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      SUNDAY, DECEMBER 22, 1852

      Nine-year-old Emma stood in the dim, narrow hallway of her London home. It wasn’t London, precisely; it was Poplar, a suburb, but she’d heard people call it London as often as Poplar. Her home was a double townhouse—numbers 148 and 149 High Street—joined by an arched door on the main floor. The double house had three stories, high ceilings, ornate doors, and wallpapered rooms. Emma wandered out from the nursery where her brother and sisters were, wondering what was happening with her mother.

      Earlier, the new nurse had ushered the children into their bedroom. The paunchy woman had lined up Emma with her eleven-year-old sister, Elizabeth, seven-year-old Will, and five-year-old Hattie, spearing them with her fierce eyes. She’d rubbed her beefy hands on her dirty apron, making Emma aware of the raw edges of the woman’s clothing. Emma wanted nothing to do with this woman.

      The nurse’s straggly hair strayed from her cap, and a frown accompanied her low Cockney accent. “Now children, yer father’s gone and broke ‘is leg on the ice on ‘is way to the bakery this mornin.’ He’s in ‘ospital right now, so there’s no one to take you to your uncle’s. Yer just goin’ to have to stay ‘ere while your mother works her baby out. Don’t come out of this room. No matter what you ‘ear; don’t you come out!”

      Spit flew from her mouth with her forceful command. Emma and Elizabeth backed up a step, and Will and Hattie pressed back against their older sisters as if they were a firm, protective wall. All four stood with wide eyes, unable to say a word.

      The woman barked, “Do you understand?”

      Emma and then Elizabeth stuttered, “Yes.”

      The little ones nodded ferociously.

      She slammed the heavy wooden door unceremoniously on the children, and they stayed in the nursery as they had been told. They wandered to the fireplace. It had been lit earlier, but now as twilight approached, it waned, and the December chill permeated the room.

      “Let’s put some more wood on it,” Emma suggested, grabbing the poker and stirring the few remaining embers.

      The two sisters were used to doing everything together, but making a fire was not something either had ever done. There had always been someone older, like the nurse, to do it for them.

      There was only one large piece of wood left in the bin. Elizabeth put it on, but it smothered the tiny flames Emma had stirred up.

      “Oh, that didn’t work!” exclaimed Emma.

      “It’s the only wood,” Elizabeth said.

      Emma looked in the wood bin for something smaller that would allow the smoldering fire to grow. Dust, wood shavings, and tiny pieces that had fallen off larger logs lay in the bottom. She scooped up what she could with her bare hands. “Ow!” she exclaimed as a splinter caught her finger. She dropped the tiny pieces like hotcakes, and the other children rushed to look at her hand.

      “It’s all right,” she said. “I can get this out.”

      After showing the splinter to the other three, she pinched the side of her hand until the small piece of wood poked out. “Here.” She held her hand up to Elizabeth, who inspected it, reached over, and gingerly pulled out the intrusive piece of wood.

      “Maybe we’d better not try that again,” ever-practical Elizabeth said, holding Will back from scooping up the leftover wood pieces.

      “I’ll do it, Will. I’ll be more careful this time.” Emma looked around the room for something she could use instead of her hands. She saw a wooden horse on its side. How silly; that wouldn’t work. Her eyes lit on a book. After considering for a moment, she discarded the idea, realizing it was too thick to gather the fine particles. A doll’s blanket gave her an idea. She went to her drawer and pulled out a scarf. Going back to the wood bin, she mopped up the tiny wooden bits with the thin material, careful not to get them on her hands, and dumped the contents onto the fire. Around the edges of the large log, some of the dust and pieces caught fire. The flame lasted only a second before the dust was consumed. 

      “Well, that didn’t work either,” Emma said disconsolately while Will and Hattie shook their heads.

      Ever hopeful, Elizabeth said, “Maybe the log will catch fire if we just leave it.”

      Hattie reached out her hands toward the orange flecks clinging to the dying embers. “I’m getting cold.”

      The four children had been so intent on the fire, they hadn’t noticed anything outside their room. Now they heard an agonizing scream, one so dreadful Emma imagined it stripping the trim off the door and leaving it in a broken heap in the hall.

      Little Hattie burst into tears, and Will asked, half fearful and half hopeful, “Is there a lion in the house?”

      Emma looked at Elizabeth in stunned silence, but her sister offered no encouragement, her eyes wide with fright. The cry had been feral and frightening. Of the four, only the older girls realized the screaming had something to do with a new baby. Emma didn’t know exactly what, because she’d been told nothing in advance, only to stay in this room.

      Emma thought, There must be something I can do to make this better. I know, I’ll tell them a story. She was already the best reader in the family, and her siblings liked her tellings of the stories she read. “It’s time for a story,” she said more brightly than she felt. She herded them onto the bed even as another scream echoed down the hallway.

      “Oh, good!” Hattie exclaimed, not heeding the cry and settling close to Elizabeth. “Is it Rose Red and Snow White?”

      “Yes. How did you know, you smart girl?”

      “Because Mama tells it. Snow White has dark hair like you, Emma, and Rose Red has yellow hair like you, Elizabeth.” After pointing at each, she leaned again against her older sister.

      “And they had a little sister named Lily Flower with brown hair—like yours!” Emma playfully chucked her nose, making Hattie giggle. Emma sighed in relief. Their circumstances felt a bit more normal now.

      “Rose Red and Snow White lived with their widowed mother in a cottage in the forest.”

      “What’s a widow?” asked Will, who was, for once, paying attention to the story.

      “It means their daddy had gone,” Elizabeth explained.

      “My daddy’s gone,” said Hattie.

      “No, dear, he’s not gone. He’s just in the hospital,” Emma quickly corrected. “He hurt his leg, but he’ll be home soon. Shall I go on?”

      After the girl nodded, Emma continued, “One night, a knock came at their door.”

      Just then, another tremendous cry burst down the hall.

      Will startled and pulled back. Hattie whimpered again and curled closer to Elizabeth. Emma looked again at her older sister. If anyone could calm their younger siblings, it would be her. Emma’s strengths were in school and ideas, but Elizabeth’s centered on the home—things like tending, nursing, and healing. Emma’s eyes pleaded with her to find a way to explain the horrendous cries issuing from their mother’s bedroom.

      Answering Emma’s beseeching look, Elizabeth began, “A baby is coming to our house. A little brother or sister. And it takes a lot... well, it’s hard. But it will be all right.” She hesitated and then nodded to Emma to continue.

      Emma went on, “When the sisters opened the door⁠—”

      “There was a bear!” Hattie exclaimed, immediately getting back into the story. “This is your part, Will. Mama says everyone has a part.”

      Will looked mildly interested, this being the only part he contributed to. “Yes,” he said, almost by rote. “But he was a nice bear. He only asked to warm himself by their fire.”

      Emma nodded. “They let him come in, and the sisters brushed the snow off his fur coat.”

      Hattie fluffed her hands out in brushing motions.

      “He slept by the fire that night and went away the next day.”

      “But he came back!” Hattie said earnestly.

      “Yes, he did,” said Emma. “Every night, all winter. Now, in the spring, Snow White and Rose Red were walking in the forest—Lily Flower was too little to go anywhere yet, so she stayed home—and they spied a dwarf whose long, white beard was caught in a tree. They freed him by cutting his beard…”

       “And he yelled at them for ruining it.”

      Smiling, Emma finished, “The bear found out how mean the dwarf was to the sisters, and he tossed him from the land with his big paw.”

      Hattie’s arm swung out, nearly knocking Will’s nose.

      “Hey! Watch out!” he cried.

       Emma gently pushed the little girl’s arm down. “As soon as the dwarf was gone from the land, the bear turned into…,”  she spread her hands out triumphantly as Hattie finished, “a prince!”

      “Yes! You see, when the dwarf left, the spell left the bear. He’d been a prince all along!”

      Elizabeth hugged her little sister, and Will, not interested any longer, flopped onto his stomach and traced a wavy line on the yellow patchwork quilt, his sandy-colored hair flopping over his forehead.

      Meanwhile, Emma turned her ear toward the door. During her story, the sounds had stopped. Emma’s curiosity finally grew stronger than the nurse’s admonition to stay in the room. She climbed off the bed and walked to the door.

      Looking pointedly at her sister, Elizabeth said through thin lips, “She said to stay in here.” From the bed, her other siblings stared with wide eyes.

      Looking over her shoulder, Emma said, “I’ll just be a minute.” Gingerly, she put a hand on the knob and opened the heavy door.

      The hall was dark, quiet, and cold. Night came early in December, and the hall sconces were not lit. The flowers on the wallpaper, so cheery in daylight, now looked like creatures with jeering mouths. She looked quickly away and stared straight down the hall as the silence and the dimness almost overwhelmed her. She felt as terrified as if a giant bear’s paw were pressing down. For one long minute, Emma stood stock still. Finally, mastering her imagination, she slid her feet forward one at a time. Step by step, she slowly made her way to her mother’s room. From downstairs, she heard rustling sounds and metal clinking along with muffled voices. She ignored them and entered the bedroom.

      There was only one lit candle sitting in its sconce on the wall that flickered as she walked in, making the wardrobe and the rocking chair seem alive. Imagining dwarves and demons, she held still again until she realized nothing was moving. She stepped farther inside and saw her mother lying on her bed in her pale nightgown with a babe next to her. Neither moved.

      “Mama?” she called tentatively. “Mama?” she called in a stronger voice. There was no answer. That terrified her more than anything ever had.

      Both her mother and the newborn lay uncovered. That seemed strange. She could see that the baby was a girl and barely wrapped in some cotton material. But where was Mama’s quilt? Grandma Charlotte had made it, and it was colorful and warm. Emma looked underneath the bed and even on the opposite side to see if it had fallen. It wasn’t there.

      Emma didn’t know what to do. The voices continued below, and Emma realized one was a man’s. Was her father home? No, this male voice sounded rough, strident, and unfamiliar. Why was there a man in their house? Was it Uncle Jesse? It didn’t sound like him. It had a frenzied quality that didn’t remind her of Father’s brother, and it didn’t sound like anyone from her church, either.

      Suddenly afraid, Emma turned and fled back to the nursery. She shut the door, her eyes shooting to the bed in search of her siblings. They weren’t there! Then she saw them squatting by the fireplace. A bit of flame had finally taken hold, and they had climbed off the bed to warm their hands. She joined them, holding out her palms gratefully to the speck of warmth offered by the tiny flames.

      Elizabeth asked how Mother was. Will and Hattie looked up with expectant, innocent eyes. Emma still didn’t know what to say. Everything was strange. Nothing was right, and everything was wrong. She didn’t know how to frame what she feared. Instead, she said, “They’re quiet.” Well, that was the truth. Then she added, “It’s a girl. The baby is a girl.”

      “Baby Sarah,” Elizabeth said softly, looking back at the fire. Her voice lacked color, like using a white pencil on white paper. “Mama told me, if the baby’s a boy, it would be Jesse after Papa’s brother. If it’s a girl, she’s named after Mama’s mother.”

      All Emma could do was nod.

      “I’m cold,” Hattie said again.

      The fire now did little good, but holding their hands toward that tiny bit of orange in the charred wood only let them pretend they were warmer.

      Elizabeth got up and dragged the yellow quilt off the bed. Emma grabbed the pillows.

      “Here, sit on these,” Emma said while her sister arranged the quilt around their shoulders. The four snuggled as close as they could.

      After a minute, Will said, “I’m hungry.”

      Is there any food here in the nursery? Emma thought desperately. While she was thinking, a different thought crossed her mind. No, there was no food, but what might bring comfort were the songs of Zion. Yes, singing the hymns they sang on Sunday might make them feel better. In her pretty voice, she sang:

      
        
        
        The earth was once a garden place, With all her glories common.

        And men did live a holy race, And worship Jesus face to face

        In Adam-ondi-Ahman.

      

      

      

      The children joined in on the chorus word, Adam-ondi-Ahman, and when Emma couldn’t think of any more words, she stopped. A silence descended over the house. No sound came through their heavy wooden door. The quiet felt like a dense fog blanketing their home, obliterating thought and reason and hope. Listening acutely, Emma realized she no longer heard the rustling and metallic clinking from downstairs.

      Emma was just as hungry and cold as her siblings, but for her, the greater discomfort was what she had seen—her mother and the baby lying still on the bed. She couldn’t say it out loud—she simply couldn’t—but she thought they were both dead. And she hadn’t done anything to help. She had walked away, and then she hadn’t even told Elizabeth. Emma liked to do things. She liked to help. Since she hadn’t done anything to assuage or correct the awfulness in her mother’s room, that surely meant that she was responsible. Somehow, she knew she was at fault for their deaths, at least a little.

      Just then, she heard a man’s voice coming from her mother’s room. He uttered a loud, sharp exclamation, and then she heard footsteps coming toward the nursery. They sounded purposeful, not surreptitious, nothing to be afraid of.

      The door opened. It was Uncle Jesse, his well-trimmed beard framing his handsome face as his eyes pierced the dim room. He immediately spotted the four of them huddled under the quilt by the cold fireplace.

      “Oh, children!” he exclaimed with compassion. He knelt and gathered the smallest two in his arms. “What has happened here? What has happened?” he said to no one in particular.

      “I’m hungry, Uncle Jesse,” complained Will.

      “I’m cold,” said Hattie again.

      “Where’s your father?” he asked.

      Elizabeth answered, “In the hospital.”

      “He fell on the ice and broke his leg,” Emma finished.

      “Well, you are all coming to my house, where you’ll be warm. Aunt Jane will have a wonderful dinner for you.” He stood, sounding assured and in charge. “Everyone, get your nightclothes, shoes, and coats.”

      Hesitant to leave the bit of warmth he had, Will asked, “Can we bring the quilt?”

      “Yes, certainly,” Uncle Jesse said absentmindedly. He flung the patchwork quilt over his arm as they grabbed their things and marched outside.

      Uncle Jesse gently helped the children into his carriage with a consoling smile. Emma was the last to climb in. She overheard her uncle tell the driver, “It looks like the house was ransacked. The kitchen and parlor are thrown apart.”

      He started to place the quilt on their laps when a funny look crossed his face. “Here, use the wool blankets.” He reached for two folded gray blankets and started tucking them around the children.  “Wool is much warmer.”

      Emma watched as he went back in, the yellow quilt still over his arm. A few moments later, he emerged, pale as a ghost, and climbed into the carriage without the quilt. The coach immediately leaped forward, leaving the house, her mother, and the newborn babe behind.
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      MARCH 21, 1860

      Emma and Elizabeth flitted happily about the upstairs bedroom. They leaned and bent over each other, almost in a dance, as they picked up and folded the linens Elizabeth had embroidered for her trousseau. Emma’s sister was packing today and getting married tomorrow!

      “Where do these go?” Emma asked brightly, holding up a pile of crochet-edged pillowcases.

      “Let’s put those on this side of the trunk, the dresses on the other side, and my underthings in the carpet bag.”

      Emma gently fingered the edges before laying them down. “You did a beautiful job with these, Elizabeth.”

      She smiled contentedly. “Thank you. It will be nice to use them!”

      Emma folded a dress with bold vertical stripes of blue and white. Her sister said, “Why don’t you take that dress, Emma?”

      “It’s yours.”

      “The style never really suited me. And the color goes better with your dark hair.”

      “I think it looks fine with your fair hair.”

      The sisters were remarkably alike, other than their hair coloring. They were so alike that their neighbors had a hard time telling them apart. Both were 5’3” and thin, although Elizabeth was a straight quill-thin and Emma was more a curving teacup-handle thin. Both had an energy about them that indicated they liked to get things done in a no-nonsense way, and both were seamstresses of considerable skill, having been taught by their stepmother.

      Elizabeth thrust the dress at Emma, but Emma pushed it right back.

      “It’s fancy. When will I need it?”

      “Sundays.”

      “And have little Freddy dribble all over it during meeting?” Her youngest stepchild was just eighteen months old.

      “I’m sure William will take you to the theater or the opera sometime. You won’t want to go in your flowered day dress. It’s going in.” She grabbed it, folded it carefully, and held it out with her head at a questioning tilt.

      Emma laughed when Elizabeth rolled her eyes and said, “You win. Put it in.”

      Good, thought Emma. She would take as many wins as she could over the next two days, at which time her sister would permanently leave her life. They had shared so much over the last eight years since their mother had died—their father remarrying, four little brothers being born, two of those dying, and the front room in #149 being converted into a retail bakery. Through it all, Elizabeth had been her mainstay, her support, her listening ear. Elizabeth was gentle and genuine. She offset their father’s stern aloofness and countered their stepmother’s strict set of rules. Elizabeth kept her secrets and listened to her when others thought her ideas were unconventional. She could share anything with her. Who would she have now?

      Determined for this to be a pleasant day, Emma continued the conversation. “It’s not like you haven’t been sitting already with children at the fellowship meeting!” Her husband-to-be had seven living children: Louisa, Elise, John, Sarah, six-year-old Matilda, four-year-old William, and tiny Frederick James.

      “They certainly fill up the pew!”

      “You’ve been so kind to their family since William’s wife died. Admit it, you were their favorite nanny.”

      Elizabeth chuckled, “I did help out as often as I could get away from the bakery. By the way, did you know Father hired a man to take my place?”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. Benton Berrycloth.”

      “Brother Berrycloth from our church branch?”

      “Yes!” Elizabeth smiled. “I let Father know how busy I would be taking care of the children, and he finally realized I wouldn’t be able to continue working for him.”

      Folding a set of tea towels, Emma said, “I wish Father had realized I needed help when he had me take our money to the bank.” Oh, why did she let that slip out? Emma hadn’t meant to be negative, not today! She immediately wished she could call back her sour words.

      Too late—Elizabeth heard her tone. Quickly setting her extra corset in the carpetbag, she pulled Emma to sit down on the bed with her. “Does the alley still bother you?”

      Emma shrugged one shoulder, smiling slightly. “Only when I’m in confined, dark spaces.” Hastening, she added, “And that doesn’t happen often.” She squeezed Elizabeth’s hand reassuringly.

      Elizabeth gestured to their room and the hall. “How about here? Does the dark hall bother you at night?”

      Emma shook her head. “I make sure a wall sconce is always lit. And I try to remember what it looks like in the day, so I don’t imagine it filled with goblins and gremlins.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “That’s smart!”

      Emma didn’t like thinking about the alley, but the memory popped up at the most inopportune times. Her father’s bakery business was in two locations. His main shop was near the docks, and the second was in their house on High Street. He’d needed their earnings taken to the bank every week, and he had settled on little Emma to do so. She’d told him she was frightened, and she told him she didn’t want to. But he said Elizabeth was needed to clean up at the Dock Road bakery, Hattie and Will were too young, and their mother had to tend the little ones and prepare supper. To him, Emma was the only one left.

      She remembered how the flat leather bag containing their weekly earnings slipped easily into the bank’s after-hours slot. The trouble was that the slot was at the back of the bank, not the front, and she could only reach it by going through a long, dark alley. There were no lanterns, and the dim light and oppressive air between the tall gray buildings made her feel that the heavy stone walls might fall on her and crush her. The cobblestones caught at her shoes, and where there were none, the mud squelched under her feet, making her feel as if she were being drawn into the ground.

      The dock workers in their section of town were out and about all hours of the night, so she was used to seeing people as she performed her task. The real people never bothered her, as they seemed to walk with purpose, with places to go and people to see. It was the fog and the shadows and the sounds in the alley that stayed and swirled and shifted into wolves or monsters or feral dogs, no matter how fast her little legs ran. Her imaginings were more frightening than reality.

      Her father had drilled into her, “This is our weekly earnings. Do you understand?” Yes, she had understood. But that didn’t remove the fear. She thought, You’d think doing it so many times would have inured me against the terror. But it did the opposite. It ingrained it in me. She felt foolish now, at seventeen—all these years later—that it still stirred such strong emotions inside her.

      Elizabeth’s eyes were tender. “I’m sorry it’s still so hard.”

      “I’m sorry I mentioned it! It never should have come up at this happiest of times. Forget I said anything!”

      Emma had never told anyone else about the alley because Elizabeth had been her only confidant. She was genuinely happy for her sister to marry, but she couldn’t help thinking about how things would change for her. Bringing the story of the alley to mind simply reinforced the simple fact that after tomorrow, Elizabeth would no longer be a constant in her life.

      With a sob, Emma cried, “I’ll miss you, Elizabeth!”

      “I’ll be right up the street. I’m not going far.” Her sister squeezed her hand, smiling.

      “You and I both know things will change.”

      “You’re right. Of course, you’re right.”

      “You’ll be in charge of seven children all day long.”

      “Six and a drooler.” Elizabeth was trying to make her smile.

      Emma rewarded her with half a smile and then softly said, “Who will I talk to?”

      Elizabeth suddenly understood. “You’ve never told anyone about the alley, have you?”

      Emma shook her head. “Will and Hattie were too little, Father was too busy, and Eliza had a hard time with her four pregnancies. And the two of them are so strict and not easy to talk to. Then, when the bank changed its policies, it was no longer necessary to take the money after hours. So, no, I never said anything.” Emma felt her sister squeeze her hand, but she could no longer contain her deepest fear. She burst out, “What will I do without you?”

      Elizabeth dropped Emma’s hand and pulled her into a hug. “Oh, sweet Emma. You’ll manage. I know you will.”

      Emma rested her head on her sister’s shoulder. Allowing herself a moment of self-pity, she said, “It’s not just the alley—it’s everything. No one else really listens to me, not like you do. Will’s in his own world, Hattie lives in her fairytales, and Mother and Father are always occupied. And Georgie and Richie are just plain little.”

      Emma let a few tears drop onto her sister’s shoulder. How many times, since their mother had died, had Elizabeth held her, befriended her, comforted her? Their father had married two months after their mother had died, and their stepmother was not comforting toward Emma. Eliza was a good woman, just rather strict. All right, admit it: very strict. Easy-going but obedient Elizabeth had been Emma’s buffer for almost eight years.

      Hugging her tighter, Elizabeth said, “Emma, you do more than you realize. To me, it’s you who eases people’s burdens. Why, do you remember Thomas Purdy, just after his family moved into our area? He was six, and he fell at the shipyard and impaled his arm on a four-inch-long gimbal!”

      “Ouch, yes.”

      “The other children made fun of him until you had him be King David in a church play. After that, all the children wanted him to be their friend.” Holding onto Emma’s shoulders, Elizabeth pulled her away to look at her. “Maybe you could give Will and Hattie more of a chance. They might surprise you. They’re older now.  And Emma, I really will be just up the street!”

      Wiping the last tear from her eye, Emma smiled. “I know. I’m just feeling sorry for myself.” Taking a breath, she said, “I’m done now. All right. Let’s get back to packing for you!”  Standing, she grabbed Elizabeth’s pale orange dress with the small teal diamonds and started folding.

      As Elizabeth went back to her linens, Emma teased, “Let’s talk about your groom!”

      This was a topic Emma knew Elizabeth would endorse wholeheartedly

      Her sister caught up with the idea immediately. “Oh, William! He’s wonderful! Emma, he is so good, and so kind⁠—”

      “—and quite handsome, too!”

      “He is!” Elizabeth giggled. Elizabeth was a sensible girl—a solid young woman who was not given to giggling or hysteria. Yet, around Emma, she could often be quite giddy.

      “It honestly doesn’t bother you that he’s a year older than Father?”

      “It really doesn’t. He acts so much younger, and that’s how I see him. I’m an adult, and he is, and that’s all that matters. Well, and that he’s a faithful member of the church.” She tucked in her last load of underthings and looked directly at Emma. “Someday, we will emigrate to Zion, and then we will be married in a temple of our Lord where there is authority to seal our marriage for all eternity! That’s our plan.”

      She spoke more surely and smiled more broadly than usual. Emma could tell this was something her sister and her intended had already discussed, and she felt honored she’d share that deep desire with her. Emma emerged from her reverie, “Then we’d better get this wedding going! Remember that top drawer. That’s all yours, milady!”

      Elizabeth swayed in her pale green dress as she pulled a necklace, a jeweled mantilla comb, and a shawl from the high, shallow drawer. Placing the yellow paisley shawl on her arm, she gently placed the necklace on top of the dresser, its pale aquamarine crystal glinting slightly. She then handed the comb to Emma. “It’s lucky that the nurse didn’t see this, or it would be gone.”

      “Oh, it’s Mama’s! And you’ll wear it tomorrow! Here’s something new I heard—” She recited, “—'Something old, Something new, Something borrowed, Something blue.’ Your necklace can be the blue. And Mama’s comb can be the old. Let’s see, what’s Something borrowed?”

      Almost shyly, Elizabeth said, “Eliza is lending me her wedding veil.”

      “The lace one she was married in?” The girls were almost ten and twelve when their father remarried; they were old enough to remember that beautiful veil.

      “Yes! And Emma, the lace cost more than everything else she brought into her marriage combined.”

      “That just leaves us with something new. What about your wedding dress?

      “Actually, I think it should be this shawl.” She pulled the yellow wrap off her arm and held it up.

      Emma gasped as the fringed edges danced merrily while the broad border of coral, red, and brown flowed in a chorus of paisley swirls. “I haven’t seen this before.”

      “It’s my engagement gift from William.”

      “Perfect! Elizabeth, you are going to be beautiful! You and William will be so happy!”

      “We will! And Emma, I sincerely believe you will know when the right man for you comes along.”

      Breathlessly, Emma asked, “Do you truly think so?”

      “I do!”

      “I do want what you and William have.”

      “I believe one of your gifts is that of discernment. You’ve shown that you are sensitive to the Lord’s Spirit.”

      “How?”

      “Do you remember when we were left alone in the nursery when Mama died? We were all cold and hungry, and you were the one who had the idea to sing hymns. And you’re the one who remembers the words. You sang and sang until Uncle Jesse arrived. I don’t think that idea came from nowhere—I think you were guided to do that, and you followed that prompting. So, you’ll know, Emma. You’ll know when the right man comes along.”

      “Thank you, Elizabeth. You are such a comfort to me!” Emma hugged her briefly, then pulled back and looked squarely at her. “But first, it’s your turn. Let’s finish getting you packed!”

      Laughing once again, the sisters tucked the remaining items into the trunk and locked it. Their hearts were light as they looked forward to the upcoming day.
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