencils to choose the right designs and paint colors. They may not be exactly like the originals, but they’ll be very close. A stained-glass expert says our windows are spectacular and is making sure they’ll last for another hundred and fifty years.

Many of my most satisfying days are spent with the carpenters. Using the original photographs I’ve found, along with the bits and bobs that were stored in the basement, we are restoring the magnificent woodwork in the reception hall and parlor to its former glory. There’s a Moroccan-style archway over the stairway again, and another one between the reception hall and parlor. The two fireplaces no longer look like they’ve been boarded up for over a decade. My tile guy has installed the marble I purchased for both fireplace surrounds and repaired the original flooring in the reception hall.

Meanwhile, the electricians make sure the wiring throughout the main floor is safe and upgraded. I comb reputable websites that source antiques and locate the perfect chandelier for the reception hall, and another larger one for the parlor. They arrive in time to be installed before our surprise reveal for Freida.

She arrives home just after Halloween, and we invite her to what she thinks is a regular work night at the mansion. Instead, it’s a surprise party to welcome her back and show her our progress. She has lost weight and seems frail, but her joyful spirit is undimmed. “Close your eyes,” I tell her as David and I lead her through the dining room. “We’ve been working on the reception hall while you were away, and we can’t wait to show you.” She takes small steps, a huge smile of anticipation on her face. “Okay, open them!”

Someone flips the switch on the new chandelier and Freida gasps in amazement as the hall lights up. The volunteers have all gathered there and they shout, “Surprise!”

Freida’s knees seem to go weak. She clings to David and me. “It’s a miracle!” she breathes. “How in the world . . . Where? . . . Oh, my! It’s beautiful! Just so beautiful!” She gazes up at the grid of beams in the coffered ceiling, the wood polished to a warm glow. The stencil work has been finished in colors that coordinate with the tile floor, and the designs are dazzling. “Look at that ceiling!” she says breathlessly. “Did you find buried treasure to pay for all this?”

“Ashley found grant money,” Greg says. “We didn’t tell you because we wanted to surprise you.”

“Well, you certainly have! It’s like a dream come true! Look at those gorgeous stencils! And this new fireplace. Wow!”

The volunteers have brought snacks and beverages, and there’s a welcome home cake for Freida. We set up folding tables and chairs in the small parlor, which is still being painted, and celebrate our hard work and Freida’s return. David and Greg have become friends, and it makes me happy to see him enjoying himself. And the food.

“I want to take a few minutes and tell you all what’s next,” I say after the cake has been cut and dished out. “We’re down to our last few grant dollars, and we still need to finish the final touches on these two rooms—things like paint, wood polish, and some staging. All in preparation for our big Christmas open house.”

“You’re welcome to borrow some of my antique pieces for the big day,” Laura says.

“Really? Thanks so much! That will help a lot.” I’ve seen her tastefully restored Victorian home and I’m grateful for her offer. “I hope you’ll come antique hunting with me when we have money to spend again.”

“It will be fun.”

Linda and Nancy have volunteered to handle the marketing and publicity, so I let them explain what they’re planning. “We’re going to sell tickets for the open house, with the proceeds going toward further restoration work. We’ll offer special tours for groups like the local historical society, garden club, and women’s club, inviting them to adopt a room. Ashley is preparing an exhibit with photos of the original rooms, and people will be able to pledge money for items on her wish list—a dining room table, for instance. Or rugs or curtains. We plan to serve punch and refreshments—all donated, hopefully. Make sure I have your email address if you want to be part of the open house.”

“I can talk to the orchestra director at my school,” Greg says. “Maybe he can arrange for a string group to perform on the upstairs landing.”

“That would be amazing!” I say. “The house tour will include these two finished rooms and the grand staircase, but I’m having the carpenters rehang the pocket doors as a surprise. There will be a big reveal when we open them to the unfinished large parlor, library, and dining room. If we can clean the junk out of those rooms in the next few weeks and polish that beautiful built-in buffet, it will give everyone a taste of how the rest of the mansion could be restored.” I pause, and feel myself choking up. “I’m so grateful for you, my dedicated group of volunteers. You have become family to me. Thank you for all your hard work.” I take time to thank each one individually before we go home.

“What a wonderful evening this has been,” Freida says as I help her with her coat. “You’ve made me so very happy, Ashley.”

I have tears in my eyes as I give her a long hug. “I’ve been meaning to ask you something, Freida. Is there a Bible study group or something at your church that I could join?”

“Of course, dear girl. Nothing would make me happier than sharing Jesus with you.” She hugs me, and the familiar jingling sound of her bracelets causes my tears to overflow.




52: Hannah

Six months passed without Kate. We had no idea what had become of her. I missed her more than I would have imagined.

A snowstorm arrived before Christmas, blanketing the woods in pristine white. Our hired girl, Mabel, helped me cut evergreen boughs from the forest and decorate our house for the holiday. The wonderful aroma of pine filled all the rooms. John came home every evening loaded down with gifts of baked goods from his patients. Many of his poorer patients couldn’t afford to pay him, but they generously supplied us with food from their farms and orchards.

Time passed as the children grew, and soon it was spring again. That season always brought mixed emotions for me. I loved seeing the woods come to life as the snow melted and the trees budded and blossomed. I loved the scent of the springtime forest and the promise of earth’s renewal. But March also brought the anniversary of my children’s deaths. That day was still a sorrowful one for me, and at times, fear tried to grip my heart at the thought that death might snatch Erik and Grace from me the same way. My faith had grown during the past year, and each time my anxiety swelled, I chose to trust God’s love. I may not understand why things happened the way they did, but Easter reminded me that Christ defeated death and rose from the grave. I would see Johnny, Nicholas, and Lizzie again, and be with them for all eternity.

Spring also brought the return of the lumberjacks and memories of Kate. As John stitched up cuts and splinted broken bones from saloon fights, I thought of the hospital she had worked so hard to help us establish. I would never forget her.

I think I enjoyed summer in our new home in Michigan most of all. Even on the warmest days, our house was shaded by trees and cooled by the breeze from the nearby lake. The children and I often spent leisurely days on the beach, playing in the surf and making sand castles. Yet as I gazed out at the deep blue water, I couldn’t help wondering if Kate was buried in that watery grave along with the Athena.

I always hated to see summer end, but fall inevitably arrived, bringing bonfires and the aroma of fallen leaves. We celebrated Gracie’s first birthday with a cake. She was trying to walk now so she could keep up with her brother. The newspapers and churches in town noted the sad anniversary of the great fire, remembering those tragic days and the three people who had died. John and I put flowers on Marta’s grave in her memory. I hugged Erik tightly and whispered a prayer of gratitude that Kate had thrust him into my arms that day. Birth and death, sorrow and joy, suffering and peace came tangled together in this precarious dance of life.

Then one day, I was surprised to realize that a year had passed since Kate vanished. The newspaper featured an article about the sinking of the Athena and the unsolved mystery of her disappearance.

“We haven’t seen much of Henry this past year,” I remarked to John as we rode home from church one Sunday. “I can’t recall the last time he attended church.”

“No, I haven’t seen much of him, either.”

“Do you suppose he’s still grieving for Kate? Is that what keeps him away?”

“I don’t know. Henry never was one to share his feelings. I asked him what he was up to the last time I ran into him, and he told me he might be moving.”

“Moving? Why? I can’t imagine he’d ever leave his beautiful mansion.”

“I’ve heard that aside from a handful of servants, the mansion is vacant for months at a time. Henry told me he’s been traveling, pursuing investment opportunities further west now that most of the timber on Michigan’s lower peninsula has been cut down.”

Our carriage reached the end of our road and halted in the driveway. I looked up at my home and silently thanked Henry Abernathy for building it for us. It was where I wanted to raise our children and grow old with John. “Would you move west with Henry again, if he offered?” I asked.

John wrapped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. “No, darling Hannah. I’m very content here. Are you?”

“Yes,” I said with a smile. “Very content.”




53: Kate

A year had passed since I arrived at the asylum. I’d made friends, helped people, found peace. I was able to look up at the heavens again, and I started attending chapel services. My friends Polly, Caroline, and Abigail wouldn’t go with me. They felt abandoned by God. I didn’t think He had abandoned me, but I cried each time I went to church, and I begged Him to forgive me.

One week, the chaplain’s wife, Ruth, came to sit beside me. “Can you tell me the reason for your tears, Mary? I assure you that Jesus can heal the brokenhearted.”

I stared down at my hands, twisting my handkerchief. I couldn’t look at her. “I did something in the past that I’m very, very sorry for. My friend Hannah told me that Jesus could forgive me, so I’ve confessed, and begged Him to, but I still think about what I’ve done. I don’t think I’ll ever stop feeling guilty.”

Ruth placed her hands over mine, stilling them. “Have you ever seen a courthouse building? One of those big, imposing places where cases are tried?”

“My husband and I were married in a courthouse in New York.”

“Have you been inside a courtroom?” I shook my head. “Then let me explain what it looks like.” She described the raised bench up front where the judge sat in his official robes. The person who had committed a crime stood below him, facing him. Across the aisle was the accuser, who would prosecute the crime. “It’s a very formal, very serious proceeding, Mary. Can you picture it?”

I nodded again. It was a scene I had feared ever since that terrible night in Chicago. Belle and I knew the authorities would never believe it was self-defense. I had been running from the thought of facing a judge ever since.

“Now, close your eyes,” Ruth said, “and picture this next scene as I describe it.” I did as she said and felt my whole body begin to tremble. “You’re standing before the judge, facing him, facing justice. The accuser points to you, and he tells the court everything that you’ve done. How do you plead? the judge asks you.”

“Guilty,” I whisper.

“So. He bangs his gavel, and in the name of justice, he announces the sentence that you deserve for your crime. The bailiff approaches with handcuffs to take you away.”

Tears rolled down my cheeks as she described the scene. I could see it so clearly.

“But then,” Ruth said, “Jesus suddenly steps between you and the bailiff. He holds out His own hands to be shackled instead. He faces the judge and says, Father, I’ll take Mary’s guilt. I’ll serve the sentence for her crime. Let me take her place. The gavel bangs again, and as Jesus is led away, the judge looks kindly at you and says, Justice has been served. You’re free to go.”

My eyes flew open. Could it really be true? Ruth smiled at me. “Dry your tears, dear one. The Bible says, There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus.”
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I was outside on a sunny day, feeding crusts of bread to the pigeons that flocked the asylum grounds, when one of the attendants approached. “You’re wanted in the office, Mrs. Griffin.” She led me to a small reception room just off the main office.

I don’t know what I was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t my husband, Henry. I froze in the doorway, staring at him. He looked older, his hair graying at the temples, and there were more lines around his eyes. I had learned to recognize madness in the year I’d lived in the asylum, and I saw a hint of it in his eyes, just as I had on the night he’d beaten me.

“Come in,” he said. “Close the door, and sit down.” He was seated in one of the armchairs and he motioned for me to take the other. I saw him looking me over, and I felt ashamed of my short hair and shapeless gray dress, the uniform of all the female patients. From the way the dress hung on my thin body, I was sure he could tell that I was no longer the shapely girl he’d married.

“The doctor contacted me,” he began. “He and the chaplain think you’re doing very well. They believe you can be discharged. But it’s up to me to decide. I agreed to talk to you and see for myself if you’re well.”

“I don’t want to kill myself anymore, if that’s what you mean.”

“That’s only part of it. I must decide what to do with you if you are released.” He stood, towering over me, and I drew back in the chair. But he turned away from me to gaze out of the window, as if he couldn’t stand the sight of me. “The people in town believe you’re dead. They think you drowned when my lumber schooner sank. I would hate to see you humiliated if they found out how unstable you are, and where you’ve been this past year.”

Henry would also be humiliated. Especially if everyone knew the truth. But I didn’t say so out loud. I knew what to expect if I talked back to him.

“I think we both know that you’re emotionally incapable of handling the kind of life that I envisioned for us,” he continued. “And you lied to me, Kate. You didn’t tell me about your past, how you grew up, and the things you’ve done. I didn’t know that you murdered a man until those Pinkerton agents came. Your lies threatened to ruin everything I had accomplished.” He glanced over his shoulder at me before looking away again, his anger barely controlled. I hadn’t seen the angry side of Henry in the early days that we were together, when we’d fallen madly in love. Back then, he didn’t care what people thought of either of us, and he had enjoyed my unpolished ways.

“In the time you’ve been away, I’ve gotten on with my life,” he continued. “I’ve been pursuing business ventures farther west, and I may be selling the mansion and moving to Washington Territory soon.” He turned and took a step toward me, his burly arms folded across his chest as if forcing himself to hold back. “I can’t have you causing trouble for me, Kate. We would have to go our separate ways. Before I agree to have you discharged, I would need to know what your plans would be.”

My friend Abigail had once asked me and the others what we would do with our freedom. I had lived day-to-day at the asylum, not daring to think of freedom. Now, it was being dangled in front of me. I took my time, thinking carefully, then spoke the truth. “I have a new life here, with a new name. You’re the only person who knows what happened to Kate Abernathy. I would like to stay here—”

“In the asylum?”

“Not as a patient, but as a caretaker.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Use your power or your money or whatever it takes to arrange for me to work here. And rent a room for me in town, in a boardinghouse, maybe. I wouldn’t need anything else from you ever again if I had a way to take care of myself and a place to live. I promise you that Kate Abernathy would be dead and gone.”

Henry stood, unmoving, staring at me. I wondered what he was thinking. Then I flinched as he reached out to cup my face in his hand. He didn’t hurt me, but I knew how easily he could. “How do I know I can trust you?” he asked. He continued to stare at me as if trying to read my thoughts.

“I once loved you, Henry,” I said. “I did. I’ve never loved any other man.”

He gave a slight nod and dropped his hand. Then he turned and left.

Two days later, the matron came to the ward for me as we were getting out of bed. She dropped a leather bag onto my cot, one of Henry’s. “Get dressed, Mrs. Griffin. You’re being discharged. There are clothes you can wear in the bag.”




54: Hannah

I was in the kitchen baking a pie for the Sunday meal we were hosting tomorrow after church when John arrived home with a small package for me. “Who’s it from?” I asked, dusting flour off my hands.

“I don’t know. There’s no return address.”

It was one of those infrequent times when Erik and Grace were both napping, so I took off my apron and sat down at the kitchen table to open it. Inside was a pretty leather diary with gold edging on the pages. I opened it and read the flyleaf:

This book belongs to Kate Abernathy.

I gave a little gasp. “John! This is Kate’s diary!” I riffled through the pages, recognizing her chunky, childlike writing.

John bent close to look. “How in the world did it end up here?”

“I can’t imagine. But look, the first entry is dated 1874, the year we moved to Michigan.” I started reading the first page aloud:

I’ve never written in a diary before, but Henry bought this one for me in a bookstore in New York. He said I should use it to record the story of my new life here in Michigan and put all my thoughts on paper. I’ve lived here for nearly five months now, and haven’t had anything new to write about until today. And this is big news! I have a friend! Her name is Hannah Wagner. I’ve wanted a friend for the longest time, and now at last I have one. I barely knew a soul in town besides Henry until today, unless you count our servants. But Henry says I’m not supposed to make friends with the servants.

Belle once told me that a friend is someone you can share all your secrets with and get them off your chest. I’ve never had anyone like that before. Sure, there were other girls like me in the theater company, and we would giggle and laugh and talk about things, but we were rivals in many ways. It will be different with Hannah, I hope.

I began to weep. Kate’s words nearly broke my heart. “I wish I had been kinder to her. She wanted to be my friend, but I was so wrapped up in myself, and my grief . . .” John hugged my shoulder as he stood beside me. I was grateful that he didn’t murmur platitudes.

“Would you like to be alone to read it?” he asked.

I shook my head, wiping my tears. “I think we should read it together.” He sat down beside me as I continued reading aloud, sometimes smiling at the memories, sometimes choking up so badly that I had to pause.

In one of the earliest entries, Kate described her fear as she’d presided over the party Henry had given to welcome John and me to town. Even though I had scolded her for showing too much of her bosom, she had called me her friend. On another page, Kate wrote of her confession to me that she’d killed a man. I relived that day, remembering my shock. I hadn’t known how to react. I realized now how heavily her guilt had weighed upon her. I was the first person she had ever told about it.

She wrote about attending church with us for the first time. I had still been bitter toward God at the time, and had taken no notice of how uncomfortable and out of place Kate had felt. She might have found forgiveness for her past if I had been a real friend. Instead, I remember being worried that people would gossip about my friendship with someone like Kate. Sometimes I miss my old life, she’d written. Even the hard parts. I knew she’d been unhappy, but I hadn’t tried to console her.

I read about the night Henry had found Kate in the saloon, drinking with the lumberjacks. She admitted in the diary that Henry had hit her, and my tears started falling again. “I should have said something, John. I suspected that Henry had abused her, but she insisted that he hadn’t.”

“You can’t help someone who won’t face the truth. And who doesn’t want to be helped,” John replied.

“There was another incident, too. She came here with bruises and sprains after the gossip about her kissing that wounded river rat in the train station. Again, she wouldn’t let me help her. I should have told you. Maybe you could have spoken with Henry.”

“Maybe. But I’m not sure Henry would have listened to me.”

“Kate told me she was afraid of him. You don’t think he had something to do with her disappearance, do you?”

“I honestly don’t know. But I’m still wondering where the diary came from. How did it end up here?”

I could only shake my head, unable to explain it.

I read all of Kate’s thoughts on being turned into a “proper lady,” and how much she hated that role. She had done it to please Henry and to help me start the hospital. She had been a good friend to me, but I had used her for my own ends.

Scattered throughout her entries were her questions about God, her sense of guilt for her past, her misguided attempts to earn God’s favor. I hope God saw my good deed, she’d written after helping John care for the two river rats. And that He’ll count it in my favor for getting into heaven.

“I couldn’t convince her that it doesn’t work that way,” I told John. “It’s one of my biggest regrets. But I was so angry with God myself back then, for taking our children.”

Kate wrote about the hospital gala, our trip to Chicago, and our visit with Belle. She had found happiness when she’d helped nurse Sally in our home, and when she’d taken care of people after the fire. Then Henry made her stop.

She described the day the Pinkerton detectives came, how terrified she’d been of them. And of Henry. Her words that she’d never felt loved were heartbreaking. She had been so unhappy that she’d considered running away with Marcus Drayton.

“Do you suppose she did, John? Maybe she’s living happily somewhere, and she’s the one who sent the diary.”

“Perhaps.”

Kate’s last entry was the saddest of all:

Hannah and I have traded places. She was so sad when she moved here because her three children had died. Now she’s a mother again with two little babies. Her new daughter, Gracie, is the child of a prostitute, just like me. Her mother gave her up so she could have a happy life with a mother and father. She won’t have to grow up the way I did. Hannah is so happy now.

And exactly the opposite has happened to me. I was so happy when I moved here, with a brand-new fairy-tale life. Now, I’m the one who is sad. I feel like someone I loved has died but I don’t know who it is.

Maybe the person who has died is me.

I closed my eyes as my tears fell. John rubbed my back to comfort me. “Is that all of it?” he asked.

“That’s her last entry, written right before she disappeared.” I riffled through the gold-edged pages to see if a letter had been tucked inside, and noticed more of Kate’s writing at the very end of the book. She had turned the diary upside down and had started writing toward the middle again, filling several pages. The first words I read were:

Dear Hannah,

I’m sending you my diary so you’ll know what became of me . . .

A shock wave tingled through me. “John, she’s alive! Kate is alive! She’s the one who sent this to me!” My heart raced. I could barely steady the book in my shaking hands as I continued reading.

I owe you so much, Hannah. You’re my best and only friend. When I saw you for the last time, you were so happy with your two little children. You’re a mother again! It made me glad to see you so happy.

My spirits were the lowest they’ve ever been that day. I had been drinking Henry’s liquor for days.

I read on, gasping as Kate described what had happened that final day. My heart broke as I read about her feeling so despondent that she swallowed a whole bottle of laudanum tablets, hoping she would never wake up.

But she did wake up. In an insane asylum. Henry had taken her there and had her committed. I could hardly believe what I was reading.

The asylum was a hopeless place, filled with suffering people. For a long time, I still didn’t want to live. It was like a prison, and I knew I deserved to be punished for killing a man. Then one day, I looked up from my own misery and saw someone who was worse off than me. I decided to help her. Everything started to change after that. I made friends with some of the other women and we found ways to do good in spite of where we were.

Every time I gazed up at the sky, I remembered the words you read to me, Hannah. You said that God’s love was as high as the heavens. I still had trouble believing that God could love someone like me, but the chaplain’s wife helped me understand why Jesus came. To save me from the accuser and take the punishment I deserved. He did it for the same reason that Belle took a beating to save my life. Because they both loved me.

A few months ago, Henry came. The doctor said I could be discharged, but it was up to Henry to decide. Henry told me everyone in town thought I was dead, and that he was moving out west. He asked what I thought we should do. I didn’t ever want to go back to Henry! And he didn’t want me with him, either, so we made a bargain. I would no longer be Kate Abernathy, and in return, Henry arranged a job for me as an attendant in the asylum. He found a place for me to live nearby. He gave me a bag with some of my clothes and toiletries, and one of the things I found in it was this diary.

Maybe I’ll move on someday, when I’m ready. Maybe I’ll stay here for good. But for now, I’m content. God really does heal the brokenhearted.

Thank you for being such a good friend to me, Hannah. I know I will never, ever forget you.

Love,

Kate

John exhaled a huge sigh, as if he was greatly relieved. “It sounds like she’s found peace,” he said. “I’m glad.”

“But this means Henry has known where Kate was all along! He let us worry and grieve and think she was dead. How could he do such a thing?”

I couldn’t control my outrage. I stood up and started to pace. “All Henry ever cared about was his image, his reputation. We need to ask him where the asylum is. I want to go see Kate and talk to her.”

John rose too and planted his hands on my shoulders, halting me. “Hannah, read what she said. Kate wants to stay there and work.”

He was right, but I hated the thought of it. “Isn’t there anything we can do?”

“I think we should let it go. Kate isn’t asking for help. She says she’s content, for now. She sent you her diary so you could read about her journey and see that she’s in a good place. She’s happy, and she knows that you’re happy, too.”

John was right, but I couldn’t help being upset. I was angry with Henry for lying to us. Angry for the way he’d treated Kate. In church the next morning, the minister talked about forgiveness, and I was able to silently rejoice that Kate finally had found freedom from her terrible guilt. It would take me a while, but I knew I had to forgive Henry Abernathy for everything he’d done.

Kate had confessed to so much in her diary. For her sake, I wanted to put the little book in a safe place where no one could find it and use her words to hurt her ever again. Each year there probably would be newspaper articles on the anniversary of her disappearance, speculating on what had happened, and spreading gossip and rumors. Kate had been seen going to a house of prostitution, they would say. I now know it was to convince Grace’s mother to give her to us. Kate was seen kissing a river rat—an impulse of her kind heart. I longed to set the record straight, but that wasn’t what Kate would want. Why taint her reputation even more with the stigma of attempted suicide and committal to an insane asylum? She was content. She was free.

I decided to destroy her diary. I opened the lid to the kitchen stove and felt the heat on my fingers as I was about to drop the little book into the flames. But at the last minute, I couldn’t do it. I wanted to keep it to always remind me of Kate—my friend. To remind me of the beautiful, troubled young woman who longed for love, and found it at last in serving Jesus.

I suddenly thought of a safe place to keep Kate’s diary. I went to the dining room buffet and opened the four drawers, then pressed the center of the secret panel. I heard a click as the hidden door sprung open.




55: ASHLEY

I feel a mixture of excitement and nervous anticipation as I stand in our bedroom, dressing for the Christmas open house at the Abernathy mansion. We’ve been planning and preparing for this day for months. Tickets for the event have been sold out, garnering a nice nest egg for future renovations. Freida dreamed up the idea of renting Victorian costumes from a theater company so she and I and the other board members could dress as if we were attending a Christmas gala at Kate Abernathy’s mansion, a hundred and fifty years ago. Michelle had come over earlier that day to arrange my hair in the Gibson Girl style.

“Hey, I thought the lumber baron’s wife disappeared years ago,” David said, coming up behind me for a hug. “Yet here she is in our bedroom.”

“You’re just in time, mister. I need help getting buttoned into this dress. Women sure wore a lot of uncomfortable clothes in those days—bloomers and petticoats and skirts with miles and miles of cloth.” David laughs and helps me lace up my stays. The gown is beautiful, but a little too snug over my growing belly.

“You’d better stay away from the goodies or your seams will pop,” David says as he works. “There will be goodies, I hope?”

“Tons! Freida hit up every bakery and coffee shop in town, asking for donations. They’ll get free advertising in return.”

The mansion seems to glow as we drive up to it. There’s a fresh evergreen wreath on the door and battery-operated candles in all the windows. Inside, my volunteers and I have staged the house to perfection and they are standing by, waiting to greet our guests.

“This is even better than we imagined it would be when we were planning it,” Freida says as I help her with her coat. She hasn’t gained back her weight after her cancer treatments, but she still looks stunning in a sapphire-blue ball gown.

“I agree. If these two finished rooms are any indication, the mansion will be magnificent when we fully restore it. The city council is certain to be impressed.”

The visitors start to arrive, and I hear gasps and exclamations of surprise as they look around. The string ensemble Greg hired adds the perfect touch as they play Christmas carols from the upstairs balcony. I had the photographs of the original rooms enlarged and colorized. They are on display, and I see people signing up to pledge amounts to sponsor a room or purchase furnishings. For now, all the furniture has been borrowed, but I’m eager to start antique hunting.

One by one, the city council members come up to congratulate Freida and me as we float through the rooms, talking to people. The mayor assures me that the vote to allocate funds to the mansion project will be a slam dunk. “Will you continue as the director of the future Abernathy Heritage Museum?” he asks.

“I would love to.” I want to pinch myself to make sure I’m not dreaming. There have been a lot of ups and downs in my life since David and I moved here, but everything has worked out for us in the end. I’m learning at Freida’s weekly Bible studies to see God’s hand in all of it.

At just the right moment, we slide open the pocket doors to the large parlor and to the dining room and library for the big reveal of our future projects. Bowls of punch and silver trays filled with goodies are waiting in those rooms on borrowed folding tables. A decorated Christmas tree stands in the unfinished parlor. In the dining room, the massive six-foot-long buffet has been scrubbed and polished to perfection. Flickering battery-operated candles reflect in the beveled mirror, which towers nearly to the top of the eleven-foot ceiling. We found the mirror languishing in the basement and had the silvery backing restored. Freida purchased a silver tea service at a secondhand store and placed it on the buffet along with a flower arrangement.

I’m standing in the dining room, weary from all the hard work we’ve done in preparation, yet exhilarated by the result, when David comes over with a plate of cookies. “Want one?” I choose a sugar cookie and bite into it. “Everyone seems to be enjoying themselves,” he says. “And it looks like you’re raising some dollars, too.”

“I know. I can’t help thinking of the fundraising gala Kate Abernathy once held for the charity hospital. I’m guessing she was probably exhausted too, even if she did have a boatload of servants to help her out.”

David leaves to fetch me a glass of punch, and a middle-aged gentleman with a mustache and goatee approaches. “Good evening, Ms. Gilbert. My name is Dr. William Olson, from U of M’s school of architecture. I understand you’re the director of this restoration?”

“That’s right.” He has a charming British accent that immediately endears him to me.

“I’m researching a paper for a noted architecture journal about early influences on the Craftsman style, and I became particularly interested in Wayne Ellis, the architect who designed this mansion. I believe this is one of his earliest works. I saw the advertisement for the open house and decided I had to come and see it.”

“Welcome, Dr. Olson,” I say, shaking his hand. “Did you happen to notice the framed blueprints on display that we found in the city archives?”

“I did. It’s a thrilling find, as I’m sure you know. I would love the opportunity to study them and the house in greater detail for my article. You see, I believe Ellis’s designs served as a bridge between the late-Victorian Queen Anne style, and the beginning of the early Craftsman movement.”

“Wonderful! I would be very happy to work with you. We’re trying to secure funding to complete the restoration, so showcasing the architect’s importance will increase the mansion’s importance.”

“Indeed. I can put you in touch with a few grant sources in the architecture field.”

My eyes widen. I feel like dancing. I reach for Dr. Olson’s hand and shake it again. “I would really appreciate that. Thank you.”

“Now, I understand there’s another house here in town that Ellis designed, built not long after this mansion. Would you happen to know anything about it?”

I can’t help laughing. “Yes! I know it very well. My husband and I own it.”

“You’re joking.”

“I’m not! It isn’t a mansion, though. Just a small, three-bedroom house. It has more Craftsman features than this mansion does.”

“Would it be possible to see it?”

“I would be very happy to give you a tour. Maybe you could satisfy my curiosity and tell me if there might be stencils in my dining room beneath the popcorn ceiling.”

He’s smiling now, too. “There almost certainly are. Ellis used them in all his houses during this period.” He takes a few steps away, walking toward the buffet. “I’ve seen built-in pieces like this one in some of his other houses, too. It’s sort of his trademark, you might say.”

“Interesting. Our house has a similar buffet, but built on a much smaller scale.”

“They’re rarely in as beautiful condition as this one. Have you opened it?”

“Yes, all the drawers open very smoothly.”

“No, I mean the secret compartment.”

My heart speeds up. “I wasn’t aware that there was a secret compartment.”

“May I show you?” He walks to the buffet and pulls out the drawers, one by one. People gather around to watch along with me. When all four drawers are open halfway, Olson taps the middle panel on the buffet and a hidden door springs open. “Voila!” he exclaims.

We both crouch to peer inside. I gasp when I see that the compartment contains a pistol. “We should leave it there,” I quickly say. “If it’s a hundred and fifty years old, it must be handled properly.” I’m too stunned to decide what to do next, but Freida hurries over as the crowd applauds this amazing surprise.

“Thank you for showing this to us,” she says. “We had no idea it was there. Do you think there might be more surprises for us to find?”

Olson grins. “I’m afraid this is the only one that I’m aware of.”

I recover my wits enough to arrange a time for Dr. Olson to tour our house tomorrow. I long to race home and see if there’s a secret compartment in our buffet, too, but we have a lot of cleaning up to do after the evening ends.

“Thank you for making this open house such a huge success,” I tell my volunteers as we bag up the garbage. “I’m thrilled with the response and all the pledged donations.”

“Finding the secret hiding place with that gun inside was a very dramatic moment,” Greg says, laughing. “You couldn’t have planned a grander finale to the evening.”
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The baby kicks against my too-tight dress all the way home in the car. “This kid is going to be a soccer player, for sure,” I tell David. “How could Victorian women stand to wear dresses like this?”

“I’m dying to see if there’s a secret compartment in our buffet,” David says. “Do you think there is?”

“Dr. Olson thinks it’s possible. If so, I wonder what we’ll find inside it.”

I go straight to the dining room when we get home without stopping to remove my coat. The four drawers open smoothly. Two of them contain the newspaper articles and other information I’ve collected on the two houses. I squat down and give the middle panel a gentle push as I saw Dr. Olson do. I hear a click. The door swings open. I’m not prepared for what I find.

Inside is an antique leather diary, the pages filled with chunky, childlike writing. I open to the flyleaf and read:

This book belongs to Kate Abernathy.

I let out a squeal of excitement and lose my balance, falling backwards onto my rear. “Oh my gosh, David! Look at this! I can’t believe it!”

“Real hidden treasure!”

“It’s hers! It belonged to the lumber baron’s missing wife! This is her diary!” The gold-edged pages are brittle with age, so I’m pretty sure it’s authentic. “Give me a hand and help me up.”

David pulls me to my feet and I fetch my bag of supplies, putting on cotton gloves and laying an acid-free mat on the table before setting the diary down on it. I start reading out loud, from the beginning. The first entry is dated 1874.

Kate Abernathy’s simple, straightforward writing tells her troubled story. It’s an unvarnished peek into the lives and roles of women during the Gilded Age. By the time I read the last entry, I feel like I know this woman whose mansion I’ve been working so hard to restore. The fact that she was so unhappy there, that she felt like a prisoner in her own house, makes a tragic ending to her story. From outside appearances, she had everything a woman could ever want—beauty, a rich husband, and a magnificent home. I struggle to process my feelings about her sad life.

I’ve also learned more about the doctor and his wife who once owned our house. They lost three children to diphtheria before moving to Michigan. And they later adopted two children after the fire. “Grab that manila envelope that came with the house,” I tell David. “I want to check something.” I find the doctor’s obituary. He was survived by his wife, Hannah; his son, Dr. Erik Wagner and wife Hazel; and his daughter, Grace, married to Rev. Simon Nelson. He had nine grandchildren. “At least their story had a happy ending.”

“So, we still don’t know what happened to Kate Abernathy,” David says.

“No. And I’m not sure what to make of her diary. I’m going to need time to read it through and digest it all.”

David rises from his chair. “Well, I’m going to head up to bed.”

I’m gently riffling through the blank pages, thinking about what I’ve just read, when I discover more of Kate’s writing in the back. I turn the diary upside down to read it.

Dear Hannah,

I’m sending you my diary so you’ll know what became of me . . .

“David!” I shout. “There’s more!” He hurries back. “Look! According to this entry, Kate sent the diary to her friend Hannah. That’s how it ended up here.” I read the words aloud and finally learn what became of the lumber baron’s wife. “So, it looks like Hannah hid the diary away and never revealed the truth about Kate’s disappearance. She must have decided to let people believe she’d died when the Athena sank, rather than leave her open to the scandal of an insane asylum.”

David nods. “She sounds like a good friend.”

“The question is, what should I do with this discovery?”

“Well, you’ve solved the mystery after all these years. You could write a book or something. You’d be famous.”

“But her life was so tragic. I’m not sure I want to expose all her secrets to the world. It doesn’t seem right.” I pull out a protective envelope and place the diary inside. “I think I’ll show it to Freida tomorrow and ask her advice. In the meantime, you’d better pick up your dirty socks. A distinguished professor of architecture is coming to tour our house at ten o’clock tomorrow.”
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“This little house is a gem!” Professor Olson raves as David and I show him around. “And it’s in pristine condition. Tiger oak floors. Original woodwork. And these built-ins! It definitely shows the beginning stages of the Craftsman style.” He’s impressed when I show him the photograph and historical information about the home’s first owner, Dr. John Wagner.

I’m glad David hears this expert praising our house. I glance meaningfully at my husband before asking, “Dr. Olson, do you think we’ll find stencils on the ceiling if we strip the popcorn ceiling?”

“I would be willing to bet my reputation on it. I would like to include your home in my article about the architect. Would that be all right?”

“Fine with me,” David said, shaking his hand. “My wife knows how to pick a great house, doesn’t she?”

“It’s a little gem.”

As soon as he’s gone, I call Freida and ask if I can come over. “I have something amazing to show you.”

We read through the diary and Kate’s letter together. Freida is moved by everything that Kate endured in her life—how she was raised in a brothel, was nearly raped, how she’d seen her mother being beaten and had killed the man in self-defense. She’d been unhappy with her gilded life and troubled marriage.

“It sounds like her husband had mental issues, judging by the description of his mood swings,” I say. “He treated her terribly, first by trying to force her to be something she wasn’t, then having her committed to an insane asylum.”

“I’m glad that poor girl found contentment there. And that she didn’t die a horrifying death on the Athena,” Freida says. “That would have been a terrible way to go.”

“I couldn’t fall asleep last night because I was thinking about checking the newspaper archives in Chicago to see if I could find out anything about the murdered man. Then I realized it had happened before the Great Chicago Fire, so all the records had probably been destroyed.”

“I wonder if there are any records from the asylum?”

“I could try to dig them up. In the meantime, what do you think we should do with the diary, Freida?”

“Well, it does solve the mystery of her disappearance. The true story is very touching. Yet it doesn’t feel right to me to expose the poor woman’s secrets.”

“I feel the same hesitation.”

“Kate Abernathy was a troubled young woman who just wanted to be loved. I’m glad she found a friend in Hannah Wagner, and that she eventually found God and gave her life to serving Him. But her diary seems too personal to share with the world.”

“I know the diary is an important find. I’m a historian, so I’m well aware that it belongs in a museum—and yet . . .”

“Her good friend Hannah never told the truth about her. She hid the diary in a safe place.”

In the end, that’s what Freida and I decide to do with it for now. I put Kate’s diary back in its protective envelope and tuck it away in the secret hiding place in my buffet.

“Rest in peace, Kate Abernathy,” I murmur.

The secret door clicks shut.




EPILOGUE: ASHLEY

THREE YEARS LATER

A large group of distinguished visitors and dignitaries gather beside me for the official ribbon-cutting ceremony for the Abernathy Heritage Museum. After dutifully posing for the obligatory photographs, I lead the group into the mansion’s former carriage house, which has been renovated to include the museum’s entrance and ticket booth. It also houses a small gift shop and my office as the museum’s director. David follows us inside, holding our son by the hand.

“Make sure you come back and visit this gift shop before you leave,” I tell the group. “One of the books you might find interesting is this little handbook of Victorian entertaining. It describes all the rules of etiquette that the lady of this house, Kate Abernathy, would have had to follow when hosting teas, dinners, and luncheons. You’ll see she would have led quite a restricted life.”

The gift shop leads to a small theater where visitors are shown a short introductory film. “Not much is known about Henry Abernathy’s early years,” the narrator explains. “He fought with distinction during the Civil War, and worked in a lumber camp for a time. Later, Abernathy used money he’d inherited from his first wife, Harriet Benson, known as Hattie, to buy tracts of land—probably fraudulently. After Hattie died from unknown causes, Henry resettled in Michigan to build his lumbering empire. In 1873, his second wife, Kate, moved into the mansion, where she lived until her mysterious disappearance in 1875.”

I remember Kate’s suspicions about Hattie’s sudden death, but I decided not to mention them in the film. It already paints an unflattering picture of Michigan’s lumber barons and the environmental damage they caused. I know David must be cringing at the reminder of those once-majestic trees as the film shows photos of the mighty pine forests and the various stages of the lumbering process.

When the film ends, I point out a small exhibit outside the theater displaying some of the lumbering equipment that was used. “The unfinished space in the rear of the carriage house will be used in the future for traveling exhibits that highlight Michigan’s history.”

I feel a shiver of excitement as I open the door to the mansion itself and lead our first official tour group inside. I’m the docent for today’s tour, but I’ve trained a team of volunteers to conduct the regular tours. Several school groups have already signed up, starting tomorrow. Yet my excitement is tinged with sadness because Freida isn’t here to see this happy day. She lost her battle with cancer six months ago. A plaque in the reception hall honors her memory. It tells how she once lived in one of the upstairs apartments, worked in the day-care center, and had the vision and energy to imagine what the mansion has now become.

“We’re going to tour the mansion today from the perspective of the lumber baron’s wife, Kate Abernathy,” I begin, pointing to her picture. David said I shouldn’t use this photo because she looks too sexy. But after reading her diary, I have formed an opinion of who she really was before her spirited nature was tamed out of her. I think she would approve of the photograph.

“Kate would have greeted her guests in this large reception hall,” I say. “It would have been their first glimpse of the mansion, so Henry Abernathy wanted it to be an impressive one. All this original woodwork was hand-carved, not manufactured. This is one of seven fireplaces found throughout the mansion, along with thirteen original stained-glass windows. In each room, you’ll see a photograph of what the mansion originally looked like. We’ve tried to re-create the look with our purchases of furniture, antiques, rugs, and so forth.” I give them time to look around and take note of the various animals carved into the woodwork before leading them into the next room.

“The reception hall leads into this parlor where Kate would have entertained friends.” Except she grieved the fact that the wealthy society ladies weren’t her friends. Only Hannah Wagner was. “The reception hall and this small parlor were the first rooms that were renovated. If you look at that patch of wall up there, you’ll see we left a portion of the stenciled border unpainted so you can get a glimpse of the original stencil that the restoration was based on.”

I slide open the huge pocket doors when the group is ready and reveal the large parlor. “This room would have been used for big events, such as the gala Kate held to raise funds for a charity hospital. She had a heart for the lumberjacks, sawmill workers, and the town’s poorest citizens who needed a place where they could be cared for. Illnesses such as diphtheria were usually fatal, and children were often stricken very suddenly and died within a few days. Whole families were often wiped out, and undertakers would refuse to enter their houses. A diphtheria epidemic struck this city in the winter of 1879 to 1880.” I’m reminded again of Hannah Wagner, who lost three children to the disease.

“Other serious illnesses of the time included scarlet fever, whooping cough, and typhoid fever. This exhibit shows photos of the charity hospital Kate founded, which unfortunately was lost in the fire that destroyed much of the city in 1875. You can read accounts of the fire and the destruction it caused in this display. Please note it includes a picture of Kate giving aid to victims after the fire. Local physician Dr. John Wagner and his wife, Hannah, adopted a child whose widowed mother had been one of the three fatalities.”

We proceed to the dining room where we’ve staged a large antique table with a linen cloth, fine porcelain dishes, and silverware, purchased with donations. “The table is set up as it might have been for an afternoon luncheon with Kate’s wealthy friends. In fact, Kate entertained at such a luncheon the day before she disappeared.” It was the tipping point for Kate, the final act in a life she hated. I step behind the roped-off area to open the buffet and reveal the secret compartment to the group. “This hiding place was a trademark of the architect, Wayne Ellis. The gun we found hidden inside almost certainly belonged to Henry Abernathy and dates to the time period when the mansion was built.”

I lead the group into Henry’s library and highlight some of the letters that were found in the library’s archives. In the kitchen and butler’s pantry, I point out the housekeeper’s ledger, noting the surprising prices of items in the 1870s.

“We’ll now climb the grand staircase to the second floor, and Mrs. Abernathy’s boudoir. Henry’s bedroom is next to it. You can see in the before-and-after photographs that the entire upstairs had been converted into a warren of poorly built apartments, used in the 1970s and ’80s until they had to be abandoned because they weren’t up to code. We used the blueprints that we found in the public library’s archives to re-create the original footprint. The mansion had a total of six bedrooms. Sadly, Kate Abernathy never had children, so the rooms remained unused during her lifetime.

“Besides the upstairs apartments, the mansion was used by the Red Cross from 1943 to around 1970, then as a day-care center, and finally as an antiques shop. It’s an interesting history, and you can see more of it in this exhibit.”

My last stop is on the landing outside the bedroom area where there’s information about the sinking of the lumber schooner Athena in a storm. “Tragically, the lumber baron’s wife disappeared in the fall of 1875, and one of the many theories is that she had been a passenger on that ship. Since passenger lists weren’t kept, we can’t know who was on board.” I pause for a moment before asking, “Are there any questions?”

One of the city councilors raises his hand. “I’m wondering, after all your historic research, Ms. Gilbert, if you have any other theories about Mrs. Abernathy’s disappearance?”

“Other theories? No. Sorry.”

I glance at David and see him smile. He and Davy have been following along behind me all this time, but our son is getting restless. He’s much happier when he’s wandering around in the woods with his daddy, not tiptoeing around the mansion with me.

“Well, if that’s all, I wish to thank the museum’s sponsors, the Abernathy Heritage Association, and my amazing team of volunteers for making this restoration possible. I wish they were all here so I could thank them.” Tears sting my eyes. The volunteers have become more than friends, these past years. They’re my family.

“Thank you all for coming to our grand opening. I hope you’ve enjoyed this little peek into the life of the lumber baron’s wife.”
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

DEAR READER,

I love touring old houses and historic mansions. And I love finding little tidbits of history that can grow into a story. After touring the Hackley mansion in Muskegon, Michigan, I knew I had stumbled upon my next novel. The Abernathy mansion in The Lumber Baron’s Wife is based on the Hackley mansion, built in the nineteenth century during Michigan’s lumbering era. Known as the Lumber Queen, the city of Muskegon was the third largest city in the state at that time. Millionaires like Mr. Hackley shipped lumber across Lake Michigan to rebuild Chicago after the Great Fire of 1871. The fire in the novel is based on one that destroyed much of downtown Muskegon in 1874.

If you visit the mansion, which is now a museum like the one Ashley created, you’ll see the amazing woodwork, stenciled walls and ceilings, and the stained-glass windows I describe in the book. The secret compartment in the dining room buffet is also real. I borrowed some of the mansion’s history, such as its use by the Red Cross and as a day-care center, but the mysterious disappearance of the lumber baron’s wife is purely a product of my imagination.

The doctor’s house is also based on a real home, although it’s in Wisconsin, not Michigan. A reader friend, Hannah Hazard, described her house to me, then sent photographs—and I was hooked. It really was owned by a doctor, and the bloodstains on the floor exist. Hannah told me that a photograph of the doctor came with the house, along with an envelope of information about his life. I named my doctor’s wife after Hannah to thank her for letting me borrow her house.

The history of the lumbering era in Michigan is fascinating, but also tragic. The environmental damage, including the extinction of the grayling fish and passenger pigeon, is unfortunately true. Thankfully, the state of Michigan now has many beautiful parks and outdoor recreation areas to enjoy, along with the scenic splendor of four of the five Great Lakes. If I sound like a travel brochure, it’s because I do love this beautiful state!

Please visit my website, lynnaustin.org, where I often post more information about the background of my novels. You can also sign up for my monthly newsletter to find out what I’m currently working on and where I might be speaking next. Thanks so much for reading The Lumber Baron’s Wife. I hope you enjoyed it.




DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	Ashley and David struggle to meld very different lives and personalities into a healthy marriage. Have you ever had to reconcile two different pasts into a common future? What made it work—or why didn’t it?

	Hannah is put in the difficult position of coaching Kate for social success. Can you think of a time you were called upon to give someone this type of advice or felt the need to say something to avoid an embarrassing situation? How did you handle it?

	Kate confides shocking secrets to Hannah but asks her to keep everything in confidence. Has anyone ever asked you to keep a secret that put you in a difficult position? How did you feel about it?

	Hannah is surprised when Kate jumps in to help with the injured river rats. When have you been pleasantly surprised by someone’s unexpected demonstration of a skill or talent? Have you ever surprised yourself in a difficult situation?

	Do you know anyone who shares David’s dislike or suspicion of “God talk”? How do you handle it?

	In the course of the story, we see both Hannah (in 1875) and David (in the present time) reluctant to become parents, but they have different circumstances and different reasons. How are their feelings similar, and how do they differ? Are you better able to identify with one or the other of them?

	Ashley and David initially disagree about whether or not their developing fetus is actually a child. What did you think of Ashley’s way of convincing David of her viewpoint? Why is this issue so divisive in our culture?

	Ashley asks God to show her what to do about her disagreement with David. Can you remember a time when you asked God for direction? How did He answer your prayer?

	In a difficult situation, Kate eventually begins to feel joy and freedom. How does this reflect 1 Thessalonians 5:18, in which the apostle Paul encourages believers to give thanks in all circumstances? How has this played out in your own life?

	Would you like to have seen more of what the future holds for any of the characters in the story? What further joys or challenges do you think they are likely to face?
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