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PROLOGUE
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Autumn 1907: Pine Lake, Wisconsin

––––––––
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DESPITE ALL HER BEST efforts to keep them open, Lizzie Hudson’s eyes closed. Her head dropped down against her papa’s chest. He smelled of pipe tobacco and the apple slice he kept in his humidor. She snuggled in closer.

“Clarence.” Her mama’s voice came to Lizzie through the fog of sleep. “I think maybe you should continue the story another time. Tomorrow’s the first day of school and someone’s awfully tired from spending the last day of summer at the lake with her friends.”

“I think you’re right.” He shook her gently, and she opened her eyes. “Lizzie, you’re going to have to walk up the stairs, Princess. You’re seven now and getting too big for your old Papa to carry.”

“No.” She threw her arms around his neck. “I can’t go to bed yet. I have to know if Sir Fin saves Princess Lizzie from the dragon.”

“Sir Fin?” He smiled down at her. “That’s an odd name for a knight. Whatever made you think of that?”

Blushing, Lizzie looked away.

Her mama set down her knitting. “Fin is what the children have taken to calling young Fred Finley. The butcher’s boy.”

“Ah,” he said, crinkling his brow in thought. “But isn’t he a little older than . . .” He nodded his head toward Lizzie, who was still sitting in his lap, but now very much awake.

“Papa,” she whined. “Please. It was the first name I came up with.” If she hadn’t been half asleep at the time, she would have been more careful. With every little look her parents exchanged, her cheeks burned hotter.

“Your mother’s right.” He helped her to her feet and gave her a nudge. “Give her a goodnight kiss then go get ready. I’ll be up in a few minutes to tuck you in.”

She quietly did as her papa said. Stopping near the top of the stairs, she leaned over the railing, adding, “He’s just another boy at school. A friend of Jack and his big brother, Harry.”

Her mama returned to her knitting, needles clacking together as she continued down the row. “Of course, darling. Hurry along, now.” Her lips moved silently as she counted her stitches.

Lizzie changed into her nightgown and stopped to admire the new blue dress her papa bought her for the first day of school. It had white lace on the bodice and a white sash that tied in a big bow at the back. There was even a hair ribbon to match. She’d overheard her mama argue how they didn’t have the money for new when Lizzie still fit into her current dresses.

“Alma, every little girl should have a new dress for the first day of school,” he had replied.

“You’re such a softy,” she chuckled. “You spoil her. Lizzie is lucky to have you for her father.”

It was no secret money was tight for them. It was why her mama had recently taken a job helping Mrs. Young, Betty’s mother, in the hotel restaurant. Sometimes in the kitchen, and sometimes waiting tables. Her papa had been more tired than usual lately, sometimes too tired to tell her a bedtime story, and had been to see Doc Peterson on several occasions. But he always told her everything was fine and not to worry when she asked if he was sick.

Lizzie knelt at her bedside. “Dear Lord, thank you for the beautiful last day of summer. I had a lot of fun at the lake. And thank you for giving me the best mama and papa I could ever hope for. And please don’t let Papa be sick. If he is sick, I’d like it if you could make him better. Amen.”

Crawling into bed and pulling the covers up to her chin, she thought again about her slip of the tongue with Fin’s name. He never treated her like a ninny the way the other children did. The way Betty did. Sometimes she even wondered if their friend, Alice, thought of her that way. No, Alice always had good thoughts about other people. While it was true she wasn’t very good at math, she was the best reader going into the second grade. Their teacher said so in front of everyone when she gave her an award certificate at the end of the last school year. Her papa was so proud of her. He’d framed and hung it in the living room where everyone could see it when they came to visit.

He stuck his head in her bedroom door. “Are you ready for me?”

All her worries forgotten, Lizzie nodded.

He sat on the edge of her bed and smoothed the blankets down over her shoulders. “Did you brush your teeth?”

“Yes.”

“Did you say your prayers?”

“Yes.” It was the same routine every night, and Lizzie loved it.

“That’s my girl.”

“I want to hear the end of the story.”

“Tomorrow,” he said again. “It’s late and your mother will be very unhappy with me if you don’t get enough sleep. We don’t want your mother to be unhappy, do we?”

“No, Papa.”

“All right then.” He stood. “I’ll see you at breakfast bright and early.”

“Are you going to write down this story for me, like you did all the others?” Lizzie glanced over to her bureau where she kept the stories her papa had given her so far.

“Of course. Now goodnight.” He turned down the lamp and closed the door behind him.

In the growing dark, Lizzie lay still listening to the crickets sing outside her open bedroom window. A light breeze rustled her curtains and cooled her face. She was excited to be starting the second grade. Fin said Miss Meachum was a really good teacher, and Fin was always right.

* * *
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LIZZIE RAN DOWN THE steps of the school, barely slowing down to wave and yell goodbye to Alice and Betty. She was anxious to tell her papa all about her first day of second grade. Miss Meachum was even nicer than Fin said.

Her papa jumped when she burst through the front door of the Pine Lake Gazette where he was busy setting type for the next week’s edition. “What’s the rush? Slow down and catch your breath.” He pulled a chair out from behind Mr. Lindstrom’s desk. She plopped down onto it, panting. “Now, tell me, what’s so important you couldn’t walk calmly into this office like a young lady? Is the town on fire? Did Doc Peterson’s horse run away with his buggy? Did Mrs. Barnes slip and fall into a mud puddle when everyone was looking?” They both laughed at the last one. That would be news worth reporting.

“No.” She leaned forward, swinging her legs in front of her. “I wanted to tell you about my day.”

He returned to his drawer full of little metal letters, each sorted into their own compartment, capital letters in the upper tray and lower-case in the lower. His fingers were black with ink as he carefully picked out each one and set it into type. “I take it you like your teacher.”

“I do. Miss Meachum is really nice.”

“That’s good. What else?”

“Everyone liked my new dress. Alice said she wished she could have one just like it.” She ran her hands over the cool satiny material of the skirt.

“What about Betty?” He looked over his shoulder at her. It was no secret Betty Young could be mean sometimes. “Does she like your dress?”

Lizzie hesitated with a quiet sigh. “Well, first she said she’d like one, too, but in a smaller size.” She stared down at her hands. “Then she apologized, but still . . .”

He shook his head. “Don’t let her bother you. She’s too skinny. Besides, I think she’s just jealous.”

“I think so, too. That’s what Alice said.”

“Alice Armstrong is a smart girl. You should listen to her more, and Betty Young a little less.”

“Betty doesn’t have many friends,” she said after a moment’s hesitation.

“I’m not surprised.”

“I was thinking about that one day after she’d said something mean. Maybe she’s just looking for attention. I noticed some people get more attention for doing bad things than good, so they do more bad things. Maybe if we ignore the mean stuff, and only pay attention to the nice stuff, Betty will be nice more often.”

He stopped what he was doing, wiped his hands on an ink-stained towel, and knelt on one knee before her. “You have a very kind heart, Lizzie Hudson.” He gently tucked a stray lock of her hair behind her ear. “I almost forgot. I have something for you.” He walked over to the side counter.

Lizzie jumped to her feet and followed him. “Another present?”

He handed her a notebook. “Mr. Lindstrom had these made up as a thank-you gift for his customers, but this one didn’t get put together as nice. He was going to throw it away, but I thought you might like it, and he agreed. You could write a story of your own.”

“Ohhhh.” Lizzie ran her hand over the blue paper cover. It was embossed with a picture of the Gazette office and name in gold. “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

“Now, you run along. I have to finish setting this type so we can go to print tomorrow morning. Your mother is helping in the hotel kitchen this afternoon, so she left you a short list of chores. After you’re finished, start your homework.”

“I will.” Lizzie stood on tiptoe to give him a kiss on the cheek before skipping out the front door and down the street toward home, clutching her new notebook tight to her chest.
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CHAPTER 1
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August 1919

––––––––
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LIZZIE ACCEPTED BABY Grace into her arms at the train station platform. Her heart melted looking down at their daughter’s perfect little face scrunched in the bright sunshine. One blue eye opened slightly and looked up at her. Grace’s sweet little lips pursed into an O before she settled back down with a smile and fell asleep. Lizzie stroked her cheek, soft as velvet, and looked up at Fin with tears in her eyes.

“Our daughter.” What had they done to deserve such a blessing?

Fin gently pulled them close and kissed her on the forehead. “She’s beautiful.” His voice cracked.

She nodded, unable to respond with anything more. She looked up. Betty had stepped off to the side. Alice was with her, examining the bruises on her face. Jack returned with her bag.

“We better get going,” he said, interrupting their reunion.

“Yes,” Lizzie agreed. “Mrs. Young and the Finleys are waiting at the house to meet Grace.”

The men led the way. Lizzie dropped back to walk with Alice and Betty. “We kept the gathering small,” she assured Betty. “No one else knows.”

“Can we expect Harry to come after you?” Alice asked.

“I don’t know,” Betty said.

Lizzie heard the hesitation in her friend’s voice and knew they didn’t have much time to act.

* * *
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THEY WERE MET AT THE door with a rush of excitement from the new grandparents, and a welcoming hug from Mrs. Young for Betty. She sobbed, gently touching her daughter’s bruised face, and smoothing back her hair “Why didn’t you tell me? I suspected not everything was right in your marriage, but I never imagined things had gotten this bad.”

“Shocking!” Rose Finley said, clucking her tongue and shaking her head.

Frank Finley agreed. “Not the Harry Barnes we all knew growing up.”

“Everything’s going to be all right now,” Betty assured them. She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and handed it to her mother. “Here, dry your eyes.”

Her mother sniffled, smiled, and held Betty out at arm’s length. “Look at you,” she said. “You’re glowing, despite everything. This baby is a true blessing to come out of all your trials.”

“Yes.” Rose Finley nodded. “Before you know it, your little one will be playing at the lake with our new little one.” She kissed her daughter-in-law on the cheek.

“Speaking of babies, Mother.” Betty nodded toward the now wiggling bundle in Lizzie’s arms. “Introduce yourself to little Grace Finley.”

“Grace.” Her mother rested a hand on her chest. “What a beautiful name. Did the mother choose it, or Lizzie?”

“The mother left naming rights to Grace’s new parents.”

Her mother turned to her. “That poor girl. All she had to go through and then to be forced to give up her baby.”

“She wasn’t forced.” Betty shook her head. “It was a choice, but one made with love . . . and a little heartache.”

“Brave girl,” Lizzie said. “We will always be grateful. I’ll write her a short note thanking her. Do you think if we sent it to your friend, she could get it to the girl?”

“I plan to send Rebekah word letting her know we arrived safely. I can include yours with it.”

“I’ll write it tonight so I can give it to you before your train leaves in the morning.” Lizzie gave her friend a knowing look. Only she and Alice knew Betty wouldn’t be going far, wouldn’t be getting on the train. They hadn’t told Betty yet where they’d arranged for her to hide.

Everyone wanted a turn holding Grace. She was passed from one person to the next without a cry or fuss. When it was Alice’s turn to hold her, Jack wrapped both his arms around her waist and kissed her cheek. Lizzie and Fin were the only other two in the room who knew Alice, too, was expecting. Lizzie wondered how long they could keep their secret before everyone in town guessed.

Alice handed Grace back. “I’m glad you thought of them when this baby needed a new home,” she said to Betty.

As if on cue, Grace opened her eyes, stretched, and let out a wail making Fin jump. He laughed. “Nothing wrong with her lungs.”

Jack slapped him on the back. “I guess you won’t be getting much sleep for a while.”

“Who won’t get much sleep?” Lizzie asked. “Nothing wakes Fin.” She turned to Betty. “Do you know when she last ate?”

“I gave her a bottle on the train, so she’s probably hungry again. There’s one more in her bag. After that, you’ll have to stock up.”

Snatching her purse from the end table, Rose Finley jumped into action. “Leave that to me. I’m off to Erikson’s. Come along, Frank. I’ll need help carrying everything.”

Edith Young excused herself, as well. “While Grace has her bottle, and you girls have a little catching up to do, I’m going to run next door and frost the cake I baked for this afternoon. It was still too hot this morning.” She stopped at the front door, put her hand on the knob, and glanced over her shoulder. “Don’t overdo it, Betty. You look tired. You might think about a nap.”

“I’ll come over shortly,” she said. “I promise.”

“If you don’t, I’ll have to come and get you, like I had to do so many times when you girls were little.” Her mother smiled and left.

“Jack, you and Fin go help the Finleys.” Alice waved them away with both hands. “Where’s Grace’s bag?” she asked Betty.

“Fin set it over there.” Lizzie pointed to a corner by the door.

Betty snagged Alice’s arm before she could walk away. “I saw the little look you exchanged with Jack. Are congratulations in order?”

Would Alice tell her the news? She looked like she was about to say something then walked away.

“Give her time,” Lizzie said when Betty sighed. Their friend never was one to be patient, so Lizzie didn’t know why she expected different.

As soon as her mother left, Betty asked Alice outright. “When are you due?”

“What do you mean?”

“Like I said, I saw that look between you and Jack when you held Grace. When is your baby due?” she persisted.

“February. But we haven’t been sharing the news yet. It’s early. We haven’t even told Jack’s parents. The only reason Lizzie and Fin know is because I’ve been suffering from a little morning sickness, and she guessed.”

Betty clapped her hands together. “I’m so happy for you both. And don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. After all, I’m not really here, right? How can I tell anyone?”

Lizzie handed Alice the empty bottle and raised Grace to her shoulder. A very healthy burp made the women laugh. “Just think about it. Our children will be close in age. They’ll go to school together, holiday celebrations, picnics at the lake.” She looked at Betty. “That is, if you’re able to stay after all this mess with Harry is over.”

“I hope so.” Betty looked down at her lap and stroked her belly. A stray tear escaped down her cheek. “I’d love nothing more.”

“Well, I’m sure you’re anxious to hear what happens next, then,” Lizzie said, changing the subject. They might not have much time to themselves, and they still had to tell Betty about their plans.

“Everything’s in place,” Alice assured her. “Doc Peterson has arranged for you to stay out at Black John’s. Harry wouldn’t dream of looking for you there.”

Except for the ticking of the wall clock in the kitchen, the room went silent. Grace made little mewling sounds of content before falling asleep on Lizzie’s shoulder. She guessed by the look on Betty’s face she was wondering what on earth possessed them to suggest Black John.

“He has a small cabin separate from their main house,” Lizzie explained. “Nothing fancy, but totally private.”

Alice continued. “We’ve all heard the stories, but I’ve been out there with Doc on a number of occasions. They’re very nice people.”

“And we thought with your work in Bohemian Flats, you’d be more open to the idea.”

“I visited the people there. I didn’t live with them.”

Her too quick response made Alice’s spine visibly stiffen, and her eyes grow dark. “So, you still think yourself better than them? I thought you had changed, but you’ve learned nothing. Remember, it was you who asked us to take the risk by helping you.”

Leaning forward, Betty snatched Alice’s hand. “I was merely surprised, that’s all. I couldn’t ask for two better friends.”

Alice relaxed. “I think I’m as tired as you look.”

“You both need a nap.” Lizzie patted Grace’s back. “Alice can lay down in our room. Betty, you should take the back door over to your mother’s. No one will be able to see you from there. I’ll let you know when Doc Peterson and the new young doctor arrive for dinner.”

“New doctor?” Betty perked up.

“Doc only recently told us about his retirement plans,” Alice explained. “He hired a man straight out of the medical school in Chicago. His name’s Christian Thomson. He’s twenty-eight, single, and originally from Boston.”

Betty shook her head. “I don’t understand. If he grew up in Boston and went to school in Chicago, why in the world would he want to practice in a small town like Pine Lake?”

“I guess he’s an outdoorsman at heart.” She chuckled. “We’ll see how long he lasts. All I know is, the single ladies in town are going to be lining up for medical consultations for an assortment of sudden, mysterious illnesses.”

“I feel sorry for him already.” Lizzie laughed. “Now, go rest. I’ll see you back here later. We can all size up the new doctor then.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Betty opened her bedroom windows to let in the warm breeze. She slipped out of her traveling suit and stretched out on her bed. A pillow never felt so good. She fell asleep wondering about the new doctor. And worrying about Harry.

* * *
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SOFT FOOTSTEPS. SOMEONE slowly entered her room. A long shadow slid across her bed and leaned over her. She opened her eyes. Harry! He was standing over her. Grinning. Snarling. He pulled the pillow out from under her head and held it down hard over her face.

“You’re stupider than I thought, thinking you could get away.” He laughed. “Thinking you could hide from me.”

Betty clawed at his arms, but he didn’t let up. No air! Her thoughts dimmed, slipping away in a fog. What would become of her baby? It would die, too.

* * *
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“NO!” SHE WOKE WITH a scream, gulping air. Sitting, she searched the room for any lurking shadows, anyplace Harry could be hiding, but no one was there. She was alone in her childhood bedroom, as she’d been when she fell asleep. She covered her face with her hands and sobbed. Would he ever be out of her life?

Her mother burst into the room. “Betty?” She sat by her side and held her while she cried. “I’m here.”

“It was all a dream. A horrible dream.” She sobbed. “Harry was here. In my room. He was standing over me, laughing while trying to suffocate me with a pillow.”

“I would never allow it.” She stroked Betty’s hair, lifted her face, and looked her in the eyes.

“It’s why I can’t stay here, Mother. I’m going to get on a train and go far away, somewhere Harry can’t find me and hope someday we can come back.”

“Can I know where you are?”

Betty hiccupped. “Only after it’s safe. It’s for the best. Harry will come here looking for me. I don’t want you to have to lie. If you don’t know, you can honestly say you don’t know.”

Unless she truly did kill him as she fled their apartment. He hit his head hard against that table. He wasn’t moving, and there was an awful lot of blood. They’d know one way or another soon. Either Harry would come looking for her . . . or the Minneapolis police.

Her mother pulled her tight in her arms and cried with her. “Know I love you both.” She laid both hands gently on Betty’s growing middle. “And I will do anything to keep you safe. Even if it means not knowing where you are.”

“I know.” Her voice cracked.

“All right, then.” She held Betty’s hands in her lap. “Get washed-up. Put on a fresh dress and run a comb through your hair. I saw Doc Peterson and his new man heading up the Finley’s front walk a short time ago. We should be thinking of returning for dinner.” She stood and paused to give Betty one more long look. “I’ll miss you.”

* * *
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THEY ENTERED THROUGH the kitchen door to avoid being seen from the street. If Betty’s arrival were noted by anyone on the ride from the train station to Lizzie’s, it must not have gotten to the ears of Harold and Margaret Barnes, or they would have been knocking at the door by then. But it was only a matter of time.

Betty joined the group in the parlor while her mother stopped in the kitchen to hand her cake safely over to Rose Finley and offer her assistance. Doctors Peterson and Thomson had their backs turned to her. They were in an animated conversation with Jack and Alice. Betty took a moment to collect herself and study the new doctor. He wore a custom fitted suit, a style she recognized from her friends’ husbands at the Minnesota Bank & Trust. A style she knew Harry coveted but couldn’t yet afford.

He held himself with casual confidence. The way he shook Jack’s hand while placing the other on his arm, the way he leaned in and laughed at something funny Alice said, told Betty he didn’t hold himself above them. He should fit easily into the Pine Lake community.

But there was something familiar about him. Would she have seen him in Minneapolis? No, that couldn’t be it. Alice said he grew up in Boston and went to school in Chicago.

With Grace snuggled in her arms, Lizzie swept forward. “Betty, come meet the new doctor.”

The man turned and she knew immediately where she’d seen him. The train station. He was the stranger at the ticket office window earlier. What she hadn’t noticed at the time was how handsome he was. His dark wavy hair was slicked back. A wisp fell over his face when he walked toward her, and he quickly tucked it back behind his ear before holding out his hand. His dark eyes sparkled, and his smile beneath a heavy mustache made her knees feel weak.

“Doctor Thomson, this is our friend, Mrs. Betty Barnes. Betty, Doctor Christian Thomson.”

“We meet again,” he said.

“You two know each other?” Lizzie looked from one to the other.

“Only in the very briefest of ways,” he explained. “I was speaking to the stationmaster about a trunk I’d sent ahead when Mrs. Barnes’ train arrived.”

“Yes,” Betty said, finding her voice. “We didn’t even speak.”

Doc Peterson appeared at his side. His brows knit as he studied her bruised cheek and eye. “I’ve reserved a time in my surgery tomorrow morning to examine your injuries and check on your baby’s progress.”

“Alice will be there, and I’ll come along,” Lizzie added. “Doctor Thomson is going to examine Grace’s foot.”

“Thank you, Doc.” Betty couldn’t tell her mother, but it was when they planned on spiriting her off to Black John’s remote cabin.

“Dinner is ready,” Rose Finley announced.

“Wonderful!” Doc patted his ample midsection. “I’m famished.” He held out an arm to Betty. “May I escort you, my dear?”

She laughed and linked her arm with his. “I’d be honored, sir.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Lizzie finished her coffee and ate the last bite of her toast. After clearing the dirty dishes, she stopped to check on Grace, again. Fin had moved her cradle to the kitchen for convenience. She still found it hard to believe this beautiful little angel was now theirs. It wasn’t that long ago when she feared they might never have children. Thinking of George leaving them even before he was born made her heart ache. He would have been a wonderful big brother to Grace. And she knew Grace would have idolized him.

Topping off his coffee, Fin leaned back against the kitchen counter, watching her. “If you want, I could go with to the doctor’s this morning.”

“Next time,” she said, placing her dishes in the sink and pumping water to wash-up. “You said yourself the shop’s been really busy lately. I promise to tell you everything he says.” She couldn’t take the chance of having Fin around when they put Betty’s escape plan into action. They couldn’t risk even one more person knowing the details. There was a good chance Harry would arrive in town sometime today, and he would be interrogating everyone.

“Are you going to get a chance to say goodbye to Betty before her train?”

“Alice and I will go to the station with her when she buys her ticket, but I don’t think I’ll actually be there when she leaves. I’ll probably still be with the doctor.” She rinsed her cup and set it in the drainer to dry.

“Duluth.” He sipped his coffee. “You don’t think Harry will follow her there? It’s not that far by train.”

“Duluth is only her first stop. Once there, she’ll buy a ticket in a false name and continue on somewhere secret. The hope is one day it will be safe for her to return.”

He grunted and nodded, handing his empty cup to her and picking up his hat. With his hand on the back door handle, he stopped. “How will she know when it’s safe to return if no one knows where she is?”

Wiping her hands on a towel, Lizzie stared out the kitchen window. In truth, it would be easy to let her know, but she couldn’t tell Fin that. “Good question. I imagine she has a plan for that, too. Betty’s always been a smart one.”

“True.” He kissed them each goodbye. “Be good for your mother today,” he whispered to Grace before leaving for the butcher shop.

Lizzie lifted Grace from her cradle and smiled down at her crinkled face. One little hand broke free from her swaddling, and Lizzie tucked it securely back into place. “Are you ready to go see your Auntie Alice and Auntie Betty? Then it’s off to see the new doctor. He’s going to try and fix your foot. We like him already.”

* * *
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CRADLING HER NEW DAUGHTER in her arms, Lizzie waved to Alice from in front of Betty’s childhood home. She waited while Alice set the wagon brake and joined them on the front walk. Lizzie stopped her before they went in. “I haven’t had a chance to ask you how you’re doing now that Betty’s back?”

“I’m fine.”

“Truly?” Lizzie suspected she was lying on some level.

“I knew Harry was abusing her, but it was still a shock when she stepped off the train and I saw her face.”

“I know it’s going to be hard to set aside any bad feelings we may have, but we must. She needs us right now. Harry may be even more dangerous than we anticipated.”

Alice scanned the street then checked the watch pinned to her shirtfront. Erikson’s would have opened a short time earlier and shoppers were out on their morning errands. The morning train to Dubuque was pulling in with a shriek of its whistle. The station would be busy with plenty of potential witnesses. “Time to get started. We need Betty to be seen buying her ticket by as many people as possible.”

They let themselves in through the front door. The sound of breaking glass in the kitchen made them both jump.

“Betty?” Lizzie panicked, making Grace squirm. Luckily, she didn’t wake. Were they too late? Had Harry already found her? Her shoulders drooped with relief when Betty appeared in the kitchen door.

“Sorry,” Betty said. “I guess I’m a little jumpy. When I heard the door open, I was afraid it might be Harry and dropped a glass.” She blew her nose and wiped her tear-stained cheeks on a well-used, rumpled, handkerchief. “It was more difficult saying goodbye to my mother than I thought it would be.”

Alice offered her a fresh handkerchief from her pocket. “I saw her hurrying over to the hotel. She looked like she’d been crying, too. But I promise we’ll find a way to get you back to her one day.” She hesitated. “I just don’t know when. I guess that’s ultimately up to Harry.”

For a brief moment, Lizzie thought Alice might hug Betty. Hoped she would. At least she was speaking to her. Anything more would have to wait.

“We’d better get going.” Alice went back through the parlor. “My wagon’s out front.”

Betty hurried after them. “But won’t we be seen?” She picked up the bag she’d left packed and waiting at the bottom of the stairs.

With a conspiratorial smile at Alice, Lizzie explained, “That’s the plan. To start a story for the town gossips. We’re going first to the train station, where you’ll very publicly buy a ticket for the ten o’clock to Duluth. From there, follow my lead.”

Betty scrunched her forehead in confusion.

She continued. “I’ve already planted the seed with Fin. Told him it was your plan to go to Duluth, where you’ll buy a ticket under an assumed name to somewhere else, a destination unknown to the rest of us.”

“You always liked going to the moving pictures,” Alice added. “This is your chance to be the lead actress. Are you up to it?” She tilted her head and raised an eyebrow.

A slow smile spread across Betty’s face. “This could be fun.”

“All right, then. Let’s go.” Alice took the lead out the front door and down the walk to the street.

Murial Darling and Lettie Anderson, their old French teacher, walked by carrying baskets over their arms. They hurried over when they saw Grace.

“What a beautiful little girl.” Miss Darling clucked her tongue and tickled Grace under the chin. Grace scrunched her face and whimpered.

“Oh, dear.” Miss Anderson put a hand to her mouth. “Don’t cry, sweetie.”

Placing Grace against her shoulder, Lizzie rocked her until she quieted. “I wish we had more time to visit, but we need to get Betty to the train station.”

“Good morning,” Betty smiled and lowered the brim of her hat. “Doing a little shopping on this beautiful day?” She placed her carpet bag in the back of Alice’s wagon and carefully stepped up with a balancing hand from Alice.

“Yes,” Miss Darling said with a concerned glance toward Lettie then back again.

Returning her friend’s look with a small shake of her head, Miss Anderson changed the subject. “You’re looking well, Betty. Is Harry with you? I hadn’t heard anything about your visit.”

“Not this trip, I’m afraid. Busy, busy at the office. Works too hard, I always say. This was only a quick trip. In fact, I’m headed back to the train station now.” Betty smiled at Alice and Lizzie. “My friends have been so kind offering me a lift.”

“We really must go, ladies. Have a nice day.” Alice climbed up onto the wagon bench and snapped the reins. Waiting until they were out of hearing, she said, “That went well. Should get the gossip mill started.”

A crowd was gathering on the station platform. A handful of passengers were disembarking from the train. Betty led the way, threading her way through to the ticket office without stopping to say anything more than a quick good morning to those she knew. It was enough to be seen. Anything much more and they risked saying too much, contradicting themselves later. Lizzie exchanged a look with Alice. Betty could have had a career in pictures. She didn’t even look nervous.

There was no one in line at the ticket window, but a small group of locals stood nearby. Betty stepped up with a smile and opened her purse. “I’d like one ticket for the ten o’clock to Duluth, please.”

“Good morning, Mrs. Barnes. You’re here a little early, aren’t you?” The stationmaster accepted the money Betty gave him and handed her a ticket.

“Oh, I know, but I like to beat the rush. I’m not moving as fast as I used to.” She laughed and put a hand on her belly.
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