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"Harriet, they're finally here!" Melody Merriweather declared, hurrying as best she could toward the front of the shop despite the rather large box she was balancing. 

Harriet paused in her diligent arranging of the candy sticks in the wall of jars behind the counter to glance over her shoulder. When she saw the box, she turned fully. 

"You'll never guess!" Melody set her delivery on the far end of the counter and reached for a pair of scissors, slicing through the packing string and peeling open the flaps of the package. From a nest of cedar wood chips, she lifted out a smaller box, thin and mint green with a swirling chocolate font. Inside, wrapped in crisp tissue paper, lay a beautiful lavender silk scarf with tiny white polka dots. Melody drew in a breath. They were even more beautiful than she had hoped. 

"Oh, my!" Harriet whispered. "Who's that for? Your mother?"

"No!" Melody laughed. "We're going to sell them!"

Harriet's brow furrowed. "Sell them?" She glanced at the floor-to-ceiling shelves of the Merc, neatly stocked with dry goods. "Here?" 

"Yes! Why not?" Melody hurriedly dug out more boxes, brushing off stray wood chips, and began stacking them haphazardly on the counter. They were just what the dusty old Merriweather Mercantile needed! A certain flair of . . . well, of something more refined. And, truth be told, she was tired of selling sacks of flour and fishing poles and cans of soup. She wanted to sell something fun!

It had been barely a month since Melody had been called home from Mundelein, her lovely college in Chicago, to take over the running of her family's general store. Upon hearing the news of her father's heart attack, Melody had rushed back . . . only to find that Pops wasn't quite on death's door, as her mother's exaggerated letter had implied, and that, worse, they were expecting Melody to take over the dreadful Merc, at least until Pops recovered. She had protested fiercely, saying that it should be Freddy, her older brother, who should have to abandon his expensive school and take over, but Pops had just tut-tutted the suggestion, as if it were ludicrous. Next, she tried insisting that she knew nothing about running a shop, but this, too, had fallen on deaf ears. In the end, it was Pops, lying prostrate in his hospital bed, who had convinced her to at least try. 

Melody reached for another box inside the parcel, this one bigger.

 Carefully, she opened it and pulled out a lovely velvet cloche hat. 

"Hats, too?" Harriet's eyes grew wide. 

"Yes, and gloves," Melody said, rifling through the wood chips in search of glove boxes. Finding one, she opened it to reveal a pair of pink leather calfskin gloves. "Here, feel these," she urged Harriet as she herself rubbed the gloves. "They're as soft as butter!"

Harriet did as she was bid and let out a little gasp. "They must cost a fortune!" 

Melody laughed again. She had discovered them in the Barnum's Supply catalog, which sat forlornly on her father's desk in his makeshift office, and had promptly ordered them without a second thought. They had indeed cost a pretty penny, but Melody was sure the ladies of Merriweather would appreciate something other than the sensible, serviceable line of clothing supplied by Montague's down the street. And, she had reasoned excitedly, maybe if they sold well, she might actually make a profit, enough to spruce up the Merc a bit, as it was, to her eyes, anyway, looking a bit shabby. Her father might even thank her for the idea when he returned and saw how well they were selling. 

"Here, try them on!" she said to Harriet.

"Oh, no! I . . . I couldn't."

"Yes, you can! Here." Melody planted the cream cloche on top of the girl's pretty chestnut curls and then took the lavender scarf and wrapped it stylishly around her neck. Harriet reluctantly pulled on the gloves. 

"You look gorgeous!" Melody declared, adjusting the scarf slightly. How she missed dressing up for dates to see the latest film at the Biograph or to go dancing at the Aragon in Chicago. Merriweather, by contrast, had little to compare. Sure, they had the opera house and the Avalon, but none of the big names ever came here, and there certainly were no dance halls. 

"You think so?" Harriet turned her head this way and that, a faint smile creeping across her face. 

"Yes, of course you do!" Melody plopped an elbow on the counter and rested her chin in her hand as she studied the girl. Harriet, while not college material, was really very sweet. At eighteen, she was only two years and eleven months younger than Melody herself, more Bunny's age. However, Melody had already decided that Harriet was infinitely more mature than her spoiled little sister. 

"Tell you what!" Melody declared. "I'll let you borrow one for your next date." She flashed one of her mischievous grins, which never failed to elicit admiration amongst her court of friends back at Mundelein. 

Harriet's cheeks flushed as she pulled off the hat. "I don't have a beau. If that's what you mean." 

"Don't have a beau? You must be joking! Why not?" Melody studied her again. Harriet was not what one would call a beauty, but she was lovely in an innocent sort of way. Despite the freckles that dotted her nose and cheeks, she might even be considered rather attractive. Her eyes were a very pretty shade of green, and her nose, Melody decided, was perfect. Best of all was her sweet smile, which was accented by two dimples when she laughed. Melody was sure she could find her a suitor; after all, hadn't that been her specialty back at Mundelein? Matchmaking? She had, in fact, developed a bit of a reputation in that department. 

"I could help you, if you'd let me," Melody suggested pleasantly, picking up stray wood chips and pitching them into the box.

"Help me? With what?" Harriet looked genuinely confused. 

"Help you to fall in love, of course!"

Harriet's blush deepened. "Oh, but I--"

"What in God's name is all this?" came a shrill voice from the back of the shop. 

Melody's neck stiffened. "It's a batch of new products, Mrs. Haufbrau," Melody said crisply, while Harriet hurriedly removed the scarf and gloves and set them carefully on the counter. 

Mrs. Haufbrau arched one eyebrow as she picked up one of the gloves, only to toss it aside, its buttery softness apparently not having the desired effect. "New products? For who? Rockefeller?"

Melody inhaled sharply. Mrs. Haufbrau was another staff member she had inherited--one who was not, unfortunately, as pleasant as young Harriet, nor as malleable. Indeed, Mrs. Haufbrau was anything but. Likewise, she was positively ancient, way older than Melody's mother, and several degrees sterner, which was saying much. Why her father had hired Mrs. Haufbrau all those years ago was a mystery to Melody, though maybe it had actually been her grandfather who had hired the old crone when he had started this behemoth back in the 1800s. 

"Some people in town might like to have a change of style, Mrs. Haufbrau," Melody retorted as she began piling the boxes back into the original package. 

"Is that so?" The older woman crossed her arms stiffly while Harriet mysteriously bent to look for some unnamed item on the shelves below the counter. "Which farmer's wife do you think is looking for a change of style with a Depression on? But you probably wouldn't know anything about that, would you?"

Melody bit the inside of her cheek. Of course she was aware of the Depression! Hadn't they had to let their gardener go? And the kitchen girl who used to come on Saturdays to help Helenka? What was her name? Sadie?

"These might be fine for Chicago people," Mrs. Haufbrau went on, "but not people here. This ain't high society, you know!"

"God forbid I'd suggest that Merriweather, Wisconsin, is high society, Mrs. Haufbrau. But we could all use a little color, don't you think?" She looked pointedly at Mrs. Haufbrau's boring gray dress. That was all she ever wore--gray or black, as if in eternal mourning. 

"With scarves made out of silk and calfskin gloves?" Mrs. Haufbrau scoffed. "Does your father know?"

"No, he does not, Mrs. Haufbrau," Melody replied. "And I'd kindly ask that you not to go blabbing to him with your tattletales of the shop. He's very ill, you know, and he doesn't need you pestering him."

Mrs. Haufbrau looked as if she had been struck. "I have no idea what you're talking about!"

"Oh, I think you do." It was obvious from Mrs. Haufbrau's muttered comments and loud sighs whenever Melody made a mistake--which was frequently, she had to admit--that the woman thought herself infinitely more suited to the job of manager. Indeed, Melody detected more than a little resentment coming from Mrs. Haufbrau that she had not been asked by Louis Merriweather to take over in the current crisis, and Melody was beginning to suspect the woman of running to the hospital with the Merc's account books in hand. "And, anyway, my father isn't here right now. I am."

"Oh, yes. We all know that," Mrs. Haufbrau snipped. "Loud and clear." 

Melody fumed. She wished she could simply dismiss Mrs. Haufbrau, but she knew it would be a mistake. For one thing, her father would have a fit.

The shop bell tinkled, then, which blessedly broke the tension. However, when Melody observed whom it was who had entered--Imogene Kaufmann--she half wondered if continuing to spar with Mrs. Haufbrau would be more agreeable.

"Hello, Imogene," Melody said tightly as the timorous, middle-aged woman crept toward the counter with a box of her own. Imogene Kaufmann was a spinster who lived in the small apartment above the Merc with her very old and very deaf widowed mother. There was a time, several years ago, when Imogene had worked in the shop, but she had eventually been forced to quit when old Mrs. Kaufmann began wandering the streets of Merriweather, sometimes in her nightgown. It was probably a good thing, however, that Imogene had given up the Merc, as Mums was convinced that she was a secret kleptomaniac. 

"Whole boxes of Hershey bars just gone!" Mums used to complain back when she herself had routinely taken shifts at the Merc. No matter how much Pops would explain away this and other thefts, Mums wasn't having it. There seemed to be some deeper animosity between the women that Melody had never understood. 

"Oh, hello, Melody!" Imogene's small ferret eyes did not initially meet Melody's but instead darted furtively between Mrs. Haufbrau and Harriet. "Don't you look nice?" she squeaked, finally peering at Melody now. Imogene was probably only forty, but the corners of her eyes were chiseled with deep wrinkles, and a thick white streak of hair ran down the middle of her head, as if she were a skunk. "But, then, you always look nice, don't you?" 

She cleared her throat and looked as though she was attempting to stand up straight, but her grossly rounded shoulders would not obey. "I've often commented to Mother how well you look. How fresh. Fresh like a daisy, I always say. How fortunate for you. And for your family. How is your family? Are they well? How is your poor father? I hope he is well. You must be glad to be home, glad to be out of Chicago. I've often said to Mother, I don't know how poor Melody had the courage to leave home. I simply can't imagine it, and yet there are times when I have thought it might be nice to have a holiday. I've said as much to Mother, but she doesn't fancy it. No, she doesn't fancy it. Still, we can always hope, can't we? But we are so very glad you are home safe. We did say ever so many prayers, Mother and I. So, you see, prayer does work. Sometimes, I must admit, my faith wavers, but seeing you, standing here before me looking so well certainly does prove the power of prayer and I'm quite encouraged. Quite encouraged by you, Melody. I remember when you were just a little girl. So sweet, running around here. I would often tell Mother all about your antics. Your father doted on you. Still doted on you even when you were gone. He would tell us all about your adventures, and I would tell Mother. Why, just the other day--"

"Can I help you with something, Imogene?" Melody interrupted, her patience flagging. "Something I can get for you?"

"Get for me?" Imogene seemed puzzled. "Oh, no! No, I don't need a thing. No, see, I've made these soaps." She shuffled the box in her arms to open the lid. "Just out of lye and a bit of aromatics. But they work real good. Different scents, you see." She picked one up and sniffed it. "This one's peppermint." She held it up to Melody, who felt she had no choice but to smell it. There was a faint aroma of mint. Imogene reached for more. "There's rosemary, and lavender, and rose, and bergamot, and"--she sniffed one deeply--"I think this one is just plain." She dropped it back in the box and looked eagerly at Melody. 

Melody smiled wanly, wondering what on earth Imogene was after. "Yes, they're nice, Imogene," she said politely, deciding that Imogene must have finally cracked under the pressure of caring for her mother, locked up all day in the upstairs apartment.

"Well, what do you think?" Imogene asked hesitantly, carefully closing the lid. 

"About what?"

"Well, I was thinking you might like to . . . well, to sell them. If you'd like. If you think they'd sell. They probably won't. But they might. You never know, do you?" She chuckled nervously. "I used to tell Mother that all the time when I worked here before. 'You'd never guess what I sold today, Mother!' I used to say. 'A card of buttons! An oil can!' Remember when the Merc sold oil cans, Melody? Or maybe that was before your time . . . Or seven mousetraps! I did sell seven mousetraps in one day. Did you know that, Melody? Sold them all to Ned Werner. Came in with a rat problem in his barn. I told him that our traps weren't nearly big enough for rats, that he should stop in at Rhombergs's for some poison, but, no, he took the seven mousetraps instead. Don't know whatever happened. He's dead now, so I can't ask him. But maybe his son, Del, would know. I must remember to ask him next I see him. Goes to show, though, doesn't it?" 

Melody bit her lip, trying to think of what to say. While they did have a somewhat pleasant aroma, the soaps were horribly misshapen, not perfect ovals like the bars of Kirk's or Lux they carried. She was sure no one would even give them a second look, much less buy them. "Well, I . . . I don't think we need any more soaps, Imogene. We already sell several different types. And I'm not sure we have the shelf space." 

 "I think you should take them." Mrs. Haufbrau sniffed, having irritatingly observed the whole exchange. "Can't hurt, can it? And people like homemade stuff. Honest, down-to-earth stuff." By the way she emphasized each word, Melody was sure she was mocking her imported new products, which made her all the more determined to reject Imogene's soaps.

"I don't think so, Imogene." 

"Oh, but Melody, please!" Imogene urged in a rare form of pleading. "You can have half the sale price. Or more than half. Or whatever you think. I just need . . . we just need a little extra money, and I thought that maybe . . . maybe this might be a way."

Melody squeezed her eyes shut. As much as she wanted to thwart Mrs. Haufbrau, she couldn't bear to refuse this poor woman, who, despite her eccentricities, as well as Mums's dislike, had always been kind to Melody as a little girl. Likewise, she knew deep down what her father would do if he were here. "Oh, alright, Imogene. I'll put them out, but I can't promise they'll sell." 

"Oh, Melody! Bless you! I can't wait to tell Mother! She'll be pleased as punch, she will be! Oh! I'm going to tell her now!" She hurried toward the door, the box still under her arm. "Oh!" she exclaimed, perhaps realizing she was carrying away the product. "How silly of me!" She scurried back to the counter. "Here you are. I must go now!" She practically ran out of the shop, then, as if afraid Melody might change her mind. 

Melody rubbed the back of her neck and then picked up the box, making a point of not looking in Mrs. Haufbrau's direction. "I'll go see where I can put these," she said.

"I can find a place," Mrs. Haufbrau offered.

"No, I will, Mrs. Haufbrau," Melody declared before making her way toward the back of the shop, near the meat counter, where the cleaning products were displayed. Melody studied the shelves filled with shampoos and soaps and even whisk brushes and mops, noting that this area of the shop could definitely use tidying, but she didn't have time for that right now. She was eager to find places up front for her silk scarves and pretty hats. What was she to do with a box of ugly soaps? Finally, she bent and pushed some disinfectant on the bottom shelf to the side. It was not the most advantageous placement, she knew, but no one was going to buy them anyway. 

"That's not the best place for those," Cal called from behind the meat counter. 

Melody let out a sigh. She wasn't sure she had the strength to argue with Cal, too, especially since nearly every interaction with him seemed to end, if not exactly in an argument, then at least in a bit of a huff. 

When she first met Cal Fraiser on the day she took the shop's helm, she had admittedly been struck by his thick dark hair--a lock of which seemed to perpetually hang over one eye-- and his angled jaw, the stubble upon which grew darker as the hours ticked along, she had since keenly observed. He had abruptly called up a vision of Heathcliff, which had caused a delicious little shiver to travel down her spine, but all intriguing imaginings were immediately dashed by his apparent contempt of her. She had introduced herself, politely holding out her hand and batting her eyes just a little, but he had merely glanced at her, frowned, and gone on wrapping a beef roast. 

Cal's uncle, Lyle, was the Merc's real butcher, but he had recently been laid up with first an amputated toe and now a case of dropsy. Distraught at the thought of letting the Merc down, he had persuaded his nephew Cal to come down from Dodgeville and take his place until he could get better. Cal, to his credit, had so far shown himself to be a good stand-in, as he was quite skilled with a knife, but it was clear he was only here out of duty to his uncle, as he was unhelpful in every way other than the prompt cutting and wrapping of chops and sausages for the customers. Calling him "surly" would be generous. 

Well, that wasn't exactly true. He was somewhat conversational with the customers, and he was kind to Harriet and respectful to Mrs. Haufbrau, but with Melody he seemed not exactly critical, but certainly aloof. 

"I'll find a better place later," Melody said now as she approached the meat counter. "I can't be bothered right now." 

Cal shrugged and went on slicing the lamb loin laid out on the butcher's block. 

Typical. "You know, between you and Mrs. Haufbrau, I'm always seem to be doing something wrong. I've a mind to stay home and eat bonbons while you two run the shop!" 

 Cal tilted his head slightly and raised an eyebrow. "You shouldn't let her get to you," he said after a few moments and then tossed his hair back with a quick backward nod. "That's what she wants." He stared at her with those mysterious dark eyes, and for a second, she thought he was going to smile, so she preempted it with one of her own. But he didn't smile; he went back to slicing. 

"Why, Cal Fraiser," she said lightly, "are you offering me advice? I didn't think you cared." 

He went on slicing. "Just pointing out the obvious."

"Well, she makes my blood boil!" Melody exclaimed, deciding that the moment between them, if there had been a moment, was gone. "How dare she tell me that the scarves and hats I bought won't sell! She hasn't even seen them all." 

"She's right, though. They aren't going to sell." He wiped his hands on the blood-streaked towel hanging from his apron belt. "You've been away too long." 

Melody gritted her teeth. Away too long? Was this to be her life now? Receiving lectures from the likes of Mrs. Haufbrau and Cal Fraiser, not to mention the occasional one from Mums? Just a few months ago she had been studying the Romantics--Shelley and Wordsworth and Byron! And now she had to worry about the price of boots or their inventory of candy bars or the . . . the disapproval of this . . . this person, who clearly believed himself superior to her. The unfairness of it nearly killed her. 

"How's Lyle?" she asked sweetly. "Feeling better?"

"You mean, when is he coming back?" Cal put his hands on his hips. "Soon, I hope." He stared at her. "When are you going back to Chicago?"

Melody drew in a sharp breath. "Not soon enough," she retorted and tried to march as regally as she could back to the front of the shop. 

At least she had Harriet, Melody comforted herself as she took her place behind the counter, glancing at the young girl innocently straightening shelves. Yes, Melody decided, tightening her apron, Harriet was the only decent one among them, and she resolved there and then that she would reward her new friend by making her her protégée. Harriet would be well placed, romantically, that is, Melody vowed, before she returned to Chicago--hopefully in time for Mundelein's Winter Ball in January. It would be her triumph, and she would leave the awful Cal and Mrs. Haufbrau to stew in their own Merriweather juices. 
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Unfortunately, there was no time to begin schooling Harriet in the ways of romance or to arrange the new products, so busy was the shop for the rest of the afternoon. And, truth be told, a bit of wind had gone out of Melody's sails regarding her pretty new things. She was able to dismiss Mrs. Haufbrau's disparaging comments as being that of an old crab, but Cal's were harder to ignore. 

But why? What did he know of ladies' scarves? she grumbled as she pulled the door of the shop closed for the evening and locked it. Nothing, of course. She pulled at her Chanel duster--she had bought it at Marshall Field's last spring with Cynthia, and it had proven absolutely divine for drives up Lake Shore Drive with the gang in Charlie's Buick Century or Douglas's V8 Sport after football games!--and began walking slowly up High Street. 

It was Cal's comment about her being away too long that stung, she realized, as if he thought she didn't belong here anymore. Though if she were being honest, she was finding life back in Merriweather just a tad bit stifling when compared to her life in Chicago, which now seemed blissfully carefree. She trudged past Ben's Bakery and Grassell's Shoes and waved limply at Mr. Rhomberg, locking up the hardware store, and tried not to think about what all of her friends were doing without her. 

Her best friend, Cynthia--or at least her best friend besides Elsie, of course--had promised to write every single day, which she had dutifully done, in the beginning. But now that they were well into September, her letters had already dropped off considerably. 

It's not you, dearest! Cynthia had gushed in her last letter. It's just that I'm so terribly busy. You know how it is. Though it's really not the same without you! We are all too, too sad!! We are praying very earnestly for your father to get better so that you can finally come back to us! Even Sr. Bernard is praying. At the mention of Sr. Bernard, Melody had paused in her reading. She couldn't believe that she actually missed Sr. Bernard, Mundelein's president, but then again, Sr. Bernard had been more friend than a disciplinarian, acting as a nurturing mother to so many of the girls, including Melody, despite the many silly scrapes she had gotten herself into. 

Douglas reports that your father is in a very bad way, and none of us can imagine what you're going through. How selfish we are to want you all to ourselves, and yet we are quite lost without our queen. How are we ever to get by? But knowing you, you've probably already replaced us by now with much more interesting characters. At this juncture, Melody had lowered the letter and let out a brief snort. And poor Douglas! I really do think he is a little in love with you. How he pines! 

Melody sighed now as she plodded along. Douglas Novak. What was she to do with him? He had obviously not revealed to the gang that he was more than just "a little in love" with her--indeed, not a month ago, here in her own backyard, he had proposed after rescuing her from a prank that had gone awry at a convent in Dubuque, Iowa. At first, she had thought he was joking when he had gone down on one knee and pulled a ring out of his pocket. Even after he had put it on her finger and asked her to be his wife, she still couldn't believe it. She had allowed him to kiss her, which she quite enjoyed, truth be told, but had not committed beyond telling him, "I'll think about it, Dougie." She knew her answer had crushed him, but she couldn't help it. 

She kicked a pinecone from the path. She supposed she did love Douglas in a certain way; after all, they had had so many jolly times together. It still made her laugh to recall the look on his face when he had discovered her masquerading as a nun, or when he had toppled off a makeshift tower during his fraternity's production of Romeo and Juliet, or any number of hijinks they had gotten themselves into. But was this the stuff of marriage? She wasn't sure. She had used the excuse of her father being ill to put off the decision, telling him that she needed time to think, as everything had happened so fast. 

This was the reason, she told herself, why she didn't wear the ring. She had only kept it on for about ten minutes after he had driven away, stuffing it back into its box before her mother's eagle eye could spot it. If Mums knew of the engagement, there would be no end to her harassment to accept him, the son of a wealthy surgeon in Chicago. 

Despite Melody telling him that she needed time, however, Douglas annoyingly repeated his proposal with every letter, which Melody thought a bit unfair and also imprudent. Did he really think he could badger an answer out of her? Did he not understand the pressure she was under to keep the Merc running, not to mention her worry about her father? She was therefore purposefully vague in her letters back to him, instead telling him all about the antics at the Merc, her eccentric staff, or any old thing, really, that popped into her mind. 

And, anyway, didn't people say that absence makes the heart grow fonder? Maybe their separation would prove telling, she had reasoned, though this logic seemed to be backfiring, as poor Douglas was already fading faster than she suspected a true love should in the space of a month. 

She bent and picked up a stray stick. If everything had continued as it had, with her and Douglas and Cynthia and Charlie having lovely adventures at school, she supposed that their relationship would have naturally progressed toward marriage. Wasn't that the reason she had been sent to Mundelein in the first place? To find a husband from Loyola, the men's college next door? 

Deep in thought, she turned down Ridge. It was by far the most prestigious street in town, with its old Victorians and Queen Annes and Gothic Revivals, all built back in the town's heyday when it was flush with money from the lead and then zinc mines. The sun was just setting, lighting up the leaves of the huge oak trees that formed a cathedral-like canopy for the length of the whole street. 

At last she reached "The Willows," her family's rambling Queen Anne, set back from the street and surrounded by a low wrought-iron fence. It had been nicknamed such by Pops, probably because of the giant weeping willow in the backyard that grew beside a little creek. Melody tossed the stick and walked slowly up the stone path. Everything in Merriweather seemed to be made of stone. 

The smell of roasting chicken hit her as she stepped through the front door. Chicken paprikash. It was one of Helenka's specialties, and one of Melody's favorites. At least there was that. 

"I'm home!" she called, but no one responded, which didn't surprise her. She could hear Bunny playing piano in the back parlor, which had been converted into a music room, complete with a large old-fashioned upright piano, when they were children. They had all been given lessons, but it had been Bunny who had taken to it. "Like a fish to water!" Pops would announce proudly to his customers, as if they cared.

Melody rifled through the mail basket on the little Chinese entry table, but there was nothing for her. Again. Why didn't Elsie write? Elsie Von Harmon had been her shy, awkward roommate at Mundelein, and Melody had delighted in welcoming her into her inner circle, though Elsie was ever so quiet and ridiculously studious. Melody had immediately set about trying to find the perfect love for poor Elsie, but before she could, Elsie had run off with the college janitor! It had been an absolute scream, and Melody smiled, even now, at the hand she had played in helping the lovers escape--which was how she had ended up in a convent in Dubuque in the first place, having decided, without Elsie's knowledge or approval, to disguise herself as her friend until Elsie could safely get away. It had been the perfect ruse, in Melody's opinion, anyway--that is, until her father had taken ill and she had had to rush home. 

Melody made her way to the kitchen, where Helenka, dressed in a light blue uniform, was putting the final touches on the meal and scurrying between the stove and the large prep table in the middle of the room. 

"Where's Mums?" Melody asked, her stomach suddenly rumbling at the sight of the buttermilk biscuits piled on a platter, which oddly resembled Helenka's blonde hair, piled on top of her head. 

"Hospital. She will be home in minute," Helenka answered in her thick Polish accent without looking up. Her mother and Helenka had some kind of bizarre mental connection, so if Helenka said Mums was on her way home, it was more than likely the case. "Go tell Bunny it is ready almost."

Melody slipped out of the kitchen and down the dark hallway. Why was it always dark in here? Annoyed, she pressed the switch at the end of the hall, illuminating a beautiful Tiffany fixture, and crossed the tiny foyer trimmed in dark walnut wainscoting. 

 "Bunny!" she called and was about to enter the front parlor when her mother bustled in. 

"Oh, Melody! I'm glad you're back." Mums immediately switched off the light and began removing her hat. "Who turned this light on?" she asked, setting her handbag on the Chinese table. 

"Oh, Mums, you're as bad as Pops. Why have all of these things if we never use them? We might as well live in a shack." Melody gripped the banister and swayed a little as she used to do when she was a little girl. 

"Well, it just might come to that, the way things are going." 

Melody stopped swaying. She was used to her mother's exaggerations, but something niggled. "I'm sure it's not all that bad, Mums."

"Well, I've just been to see your father, and he isn't at all hopeful. But come along. Dinner's almost ready, and we shouldn't keep Helenka waiting. Bunny!" she called toward the back parlor. 

The playing stopped. 

"What do you mean, he's not hopeful?" Melody followed Mums into the dining room. Helenka was busy arranging the dishes, including the large serving platter that held the chicken and cream sauce, in the middle of the table. 

"Hello, Mums!" Bunny said and gave her mother a quick kiss on the cheek before plopping into her seat. "How's Pops?"

"Well, he really would have appreciated a visit from you. You haven't been there in three days!" 

"I do have school, you know." Bunny's bottom lip stuck out a little. "I'll go tomorrow."

"Well, as it happens," Mums said, pulling out her chair at one end of the table and sitting down. "I have some news." 

"What news?" Melody asked, reaching for a biscuit.

"Thank you, Helenka," Mums said as Helenka placed a bowl of egg noodles near her. "Won't you join us?" 

It was the same question Mums asked Helenka every night, one which was really just a thinly veiled cue for Helenka to remove herself. 

"No, thank you. I will eat in kitchen," Helenka responded, the same response she had given for the last twenty-five years. Indeed, Melody could not remember a time when Helenka was not a part of their household, and she suspected that Helenka was in fact her mother's best friend. And though they went through this charade of mistress and servant each night, Melody was pretty sure that the two of them sat down to lunch together each day and shared coffee and cookies in the afternoons. 

"What news?" Melody repeated now that the ritual had been completed.

"Your father may be coming home!" 

"Home? When?" Melody paused in the piling of chicken onto her plate. Finally, a glimmer of hope. Maybe Pops would be able to get back to the Merc faster than any of them had expected! 

 "Well, there's no definite time," Mums put in. "Perhaps in a few weeks or maybe next month. I'm hoping before Christmas." 

Melody let out the breath she had been holding. So, nothing imminent. Probably nothing more than wishful thinking on her mother's part.

"Oh, how exciting, Mums!" Bunny took a drink of her milk. "Do you think he'll be able to come to my recital?"

Melody rolled her eyes.

"Well, I'm not sure about that, and I wouldn't call it exciting. It's going to be an awful lot of work. We'll have to convert the front room into a bedroom for him," Mums mused.

Melody dished some noodles onto her plate. "Convert the front room?" 

"Well, he'll never be able to make it up the stairs, now will he? No, the doctor was very insistent on that point."

A sliver of her previous hope resurrected. If the doctor was discussing provisions, perhaps it was a reality. "Well, why did you say he's without hope?"

"When did I say that?"

"When you first came in! Something about us having to live in a shack?"

"A shack?" Bunny exclaimed.

"Oh, that. Well, he really is quite worried about our finances. Says we might have to rent out some rooms."

"What rooms?" Bunny frowned.

"Honestly, Bunny. Our extra rooms here." Mums cut into her chicken. "With Freddy gone, there are two empty rooms, if you count the guest room. And if you and Melody moved in together that would be one more." She took a bite. "Then, there's always the attic. We could convert that."

"But that's not fair!" Bunny exclaimed again. "You can't do that, Mums!"

"Well, 'fair' doesn't come into it, Elizabeth," Mums said, waving her fork vaguely. "Do you think I want strangers traipsing all over the house?" 

"Why don't we just raise the rent on the Kaufmanns?" Bunny whined, dangerously ignoring her mother's use of her given name, a telltale sign of "a mood" coming on. 

"I suggested that, but he says since they can barely pay the rent already he won't do that to them."

"Yes," Melody agreed, thinking about Imogene and her horrible little soaps. "I don't think they could manage more than they are paying now." 

Mums gave her a quick, questioning glance. "Well, your father said he's not sure how long we can hold on without some extra income, not with the Merc going as it is."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Melody set down her fork. 

Mums threw her a look. "I wouldn't know, Melody. I assume it means the store is losing money." 

Melody's face grew warm. Losing money? How could that be? And even if it was, how would he know? She had yet to bring him any of the books. A bothersome image of Mrs. Haufbrau came to mind, confirming her earlier suspicions. How dare she!

"You can't be extravagant, you know, Melody," Mums went on. "Do you really need an extra shop girl? What's her name? Hattie?" 

"It's Harriet. And, yes, I do need her, Mums," she said stiffly. "And it wasn't me who hired her in the first place." She wanted to suggest that if anyone should be dismissed, it should be Mrs. Haufbrau or even Helenka, but she knew not to resurrect such a sore subject. Likewise, it was unwise to suggest it at this moment, as she was pretty sure Helenka was listening on the other side of the swinging door that led into the kitchen. 

"What's she like, anyway? This Harriet? Her mother's nuttier than a fruitcake. Don't know what Earl Mueller ever saw in her. A bit slow in the head. Lyle said he once saw her up on Christmas Tree Hill, all dressed up in some white dress and dancing around in the night." Mums shook her head dismissively. "She's from somewhere out near Livingston, I think. Do you know, Helenka?" Mums shouted. 

"Linden," Helenka called back.

Melody sighed. "Well, Harriet's a very good worker, and yes, we do need her. We could use another girl, actually. It wouldn't hurt Bunny to take a shift or two and help out." Melody glared at her sister. "Especially with the Harvest Fest coming up. We could use the help." 

Much to her surprise, Mums paused in her chewing and looked like she might actually be considering the proposal. Bunny, however, quickly squashed it. 

"Mums, you know I can't do it. I'm the president of the League this year!" 

"Yes," Mums said, resuming her dinner, "what am I thinking? No, Melody, Bunny will be much too busy that day. You know that."

" 'Busy' is not the word I would use. Don't forget that I was once the president of the Junior Ladies League, so you can't fool me," she said to Bunny. "You'll just be standing around behind a table of pies, batting your eyes and making small talk." 

"Now you're just being mean!" Bunny said, her voice quivering, dangerously close to the tears she was seemingly able to produce at any given moment. 

Melody pushed her plate away, suddenly not hungry. "Excuse me." 

"Don't you want dessert?" Mums asked, concerned. 

"It's cherry dumplings," Helenka called from behind the kitchen door.

"No, thank you," Melody answered moodily. 

She climbed the stairs and threw herself on her French wrought-iron bed and stared up at the dormered ceiling. In high school--which seemed like a hundred years ago now--she had cut out pictures of Clark Gable and Barbara Stanwyck and other movie stars from the pages of Vogue and Harper's Bazaar and taped them up with cellophane. She hugged her chenille pillow and stared at the stylized black-and-white images, trying not to cry. Why was she the one having to make all the sacrifices, while Mums and Bunny and Fred all went on with their lives as usual? Why was Bunny still taking piano lessons, for God's sake? Didn't that cost money? It was ridiculous! 

Angrily, she sat up and pulled open her top desk drawer to grasp the stack of old letters hidden there. The top one was from Douglas. She skipped the salutation and the report about the gang's recent activities and quickly jumped to the heart of it. 

You really know how to cut a guy up, Mel. Don't leave me hanging. Please give me some indication to let me know if I can even hope. Why don't you come back for a visit? I'll introduce you to my parents, and everything will be swell; you'll see. Please marry me, Mel. I know you thought it was just a rash question, and I apologize for not making it more romantic, but gosh darn it, you make a guy crazy. I can't think straight when I'm around you. Please say yes, Mel. You won't regret it. Yours, hopefully forever, Douglas.

Melody tossed the letter onto the dresser. She had selected it because she thought it would make her feel better to know she had a choice, an escape from her situation, but it only left her feeling all the more confused. She hugged her chenille pillow again, wishing she had someone to talk to. If only her father were here, she mused. She could always count on him to cheer her up, and she desperately needed cheering right now. But on a more serious note, she wanted to ask him about the Merc's state of affairs. Was it really losing money? And were they really as bad off as Mums was suggesting? Melody rolled over on her side. They must be if Mums was considering lodgers. Melody lay there several minutes, stewing, before finally tossing the pillow and sitting up. If her father couldn't come to her, she would go to him. Yes, she decided, a walk would do her good. 
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Visting hours at Victory Memorial ended sharply at five o'clock, but Melody had quickly learned that passing the nurses packs of cigarettes from the Merc allowed her to slip in past the normal time. Thankfully, she still had an unopened pack in her handbag, which she covertly passed to Nurse Hawkins, who, as it happened, was one of Melody's favorites. 

"Don't stay too long, though." Nurse Hawkins deftly slipped the cigarettes into her uniform pocket. "His other two visitors just left, and he needs to rest."

"Other two?" 

"Two men. Big guys. Rough-looking," Nurse Hawkins murmured, already turning her attention back to a stack of charts. She looked up for a moment, though, and gave a quick tilt of her head in the direction of her father's room. "Like I said, don't stay too long."

Melody proceeded down the darkened hall and paused outside her father's door, listening, and then gave it a swift knock.

"I told you to get out!" her father shouted.

"Pops?" Melody said tentatively, poking her head around the door. "You okay?"

The deep frown on Louis Merriweather's face suddenly melted. "Mel! What are you doing here? Isn't this chicken paprikash night?" 

"Oh, Pops!" Melody groaned, fighting the urge to cry at the sight of him lying alone and helpless in the dark room. The bedside lamp was on, but it cast large shadows and only served to accentuate the wrinkles around his sunken eyes. He looked weaker than ever. Melody hesitated. "I . . . I just had to come see you." 

"That bad, eh?" He gave her a lopsided grin. "Well, come sit down. Tell me all about it." He patted the space on the bed beside him, which, truth be told, wasn't all that big considering his girth. 

Melody squeezed in beside him and tried to hug him as best she could. 

"Well, out with it. What is it?" he asked kindly when she finally sat up and looked at his unshaven face. For a moment, she reconsidered pouring out her woes to him. Shouldn't she be listening to his? 

"Nothing, really, Pops. I just came to see you is all." She tried forcing herself to smile.

"Mel, you should know by now, I can always tell when you're fibbing. Something's up. What is it?"

"Oh, Pops!" she cried, unable to hold it in any longer. "I can't do this! I can't run the Merc all by myself." 

Pops patted her hand. "Sure you can, Mel. Sure you can."

"No, I can't, Pops!" 

"I did it when I was your age."

Melody twisted her lips. "But you had Grandpa there to help you. All I've got is Harriet and Cal--who doesn't want to be there at all, by the way--and old Mrs. Haufbrau, who's positively insufferable!" 

Pops surprised her with a little chuckle, which slid into a wheezy cough. "Marcella? Don't mind her rough edges, Mel. She won't steer you wrong. She knows the Merc better than anyone, ʼcluding me. Been there forever." 

"Then, why don't you put her in charge? She thinks she is anyway. You don't really need me." In truth, this was a conundrum that had been circling in Melody's head for a while. Why had Pops insisted on handing the running of the Merc to her--a twenty-one-year-old girl who had spent the last three years living in a college run by nuns in Chicago? Why not put it in the hands of his best employee? Well, maybe not best, but obviously the oldest? 

"Business is always better in the hands of family, Mel."

"Then why can't Freddy come home and do it?" Melody whined, trying, once more, to fob the burden of the Merc onto Freddy. 

"He's only got one year left, Mel. That would be silly."

"Well, why can't Bunny do it?" 

"Bunny's still a kid, Mel. You know that."

"She's hardly a kid! She's seventeen!"

"Well, she has to finish high school. And anyway, Mel, she's not as mature as you." 

Privately, Melody agreed, but she wasn't going to admit it. "Well, as soon as she graduates, she's going to have to step in and help. That's all there is to it. Freddy worked here when he was in high school, and I'm doing my share now; it's only right that Bunny take a turn when I'm back at Mundelein!"

Melody expected him to refute this argument, as he usually did regarding anything that had to do with Bunny--couldn't everyone else see how spoiled she was?--but he did not. He didn't say anything at all, just looked at her with sad, tired eyes. 

"Listen, Mel. I need to tell you something." 

Melody's skin suddenly prickled.

"The truth is, you won't be going back to Mundelein," he said, his voice haggard. "Not when I'm better. Not ever."

All the air seemed to go out of the room. 

 "What?" she whispered.

"Now, Mel, you've got to be strong." He took her hand but then paused, as if trying to figure out how to phrase his apparent bad news. "Turns out, we're broke, basically."

"What do you mean we're broke?" Melody asked faintly.

"Lost it all. Uncle Joe invested all our money, badly it seems, and now we have nothing. ʼCept the Merc, of course." 

Melody frantically tried to understand what this meant exactly. "But . . . but can't Uncle Joe help us? Seems he got us into this mess. Can't he do something?"

"Now, Mel. There's another thing I gotta tell you, but you've got to be brave." 

Melody's stomach clenched. She didn't want to hear whatever her father was going to say . . . 

"Uncle Joe's gone.

"What do you mean, gone?"

"He . . . he shot himself, apparently," Pop wheezed. "Out in Vegas." 

"Shot himself?" Melody felt sick. She hadn't been remotely close to her father's brother, who lived somewhere near Detroit, but a suicide? It was horrible. "I . . . I'm sorry, Pops," she managed. "What was he doing all the way out in Las Vegas?" 

Pops shrugged. "Gambling with whatever he had left, I'm guessing. Anyway, he shot himself. A Nevada sheriff called me."

Her poor father. To lose his only brother after so much tragedy had already happened. And in such a horrible, sinful way. "Oh, Pops," she said. "I'm so sorry. Does Mums know about Joe?"

"No, she doesn't. And she can't know. You've got to promise me, Mel. Promise you won't tell her. The shame'll kill her." Privately, Melody thought her father's grief should supersede her mother's pride, but she didn't say anything, knowing that her father practically worshipped Mums. 

"So, you see, Mel. There ain't much hope of you goin' back to school. I'm sorry, girl. Can't be helped. But something tells me you'll be fine. You'll land on your feet; you always do. Didn't like you that far away, anyway." He rubbed her cheek with the back of his hand. "Aw, don't cry. I can't take it when you cry."

Despite her wish to avoid causing her father further distress, Melody could not hold back her tears any longer. As if to hide them, she buried her face in his massive stomach while she sobbed. Pops patted her back. "Hey, Mel. It's okay. Things are bound to get better. You'll see. I've still got a few tricks up my sleeve." 

Melody could not imagine what those would be. Finally, she sat up, wiping her eyes with the backs of her hands. "But Mums said the Merc is losing money."

Pops raised both eyebrows. "Did she now? Your mom is smarter than she lets on. Can't get much past her." He gave her a small smile. "You're a lot like her, you know. You're the brains of the family." Melody doubted this, given the fact that Freddy was at Harvard Law School, but she obliged her father by keeping silent. "The truth," Pops went on, "is that the Merc never did make all that much money. It was the moonshine that propped it up. Shame that Prohibition ended."
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