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“I just feel like it’s taking forever,” I complain to my dearest friend Emma Smith. We stand close together in the cozy kitchen of her apartment overlooking a quiet Boston back street. I stir the savory pot of stew on the cast iron wood stove while Emma chops a few fresh vegetables for a salad.

The place is mostly tranquil without the loud little voices of the Smith’s two children, Henry and Rachel, eight and six years old, who have not arrived home from school yet. Our husbands are relaxing nearby just across the hallway in the Smith’s study enjoying some well-deserved post-work relaxation in front of a warm fire and probably a little scotch.

Emma reaches out and lovingly squeezes my arm. “Daisy, my dear, you’ve only been married for what, not quite two years yet?”

I look from the hypnotic steam rising from the stew into Emma’s warm brown eyes and feel such a deep sense of gratitude for her. The Smiths have been our closest friends for nearly three years now. Jim and I met them at church during our courtship. Emma and I became fast friends almost from the day we met. Jim and Robert hadn’t taken much longer.

“Eighteen months,” I respond with a deep sigh that moves my shoulders up and down. I brush some stray blonde strands back behind my ear as I return to stirring the pot on the stove. The smell is tantalizing and makes my mouth water and my stomach grumble.

Emma has always outperformed me in the kitchen, but I’ve never let that bother me. She’s so humble and kind that I know she would feel terrible if she thought she contributed to my insecurity in the kitchen. My bodily need for food isn’t enough to distract me from my heart’s desire.

“I just want a baby so badly,” I groan. The thought of holding Jim and I’s child in my arms makes them and my heart ache. I had assumed when we got married that I would be able to hold my child within a year.

“I know how you feel,” Emma says, her voice filled with sympathy. “It took me twenty-three months to get pregnant with our first. And look how long it took for the third.” Emma lovingly caresses her large round swollen belly. “Oh, and he’s awake now,” she laughs. She takes my hand and places it on her belly. I am rewarded with a lively kick.

“I guess it hasn’t been that long,” I admit as I gaze lovingly at the tummy holding a perfect bundle of joy. Emma’s children would never be less than perfect in my eyes. “I just get so impatient at times and wonder if something could be wrong with me.”

A conspiratorial smile crosses Emma’s face. She leans towards me and says in a joking whisper, “It’s not always the woman, I hear.”

I feel my face blush and my eyes widen at what she’s suggesting. “Don’t say such a thing,” I scold. I quickly glance towards the kitchen doorway and relax a little when I see it empty. “At least not where Jim might hear. It would devastate him.”

Emma takes the wooden spoon from me and taps it against the pot edge so she can set it down. She takes my hand in hers and looks into my eyes. “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with either of you,” she says with all seriousness. Then she smiles. “And I’ll give you the same advice my grandmother told me, just calm down and do it as often as you can.”

I feel my cheeks flush and burn red hot. Emma has always been more forward than I could ever be. “How do you talk like that?”

Emma laughs, and it warms my soul. Her laughter is always genuine.

“I’m a modern woman, Daisy,” she says with a moment of fake superiority, her nose up in the air. We both giggle. Then she continues in her normal voice, “I’ve been doing it for 10 years. Trust me, in time you won’t think it’s so lewd.”

I shake my head in disbelief. “All the same, I would rather talk of doing it stayed in the bedroom.”

“All the same,” Emma repeats as she bumps her hip against mine in her teasing manner, “doesn’t mean the act stays in the bedroom.”

My cheeks reach a new state of flushed. “Emma,” I scold, my head swivels around to be sure no one else is within earshot.

“It’s good for the soul to make light of it,” Emma says with as much reassurance in her voice as she can. Then an impish smile crosses her face. “I mean, it doesn’t have to be all business.”

“Shall I set the table?” I turn from Emma in order to maintain my composure ready to change the subject to one less crude.

Emma’s voice changes from playful to concern as she responds, “I was going to have the children do that. Where are Henry and Rachel? They should be home by now.” She leans forward and looks out the kitchen window trying to see the street below. Then her eyes glance up at the sky. “It’s getting dark outside.”

She crosses her arms in a self embrace as if the lack of light overrode the heat from the kitchen fire and allowed her to feel the evening chill. Then she turns to me, and I see in her wide eyes the slightest hint of panic like an animal in a trap. “We didn’t miss them coming in, did we?” She looks to the kitchen doorway as if expecting them to materialize at the sound of their names.

“I don’t see how we could have.” Her fear is contagious, and I feel it seeping into my gut and up through my spine. It’s a cold heavy feeling that makes my arms break out in goosebumps. I rub at them vigorously. Then cognitive thoughts return to me. “I’m sure the men saw them come in. We must have missed them in our lively conversation.” I smile to reassure Emma as I pray that I am correct.

Emma doesn’t look convinced. She mindlessly wipes her hands for a moment on her apron and then heads out the kitchen turning to the left towards the children’s bedroom. I hear her call out, “Henry? Rachel?”

I can’t just stand and wait while she looks. Wanting to be useful, I cross the hallway and head slightly to the right where the men are sitting in the study. They’re in two tall-backed chairs facing the fire with a small table between them. Two crystal glasses and a glass decanter sit on a delicate white doily on the table.

“Robert? Jim?” I interrupt their talk without waiting for them to acknowledge me. “Did either of you see the children come in? It’s getting rather late, and Emma is starting to worry.” I try to swallow the lump in my throat, but it doesn’t budge. The feeling that something isn’t right sits heavily upon me.

Robert jumps to his feet, a frown creasing his forehead. “Come to think of it, I haven’t seen or heard them at all. Are they in their rooms?” He pushes by me into the hallway nearly running into Emma as she returns from checking their rooms.

She is twisting and ringing her fingers in such a fretfully vicious way that they are beet red, and I worry they may bleed.

“They aren’t in their rooms, Robert.” Her voice trembles in such a way that I wish to hold her as if she were a small child who has awakened in the middle of the night to a nightmare. “It’s not like them-” she begins but her voice falters. “It’s not like Henry.”

Robert is already in his coat and reaching for his scarf.

A hand touches my waist and gently squeezes as my husband Jim passes by me into the hallway to join Robert at the coat rack. “I’ll go with you,” Jim says.

Now dressed for the cold evening outdoors, Robert walks to his wife and holds her face in both his hands. “I’m sure they’re okay.” His voice is steady and strong, but I wonder how much of that is for the benefit of Emma who responds with a nod of agreement.

“I can’t recall the children ever being this late.”

“I’ll alert the constable first thing so he can watch out for them,” Robert continues. “I’m sure Henry just didn’t realize the time. Don’t worry. I’ll go find them.” Emma nods in response to his words.

Jim is now dressed for the cool crisp air as well. He kisses my cheek before following Robert out of the apartment.

Emma and I return to the kitchen to watch over dinner. I pull out a chair and guide her into it. Then I put the kettle on to make her some tea. The children will also probably want a hot beverage when they arrive home from the cold, I think.

From behind me, I hear Emma fretting in a low voice, “This is so not like Henry. He is always so responsible. Especially when he has Rachel with him.”

I don’t want to say what I am thinking out loud. It’s those awful Irish. I can’t help but wonder if Emma is thinking that as well. I pray that I’m wrong. Quite recently, Boston has been invaded by poor Irish farmers. The word is that Ireland is experiencing quite the potato famine. Why don’t you grow something besides potatoes then? I’ve often wondered.

These penniless Irish beggars have been overrunning nearby areas, turning parts of the city into downright slums. The crime rates in the slums and surrounding areas have been increasing at an alarming rate. I feel as if the danger creeps closer to Jim and I’s apartment as well as the Smiths’ every day. We only live a few blocks from each other.

My worry isn’t helping anything. I should be focusing on keeping my dear friend calm. Since watching the kettle won’t make the water boil any faster, I pull a chair close to Emma so I can take her hand. “I’m sure the children will be back any minute now.” I resolutely keep my voice from shaking. My mind begins to search for reasons for their delay.

“Perhaps they stopped to buy some candy on their way home. Didn’t Henry have a few pennies left from his birthday?” The words sound ridiculous even as I say them. The children have been delayed by a couple of hours now, not just a few minutes. The silence in the kitchen is unbearable; I must break it again. “I’m sure they were playing with friends and didn’t realize the time until it started getting dark.”

“Maybe.” Emma picks at her apron and looks no less worried than before. As if she heard a small noise outside, Emma alights and hurries to the window to look out and down. When she finds nothing encouraging there, she begins to slowly pace the narrow space by the window.

“I’ll keep an eye on dinner, while you keep a lookout,” I say just to say something. Waiting does not come easily to me.

Emma takes that as an invitation to stay even closer to the window. As she looks out she is so still at times that I wonder if she is even breathing.

I tap my foot nervously and stop as soon as I realize I had started. I don’t want the sound to add to Emma’s worry.

Suddenly, Emma starts. “I see Robert coming back with Henry.” She nearly flies from the room in spite of her very pregnant belly.

I follow her into the hallway. Emma opens the apartment door, and a cold gust of air assaults my bare cheeks. Emma doesn’t even pause to grab a coat. I put my coat on and grab Emma’s before stepping out of the apartment. I’m still making my way down the stairs when I hear Emma at the front door of the apartment building. “Where is Rachel? What happened, Robert?”

Robert enters the building carrying Henry in his arms. I’ve never seen the boy look so small. His face is buried in his father’s shoulder. I glance behind him wondering where Jim is.

Robert carries Henry up the stairs with Emma on his heels.

“Where is Rachel?” she repeats. “What happened?” Her voice has a shrill pitch to it now.

“We need to get Henry upstairs and get him warm,” Robert responds brusquely.

Emma’s mouth is agape; she looks confused as she turns from Robert to the street outside and back. I take her arm and coax her up the stairs after her husband and her boy.

When we reach the entrance to the apartment, I hear rustling from the den. Robert has Henry in one of the tall-backed chairs which has been moved much closer to the fire. He is taking off the boy’s shoes and socks which appear to be soaked through.

“Grab him a blanket, please, Daisy,” Robert says when he glances up and sees us. After a brief hesitation from leaving Emma alone, I hurry down the hallway to the children’s room and pull a blanket from a bed. A couple of stuffed animals fall to the floor.

Emma is still just standing near the doorway to the den where I’d left her. I duck by her and bring the blanket to Henry. The boy is shivering; his feet are drawn up close to him. His bright blue eyes are red and swollen from crying. He isn’t crying now; he just stares into the fire in front of him. Even as I tuck the blanket around the lad, Robert is back on his feet and moving from the room.

I glance from Henry as Robert reaches Emma. She looks up at him expectantly.

“Where is Rachel?” she asks him, her hands clutching at his arm.

Robert shakes his head and pulls himself away. “Not now Emma. Take care of Henry. I still need to find her.” Then he is gone.

At the sound of his little sister’s name, Henry begins crying again and hides his face in the blanket. I want to comfort him, but I know that he needs his mother more than he needs me right now. I leave him for a moment to lead Emma over. She sits in the chair with him and pulls him close one hand of hers stroking his light brown hair.

I pull the other chair a little closer to theirs and sit on the edge. A clock over the mantle marks time with persistent little ticks. The time between each one feels like an eternity. I try to focus my ears on the sound of the crackling fire instead. For something to do, I add another log from the basket beside the hearth.

When the door to the apartment opens again, it gives me a terrible start. I turn to see Jim leading a constable in. I fly to my husband, relieved to have him back with me and pass the constable who makes his way to sit by Emma and Henry.

Jim hugs me tightly and kisses my head. “What’s going on?” I ask barely above a whisper. “Do you know where Rachel is?”

“Nay.” That one syllable is filled with such sorrow. I brace myself when he continues talking to me in a low voice so as not to disturb the conversation with the constable.

“When we found Henry,” Jim continues, “he was running towards home, nearly hysterical with fright. I would have thought him to be a ghost if I believed in them, his face was so pale. And his eyes were so dark and red. As we carried him back, he managed to give us some of the story.

“When he and Rachel left school together, they headed straight home. Only a block from the school, they came across two beggars, two men in rags, leaning against a building. The men approached the children and blocked their way asking if they had any pennies. Henry said ‘no’ and grabbed Rachel’s hand and tried to get by them. The men wouldn’t let them. They insisted that the children must have some food or money on them.

“Henry turned around to go another way. The men followed, and Henry panicked and started running with Rachel. In his distress, he got lost and then didn’t recognize where he was anymore. They ended up running into another hoodlum who knocked Henry to the ground. That was when Henry said he lost Rachel’s hand. He told her to run. By the time he got up and got away, he couldn’t find Rachel. He searched until he found a landmark he knew and decided to come home to get help. He was mostly home when we found him, and it took all he had to tell us what he was able to.”

My eyes burn as I blink back the tears welling up. Several manage to spill over and run down my cheeks. “Jim, that’s so awful.” I shiver from a chill that washes over me as I imagine little Rachel scared and lost out in the cold with the light fading from the sky.

“Where’s Robert?” Jim asks as he releases me. I’m loath to let him in my grief over the children.

“He’s already left again. Right after he got back with Henry.” I wipe my face with my hand and hope that I have regained my composure. Emma will need me to remain calm for her until Rachel is returned.

“I’ll head back out then, too.” Jim moves to the door. “We have constables searching the city, but I can’t just stay here and wait for them.

My body trembles but I manage to speak calmly. “Jim, please be careful. It’s so dangerous out there.” An image of dark city streets pops unwanted into my mind. Around every corner lurks an Irish beggar ready to attack and rob unsuspecting people.

“That is why we have to find Rachel quickly,” Jim replies just before pulling the apartment door closed behind him.

I take a few deep breaths as I stare at the door Jim has just left through before glancing into the study. The constable still sits in the chair across from Emma and Henry. He leans forward, his head lowered, as he is probably listening to Henry. A deep knot twists in my gut at the thought of what that poor boy has been through. And now he has to tell it again. I whisper a little prayer that Emma can stay calm and comforting as she hears the story.

I wander into the kitchen to make sure dinner isn’t burning. The kettle water is hot now. I pour myself a cup of tea and sit where I can watch the door to the den. My heart feels as if it will pound its way out of my chest.

My tea is barely drinkable when the constable appears in the hallway. He meets my eyes as he turns toward the front door. “Ma’am,” he says with a tip of his hat before he disappears.

I set my cup down and hurry to Emma. She’s clutching Henry to her side. The boy’s face is buried in his mother’s ample, swollen bosom. Emma’s eyes are red and puffy, but her face is dry.

I kneel next to her and place a hand on her arm. My friend just stares into the fire.

The silence is unbearable to me. Words of encouragement come to my mind, but I wonder how many of them I believe. Still, I must try to comfort my friend.

“I’m sure Rachel is fine.” My voice comes out much more steady than I imagined it would. That gives me a little courage to continue. “Of course, she’s probably scared. But we’ll find her. There are so many people looking for her right now that she’ll be found any minute now.” I pat Emma’s arm as if everything has been settled.

“I want to believe you, Daisy.” Emma’s voice is barely a whisper. “But-. I just-.” It’s as if she has no more words.

“Let’s not in front of Henry,” I suggest, and Emma nods in agreement.

Emma strokes his hair lovingly.

“The water is hot. I’ll get everyone some tea.”

“Thank you, Daisy.”

Grateful for something to do, I return to the kitchen and prepare a tray with two fresh cups and my own, now cool, tea. When I return to the study, I set the tray on the little table and hand Emma her cup. Henry is unresponsive to our quiet promptings and appears to be asleep.

I sit in the other tall-backed chair and sip on my tea. We are both content, for now, to be quiet and stare into the fire. When our tea is finished, I take Emma’s cup from her and return it to the tray so as not to disturb Henry.

Hours pass without any words said. I tend to the fire as needed and spend the rest of the time leaning back in the chair staring into the flames. Perhaps I doze. I’m not quite sure. Somehow the big hand on the clock above the mantle keeps making its way round and round.

When Emma suddenly speaks though, I sit upright and listen. Her words feel like a cold blade tracing down my spine.

“She’s not all right,” Emma says, her eyes unblinking as she gazes ahead of her. “My little girl is dead.”

“Emma, you can’t think that way.” I feel as if I am begging her to be positive.

Her head slowly turns to me. Her usually warm eyes look dark and hollow. I want to hide from her gaze. “I feel it in every part of me.”

My mouth falls open, and I cover it with my hand. Poor little Rachel. How can it be that she is dead?

Emma says no more, and the big hand takes one more journey around the clock face.

* * *

When Henry wakes up, we take him to the kitchen and feed him some stew. Emma and I each have another cup of tea but neither of us feels like eating.

As soon as his spoon scrapes against an empty bowl, Henry lets out a yawn. Emma coaxes him from his chair and leads him down the hallway to his bedroom. I follow them and sit in the wooden rocker in the corner while Emma lays and cuddles her boy in his bed. For a little while, I wonder if Emma will fall asleep as well. However, shortly after Henry begins lightly snoring, Emma gets up, and I follow her from the room.

We return to the den where I sit, and Emma paces.

“I can’t stop thinking about my little girl out in the cold night all by herself.” Emma rubs at her arms as if she can feel Rachel’s chill. “I want to hold her.”

“Robert and Jim will find her. Or a constable. So many are looking for her.” I’m trying to convince myself at this point. Just then the clock chimes midnight.

As the early morning continues, neither of us sleeps. We alternate between pacing and sitting and sipping on tea.

The first hint of light comes peeping in the kitchen window when we hear footsteps outside on the stairs. I’m on Emma’s heels as she races to open her front door. Robert and Jim enter the apartment looking exhausted and cold. I wonder if Robert has been crying. He doesn’t lift his eyes from the floor. When Jim gently shakes his head at me it’s as if two hands clutch my throat and try to strangle me.

“You didn’t find her?” Emma’s shrill question cuts the silence.

My heart is again in my ears. This isn’t right. Robert just stands in place, his chin now to his chest admitting defeat. Jim comes to my side, and I take his arm, grateful to have him back with me.

“Why would you come home without her?” Emma demands.

Robert walks into the den and falls into one of the chairs, his face hidden in his hands.

Emma follows him. “Why would you come home when she can’t?” Her voice is so loud I worry that she will wake Henry.

I go to her to help calm and quiet her, but she slaps my arms away and turns on Jim. “Where is my little girl? Where is Rachel?”

Jim steps forward, and I admire his bravery in the face of this furious Emma. “We found her, Emma.” He hesitates before adding, “She’s dead.”

Emma’s hand flies to her cheek as if Jim has just slapped her. She staggers backward, and I help her to the floor. “No. That can’t be. She was just going to school yesterday. Just to school.”

I hold my friend wishing I could bring her baby girl back to her. Movement catches my eye, and I look up to see Henry standing in the doorway, holding one of Rachel’s dolls in the hook of his arm.

“Rachel isn’t coming home?” he asks.

I hold out my arm, and he comes and sits in his mother’s lap. Emma wraps her arms around him and sobs into his little shoulder.

“It’s my fault,” he says now crying as well. “We got lost, and I let go of her hand.”

Tears flow freely down my own cheeks. “Oh, no, sweetheart. It’s not your fault. You mustn’t blame yourself. It was a terrible accident.”

Eventually, the tears stop. I realize that they were better than the blank looks that replace them on the faces of my friends and their son. They look like foreigners to me, almost unrecognizable as the cheerful people I knew yesterday.

Exhaustion begins to creep in. I long for my bed and the warmth and security under my blankets. There is no more Jim and I can do for our friends right now, especially not without some sleep.

Jim and I collect our things and let the Smiths know we’ll be back soon. I don’t know if Robert or Emma heard us.

We walk home hand in hand. Every shadow in the street now seems to be concealing something sinister. I feel myself bracing with every corner we turn. I start when a woman walks out from a side street. She frowns at me and hurries off. I breathe a sigh of relief when I realize she wasn’t Irish.

We finally reach our doorstep. The ten-minute walk from the Smith’s apartment to ours never felt so long. As Jim brings out the key to unlock our door, I catch his hand. He looks down into my eyes.

“Jim, I don’t want to raise our children in Boston. It isn’t safe.”
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It’s late afternoon when I wake up. If you can call it being awake. My body is heavy; every limb feels as if it is encased in stone.

I shuffle into the kitchen where Jim sits, drinking tea and reading the paper.

“The water should still be hot,” he says when he sees me.

I pour steaming water over peppermint leaves and inhale the fresh aroma. Maybe it will help me wake up. “I’ll prepare us dinner in a minute,” I say as I sit across from Jim.

“You’re right, Daisy.” Jim slides the paper to me and taps at a headline. “Death During Bakery Robbery”.

My body stiffens from my neck down deep into my gut. All the security I’ve ever felt inside my own home dissipates. I meet Jim’s solemn eyes as he pulls the paper back.

“It’s not safe in Boston.”

The sense of relief at his words loosens some of my tension. If he is in agreement with me, then we can begin to move towards our next step. I have no idea what that will look like.

After a light meal, we return to the Smiths’ apartment. As much as I don’t want to face the tragedy of yesterday, I can’t let my friend go through it alone.

Over the next couple of days, we assist them with making funeral and burial arrangements.

The funeral is held at the church we attend every Sunday where we met the Smiths. It’s not as large and garish as some of the cathedrals in town, but a good Sunday boasts about two hundred believers. The morning of the funeral, it was packed. Not only were all of the faithful there, but many of the Smiths’ extended family had come to town to pay their condolences. Emma’s sister had traveled several hours to be there with her husband and their two children. Emma’s parents and Robert’s parents also came.

The walk to the church is oppressive and heavy in spite of the crisp, clean smell of spring and the warm sun rays.

“I don’t know what to say to her,” I tell Jim as I cling to his arm on the way. After being Emma’s support for these past few days, I’m in need of someone to brace me now. Emma and I have spoken few words since Rachel’s death. Most of the time has been passed in wretched silence as if the apartment turned into a tomb. Even Henry barely made a noise. “How do you comfort someone during a time like this?” I bemoan.

“Time is the only comfort. That and our friends around us.” He gives my shoulders a squeeze. “I don’t think you need to say anything. Just be there for her. Give her a hug.”

A hug doesn’t feel like enough, but it will have to do. The only way I could have hugged Emma more is if she had been a child that I could have held in my arms. Those horrible Irish and all the damage they’ve caused.

“And now we’re forced to flee our home in order to find a safe place for our children,” I say. “Why weren’t the heinous Irish kept out of the city?”

“Daisy. They’re just poor beggars looking for homes. Many of them are just trying to care for their families.”

Jim speaks much more softly about the Irish than I would. After this transgression, I can honestly tell myself I hate them. Loathe and despise are too kind of words for what they’ve done.

“Killing an innocent little girl is how they need to care for their families?” I ask.

“No. The crime was unnecessary.” Jim lets out a sigh.

My grip on his arm tightens. “Jim, I don’t want to live in Boston anymore.” The words tumble out of my mouth. It’s the first time I’ve fully expressed it, but I feel the sense of relief that comes after vomiting.

“I know.”

The relief is short-lived and replaced by guilt. “I feel awful leaving Robert and Emma after all they’ve been through.”

“It can’t be helped. It’ll be up to them to decide whether they will stay or leave the city.”

I pause at the foot of the steps leading up into the church. I’ve already been here once today helping with flowers and refreshments. This time there is a finality to the occasion. Tears fill my eyes, but Jim is quick to hand me his kerchief.

“I don’t want to say goodbye. Rachel was so full of life. I’ve imagined her babysitting our own children in a few years.” I dab at my eyes. “Look at me; a mess already.”

“Take your time.” Jim massages my upper arm.

My tears have subsided, and I feel a little more under control. “All right. I can do this.” I renew my hold on my husband’s arm and we walk up the steps together.

It’s difficult to describe the feeling of walking into the sanctuary and seeing the little casket at the front of the room. No casket should be that small. The joy of childhood has been snuffed out, and the wooden representation of it is unbearable to look at. I feel relief knowing that the lid is closed and won’t be opened today nor ever again, but the reason for it is horrific. Rachel’s little body was beyond being made suitable for an open casket.

The ceremony was short yet heartbreaking. By the time it was over, there were few dry eyes in the church.
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The following Sunday, everyone was still talking about Rachel’s tragedy while doing their best to keep the conversations out of the Smiths’ hearing. This was quite easily accomplished as Robert and Emma didn’t feel up to visiting and left as soon as the sermon was over.

After hugging Emma goodbye, I find myself in a circle with other women all talking about what a shock the event has been to the local community.

“I don’t feel safe in my own house, anymore,” I admit and receive several agreeing head nods.

“Something needs to be done about those awful Irish,” Mrs. Reed agrees.

I lower my voice, and they lean in to hear me. “Jim and I are thinking about moving out of the city.” I don’t know why I feel like a conspirator right now. It’s not as if we need to hide the information from anyone except for maybe Emma and Robert. “We don’t want to raise our children here where they won’t be safe.”

“My sister is selling a house in Templetown,” Mrs. Jones exclaims grabbing my hand and squeezing it. “It would be perfect for you and Jim.”

Her excitement is contagious and brings hope to my heart. “Where is Templetown? The name is not familiar to me.”

“It’s about a half days ride southwest from Boston.” Mrs. Jones and I move to sit on a nearby pew where we can continue the conversation.

“What can you tell me about it? Jim will want all the details.” I struggle to not get my hopes up but this truly feels like an answer to prayer. My hands fall into my lap where I pick at my fingernails.

“I can tell you whatever you would like to know. I grew up in the house.”

Knowing that Mrs. Jones had lived there and would recommend the town made it even more appealing. “How did you happen to come to Boston then?” It’s all I can do to not focus completely on the house, but I don’t wish to be rude.

“I wanted to go to a finishing school here. My aunt who I corresponded with frequently had to pay for it because my parents did not approve.”

My brow furrows. “They didn’t want you to go to school?”

Mrs. Jones leans back a little in the pew. “It’s more that they didn’t want me to leave Templetown. It’s such a close-knit quiet community. Virtually no crime to speak of.” She laughs. “They do have some quirky traditions there, and I was looking for something a little more refined. My parents were worried about the dangers in the big city. Templetown is so safe, especially when compared to Boston. If I was looking for a place to raise children, I would move back in a heartbeat.”

I try not to get my hopes up, but I feel myself falling in love with the town already. In my mind I see Jim and I on a porch bench watching our children, a boy and a girl, run around a large green yard. The daydream feels so real I can almost smell the fresh air. “Tell me about the house please,” I beg, leaning in to catch every detail.

“Oh, the house,” Mrs. Jones begins with a reminiscing sigh. “It is a two-story, three bedroom farmhouse. The front porch is large, perfect for sitting in the evenings. The bottom floor is quite open. When you walk in, you can see all the way across to the breakfast nook. Downstairs has a study, a parlour, a washroom. You wouldn’t believe the size of the kitchen. You could feed a dozen children out of that kitchen. There are three bedrooms upstairs. At the far end of the hall is the master bedroom with a window that looks out over the back yard.” Mrs. Jones’ face lights up as if she has suddenly remembered something important. “The backyard has a barn which would be perfect for your husband’s blacksmithing. And there would still be room for a garden and some chickens.”

I see myself now standing in a yard throwing corn to a dozen or more chickens. The thought of going and collecting eggs each morning for breakfast adds to my excitement. I can hardly wait to go home and tell Jim all of this.

“And at the edge of the yard is an amazing forest that stretches for miles,” Mrs. Jones concludes.

“Wow.” I’m mesmerized by her descriptions. “It sounds like a dream.”

“It’s a simple house, but it has a lot of character. It was made to be lived in that’s for sure. You could have as many children as you wanted living there.”

“If we wanted to go look at it, how would we go about that?”

“Just write my sister, Susannah. I think the two of you would get along. Of course, there really isn’t a soul in the world that Susannah wouldn’t adore. She’s always been that way, just the sweetest person you’ll ever meet. Nothing like me, don’t you fret.”

We share a laugh before Mrs. Jones continues. “It used to bother me as a child because she made me look like such a troublemaker. I swear, that sweet girl never did get into any trouble. I don’t think she had it in her to be bad. I’ve only met her husband Mark once: I don’t visit them as much as I should. And they never come to the city. Mark seems like a nice enough fellow though. And their two girls are just dolls. And so helpful. Jaina is her mother’s twin spirit, always wanting to help. They have a little boy now, as well, Matthius. I haven’t made it out there to see him yet.”

I’m on the edge of my seat hearing about this family that could be our future neighbors. “They sound great. I can’t wait to meet them. You must dearly love your sister.”

Mrs. Jones lets out a single laugh. “Now that we are older, we do. I was always jealous of her when we were growing up. In addition to her perpetually cheerful attitude, which can be so grating when you just want to feel miserable, Susannah is the baby in the family. She can do no wrong, in anyone’s eyes, and never does any wrong.” She lets out a deep breath. “It can be exhausting really. When she was little, I used to think it was just a big show she put on, best actress in the world. As I grew up, I realized it was truly genuine. Now that I am older, and wiser, I do feel a bit contrite for how I treated her when we were children.”

I reach out and pat Mrs. Jones’ hand. “If she is as great a person as you say, then I’m sure she forgives you.”

Mrs. Jones nods in agreement. “Of course she does. We’ve discussed it, and I’ve made my peace.”

I notice movement out of the corner of my eye and see that Jim looks ready to walk home. I rise to my feet. “Please write your sister soon and tell her of us. I’m praying that Jim is willing to go look at the house.”

Mrs. Jones searches through her purse for a scrap of paper. “Let me give you her address now. We can both write her. I’ll be sure to have a letter ready to go out in the morning.”

“Mrs. Jones, thank you for your time. I’m so grateful.” I clutch the piece of paper she gives me tightly, embrace her goodbye, and hurry to my patient husband.

On the way home, I tell Jim everything and get his permission to pursue information about the house.
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Dear Susannah Lake,

My name is Daisy Parker. I go to church with Mrs. Jones, your sister. She gave me your address so I could write to you. She tells me that you have a house in the country for sale.

My husband and I are looking to move from Boston. Recently, we’ve had an influx of Irish hooligans that have been committing awful crimes. I don’t feel safe in my own home anymore.

One of the tragedies struck very close to home. A dear friend’s daughter was murdered as she was walking home from school. She was only six years old.

My husband and I have no children as of yet, but we are hoping to be blessed with one soon. We are very interested in the house you have for sale and would love to come to see it at your earliest convenience. Mrs. Jones has had nothing but positive things to say about it, you, your family, and Templetown. I understand the crime rate there is very low?

Our only major concern is that my husband is a blacksmith. We don’t want to move someplace where he won’t be able to make a living at his trade.

I eagerly await your response.

Sincerely,

Daisy Parker




Dear Daisy Parker,

I am beyond sad about hearing of your friend’s child’s murder. It is such a tragedy when the Lord’s children suffer. My heart hurts to hear of this.

You are most welcome to come any time and look at the house. We haven’t had any interested parties yet, but then again I haven’t spoken to anyone outside the town about it either.

Templetown is a wonderful place. And yes, the crime rates here are nonexistent. The town was established almost one hundred years ago now, and I’m not sure that there has been a single murder in its whole history. We are a close-knit community, and I know that helps keep it peaceful. That and the good Lord’s blessings.

Your letter feels as if it is an answer to Mark and my prayers about selling the house. It’s been a lot of work taking care of two properties. And, Templetown is in need of an accomplished blacksmith. Our current blacksmith, Mr. Miller is getting along in years. I’ve heard some even complain about the time it takes him to finish projects now, the poor dear.

Let me know when it is agreeable for you and Mr. Parker to make the journey.

Sincerely,

Susannah Lake




My heart felt as if it would leap from my body upon reading Susannah’s letter, but I had no one to share the good news with. I haven’t been able to bring myself to mention the move to Emma, and Jim won’t be home for hours yet.

How will I ever break the news to my sweet, Emma? I wonder. Already I have felt a wedge growing between the two of us. I haven’t been spending as much time with her as I should. The somber mood in their apartment is stifling. I’ve tried to visit her daily, but my cheerful friend is gone and has been replaced by a walking corpse.

I know the Smiths will eventually move on. Maybe their new baby will bring them some healing. I have to think about my future children now. It is up to Jim and I to find a place where they will be safe when they enter this world.

The hours crawl by until Jim arrives home from work. I do my best to maintain my composure and give him time to settle in for the evening, but he must notice that I’m excited about something as he raises a single eyebrow at me. He kisses my cheek and heads to the washroom.

My hands shake with excitement as I set the table. The letter sits on the table, waiting to be shared. I can barely take my eyes off it afraid that it will disappear if I let it out of my sight.

Finally, Jim comes to the table, now clean and in fresh clothes. We bow our heads and close our eyes as he says grace.

“Amen,” I agree when he has finished praying.

“All right, my sweet,” he says knowingly, “What are you so excited about sharing with me?”

I try to say what I remember from heart, but I trip over the words as they bowl each other over, coming out all at once. I resort to reading him the whole letter aloud.

“It’s as if everything we need is falling into perfect place. The town sounds delightful for you, and it’s a place that needs my services,” he says when I have finished.

I nod my head enthusiastically. “I know. I can’t believe our luck.”

“I’m not sure we can call this luck, my sweet. This feels like Providence.”

I take a deep breath and smile. I’m not sure I know the difference between luck and Providence, but I won’t bother Jim with that. He is a firm believer in Providence. I’m willing to attend church and pray in order to keep the peace in our family, but most of the Bible stuff goes right over my head.
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