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  There it was again. A cry. Edmund perked his ears. Yes, it was definitely a cry, but of what? It was almost like the meow of a kitten, which delighted him. Though he was only seven, he was particularly good at finding batches of kittens tucked away in the hay barn, usually in the upper loft, hidden by many a mama cat.


  He dropped the cottonwood leaves he had been collecting and pressed into the weeds nearer the creek. They had decided to have a leaf race there, and Edmund knew that cottonwood leaves made the very best sort of racers. Beating Louisa would be easy, but May might be harder.


  Normally, they played war or Cowboys and Indians, but it wouldn’t be the same without all the Kerwyns, especially Ray. He and Ray were always the captains of the two teams, but Ray had been made to stay behind today to help his dad fix fences. None of the other Kerwyns—besides Louisa and May, that is—had been able to come out, either, so they had decided to race leaves instead.


  There it was again. The cry. Though now it was more of a whimper. And it wasn’t a cat, Edmund decided. It was more like . . . well, like a baby, maybe. He quickened his step and, avoiding the giant thistles, plowed into the Queen Anne’s Lace instead.


  “Hello?” he shouted.


  The crying stopped. “Mama? Mama!” Then the crying started up again, more frantic now.


  Definitely a baby! “Here, baby!” Edmund called excitedly.


  Pushing through the weeds, Edmund hurried in the direction of the cry, only to almost trip over a little creature. Edmund stared at it. It was indeed a baby! Well, not a baby baby, but more like a toddler. Maybe two years old, Edmund guessed. It had long black hair and very chubby red cheeks streaked with tears and dirt. Must be a girl, Edmund decided, going by the hair and the dirty shift it—she—was wearing.


  Startled by Edmund’s sudden appearance, the baby locked her big black eyes on Edmund and promptly began to scream.


  “Shh, baby! Shh! It’s okay,” Edmund cooed, using the voice he usually reserved for calming calves and dogs and, well, almost any creature. “Shh, baby, look.” He crouched in front of her and held out his hands, palms up. “I won’t hurt you.” He wished he had something to give her.


  The baby kept crying, fresh tears streaming down her cheeks.


  Edmund stood up and scratched his head. He looked around for the others. “May?” he called.


  No one answered.


  The baby continued to cry unabated. Edmund remembered, then, that he had half a peppermint stick in his pocket and pulled it out. Unfortunately, it was covered with lint and likewise a few hairs. He quickly popped it into his mouth to clean it. After sucking for a few moments, he pulled it out. Looked okay. He spit out the lint and held the candy in front of the baby.


  The baby stared at it.


  Edmund waited for the baby to take it, but she did not. She must not know what it was. Bending closer, he touched it gently to the baby’s lips. The baby’s eyes lit up in surprise.


  “Here, you take it,” Edmund encouraged, but the baby did nothing, just blinked at him. But at least she had stopped crying. “Here.” He wedged the stick in the baby’s chubby hand and stood back, waiting to see what the baby would do. Ater a few moments she put it to her mouth, and then her tiny tongue came out and gave it a little lick.


  Edmund pealed with laughter. “You look just like a baby possum!”


  The baby continued licking and then tried to gnaw it.


  “May!” Edmund called again. “Come see what I found!”


  This time he heard a rustling. “Where are you?”


  “Over here!” he shouted.


  More rustling, and then a girl of eight finally pushed through the weeds. She was covered with sweat, as was he at this point in the afternoon.


  “What is it?” May asked.


  “Look what I found!” Edmund pointed at the baby.


  May’s eyes grew wide as her gaze shifted from the baby to Edmund. “A baby! Who is it?”


  Edmund shrugged, still grinning. “How should I know?”


  “And what is she eating?” May placed her hands on her knees and peered more closely.


  “She was crying, so I gave her some candy.”


  Horrified, May snatched the candy from the baby. “You can’t give a baby a peppermint stick! Don’t you know that?”


  The baby began to wail.


  Edmund frowned. “See?”


  May hesitated, then gave the sticky candy back to the crying baby. “What if she chokes?”


  “She won’t choke.”


  “What are you guys doin’?” came another voice from the weeds. “How come you always leave me behind? When are we gonna do the race?”


  Louisa appeared. “Hey!” She stared at the little girl. “Where’d you guys find a baby? In a cabbage patch? How come you didn’t tell me?” She looked from her big sister to Edmund and stuck out her lower lip. “And, hey! Why does she have candy? Do I get some?”


  “Be quiet, Lou,” Edmund said. “I’m trying to think.”


  “About what?”


  “About what to do with this baby.”


  Louisa flopped down and rested her head on one hand. “Are we doin’ the race or not?”


  “Wonder where her family is,” Edmund mused. “Think she belongs to the Warehams?” He nodded in the direction of the Wareham farm, whose pasture abutted the Kerwyns’.


  “They don’t have any kids. You know that, Ed.”


  “Well, maybe they got company.”


  “Maybe.”


  “I guess we can’t leave her here.” May picked up the baby. Startled, the girl resumed her wailing and squirming again, despite May’s efforts to pat her hard on the back. “Shh!” May said. “It’s okay. You’re a feisty one, ain’t you?”


  Edmund slowly held out his hands. “Come here, Possum,” he said softly. “Come on; you’re okay.” Gently, Edmund took the crying baby from May’s arms, staggering for a moment under weight of her. He was not very big himself. “She’s heavy!” he said as he shifted her onto his hip. “There you are,” he said soothingly. “You’re okay now, aren’t you? Shh. It’s okay now.”


  Miraculously, the baby stopped crying and instead stared at him, only a few hiccups escaping and the candy stick still grasped tightly in her little fist. Her tiny dark eyes were filled with fright, and Edmund felt a crush of pity for her. She reminded him of a small animal inadvertently caught in a trap meant for bigger prey, and he desperately wanted to soothe her.


  “That’s it, Possum,” he said softly.


  “Possum?” May’s nose wrinkled.


  “Don’t she look like a baby possum?”


  May peered at the baby more closely. “No.”


  Edmund began to walk.


  “Where are you going?” May called.


  “Taking her to your ma.”


  “Why not take her to yours?”


  “ ’Cause yours is closer. Anyway, your ma will know what to do, most likely.”


  “Aw!” Louisa whined, reluctantly getting to her feet. “What about the race?”


  “Be quiet, Lou!” May scolded.


  “Come on, Possum. Let’s get you home,” Edmund said and gently rubbed the baby’s back as he tramped through the weeds.
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  “But you must remember something,” Kate called from where she was propped up on the sofa in the front room of the Kerwyn farmhouse.


  “Honestly, Kate, I don’t,” replied a frazzled Mrs. Kerwyn, who was busy churning wet shirts through the kitchen laundry press. “Louisa, go out and bring in some more wood. If we don’t get that stove hotter, these’ll never dry.” She pulled her gaze from the tub of dirty suds and inspected the clothes hanging from temporary crisscrossing lines.


  Louisa dropped the socks she was folding and let out a disgruntled harrumph. “Why can’t Kate? It’s not as if it’s taxing to walk outside and grab a couple of logs.”


  “In this weather? She’d catch her death again. Go on.”


  Despite the fact that Louisa was all of twenty, she stuck her tongue out at Kate before moving toward the back door and pulling on a pair of black rubber farm boots. She didn’t bother to buckle them.


  “Mom, I can help,” Kate insisted and set aside the afghan that Mrs. Kerwyn herself had tucked tightly around her legs. Kate had no real desire to ease the burden of her lazy older sister, but she was sick to death of lying around.


  When she stood, however, she did feel a little weak. Leaning one hand on the arm of the sofa to steady herself, she glanced quickly at her mother, hoping she hadn’t noticed.


  “Oh no you don’t!” Mrs. Kerwyn exclaimed over her shoulder. “You lie back down. You know what Doc Hodges said.”


  “I know, Mom, but I’ve been lying in bed for nearly two months. If I don’t walk around a little, I’m going to forget how.” She concentrated on not wobbling as she made her way to the kitchen.


  “Pneumonia is tricky, Kate.” Mrs. Kerwyn kept her weak gray eyes on the rollers, careful not to get her fingers caught. “Takes a long time.” Mrs. Kerwyn might have been considered pretty at one time, but her frizzled strawberry blonde hair had thinned, as had her frail body, and her eyes now had permanent dark circles under them.


  Kate pulled out a kitchen chair and eased herself down. “Well, I’ll just sit here, then. How about that?” She picked up the socks Louisa had dropped, folded them, then rummaged through the rest of the clothes on the table to find more. She knew she couldn’t push her mother too hard, as Caroline Kerwyn was overly protective when it came to sickness, having had two children die from the flu during the epidemic eight years ago.


  It had been hard on all of them to lose Eula and Fern, but it had been hardest, of course, on poor Mrs. Kerwyn, who, in Kate’s opinion anyway, had never been quite the same. May had also left to marry her sweetheart, Will Dresden, that year, which had further added to the family’s sense of loss.


  “Well, do you?” Kate asked, pulling a few small towels out of the pile.


  Mrs. Kerwyn eased a wet shirt out of the rollers and shook it. “Do I what?”


  “Don’t you remember anything else from when you found me? What was I wearing?” Kate asked, hoping the answer might provide a clue as to her origins.


  “Lord, Kate. How should I know?” Mrs. Kerwyn reached into the bag of clothespins and began pinning the wet shirt to the line. “That was fifteen years ago.”


  “You’re not talking about all this again, are you?” Louisa banged through the back door and dropped an armload of logs onto the empty wrought-iron rack. She then pounded the snow from her boots on the braided rug, a few strands of her long blond hair coming loose from the bun she normally wore.


  Kate gritted her teeth. “Yes, we are, Louisa. No one asked you to be a part of it, so you can mind your own business.”


  “Why does it matter so much to you?” Louisa shrugged out of her coat and hung it on the peg by the back door.


  It was a good question. Why did it matter? Kate supposed she just wanted to know, definitively, to whom she had once belonged. She had grown up thinking that she was a Sauk Indian, but, according to nearly every book on the subject in the Merriweather Library, the Native Americans were very family-oriented, loyal, and honorable, despite their reputation for being vicious, bloodthirsty savages. It seemed impossible that they had simply abandoned her. Had they meant to leave her behind like some sort of cursed creature? Or had she wandered away and gotten lost? But if that were the case, why had they not searched for her? And how had she come to be wandering by the Wareham farm?


  As a child, she had been happy enough as a Kerwyn, but as she grew older, it became more obvious that she did not belong, not just in her looks but in her temperament.


  “You were wearing a brown shift, I think,” Mrs. Kerwyn mumbled, a clothespin between her lips.


  “And there was nothing on the ground near me? A blanket maybe? A basket?” Kate looked from her mother to Louisa.


  “Don’t look at me!” Louisa exclaimed. “I was five, so no, I didn’t notice. What are you hoping for? A tidy little basket with a letter outlining your name and family history, complete with a desperate appeal to ‘take care of our darling child’?”


  Kate threw her a wicked look. “Why are you such a shrew, Louisa? It’s no wonder you aren’t married yet.”


  “Me? You’re one to talk! At least I have Vernon. You’ll never find a man with all that vinegar in your veins!”


  Kate opened her mouth to deliver a blistering retort when there was a quick rap on the back door, and Edmund ducked in.


  “Oh, Ed!” Mrs. Kerwyn set down her bag of clothespins. “You and Gus done already?” She wiped her hands on her apron and glanced nervously at the clock on the wall. “Good gracious! I haven’t even started supper yet.”


  “No, Mrs. K, Mr. K sent me in for a thermos of coffee. Said to tell you it’s gonna take a little longer to rebuild that stall than he thought.”


  “Well, here, sit down by the stove and warm yourself. Louisa, make some coffee.”


  Louisa let out a deep sigh and rolled her eyes before doing as she was bid.


  Edmund’s brown eyes grew large at the sight of Kate, half hidden behind the pile of laundry. “You’re up! How are you feeling?” He moved anxiously toward the table but then stopped when he noticed he was tracking snow across the floor. “Oh! Sorry, Mrs. K.”


  “Here, you sit there, Ed.” Mrs. Kerwyn nodded at one of the kitchen chairs and went to grab the braided rug by the door. “Put this under your feet,” she said, bending in front of him. Ed obediently lifted his feet, and Mrs. Kerwyn shoved it under. “There we are. That’ll do. You want something to eat?”


  “No, I’m okay. Thanks, Mrs. K.”


  “Well, at least have a biscuit.” Mrs. Kerwyn went to fetch one from the stone canister on the counter.


  Edmund looked approvingly across the table. “You look better, Possum. Stronger. Are you?”


  Kate smiled, her anger at Louisa dissipating. Edmund always had that effect on her—making her feel calm. He was the brother she wished she had instead of the brutish Ray. Edmund, an only child from the farm next to theirs, had grown up with the Kerwyns, and they had whiled away many a summer day romping through the woods and fields outside of Merriweather proper.


  It was Edmund, of course, who had come to her aid when she ran off to live in a badger hole on Christmas Tree Hill when she could no longer stand Ray’s relentless harassment. Edmund had helped to make the dwelling not only habitable, but rather cozy, though he had betrayed her slightly by finally informing the Kerwyns as to where she had disappeared.


  When she heard where her daughter was, Mrs. Kerwyn herself had several times made her way to the badger hole to plead with Kate to come home, but to no avail. Kate stubbornly refused to leave, having found that independence suited her quite well, thank you very much. She liked living on her own and probably would have remained thus had she not become desperately ill. After finding her unconscious, Edmund had, for the second time, rescued her and carried her home.


  “I do feel better, yes.” Kate threw a sock at him.


  His face immediately broke into a crooked smile, and he threw it back. “Good. I’ve been missing your caraway bread. When you gonna make some? You’re weeks behind, you know,” he teased.


  “That all I’m good for? Making bread for you?”


  He shrugged and shot her a tiny wink, though his eyes looked fatigued, Kate noticed. He practically lived at the Kerwyns these days, helping her father to get the harvest in after Ray, fed up with what he called his father’s “relentless slavery,” had secured a job in town at the feed mill and taken up residence at Ruby’s Boarding House. After stubbornly waiting days for Ray to change his mind and come back, Mr. Kerwyn had been obliged to telephone Edmund and ask if he would come over and help, which he did, despite the fact that he had a widowed mother and his own small farm that needed caring.


  “Do you remember anything, Edmund?” Mrs. Kerwyn asked, setting a small plate with two biscuits and a steaming cup of coffee in front of him. “About the day the three of you found Kate?”


  “Thanks, Mrs. K,” he said, eagerly picking up one of the biscuits. He took a bite and leaned back. “Not much.” After pausing to think, he looked at Kate. “I remember you had long black hair, all tangled. Cutest little button nose. No shoes. You were crying. Kept asking for ‘Mama.’ ” He reached for the coffee. “Me and May took turns carrying you.” He blew on the steaming mug. “I was probably only about seven, though, so May did most of the carryin’. Why?”


  “Because she’s obsessed,” Louisa said disdainfully from the other end of the kitchen. “She’s always been an attention-seeker, Ed, you know that. I wouldn’t put it past her to have gotten sick at Christmas on purpose.”


  “Attention-seeker?” Kate exclaimed, her hot temper flaring. “You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you, Louisa?”


  “Girls! That’s enough,” Mrs. Kerwyn said tiredly. “Kate, we’ve already told you all we know. After the kids brought you home, we got you cleaned up and fed and then called the sheriff. He came out, asked us a bunch of questions,” she recited, obviously not for the first time. “By the look of you, he thought you might be one of the Sauk tribe up near Prairie du Chien. Asked around, but no luck. Put out a national wire, but—”


  “No one claimed me,” Kate finished, able to repeat the old story word for word. But if something had happened to her parents, wouldn’t some relative have claimed her? It seemed odd . . .


  “Yes, that’s all we know. Sheriff Norris suggested taking you to Madison or Milwaukee to one of the orphanages there, but, well, by then, we couldn’t bear to part with you. Wanted to keep you.”


  Like a pet, Kate sometimes thought on restless nights. She knew this was unfair, but now that she was on the cusp of womanhood, she simply couldn’t rid herself of this burning desire to know more.


  “I guess I just want to know what happened to my real family,” Kate muttered.


  “I thought we were your real family, Kate,” Mrs. Kerwyn said sadly, wiping her hands on her apron again, a nervous habit.


  “I know, Mom. You are. But I . . . I want to know who I really am. Wouldn’t you?”


  “Can’t say that I would, Kate.” Her mother retreated to the icebox and began rummaging.


  “You’re upsetting Mom!” Louisa snipped. “Stop asking her about it! If you really want to find something out, why don’t you go talk to the sheriff? Seems he’d have more information than us.”


  Kate considered. Why hadn’t she ever thought of this before?


  “The thing I’ve never understood about that story is that there isn’t a Sauk tribe up near Prairie du Chien.” Edmund bit into another biscuit. “Not anymore, anyway.”


  Kate looked at him sharply. “What do you mean? There is! I’ve read about them!”


  “Well, there might have been once upon a time, but there isn’t now. There haven’t been any Indians in southwest Wisconsin for about a hundred years. I was telling the story to Uncle Bill the other day for some reason, and he said that story’s all hogwash. Upper Wisconsin, maybe, but not lower. So, I don’t know what Sheriff Norris was talking about. Maybe he didn’t really inquire up there.” He took a sip of coffee. “Who knows? You might not be an Indian at all.”


  Not an Indian? Kate just stared at him. She had spent her entire life thinking she was an Indian, so much so that she had insisted on wearing her thick black hair in braids until she was nearly fifteen to match what the kids had taken to calling her at school, thanks to Ray. Indian Kate. And yet, this was the second person to suggest otherwise. The first had been Frank Churchill, who guessed she was perhaps Slavic—an idea she had quickly dismissed at the time.


  “You and your mother going to the potluck this year, Ed?” Mrs. Kerwyn asked as she set butter and milk on the counter.


  “I am, I reckon,” he said, glancing over at Kate, who was frowning absently at the wall opposite, her thoughts whirling. “Don’t know about Mom. She don’t like to go out much anymore. ‘Specially in the cold.”


  “Well, I don’t blame her.” Mrs. Kerwyn reached for her mixing bowl. “I’ve a mind not to go myself. Won’t be the same without Lou Merriweather, will it? Still can’t believe he’s gone.” She opened the flour canister and scooped some into the bowl. “Poor Leola, what a blow. To lose your husband so young.”


  “But we’re still going to go, aren’t we?” Louisa begged. “I told Vernon we’d be there!”


  “Yes, I suppose.” Mrs. Kerwyn let out a weary sigh.


  “Can I go, too?” Kate asked suddenly.


  Mrs. Kerwyn looked up from her mixing, her brow furrowed. “Oh, Kate, I don’t know. You’re not strong enough, I don’t think. Normally, you’re the one begging to stay home.”


  “But I missed the funeral,” Kate urged. “I don’t want to miss this, too.” While it was true that she did not like crowds, nor did she enjoy making small talk, this might, she quickly realized, be her one and only chance to question the sheriff. From what she remembered, he was usually there with his wife, as was Chief Meyers, the mayor, and all the city council members. Besides the Harvest Fest and the Independence Day celebrations, the annual potluck was the biggest event in town, and a most welcome one during the long, dark days of winter. And while Kate was not overly sentimental, there was a part of her that wanted to express her condolences to Melody upon the loss of her father. It was she, after all, who had given her the chance to sell her baskets and make some extra money when she was trying to survive in the badger hole.


  “Might be a chance to talk to Sheriff Norris,” Edmund suggested with a tiny wink. Kate looked at him quickly, a smile creeping across her face. Typical Edmund. He had ever been able to tell what she was thinking and feeling—sometimes before she was even aware of it herself.


  “Oh, Kate, don’t go bothering people.” Mrs. Kerwyn began beating flour and milk together with a whisk. “Just let well enough alone.”


  A surge of irritation erupted in Kate’s chest. How often had she heard this as a child? Even when she had finally worked up the courage to tell her mother what Ray had done to her in a closet when she was ten, not long after Eula and Fern died. Ray had teased and harassed Kate from the moment she came to live with the Kerwyns, but that day he had taken his torment a step farther. He had trapped her, unawares, like a wild animal and had, well . . . he had had his way with her. Months afterward, when she had finally told her mother what had happened, Mrs. Kerwyn had been disbelieving and dismissive, telling her to “let well enough alone,” which Kate found to be almost more devastating than the crime itself.


  Thankfully, “the incident,” as Kate began to call it in her mind, only happened the once, though not for the lack of trying on Ray’s part. Still, it had changed Kate as profoundly as the death of the girls had changed Mrs. Kerwyn. Kate became ever more alert and wary, unable to be completely at ease unless she was alone. Or with Edmund. Large crowds were therefore a nightmare, which is why she retreated so often to her attic garret and why the badger hole had been so inviting.


  “Are you sure you’re feeling up to it?” Mrs. Kerwyn’s voice was tentative.


  “Of course I am,” Kate said firmly, though in truth she suddenly felt a bit lightheaded. But it was not due to her weakened state. It was the realization that she might not be who she thought she was. The thought filled her with unnamed dread. Many a time, Mr. Kerwyn had opined that Kate’s dark looks and stubborn demeanor were her Indian blood coming out. He did not say it meanly, but proudly, as if pleased to have an exotic bird among his surviving flock of blond, blue-eyed children.


  But if she wasn’t a Sauk Indian, who was she?
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  “I’d have to agree, Mrs. Ehlers,” Mrs. Kerwyn conceded. “This is the best strudel I think I’ve ever tasted.” She took another bite of the pastry. “Who did you say made it? Mrs. Manning? Now, Kate here makes a very good strudel herself, don’t you, Kate?”


  Kate nodded absently, not really paying attention to the conversation. She had succeeded in getting herself to the annual potluck dinner, which was no small feat, as Mrs. Kerwyn had faltered not twice, but three times in the space of a week as to whether or not Kate should attend. The latest vacillation had occurred just last night, and it had been Edmund who had finally convinced Mrs. Kerwyn, promising that he would look after Kate (as if she needed looking after!) and that he would drive her back home if she grew tired or felt ill in any way. Kate was grateful for Edmund’s intervention, but she was becoming increasingly exasperated with her mother. She was perfectly fine! Well, almost.


  Kate scoured the crowd again, hoping to spot Sheriff Norris. She wanted to waste no time in finding him in case he left early. Edmund, who had at first stood dutifully at her side, had gotten sidetracked by several other young farmers and was now drifting toward the long tables of food.


  Kate took a few steps from her mother, still engaged in a deep conversation with Mrs. Ehlers, and peered into the corners. Half the town seemed to be here, and she had to quiet her desire to escape into the cold air outside. Imogene and Esmerelda Kaufmann were clustered in a corner, and nearby were what looked to be all of the Merriweathers: Mrs. Merriweather and Melody’s little sister—what was her name again?—were sitting glumly at a table, while Melody, of course, was chatting away with a little crowd gathered around her. Her brother, Fred, stood awkwardly on the periphery, looking a bit lost and forlorn. Near to him was Mrs. Haufbrau, speaking animatedly to several town ladies, and next to them stood Frank Churchill and Julius Fairfax, who were also in the thick of a little group, Frank eagerly engaging everyone around him while Julius stood silently at his side, unobtrusively munching on what looked like a cucumber sandwich.


  Only Harriet was missing. Kate would welcome a chat with her friend right about now. Throughout the whole of Kate’s illness, Harriet had loyally come nearly every day to visit, but she had since dropped off as Kate grew stronger, no doubt busy with her work at the Merc and now the preparations for her upcoming wedding to John Schneider.


  Perhaps she was simply late, Kate guessed, and perused the crowd again, remembering that she was supposed to be looking for Sheriff Norris. Finally, she spotted the tall frame of Mrs. Norris. The sheriff stood near her, discussing something with Mayor Hopkins. Kate watched them, her courage suddenly failing. What had she been thinking? Was she just going to march up to Sheriff Norris and ask him to recount an incident that had happened fifteen years ago—especially one he probably considered trivial?


  Sheriff Norris was an exceptionally fat man, almost completely bald, with small, dark eyes that were nearly squeezed shut from the layers of bags beneath them. Though it was a social event, he was in uniform, his brown shirt straining to hold in his large stomach. Kate’s eyes fixated on the shiny gold star on his chest. The mayor moved away, and for a moment the sheriff was alone.


  This was her chance . . .


  Kate glanced sideways at her mother and then, taking a slow, steadying breath, made herself walk toward the sheriff. He unfortunately spotted her before she reached him, however, his beady eyes tracking her and making her feel awkward and self-conscious. It seemed to take forever to get to him, her legs heavy, as if she had forgotten how to walk. When she finally stood in front of him, he looked her up and down, taking a deep puff of his cigar as he did so.


  “What can I do for you, little lady?” he asked.


  “I . . . I’m Kate Kerwyn.” Kate swallowed hard. “You probably don’t remember me.”


  The sheriff’s eyes narrowed as he studied her for a few moments. “You’re that kid I picked up, aren’t you?” he said through clamped teeth, his cigar firmly planted between them.


  Kate blinked in surprise. “Yes, I . . . I am.”


  The sheriff offered no help, just waited for her to continue. When she did not, he asked in a mocking voice, “Can I help you with something?”


  Kate shook her head, breaking her momentary paralysis. “I . . . I was hoping I could ask you about . . . about the time I was found.”


  “Like what?” He frowned.


  Kate let out a quick exhale. “I was told you went to Prairie du Chien and inquired with the Sauk tribe if I belonged to them.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Well, I’ve . . . I’ve recently found out there wasn’t a Sauk tribe, or any tribe, up there.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Well . . .” Kate looked around uneasily. “Well, why did you say that?” She forced her eyes to return to the sheriff’s. “Why did you tell that to the Kerwyns? All these years, I’ve believed I’m was a Sauk Indian, and now I find out I’m not?”


  The sheriff let out a disgruntled sigh. “Look.” He took another puff of his cigar. “I did ask a few Indians when I was up there. Wasn’t no tribe, per se, but there was a few stragglers. Carryovers. Rejects or runaways from the tribe, you might call them. There’s always a few of ‘em roaming around. Or lyin’ on street corners, more like.” He took another puff and looked at her through squinted eyes. “You never know. You could still be an Indian. More likely, though, by the look of you, you’re from a gypsy family. Coulda been passing through and maybe didn’t have enough to feed you and left you behind.”


  “That can’t be true.” Kate’s stomach tightened.


  The sheriff shrugged. “Happened quite a bit after the Crash, ‘specially in the cities, but it happened around here some, too. Parents killing themselves or abandoning the kids. Plenty a people went plum crazy back then.”


  Hot tears sprang to Kate’s eyes. “Then I could be anyone.”


  “Well, far as I’m concerned, you’re a Kerwyn. You got lucky. I was all set to take you to St. Joe’s in Milwaukee, but when I came to fetch you, Mrs. Kerwyn says, ‘No, we’ll keep her.’ ‘You sure?’ I says. ‘Yes, we’re sure,’ she says. So, I don’t know what you’re complaining about.”


  “I . . . I’m not complaining.” Kate’s throat ached. “I just wanted to know.”


  “Well, now you know,” he said gruffly.


  “Who’s this, Ted?” Mrs. Norris snipped, joining the conversation and giving Kate a quick once-over.


  Mrs. Norris was as different to her husband in physique as a couple could possibly be—while he was short and fat, she was exceptionally tall and thin. It reminded Kate of the rhyme about Jack Sprat and his wife, though in this case it was reversed. Mrs. Norris had very pale skin, a hooked nose and a cleft chin; she looked exactly like what Kate imagined a witch would. All that was lacking was a disfiguring wart. But while the couple in front of her were opposites in bodily shape, they seemed to be of one mind in their disdain for the general public.


  “That kid I picked up aways back. ‘Member? Kerwyns took her in.”


  Mrs. Norris gave her another look up and down. “Oh, yeah?”


  “Spent her whole life thinkin’ she was an Indian,” Sheriff Norris said amusedly, as if this were all a big joke.


  “Indian?” Mrs. Norris scoffed. “She ain’t no Indian. I told you that at the time, Ted. More than likely you were from one of those immigrant camps that used to be down at the bottom of Magnolia in New Grimsby,” she directed at Kate. “Don’t know what they were. Romanians or Hungarians or something like that, maybe. Some kind of foreigners. They’re all gone now, thankfully.” She raised an eyebrow. “What does it matter, anyway? Got a good home with Gus and Caroline. Not all girls is so lucky. Ted can tell you that, can’t you, Ted? Number of runaway girls he’s come across in his time. Most of ‘em turn up dead. Or worse. Would make you sick, some of the things he’s seen.”


  Kate did feel sick. She wanted desperately to get away from the Norrises. She looked around for Edmund, but she didn’t see him. “Well, thank you,” she mumbled. “I need to find my mother.” She needn’t have bothered with any niceties, as the sheriff had already turned his attention to Chief Meyers.


  Kate wandered in the direction of Mrs. Kerwyn, who was still in conversation with Mrs. Ehlers. Before she could reach her, however, Kate was intercepted by an excited Harriet Mueller. Both her affianced and her mother were in tow. All three of them had plates piled high with food.


  “There you are!” Harriet exclaimed. “Your mom said you were here somewhere. I’m so glad you’re feeling better.”


  Kate smiled weakly, grateful that her friend had finally arrived.


  “Yes, how are you, dear Kate?” Rosemary Mueller inquired kindly. “We’ve been ever so worried about you, haven’t we, Harriet?”


  “I’m well, thanks, Mrs. Mueller. Hello, John.” Kate said to the young man at Harriet’s side.


  John Schneider took a moment to shift the food in his mouth to one side and mumbled, “Hello.”


  Kate did not actually know John all that well, as he had been several years ahead of her in school, but he had always seemed nice enough. And her father always said the Schneiders ran a good farm. One thing was for sure, Kate decided as she observed John staring puppy-eyed at Harriet: he was head over heels in love with her friend, which made Kate glad. She was grateful Harriet had seen sense in the end and avoided Melody Merriweather’s misguided attempts to marry her off to Wesley Elton.


  “Didn’t you get any food?” Harriet asked. “You’d better hurry if you want any of the hashbrown casserole. It’s almost gone.” She popped a pickle into her mouth.


  The last thing Kate wanted right now was food.


  “I’m not all that hungry.”


  “You okay?” Harriet asked. “You look white as a ghost. Is Ray here?” she asked in a low voice. Only Harriet knew the full story of what Ray had done.


  Kate blanched further before remembering that Ray would never come to something like the potluck, even if it meant free food, as for one thing, he would have to face his father.


  “No, I . . .” Kate faltered. “I guess I’m just tired.”


  “Oh. Well, I guess that makes sense. I saw you talking to the sheriff. Everything okay?”


  Kate hesitated. Normally, she wasn’t one to share her feelings, but she longed to tell Harriet everything the sheriff confirmed. Still, she was loath to do so in front of Rosemary and John. However, they did seem somewhat preoccupied with their food . . .


  “Yes, I was . . . I was asking the sheriff for more information about where I might be from, who I might be. Turns out I’ve been wrong.”


  “Wrong?” Harriet took a big bite of a meatball. “About what?


  “About me being a Sauk Indian from Prairie du Chien.”


  Harriet’s brow creased as she chewed.


  “Mrs. Norris thinks it’s more likely that I was from one of the immigrant camps that used to be down near you in New Grimsby. Which makes more sense, I suppose,” Kate mused. “If I had really been from Prairie du Chien, how would I have been found all the way out by the Wareham farm?”


  “What’s this now?” Rosemary asked, setting down a large piece of strudel.


  With a tired little sigh, Kate quickly related the story to Mrs. Mueller.


  “Hmm,” Mrs. Mueller said when Kate finished. She wiped her mouth with her hankie. “I do seem to remember a story about a little lost girl now.” She studied Kate anew. “Funny how I never connected the story with you.” Her wrinkled eyes were unusually bright. “Yes,” she murmured. “You’d be about the right age.”


  “What is it, Mom? Do you remember something?” Harriet looked hopefully at Kate.


  “Well, I do recall that there was a family, name of Espo or something like that, who lived in that camp. The father was killed in the same mine accident as my Earl, and the mother died of diphtheria not long after. The kids were all picked up by a relative from Shullsburg, if I’m not mistaken. Maybe you were one of them?”


  Kate’s heart skipped a beat, and she tried desperately to remember. Espo? Espo? It didn’t ring a bell. “Well,” she finally said, “if that were the case, why didn’t the relatives take me, too?”


  Rosemary shook her head sympathetically. “I don’t rightly know, Kate. Maybe you wandered away and got lost?”


  Kate thought about this. “But once they discovered I was missing, why wouldn’t they have come back for me?”


  “Maybe they did, but couldn’t find you?” Rosemary shifted her plate into one hand and used the other to pat Kate on the arm. “Or maybe they aren’t connected with you at all. It’s just that when you mentioned the families who used to live down our way, it came to me that maybe they could have been your people, just as Mrs. Norris suggested.” She moved the plate back into both hands. “I guess I didn’t think of it before. You’ve always been a Kerwyn to me. And at the time that it all happened, I was overwhelmed with my own grief, as, like I said, Earl died in that accident, too.”


  “Yes, I’m . . . I’m sorry, Mrs. Mueller,” Kate mumbled.


  “Ah, well. ‘Time heals all wounds.’ Isn’t that so?” She smiled at Harriet. “Me and Harriet got along alright, didn’t we?”


  “We did, Mom.” Harriet gave her mother a quick return smile and then turned her attention to sampling a deviled egg.


  “Did you ever think to ask out at the Warehams?” Rosemary suggested.


  Kate folded her lips in quick irritation. Of course they had asked at the Warehams. Many times. The Warehams, however, had not noticed anything unusual on their property, nor had they heard anything. And now they were both practically senile, so it was no use asking them yet again. How they were still living on their own on that big farm was a mystery to all.


  Kate pulled her eyes from the Muellers, hoping to spot Edmund in the crowd. It was getting more difficult to see through the haze of cigarette smoke. Finally, she saw him. He was standing very near Frank and Julius, which was odd, but what was even more odd was the fact that he was talking—and laughing!—with a pretty young woman.


  “Who’s that?” Kate asked Harriet.


  Harriet popped a baked chestnut into her mouth. “Who?” she garbled.


  “The woman talking to Edmund. I don’t think I know her.”


  “Oh!” Harriet swallowed. “Her name’s Mary Crawford. She’s a friend of Frank’s. She and her brother—he’s the one talking to your sisters—are from Chicago. Frank’s asked them to help him with the cottages. Henry, that’s the brother, is some big architect, and Mary’s an interior designer, whatever that is.” She looked at John, who gave a little shrug. “I think it means she arranges the stuff inside,” Harriet mused. “You know, like the furniture.”


  Kate studied the young woman. She was tall and slender, but not overly so, just enough to give her a commanding, elegant presence. She had very fair skin, beautiful bobbed, black curls, and a pleasant smile. She was wearing a long, slim burgundy skirt with a matching jacket, cropped at the hip, and a white blouse with a bow at the neck. And gloves! Who wore such an outfit to a church basement potluck?


  Now, the woman leaned close to Edmund and whispered something, which made him laugh yet again. Kate felt a little stirring in chest. She wasn’t sure she liked this new young woman.


  She shifted her gaze to the brother, Henry, who was also dressed as if he were . . . well, going somewhere other than here! He was wearing a dark gray suit with polished Oxfords and a burgundy silk tie that curiously matched his sister’s dress perfectly. He was apparently also quite entertaining, if Louisa and Nettie’s loud laughter was any indication. However, the two of them, Kate knew, would laugh at just about anything, especially if spoken by a man, so this was no real proof of Henry Crawford’s wit.


  Unfortunately for Kate, Frank caught sight of her and let out a little cry of joy. “Ah, Kate Kerwyn!” he exclaimed, dramatically throwing up an arm in welcome before moving towards her.


  Oh, God, no! Kate’s head suddenly began to throb.


  “We were just talking about you!”


  At this, most of the entourage stopped chatting and looked in Kate’s direction. Kate wished a hole would open up in the ground and swallow her. Her eyes darted to Edmund, but he was unfortunately at the back of the little group, Mary Crawford’s arm looped tightly through his as he tilted his head toward her to hear what she was saying yet again.


  “Allow me to introduce one of our local artists, Miss Kate Kerwyn.” Frank’s voice held real pride as he approached, the little group following. “Kate makes the most exquisite woven baskets, and she also has a very fine hand at illustration,” he added. “Kate, these are my friends Mary and Henry Crawford.”


  Kate tried to turn to Harriet for support, but the Muellers and John were already back in line for more food! How much could Harriet possibly eat?


  “Charmed, I’m sure,” Henry Crawford said, pulling Kate’s attention back. He held out his hand, and after hesitating a moment, she took it. He was not very tall, just her height, actually, but he was extremely handsome—possibly the most handsome man she had ever seen. Her guard went up immediately, however, when he raised her hand to his lips and kissed it. Her insides squirmed. Was he mocking her?


  “You really must show us your baskets,” Mary added, disengaging from Edmund. “Edmund here has been telling us all about you.”


  Kate shot Edmund a dagger, and his crooked smile instantly withered. With his close-cropped brown hair and worn tweed jacket, he appeared as opposite of Henry Crawford as a man possibly could. He shuffled slightly under Kate’s gaze.


  “He’s been telling us all about how you live in a hole! Is it not charming, Henry?” Mary drawled. “Dear Frank, you have the most delicious acquaintances. Why have you not told us about them before?”


  “Well, you are here now, are you not?” Frank smiled his big jovial smile. “And right at the beginning of our grand project. Tomorrow, I will take you and Henry to see the cottages so you can observe what is to be done.”


  “Splendid! And will you come, too, Edmund?” Mary gushed and batted her eyes at him. Batted her eyes? Worse was the fact that Edmund actually blushed and looked at the floor.


  “That’s mighty kind of you, Miss Crawford, but I’ve work to do,” he bleated like a lost lamb. Why was he acting this way? He was normally so confident and strong, but he seemed now like a bowl of mush.


  “A pity,” Mary said sweetly. “But what about you, Miss Kerwyn? Or may I call you Kate? I do hope you’ll call me Mary!”


  “Yes, Miss Kerwyn, will you accompany us?” Henry was not quite as overeager in his request, but his deep green eyes held hers, almost as if he could see right through her. It made her feel exposed and weak, shabby. Quickly, she shifted her gaze away and focused instead on the dark curls near the nape of his neck, which was thick and strong. She imagined this was how a Roman emperor might have looked. She found it hard not to stare. He was utterly fascinating, but at the same time, he filled her with a sort of nervous dread.


  “No, I . . . I think not.” She cleared her throat.


  “Oh, but you must!” Henry insisted. “And then perhaps you could show us some of your work.”


  Again, she could not tell if he was mocking her.


  “No!” she said sharply and then regretted it. Feeling everyone’s eyes on her again, she began to struggle a bit to breathe. She needed to get away from here, away from these people, away from all the eyes. It was horrible! She looked behind her toward the door.


  In the next moment, she felt Edmund’s strong, familiar arm around her, and she gratefully leaned into him.


  “You okay, Possum?” he asked quietly.


  She nodded. “I need some air. Help me, Edmund,” she mumbled so that only he could hear. She felt herself sag then, but Edmund held her up and began to lead her toward the other end of the hall.


  “She’s been ill,” he explained over his shoulder to the little group. “She just needs some air.”


  “Shall I come, too?” Mary called eagerly. “She might need a woman’s touch.”


  “No,” Edmund called over his shoulder again. “She’ll be okay. I’ve got her.”


  ***


  Edmund succeeded in getting Kate outside and shuffled down the sidewalk with her until there was a break in the bare shrubbery. He leaned her against the church’s brick exterior. She tilted her head back, gasping for air.


  “Just breathe slow. Deep. That’s it.”


  Kate tried to follow his instructions, but her mind was racing uncontrollably. Too much information, too many people. Henry’s piercing green eyes on her, Mary looping her arm through Edmund’s, Sheriff Norris’s easy dismissal of her, Rosemary’s revelation. She struggled to force her mind to be a blank and fought the urge to gasp for breath. Instead, she tried to breathe slowly, in and out. Over and over she did this until her breathing regained a semblance of normality. She leaned her hands on her knees. The frigidity of the air seemed to help.


  “I’m okay, Edmund,” she finally said, peering up at him. “You can go back in.”


  “What happened?” His expression was one of extreme concern.


  “I don’t know,” she tried to say calmly, thought her heart was still beating hard. “It just got to be too much. Too hot and too many people. I just needed some air.” She had no desire to tell him everything, particularly because she hadn’t figured it all out herself. She needed time to think.


  “Are you feeling ill? Should I go find your mom? Or should I drive you home?”


  “No, I’m fine.” She stood up straight. “Really. I just . . . I’m fine. I just need a minute alone. You go on in.”


  “I’m not leaving you out here!”


  “Honestly, Edmund. I just need a moment.”


  “You sure?” Edmund’s brow wrinkled.


  Kate nodded.


  “Okay,” he said uneasily. “But here, take my jacket.” He slipped out of his tweed jacket and draped it gently around Kate’s shoulders. It smelled so much of him—like fresh hay mixed with clover and sweat—that her eyes momentarily closed in comfort.


  “If you’re not back in five minutes, I’m coming back out.” He wagged a finger and turned back toward the church hall.


  Kate watched him go and let out another deep breath. Why had she panicked? Her eyes swept the lawn. The moon was bright and illuminated the tombstones of the graveyard across the way. Was it Henry Crawford—the way he had stared at her, as if he knew all of her deep, inner thoughts, as if she were naked in front of him? Suddenly hot, she shrugged off Edmund’s coat. She didn’t trust this Henry Crawford, nor his sister, either, the way she was flirting—yes, flirting, Kate was sure!—with Edmund, who was too gullible to notice. Who were these strangers, really, and why had Frank brought them here? And why did Frank insist on calling her an artist? She wasn’t an artist! She was no more an artist than the next person. She had made her baskets to survive in her badger hole. That was all. They had nothing to do with art.


  Making her way to the edge of the churchyard, she gripped the metal of the iron fence that surrounded it. Her eyes flitted over the graves, and she let out a deep sigh. It wasn’t really Frank or the Crawfords that had upset her so, she knew. It was the new information given to her by Rosemary Mueller. She had a name now. Or maybe a name. Espo.


  Espo. Espo. Espo.


  Try as she might to force it, the name meant nothing to her. Had these Espos really been her family, and might they really be living in Shullsburg, Wisconsin, just thirty miles away? What would happen if she went to Shullsburg to look for them? She let go of the fence and began to walk along it. Would they recognize her if she knocked on their door? Would they want to? After all, they had rejected her once, might they again?
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