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      Salem, Oregon Territory, Saturday, September 5, 1857

      The Barkeep and the Bumblebee…

      

      Dottie Anne Baldwin stepped outside the Ladies Dormitory in Salem, desperate. Salem had been her last hope. She knew Aunt Delie would help her financially if she needed it, but she’d come all the way from Charleston to Salem to get away from home. What she’d realized, however, was that her choices were limited; she had to either find work or find a husband.

      She stopped, glancing down at the blue and white striped frock, and straightened the matching hat. She’d borrowed them from Jenny at the dormitory, promising to return them unharmed.

      A bumblebee whizzed past her face, bringing her back to the present.

      Well, she wasn’t exactly eager for a husband. Work, however, was a necessity. She’d found one place of employment at Sophie’s new restaurant and hadn’t made it past the first day. The work in the Gwen’s Frocks to Gowns had turned out to be just as disastrous.

      You’re hopeless, Dottie. Trouble follows you wherever you go.

      She took a deep breath, pushing back tears. This wasn’t the work she wanted, but she’d do it if she could get a chance.

      Something else occurred to her, too.

      This might very well be her last chance. If she didn’t find something soon, she’d end up having to admit defeat and go back home to Charleston. Winter was coming on, and if she returned home, it would have to be before the snows came. The mountain passes would soon make it impossible to get back on the stage.

      She lifted her chin, forced her lip to stop trembling, and moved toward the Friendly Tavern.

      Up ahead, she saw a man approaching it, and blinked. Her heart pounded, hoping against hope he’d hire her to serve drinks, or whatever it was they did in a tavern. She really didn’t know what they would expect. He looked nice enough, with his thinning hair and his stout appearance.

      Clutching her skirts in her fists, she approached.

      “Sir?”

      He’d been about to enter the tavern. Now, seeing her, he turned.

      “Yes?”

      “I…” she gulped. “I wished to speak to someone about working in the Friendly Tavern. Could you point me to the owner?”

      He frowned. “It would be me you’d be needin’ to speak to, miss. I’m the barkeep here.”

      “Oh.” She brightened. “Then…”

      “Pardon, miss. But you don’t look like the type of young woman who’d be seeking work here. You’d best be getting along now, before the sheriff sees you speaking to me and assumes I’m out to corrupt you.”

      “You don’t understand, sir. I’m desperate for work, and I know I could be of service.”

      “That you could, missy, but what can you do?” It was obvious he didn’t believe her.

      Frustrated, Dottie lifted her chin. “I sing. That might bring people into your business.”

      “I won’t deny I could use some help, and you’re a pretty one. However,” he paused, eyeing her suspiciously, “Girls working here would have more duties than just singing, none of which would be proper for someone such as you.”

      “I can handle multiple tasks at a time.”

      He looked unconvinced. “They carry drinks to men.”

      Dottie thought back about the pitcher of water she’d accidentally thrown into a customer’s lap a few days earlier and grimaced.

      “Often already drunken men,” he added.

      “But I can do that. Let me show you.” She attempted a step around him, but he blocked her path.

      “Look, miss. I’ll be blunt with you, for you don’t seem to be getting my message. Girls who work here need a lot of skills. They sing. They dance. They carry drinks. They entertain my customers. And,” he said, as he eyed a bumblebee that had begun to circle them, “they wear frocks with quite a bit less material than you’re wearing.”

      Dottie ignored the bee and rose on her tiptoes. He was a big man, and she tried to peek over his shoulder to see inside the tavern. “If you refuse to let me look, how will I know whether the gowns suit me?”

      A stinging sensation was felt on her ankle, and she gasped. “Oh!” She picked up the hem of her frock and shrieked, whirling in circles. The bee stayed with her.

      The barkeep swatted, trying to chase it away, but it was determined to stay. His hand came in contact with first her ankle, then her calf. With his other hand, he grasped the hem of her gown, lifting it.

      “Stay still, girl. I can’t get him with you dancing about so much. The sheriff will be here any minute if you keep screaming.”

      But Darthy continued to whirl, trying to avoid the creature. Suddenly, she felt hands taking hold of her shoulders and moving her back out of the way.

      A tall, handsome man moved between them suddenly, and yanked the hem of her dress from the barkeep’s hand, causing him to stagger backward. The sound of ripping was heard, and a second later, the tall man punched him in the nose. The barkeep immediately dropped to the ground from the force of the blow, stunned, and put both hands to his face.

      Then the stranger spotted the bumblebee. Plucking it from the air, he tossed it away. It flew off in circles, as if it was dizzy. Then, as if he realized what the barkeep had been attempting to do, he spoke.

      “My apologies, sir. I truly thought…”

      “You thought what?” Dottie whirled on him. “How dare you attack an innocent man who was only trying to help!” She lifted a gloved hand, balled it up into a fist, and punched him straight in the eye.

      From the ground, the barkeep gasped for air before trying to explain. “This isn’t as bad as it may seem, Lu—Lu—” He became speechless for a second, turning to Dottie. “Good Lord, woman. I knew you were trouble the moment I laid eyes on you. Have you any idea who you just punched?”

      “I don’t know,” she responded, “and I don’t care.” Seeing the stranger offer a helping hand up to the barkeep, she stepped in between them and reached down to help him instead.

      Just then, she spied the ripped hem. Jenny’s dress! Dismayed, she turned on the stranger in indignation, letting go of the barkeep and sending him rolling back to the ground. Rounding on the tall man in front of her, she flashed an intense glare at him. “How dare you, sir! Not only have you cost me a chance of employment here, you’ve ripped the hem of my frock. Explain yourself!”

      The stranger looked surprised. “You were seeking employment here? In the tavern?” His brown eyes met hers. “I find that difficult to believe, Miss… I’m sorry. What’s your name?”

      “My name is unimportant. Yours, Lu—Lu—” Mimicking what the barkeep had said, she shook her head. “It might as well be Lucifer for all the trouble you’ve caused me. You’d best clear out of Salem, sir. We have a minister who’s about to arrive, and he’ll likely have you tarred and feathered and run out of town for what you’ve done.”

      Dottie was unprepared for the arched brow and the half-smile that landed on the stranger’s face. He was clearly amused.

      “Indeed?”

      She stamped a foot before trying to reach down again to help the barkeep regain his footing. But this time the stout, balding man raised both hands in front of him and scooted away from her, as if to keep his distance.

      Dottie turned back to the stranger. “And anyway, who are you to pass judgement on my character? For all I know, you could be a bank robber. Or—or a…” she glanced down at the barkeep, “a drunkard.”

      “Oh?” He crossed his arms, grinning. “A drunkard, hm? And how did you come to that conclusion?”

      She lifted her chin. “You’re standing outside the tavern and the barkeep seems to know you.”

      “Ah. I see. So, am I to conclude you’re a drunkard too, young lady? You’re standing outside the tavern having a conversation with him.”

      Speechless, Dottie turned away, her dark curls flying, and began marching back toward the dormitory, dreading telling Jenny what had happened to her frock. Surely Gwen could fix it. In the process, she lost the matching feathered hat and turned back to retrieve it. The stranger held it out to her, the grin still on his face.

      Dottie snatched it from his hand with irritation and plopped it on her head, vaguely aware that it was backwards. Taking it off, she straightened it, turning it around, and put it back on. Sending a scowl to the stranger, she left.

      The stranger threw his head back and howled with laughter.

      She stamped her foot, harder this time. “You, sir, are no gentleman,” she called out over her shoulder.

      Lucifer or not, she hoped never to have to see him again.
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      Sunday morning…

      “Dottie? Are you ready? The service will start any minute now. I expect the church will be full this morning since it’s rumored that the new minister has arrived.”

      “I’ll just be a moment, Aunt Delie.”

      “All right. I’ll save you a seat. But don’t be long.”

      “I won’t.”

      Dottie tied the last of the ribbons into her hair and rushed to the bath to make use of the privy. The street was empty as she hurried across. Delie was just going inside.

      The music had started as she made it inside the door, and she looked around for a place to sit.

      There was none. But she caught sight of her aunt down in the front row, waving at her. Oh dear. She hated coming in late and having to go all the way to the first row in front of everyone. Humming in tune with the music, she scurried down the aisle and sat down next to her aunt in the only available seat. The music was finishing as she sat. She’d been later than she thought. Embarrassed, she kept her eyes on the floor in front of her.

      The church suddenly became quiet. Dottie heard footsteps approaching, Still staring at the floor, she waited.

      She heard a man clear his throat, and a deep but pleasant baritone voice.

      “Good morning, beloved. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Lucien Adams. My friends—and I consider all of you to be my friends—call me Luke. I’ve been assigned as your new minister. I’ll no longer be traveling the circuit. I’ll be living here. I understand there are several weddings coming up soon, so I’ll invite you now. There will be more…”

      He continued speaking. And Dottie still stared at the floor, a frown creasing her brow.

      Lucien Adams… Her frown deepened. She remembered the voice of the barkeep suddenly saying “Lu—Lu—” and her own response.

      Lu—your name might as well be Lucifer—

      Slowly, slowly, her gaze rose in front of her to the man who was speaking.

      Not only was he the same man, but he sported a large purple bruise around his swollen right eye.

      Their eyes met, and she gasped.

      “Oh dear God, oh dear God, oh dear God…” she whispered, sinking lower and lower into the pew, trying to make herself appear smaller. “Please don’t tell me I’ve punched a minister in the face? Oh God, I know I’ll go to hell for this!”

      Her whisper was louder than she intended. She realized it when she began hearing chuckles all around her. Aunt Delie couldn’t seem to help herself; she began giggling, and before long the entire congregation was, too.

      Dottie was mortified. When she’d gotten as low as she could in the pew, her eyes very slowly rose to meet his once again.

      He was watching her from the pulpit, and his expression was not full of condemnation, but instead, mirth.

      “Quite all right, young lady,” he said directly to her. “You have the privilege of being the first young woman to ever punch me in the face…” He grinned.

      “And get away with it.”
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      On the Farm…

      

      Luke stopped at the edge of a cove by the river on the way home from Sunday dinner, squatting down to examine his reflection in the still water. Sophie had invited him to stop by the restaurant for fried chicken and mashed potatoes, topped with gravy. Green beans had added to the package, and an enormous piece of buttermilk pie.

      The black eye from the young lady in the front row was still puffy and bruised, and he laughed suddenly as he viewed his face mirrored in the water. After meeting her aunt, he now knew her name to be Darthy Anne Baldwin. He smiled, thinking what a lovely name it was, even though her friends called her Dottie. She must have grown up with brothers who taught her how to fight. The thought of how she’d begun to sink lower and lower in the pew in front of him caused him to laugh even louder. Those beautiful golden-brown eyes had risen to meet his as she realized exactly who he was.

      But the day of their encounter wasn’t the first time he’d seen her.

      He’d arrived in town earlier that week. Jake Sanders, the owner of the Mercantile, and his wife had invited him for a meal once, realizing he was living out at the old Adams place. They had also paid for a meal for him at the new restaurant in town. He’d tried to refuse, but they’d insisted.

      Thursday morning, he’d taken advantage of it. He had one suit he saved for Sundays; that was all. He’d worn his work clothes and his old hat. There was so much to be done that day at the farm, and he had nothing in the house to eat. So, he’d walked to town and found a place to sit among the other customers who poured in. Two young ladies were taking orders and waiting on tables; one with dark auburn hair who someone had referred to as Beth. It was the other who had caught his eye, however. When the sun touched her hair it seemed to pick out strands of fire, and her honey-golden-brown eyes were prominent, surrounded by a beautiful face. He had trouble keeping his gaze off her; not only because of her beauty, but because she seemed to be a trail of disaster.   He smiled, remembering.

      Darthy had moved gracefully among the tables with a pitcher of water, refilling glasses for the customers and smiling pleasantly, when the two men at the next table began talking about her.

      “Look, Edward.” said the first, nodding toward her.

      “Oh, my,” said the other, drawing it out into several syllables. “Hal? There goes my future wife.”

      “We’ll see about that. I saw her first.”

      Luke had no idea why, but he’d bristled at that. A moment later, the man named Edward had whistled at her.

      She’d turned, the pitcher in her hand, and those beautiful eyes had widened as she approached. A small smile lit her lips.

      “Yes, may I help you?”

      “We’re waiting to be served,” Edward’s voice held a drawl.

      “Excuse me,” said Hal. “He can wait. I’m starving.”

      She set the pitcher down on the table. “Gentlemen, I can wait on you both at the same time. What can I get for you?”

      Edward wasted no time. He reached forward and put one hand on her arm; the other, he wrapped around her waist and tugged her toward him. Luke immediately rose from his chair.

      Just then, the man called Hal began pulling her toward him. Her eyes grew wide as she tried to get free.

      “I’ll take,” Hal said, staring at her breasts, “Two eggs, soft boiled—”

      That was enough. Luke was at their table now and jerked both their hands away from her in one swift motion. She grabbed the pitcher on her way back to the kitchen, seeming embarrassed and humiliated as she turned to spare one more glance backward.

      That had been her mistake. At that moment, a customer rose from the table, scooting back, and she’d run straight into him. The pitcher had tilted forward, and what was left in it soaked his crotch and ran down his legs.

      “Oh!” Darthy had cried out, “I’m so sorry!”

      But by this time, Luke had Hal by the collar, and was marching him toward the door. With a toss, he sent him flying out into the street. “Don’t come back until you can be respectful,” he growled. Moving back toward his table, he spied Edward, who skirted around the table away from him and went running toward the front door.

      Well, good.

      Luke returned to his table, glad to see it was still vacant. As he sat down, Darthy came flying out of the kitchen holding a towel. But as she realized she was about to pat down the crotch of the customer, her hand stopped in mid-air, and her eyes became alarmed. She backed away and merely held out the hand that grasped the towel.

      “Um… here, sir.”

      The customer scowled at her and took it from her hand, dropping it onto the table before stiffly moving toward the door.

      Luke turned away, determined not to let her see his expression just as the young lady called Beth approached to take his order. His eyes scanned the room for Darthy. But she wasn’t there.

      The restaurant’s front door opened, and a young mother caught his attention. She held an infant in her arms who was fussy, and she appeared at her wit’s end. Seated at the table Edward and his buddy had just left, she glanced around.

      “I hope he doesn’t disturb anyone. He’s so colicky this morning.”

      The auburn-haired girl stopped next to her. “I’ll hold him for you while you get settled,” she offered softly.

      Out of his mother’s arms, however, the infant set up a wail that caused everyone in the restaurant to frown and turn toward them. He watched as Darthy returned. “Bethy, Sophie needs you in the kitchen,” she whispered. “Oh, what a beautiful baby. May I?”

      The girl named Beth seemed to gladly relinquish the infant, as his mother added, “I apologize. This has been a hard trip for him, and he’s colicky.”

      “He’s beautiful,” Darthy said softly. She swayed gently from side to side and began to sing a lullaby as she held him.

      Luke glanced around the restaurant. Within seconds, the whole place had taken on a completely unique atmosphere. The customers seemed to have lost their scowls and were staring at the girl as she crooned softly to the little one in her arms.

      Luke watched her too, mesmerized. That voice. It was as beautiful as she was. When he glanced at the infant, he saw the little baby boy had gone from crying to watching her with big eyes. A few minutes later, he was asleep.

      Amidst her song, however, two new customers entered the restaurant and sat down at a table near him. The man he knew; he’d already met Sheriff Gray. He supposed the woman with him was Rosie, his wife. The sheriff removed his hat and set it down, and seeing Luke, nodded.

      “Reverend.”

      “Sheriff. Ma’am.”

      The woman ignored him. Instead, she gave the mother of the infant a pointed stare. “Is this a nursery? Or a restaurant?” she complained. “We’ve been waiting a little too long for service here.”

      Luke’s smile vanished. At the same time Mrs. Gray spoke, the girl called Beth came rushing out of the kitchen with her arms full of plates, laden down with eggs, meats, and breads. Setting them down in front of a table of customers, she came over.

      “Would you like another table, Mrs. Gray?” She glanced around her and added, “As soon as one is available?”

      “Nonsense,” replied the sheriff. “There’s nothing wrong with this one. Give her your order, Rosie.”

      Luke let his gaze linger on the other customers in the restaurant as he received his food. The mother had reclaimed her sleeping infant now, and the customers had gone back to eating. He purposely had not announced his arrival in town. He’d wanted to get a feel for the congregation to which he’d be preaching. Watching the way they treated the young ladies who were serving was interesting.

      A comment his father had once made had remained in his memory; “Watch how people treat those who serve them, son. It tells you what kind of people they really are.” Most of the customers in the café were kind to the girls who waited on them. Only a few were not. But those were the ones he had noticed.

      It was a few moments later before he saw Darthy return, her arms laden down with hot plates of food. This time it was fried chicken, and mashed potatoes and gravy and corn. She approached the Gray’s table gracefully, holding the plates with her apron.

      “Please take care. You may want to let it cool a moment,” she said, smiling.

      Sheriff Gray gave her a polite nod as she set one plate down before him.

      The next moment turned into a disaster. Luke watched helplessly as Darthy moved to set Mrs. Gray’s plate down, and her wrist came in contact with the chicken. She gave out a small cry of pain as it burned her and dropped the plate. The mashed potatoes and gravy bounced off the plate and splattered on the table. The chicken leg, however, headed straight for Mrs. Gray’s nose.

      The sheriff was swift; he managed to catch the chicken leg with one hand. But Mrs. Gray’s scream of outrage brought the whole place to their feet. Darthy gasped, holding both hands to her mouth in horror. The infant at the next table began wailing again.

      Darthy ran to the kitchen for a towel, but when she brought it back, Mrs. Gray wouldn’t allow her anywhere near her. Beth eventually brought a different plate. But Mrs. Gray’s loud comments ruined everyone’s dinner who sat nearby.

      Despite Darthy relocating to the kitchen, Luke was sure she could hear Mrs. Gray’s words. “I’m glad we’re leaving tomorrow for Corvallis. Surely the restaurants there will be run more professionally.”

      It wasn’t long afterwards, he saw Darthy leaving through the front door of the restaurant. She had obviously been weeping. She’d tried to brush back tears as she approached the front door, but she’d been unsuccessful.

      The food on Luke’s plate suddenly became unappetizing, and he fought the urge to follow her outside. He wanted nothing more than to take her in his arms and give her a shoulder to cry on.

      But he couldn’t follow. Throughout the entire morning, she hadn’t so much as looked at him.

      Not once.
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      He glanced down into the still water once more, thinking about the congregation’s reaction this morning to Dottie’s whispered admission that she’d been the one to punch him in the eye. He’d never have told anyone what happened had she not done so.

      Once the congregation ceased giggling, he knew in his heart this was the right place to be. These people were friendly and loyal. The Grays were conspicuously absent. He supposed they had left town already, and he couldn’t say he was sorry about it.

      But the rest of the congregation? More than one person had made an offer to help him work on the house. One older couple had offered to give him chickens when the henhouse was reconstructed; another had offered to help him work on it. One had offered to help replace the roof, and Nate Winchester had offered lumber from the mill for work on the roof and the house, at no charge.

      Luke was no stranger to work. In the week after his arrival, he’d patched a hole in the back door, worked on the chicken coop, and mucked out the stalls in the barn. He’d replaced several areas on the front porch that needed work, but the fresh wood was quite visible amid the old paint job. The roof, however, had to be fixed, and he knew the whole thing would have to be done before he could begin finishing the rest of the inside. The rain showers during the week had shown him where the leaks were, and he’d taken rocks and marked them so he’d remember. When he had to step over them every other step, however, he’d known the entire roof had to be replaced.

      He’d saved up his money for an eternity, it seemed. Uncle Lawrence had presented the farm to him “at a reduced cost” assuring him he could get much more for it from someone else. And he had assured Luke it was in excellent condition.

      “Perhaps,” he muttered now, as he approached the tumble-down house, “fifty years ago.”

      He stopped, staring at the front porch. Mr. Sanders at the Mercantile had given him a bucket of white paint for the porch.

      Yes, he’d paid entirely too much for the house. But it was his. He smiled. It was his. It might still need work, but it belonged to him, and him alone.

      He whistled as he leaped up the front steps and opened the door to his house.

      The church seemed to accept him as their new minister—so far, at least.

      When he’d finished his first sermon there this morning, everyone in the congregation had waited to greet him afterwards. He’d ended up with several standing invitations for Sunday dinners. He appreciated those. But what he loved the most was the acceptance from the people he would hopefully serve for a very long time.

      And Darthy, the young lady who had punched him in the face just yesterday?

      He couldn’t wait to see her again.
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      October…

      

      Luke hadn’t been able to get Darthy off his mind for weeks. He walked up and down the street in front of the dormitory as he wrestled with different ways to formally introduce himself to her. It didn’t seem proper for a minister to just show up at a Ladies’ Dormitory and ask her to take a stroll around town until he had officially made her acquaintance. She had gone out of her way to avoid him. He’d seen her a few times in the street since then; once she’d taken off into the Mercantile, and several times she’d ducked between the buildings and disappeared. He was tired of waiting for her to get over her upset.

      He walked up and down the path in front of the dormitory, attempting to think of an excuse for knocking. He coughed before rehearsing what he might say.

      Hello, miss. We haven’t been formally introduced yet, but we’ve met several times now. No, no. no! If she did answer the door, he didn’t want to remind her of their unfortunate encounter in front of the tavern. She might hide from him the rest of the year.

      Turning around, he headed back up the walkway.

      Hello, my name is Lucian Adams, and I am the new minister. I’d like to get to know you better…

      That wouldn’t work either, he decided. It seemed to be a bit redundant since he had already introduced himself during services. In addition, it wasn’t proper for a man to go knocking on the door where a bunch of ladies lived without having been invited, even if he was a minister.

      He stopped, listening. A commotion was taking place inside the building.

      The door to the dormitory was thrown open wide suddenly, right in front of him, and Darthy Anne appeared. Those beautiful eyes looked up into his, and suddenly she seemed to forget what she was about to do. He thought for a moment she was about to shut the door in his face.

      It was then, he smelled it. Smoke. He looked past her, and then back down into those golden-brown eyes. He almost forgot what he was about to say, too.

      “Do I smell smoke, young lady?”

      She remembered. Then she ducked under his arm and called out to the street. “Fire! There’s fire in the dormitory! Please help!” Turning back, she stepped back inside. “Out! Everyone out! Fire!”

      “Where’s the fire?” Luke demanded, taking her by the shoulders as she screamed for her aunt.

      “The kitchen,” she gasped. Her face was ghostly white as she pointed him in the general direction of it.

      He left her at the door as he rushed inside. For a moment he thought Darthy had been mistaken; the parlor didn’t seem to have any smoke, but when he reached the large room past it, he could see it. The room was hazy. He hurried past a large trunk at the end of one of the beds. Thick smoke was coming out from under the door in the back.

      This must be the kitchen.

      He thew open the door, but inside, the smoke was so thick he could barely see. Darthy’s Aunt Delia was inside, trying to put out the blaze on the stove.

      “Let me do that,” Luke shouted. “Is there a back door?”

      “Yes, but it’s stuck and I can’t get it open,” she shouted back, between fits of coughing.

      He ran to it, but he had no better luck than she.

      “Then go, quickly! Sound the alarm and have water brought from the river to the window before it spreads any more. I’ll get what I can from the pump until then.”

      “I’m on my way. I just need to make sure everyone’s out,” she insisted.

      “Your niece already called for them to leave. But make sure she’s outside with them, please? Go, before it gets worse.”

      He looked around the room as she left and approached the blazing stove. The open pot of beans on the stove had caught fire, but there was also something flaming on the other side of it. Moving closer, he spotted a skillet with chicken on the far side.

      Luke grabbed a heavy lid in one hand. With the other, he picked up a long wooden spoon and advanced on the blaze to smother the flaming contents of the pan.

      It was then he heard it; a cough coming from behind him. Turning to the door, he saw her. Darthy stood in the doorway with a big pot of water in her hands. So, she hadn’t left after all?

      “Get out of here, young lady, while you can. Now.”

      Her eyes grew larger than they already were.

      “But—”

      “Now!” he shouted, waving the wooden spoon at her.

      Wide-eyed, she took a step backward before she turned and ran. He watched her go.

      It suddenly dawned on him. She’d taken the pot of water with her.

      The skillet had stopped flaming now, but the fire from the pot of beans was growing higher. He found another lid and using it as a shield against the heat of the flames, he approached the pot once more. It was almost unbearable, but he did manage to slam it on over the pot. It appeared to be the only remaining source of the flames.

      His eyes watered from the thick smoke. Spotting a towel, he snatched it up and pumped the handle next to the sink to try to get it wet enough to cover his nose and mouth. The next thing he noticed was a dainty apron hanging dangerously near the stove.  Before he could make a grab for it, flames began to consume it.

      Using the wooden spoon, he managed to move the apron away from the stove. He dropped it into the sink and pumped water on top of it, then moved toward the window to the right of the stove.

      It was as stubborn as the back door had been and refused to open. Letting out a harsh cough, he was reminded the smoke was about to get the better of him.

      Grabbing the tablecloth, he wrapped it around his right arm and moved to the window on the other side of the stove. With a shove, he broke out the glass with his elbow and leaned forward as far as he could for a breath of fresh air.

      His only mistake; he had not anticipated the bucket of cold water which came at him in a deluge as he leaned outward, gasping.

      “Oh, dear God! I’ve done it again!”

      When he heard that little voice, he knew exactly whose it was. Darthy had appeared out of nowhere and was now holding an empty container in her shaking hands. Her face was no longer pale, but crimson.

      “I didn’t um, know you were going to be standing there. I only meant...”

      Luke shook his head and realized for the first time he still had his hat on. It was soaked, and he reached up to remove it. With one hand he tipped it sideways so the water could run off; with the other, he shook the tablecloth off and let it slide to the ground. Using his sleeve, he wiped his face before putting the hat back on. He motioned for her to move aside as another set of hands reached out to hand him another bucket.
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