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This book is dedicated to my husband, Kirk, one of the best men I know.

I’m glad he’s all mine.

And to all good men everywhere.
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​LEWIS FAMILY TREE
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Joseph (b. 1829) + Julia (b. 1834)

|

Eleanor (b. 1854)

Irene (b. 1856)

Lovenia (b. 1858, d. 1885)

Samuel (b. 1860)

––––––––
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Eleanor (m. 1874) + Andrew

|

Elizabeth (b. 1875)

Josiah (b. 1877)

Seth (b. 1879)

Delcena and Daniel (b. 1881)

Julia (b. 1885)

Henry (b. 1888)

––––––––
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Samuel (m. 1886) + Phoebe

|

Benjamin (b. 1888)

Mary (b. 1889)

Cyrus (b. 1891)

Lucy (b. 1894)

Rose (b. 1896)

In all his trials he was sustained and at times even exalted by a secret strength in himself. The soul aids the body and at moments uplifts it. It is the only bird that can endure a cage.

- Victor Hugo
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​​​PROLOGUE


[image: ]




Lexington, Kentucky—December 1902

Samantha sat, holding tightly to the chair, trembling and willing herself to breathe. She told herself to be calm, to look at things rationally, to remember what was most important, what was truth. But her mind felt muddled and her thoughts were slow to process what had just happened and what must now be done. 

Finally, she stood on unsteady legs and clumsily gathered the book, pen, and paper from the table. Holding them to her chest, she walked woodenly out of the richly decorated library. She stole a glance down both sides of the plushly carpeted hall, then quickly made her way up the long, elegant staircase. Somehow, as if through a haze, she found her room, stumbled through the door, and pushed it closed behind her. She leaned back against its solidness, feeling drained of all strength, and tried not to think or feel. But the unfair accusations Cordelia had made, the harsh tone of her voice, the steely determination in her face, and the vows she had made still rang in Samantha’s head. 

She slid slowly down the door and sank to the floor, dropping what she held and hugging her knees up against her chest. 

It was at times like these that she cursed her imagination, for she clearly saw in her mind’s eye the person Cordelia must see in her: conniving and controlling, selfish and unworthy. It was an ugly, bitter picture and she wanted to turn it off, to erase it somehow. She wouldn’t want such a young woman for her son, either! She felt sick to her stomach.

I am not any of those things, her soul cried out. They are all untrue! She took a shaky breath while hot tears coursed down her cheeks. 

That’s right, she thought, allowing the part of her nature that insisted on honesty in all things to rise above the mess of the ugly picture. I don’t need to take ownership of Cordelia’s accusations because she has it all wrong—hasn’t she? 

Unfortunately, the truth didn’t change the fact that the woman did not want her in her house and, in fact, did not want her in her son’s life at all. That was quite a hurdle to overcome, and Samantha felt no hope anymore of winning the woman over. She had tried that for days and made no progress whatsoever—and she would never be able to, as long as Cordelia remained fixed on the idea that Samantha was such a horrible combination of lacks and failings. Which I am not! her brain insisted. But then it betrayed her by wondering if she and Sterling really had put on an “embarrassing display.” Her cheeks flamed to imagine it, but as she remembered the reactions of other people around them, she couldn’t remember anyone looking at them as if they were offensive. Quite to the contrary, she had caught glimpses of respect and understanding.

Her head throbbed with all these agonizing thoughts, the headache back now with a vengeance. Oh, she was so tired!

Her gaze fell upon the paper on the floor, where she had so happily written Wordsworth’s beautiful quotes only a short time ago. How had that been this same week, let alone this same day?! Now she wondered if the words actually held any veracity after all: “There is a comfort in the strength of love.” She had felt that before, but what if one person proved to be an insurmountable obstacle to love? Now that Cordelia knew how closely tied Sterling and Samantha were, would she continue to allow her son peace and space, the freedom to live his own life as he had the past few years, free of her meddling and controlling ways? Or would she repent of her “permissiveness” and reel him back into this world she controlled? What if she followed them to Ohio and somehow prevented them from seeing each other? What if she created wedges and thrust up ultimatums that sucked the life and joy out of Samantha’s relationships with those she loved? The “what ifs” began to build in her mind and pile up, one on top of the other, making her feel desperate. 

Her heart throbbed with pain. 

Samantha curled up into herself even more, feeling the need to protect herself from any more hurt. Arms tightened around her knees, she pressed her head into them, her dress soon splotched with wetness from her tears.

She wished she were home—oh, how she wished she were home in quaint, unassuming Oberlin, a place she understood and could navigate with ease and confidence. She craved to be back in her friendly, somewhat disheveled home, devoid of the sumptuous beauty of this house, but not pretending to be anything other than it was: honest, true, and sound. How had she gotten herself into this mess? It had started out so perfectly, too...



​​​​CHAPTER 1
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Oberlin, Ohio—May 1902 (7 months previously)

Samantha smiled to herself as she bustled around the kitchen. She and Sterling had so much to discuss! After nine months of separation and a myriad of changes for both of them, they needed to become reacquainted. 

She could not believe Sterling was finally back in Oberlin again, that he had actually come here to see her! The incredible realization that not only had he not forgotten her but had, in fact, not been able to forget her filled her with wonder. It was all so amazing she thought her heart would burst with the joy of it. After their reunion in the woods yesterday, their confessions to each other, and an electrifying kiss, they had ridden back to Samantha’s house to get out of the rain—this time with Samantha holding Champion’s reins and Sterling seated behind her. Such a different scenario from their last ride together! This time, Samantha was the one in control. They both knew where they were going and that they wanted time together, and they were headed to a chaperoned location. 

It was a jubilant, albeit wet, ride for all three of them. Sterling praised Samantha’s care of the large, black stallion and expressed his gratitude that she had bought Champion when he left, as he had grown fond of the horse in the three months he lived in Oberlin. “This old boy definitely lucked out,” he said, patting the horse with one hand while his other arm encircled Samantha’s slim waist. “He couldn’t have a better owner, I’m certain.”

Samantha laughed and admitted that Martin cared for Champion at least as often as she did. “But I have learned a great deal,” she said. “I can do many things now that I never thought of doing before.”

Sterling raised his other arm to her waist, steadying himself in the saddle, appreciating the feel of her in his arms, as he had dreamed for so many months. “I look forward to hearing all about all you have learned,” he said. “I have missed our talks.”

Samantha blinked, pulling out of her involuntary reverie of yesterday’s exciting turn of events, and began setting the table. Today they would begin their conversation anew and try to make up for lost time. It was another drizzly day, so Sterling would join her here at the Jennings mansion for the midday meal, chaperoned by Mrs. Dolittle in the dining room.

Samantha carefully balanced a bowl of fresh spring salad in one hand and a plate of apple pie slices and a wedge of cheese in the other. In both hands, Mrs. Dolittle carried a large pitcher of chilled apple cider from the cellar. They also added a plate of sliced beef and a warm loaf of brown bread with a little crock of butter on the side. When the table was nearly set, a knock sounded at the front door. Samantha’s heart jumped and Mrs. Dolittle turned to her, a twinkle in her dark eyes. “Would you like to answer that, my dear, or shall I?”

Samantha untied her apron with trembling fingers and smoothed a strand of golden hair back into the pins that held it up. “I’ll answer it,” she replied, her voice barely quavering, but her heart hammering in her chest. She handed the apron to Mrs. Dolittle, who smiled and returned to the kitchen, and Samantha took a deep breath. She walked slowly to the front door, grasped the handle, and heaved the heavy door open.

There stood Sterling, clean and well-groomed as usual, neat brown suit coat protecting his broad shoulders against the rain. He removed his hat, one wave of dark hair falling across his forehead as he nodded at her. “Good afternoon, Samantha,” he smiled warmly. “Might a hungry man have a bite to eat?”

Beaming, Samantha took his hand to pull him inside. “Only if you promise to eat everything Mrs. Dolittle prepared for us.” She closed the door firmly behind them and they stood there, very close, in the entryway. Neither was quite sure what to say, feeling the newness of their relationship, yet each wanting to drink in the presence of the other. Being together at last was a beautiful miracle. 

Sterling looked down at her slender form clad in a becoming, muted blue gown with two layers of ruffles that flared out along the hem. He had never seen her in blue and he liked how it brought a different shade into her gray eyes, deepening them somehow. He searched her face for a moment, so glad to see her, even though it had only been several hours. Grasping both her slim hands in his, he was unsure whether his heart could contain such happiness. “The wait to see you this morning was interminably long.” His brown eyes drank her in even as her gaze lingered on his face.

She smiled at him, her head tilted up, aware of how small she felt next to him, even though she was taller than most women she knew. “I am so glad you’re here, Sterling. In Oberlin. In my home. This is a dream come true for me.”

“For me, as well.” Sterling’s deep voice resonated through the entryway’s high-ceilinged space, and she tightened her grip on his hands. 

Suddenly, he knew he didn’t want to waste any more time in not saying what he really felt. After all their time apart and the hundreds of hours he had spent wishing to speak his heart to her, now he could finally start telling her all the things he had stored up for so many months. “Did I tell you yet that you are the secret dream I’ve kept in my heart all these months?”

Samantha's eyes widened. “Am I?” The question was simultaneously an expression of disbelief and wistfulness.

Sterling pulled her into his arms and she relaxed into him as he rested his chin in her hair. She noticed the pleasant scent of him, as she had the evening before when they sat astride Champion. It was a delightful combination of clean leather and some kind of spice, like nutmeg or cinnamon. She breathed it in and wondered at how very at home she felt in his arms. 

“You are,” he affirmed. “I didn’t sleep well last night; I was too happy and excited. I still can’t believe you felt the same way about me this whole time, while I was convinced I had either ruined your life or meant nothing to you.” He gave an ironic chuckle, but she heard the pain behind his words.

She swallowed and took a steadying breath before pulling away from him to look more fully into his face. “I thought about you constantly, but was afraid I was not very memorable.” She gave a pained smile. “I always held out hope, though.”

“You, not memorable?” Sterling smiled wryly and shook his head. “Where I am concerned, you have always been very memorable.” He paused, then offered, “I am glad you kept hoping. There were times I despaired of things ever working out. I am just beginning to learn the truth found in Matthew: ‘With God all things are possible.’”​[1]

Samantha smiled up at him, “I am learning that too, but in Mark.”

Sterling chuckled and noted, “It seems we have both turned to the ultimate Literary Work recently. And it appears my verbal sparring partner is as quick and ready as ever. I’ve missed this.”

Just then, Mrs. Dolittle poked her head into the hallway leading from the dining room. “Lunch is ready, you two. Anyone hungry?”

“Famished!” Sterling returned. “Thank you kindly, Mrs. Dolittle.” 

Samantha took his offered arm and together they walked down the hall.

As they ate, Mrs. Dolittle bustling in and out at intervals, they discussed what they had each done during their long separation.

“I obtained a traditional teaching position at a boys’ school in Worthington,” Sterling told Samantha after a bite of tender beef. “It was not what I thought I wanted to do, but it ended up being the right thing for me. I learned so much from those boys and hope I am a much better, more well-rounded teacher than before.”

“Not just a teacher of ‘modern writing’ now, then?” Samantha asked, taking a small bite of buttered bread.

“No.” Sterling shook his head. “Certainly not what I had planned for my life, but now, in hindsight, I think it needed to happen.” He bit into his own bread and closed his eyes in enjoyment. “I could get used to eating Mrs. Dolittle’s food all the time! How can bread be so delectable?”

Samantha laughed. “It is very good, isn’t it? She takes good care of us. But, Sterling,” she paused and looked at him seriously. “May I ask you a question?”

“Of course.” He swallowed the mouthful and looked at her expectantly.

“I know you were afraid you ruined my reputation in the woods that day before you left last year, but I still don’t understand why you felt it necessary to leave Oberlin altogether. And so suddenly! It pained me that you didn’t even bid me farewell. I was confused for a long time.” 

“Oh.” Sterling looked at her in concern and blinked. Her bare honesty was a bit disarming, but he was glad for it. He wanted to know what she had felt in his absence, and she didn’t appear to harbor a grudge against him: her expression held only confusion and openness. “Yes, I can see that now.” He dabbed at his mouth with a napkin while he thought about how to answer. “I am deeply sorry for handling that situation so poorly. I was...” He shifted uncomfortably in his seat and looked away in embarrassment. “Well, the truth of the matter is that I was a coward, Samantha.” His gaze returned to hers, gauging her reaction. It’s true, I was! he thought. Even though I didn’t realize it at the time.

Her perplexed expression propelled him to further explain himself. “You were a young woman without a mother or other female relative to chaperone you and I was afraid others would decide I had taken advantage of that situation.”

“But no one saw us in the woods,” Samantha pointed out, still trying to piece things together. “And I, who did not yet understand the conventions of society nor have any connections, did not even have anyone to tell such things...” She trailed off as she saw Sterling’s continued embarrassment. “Oh,” she concluded. “That was precisely the problem. I was completely unprotected and you...”

“...Didn’t want anyone to find out the circumstances and make assumptions that would sully your reputation,” he finished her sentence, nodding.

She looked at him contemplatively, the questioning in her eyes now replaced with understanding. She thought for a moment. “I did tell my dear friend Katherine much later, in my attempt to figure out how to feel.”

Sterling shifted again, feeling only slightly less uncomfortable than before. “Did that help?”

A slow smile spread across her face. “Actually, yes. She told me your...kiss...did mean something and that I had every reason to believe you had feelings for me. That was a comfort.”

He looked relieved. “I am glad. She was right, of course. But truly, I respected you too much to do anything that would damage your good name in any way. I only hoped when I left that I hadn’t already done so!”

“Why did you care so much what other people thought, when you had done nothing wrong?” Samantha queried, fair brows pushed together.

Sterling’s eyes widened in surprise. “I... Well, I was raised to be aware of that at all times. How others perceive our family is very important to my mother. Our standing in society is of paramount importance and in our formative years she constantly reminded my brother and I of the necessity of keeping ourselves above sullying influences—or more particularly, of what others would perceive as sullying influences. I guess I’ve never thought about not following convention...” he trailed off, mystified.

Suddenly it dawned on him what her perspective on the whole situation must have felt like. He looked at her in a new light and his expression cleared. He ran a hand over his face. “So let me get this straight: I essentially professed my love to you in the woods that day—which you hadn’t yet considered a possibility. You didn’t know much about the rules of courtship or what is proper, so you were not thinking about how your reputation could be harmed by that kiss. Instead, you were wondering what it meant and how I felt about you.”

Samantha nodded.

So Mrs. Tomlinson was right all along! he realized with a pang. He needed to remember to heed her advice more completely in future! Aloud, he continued his musings: “And then I suddenly departed Oberlin without even saying a word to you, and without sending word.”

“Yes,” she said softly. 

“It was more than that, though. Yes, I was trying to help you save face, to remove myself—the offense—from your reputation. But also...” he hesitated, looking away again. “I didn’t know what to do with the feelings I was having—feelings I’d never had before. I really struggled to know what to do—but I never intended to make you feel abandoned.” His gaze shifted back to hers, his expression pained.

Samantha considered this, her head tilted to one side. “Abandon is perhaps too strong a word... But it was as if you had vanished from off the face of the earth. And yet I knew you had to be out there somewhere. It did seem like you felt something for me, but because you left I wasn’t certain. I have no experience in these matters.” She laughed softly at herself. “My mind vacillated back and forth like that little ritual young women do with flower petals—‘He loves me, he loves me not’—over and over again.”

He clasped her hand across the table, the meal temporarily forgotten. “I am sorry I left the way I did. And I’m sorry my belated letter never arrived! I know I took much too long to write it,” he shook his head regretfully, “but perhaps it would have helped. Of course, it was rather dry,” he admitted, one side of his mouth turning up as he considered how businesslike the words had been, how flat and devoid of emotion.

“It would have helped,” she agreed, “but it isn’t your fault it never arrived.” She squeezed his hand and let go to pick up her fork and resume her meal, turning the topic. “But I am so intrigued: how did you end up in Worthington, of all places?”

Sterling bit off another piece of bread and butter as he considered the question, chewing for a moment. “I don’t honestly know. Now that I think about it, I don’t understand it myself. I essentially ran from Oberlin,” he shrugged, looking sheepish, “and kept riding the train until it felt right to get off. Then the job fell into my lap so quickly and easily that I just stayed on. It was not easy work, though, especially there at the beginning.” He gave a dry chuckle. “My students had to be so patient with me for those first few weeks because I really struggled.”

“But you didn’t give up,” Samantha pointed out. “That’s the important thing.”

“Never. I determined not to quit without giving it an earnest effort—especially if quitting meant returning home, like a dog with his tail between his legs. Mother would have reacted pretty smugly to that, and I could not give her that satisfaction. Or allow myself the failure.”

“You haven’t told me much about your mother,” Samantha observed, cutting off a small piece of beef and spearing it with her fork.

Sterling’s smile looked more like a grimace. “There is not a great deal to tell. She lives the pampered and privileged life of the wife of a prosperous equine breeder and hemp farmer. She adores parties and social events—and making her oldest son feel uncomfortable for his decision to earn his own living.” Sterling took a sip of his apple cider. “That said, she and my father did donate a sizable sum to the Franklin County writing contest fund. And that indirectly led to me finding my way back to you. So,” he mused, “I suppose I have her to thank for that.”

“It sounds that way,” Samantha agreed. After a pause she added, “I am not sure she would approve of me.” There was no self-recrimination in the statement, it was merely an observation.

Sterling sat still, considering. “I wondered the same thing when I went home for a visit last Christmas. I used to share her social lifestyle and cared, to a point, about some of that. But now I have found things that are so much more meaningful and real to me that it is even more difficult to find common ground between her and I. I don’t know if she feels the disparity or simply won’t acknowledge it, but it is there. And you,” he looked at her pointedly, “are so much more real than the society girls she wishes me to meet that there is really no comparison.”

Samantha warmed at his sincerity. “Thank you,” she said simply. “You know, I have learned a great deal about my own mother over the past few months. Of everything that transpired in your absence, that was one of the most significant.”

“Really?” Sterling was instantly interested and gave her his full attention. She loved how alive his brown eyes were, and how attuned they were to her own.

Samantha told him about that all-important day when she discovered her mother’s journal in her father’s library. “Learning about her, coming to know her through her writing, making that connection with her for the first time, changed my life,” Samantha told him honestly. “Somehow, I feel that knowing her better has helped me know myself better. It’s a bit of a strange concept, perhaps, but a powerful one. I have a sense of belonging now that I’ve never had before.”

Sterling looked impressed. “That’s not something I have much considered. But it makes sense. Have you reconnected with your father, as well?”

Samantha offered Sterling the serving plate and he accepted another piece of the warm bread. “Not exactly. I want to, and plan to soon. I have not yet told him about my trip to Worthington. I think he may want to know how it went, but even if he does not, I plan to tell him anyway. It is past time for him to move on with his life and this may help.” Her determined tone of voice warmed him. This young woman was no shrinking violet in the face of difficulty.

He nodded thoughtfully. “When I came upon you in the cemetery, it looked as if you had just found your mother’s headstone. And there were two people with you.”

“Yes. After days of searching, that was quite the day of discovery. I was so grateful my two dear friends could be there with me. I really needed their support.”

“I wished I could be that support when I saw the young man holding and comforting you.” Now he was the one being completely honest and open, and his vulnerable expression showed how the sight had pained him. “But it did not seem the time to intrude, so I slunk away and retreated to my room to brood and become even more despondent.” He gave a self-deprecating chuckle.

She looked at him with compassion. “I am sorry that scene was so difficult for you,” she replied. After a brief moment of contemplation, she added, “But you were right not to make yourself known at that time. I think your appearance would have been too much for me in that highly emotional moment. Although, I am sorry you thought Rupert and I were romantically involved. I never felt that way about him.”

Sterling waved a hand as if to brush away the apology. “It was probably good for me to feel a sense of competition, to recognize I needed to fight for you.” He shook his head in a dazed sort of way. “My, so much has changed in twenty-four hours, has it not?” He reached for her hand again and Samantha placed her hand in his.

“Yes,” she whispered. Tears sprang to her eyes as she thought about all the hardships of the past several months and all the times she had felt lonely for lack of him, and how completely everything had reversed in a day She laughed and blinked, wiping at her eyes. “I think I have cried more over the past few weeks than I ever did during the whole rest of my eighteen years combined!”

Sterling squeezed her hand and looked at her tenderly. “I, too, have been through quite the emotional wringer. And I have learned so much through the process. Mrs. Tomlinson helped me through some of that.”

“Who is she?”

“Her son, Jerome, was a student in my class: a freckled, red-haired lad who has an amazing gift for fixing things around the school and making beautiful woodwork. Mrs. Tomlinson is a widow with a small farm and orchard that she maintains with the help of Jerome and one hired hand.” By the increased warmth and enthusiasm in his voice, Samantha could tell he had a special fondness for these people. “She is a wealth of wisdom and motherly advice and care. From her, I have learned what a good mother is and does. She encouraged me in regard to you, and urged me to hold to my decision to come back and speak with you.”

Samantha smiled. “I like her already.”

“She would love you. I look forward to the two of you meeting each other. And,” he added, pointing at the pie, “I look forward to trying that and seeing if it is as delectable as Mrs. Tomlinson’s. Growing up, I always thought our cook, Nancy, made the best apple pie in the world, but Mrs. Tomlinson’s is somehow even better.”

Samantha moved to cut it and lifted out a slice for Sterling. “I don’t know how it could be any better than Mrs. Dolittle’s, but try it and tell me what you think.”

Sterling’s fork bit down into the perfectly flaky crust and soft, spiced apple, then up to his mouth. Eyes closed, he savored his first bite. “It really doesn’t get any better than this, does it?”

Samantha laughed. She watched the exquisite pleasure on his face as he thoroughly savored the mouthful. “So? What is the verdict?”

He opened his eyes and she caught a mischievous glint. “I think they may be tied, but I’ll have to eat a few more bites to know for sure.”

***
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After their meal, they carried everything back to the kitchen where Mrs. Dolittle insisted on finishing the cleanup herself and shooed them out the back door for a walk in the watery sunshine, where she could see them from the window. They set out on the path beneath the trees, Samantha holding the hem of her long gown in one hand to keep it from touching the soggy ground. She began giving Sterling a tour of the land behind the mansion, pointing out her favorite things here and there—particularly the massive maple tree she could see from the library window. Its new green leaves spread out in a luxuriant canopy. Sterling took her hand in his and she breathed deeply of the moist, fresh air, reveling in the beauty all around them, marveling at her complete and utter happiness. 

“We took so many walks last summer,” he mused as they strolled along.

“Was it only last year?!” she exclaimed.

“Seems incredible, doesn’t it?” he replied seriously. “It has been an exceptionally long year. His hand tightened slightly around hers. “But not a one of our walks last year was like this.” He gestured at their hands. “I wanted to...”

“But it was not the right time,” Samantha finished. “I know. I feel that way too. I think you would have scared me away, so it is good you didn’t.” She gave him a smile. “Don’t you feel like everything worked out right after all, even though neither of us would want to relive those months?”

Sterling nodded slowly. “I do now. If your reception of me yesterday had been different, however, I am not sure I could say the same.”

Samantha’s glance was soft as she gazed up at him a moment, her smile sweet. “I wanted to see you long before yesterday.” Turning her gaze back to the path, she told him, “You know, I had a peculiar feeling all day yesterday, even before I received the telegram of your pending arrival, that something wonderful was about to happen. So I was not surprised when you found me in the clearing when you did.”

“Really? How curious. About that telegram... What did it say?”

“That you left Worthington at one o’clock and were headed here. You didn’t send it? It was addressed to me as if it were you.”

Sterling shook his head. “No, I didn’t. But I have an idea who might have.” One side of his mouth turned up in a smile as he thought about this. “I realize now that I should have done it myself.”

“Yes, you should have,” she agreed, a slight scold in her voice. “I would have appreciated even that small word from you.” 

Sterling felt the ache in her words and it twisted his heart in return. He pondered how best to respond. “That letter I wrote... I sent it to you in December, and by March, when I still had not heard back from you, I was afraid there was no hope. But Mrs. Tomlinson encouraged me to continue believing. She thought it might have gotten lost in the mail, and it appears that it did.”

Samantha nodded slowly. “I suppose so. My friend Katherine says, ‘God is in the details’ and I think she is right! Like your Mrs. Tomlinson did for you, Katherine helped me keep hoping. My writing helped me continue moving forward, as well, and to process all I was going through. Thank you for that gift.” The remembered pain of the silence between them during their separation faded away as she remembered what he had given her and the fact that she could now thank him for it in person.

“It was my pleasure,” he told her. “Truly. You always had the potential inside you. I just helped bring it out.”

“Yes. But who knows how long it would have taken if you had not come along!”

“God is definitely in the details,” Sterling affirmed. “And I still think I learned far more from the process than I ever taught you. That’s the funny thing about teaching...”

Samantha nodded thoughtfully. “I have recently begun wondering what it would be like to be a teacher. Will you be staying on at the boys’ school?”

“Yes,” Sterling replied. “I signed my contract for next year and look forward to the challenge. But...” He sighed, his expression thoughtful and pained. “I don’t like the idea of us being so far away from each other again.”

“Neither do I,” Samantha agreed sadly. “How long can you stay in Oberlin?”

“School is out for the summer,​[2] so I could potentially stay a long while. I will have to figure things out. I left in such a hurry, I didn’t really think it all through.”

Samantha’s eyes sparkled as she thought about other times when he had reacted spontaneously. She knew that over the past year he had regretted his spontaneity in whisking her off into the woods, unchaperoned, in kissing her without asking, and in leaving Oberlin suddenly for an unknown destination. But his spontaneity was something she appreciated because of her lack of it. There was something childlike and open about that tendency of his. How like him to return the same way he had left! And yet, as she thought about it, there were also times when he had not reacted as he had felt compelled to: for example, when he had seen her in the cemetery. Maybe now his spontaneity was more mature, a little better directed. 

“Well, for now, let us just enjoy these next few days,” she told him, wanting them both to focus on the present. “I am certain we will be able to work things out in time.”

“Wise words, spoken like the wise woman you are,” Sterling smiled. “I like that idea of enjoying the moment. I have done precious little of that over the past several months. In fact, right now I feel truly relaxed for the first time in ages.” He stopped walking and turned to her. “You are good for me, Samantha. Being with you feels like coming home.”

Samantha’s smile shone up at him. “I feel the same way about you.” She took a deep breath, held it in silent contemplation, and then let it out slowly. “But I also feel this strange conflict inside. I know that I love you, Sterling, but there is still so much I don’t know about you. About us. I feel impatient to make up for all the lost time together, yet I also feel that we need to take time to become truly acquainted.” Her fair brows puckered together in an expression of sudden frustration. “My thoughts are all confused and conflicting!”

Sterling laughed and pulled her into his arms. “That’s all right. I don’t have anything figured out either.” Then, after a beat, he whispered mischievously, “Do you think Mrs. Dolittle can see us from the back porch?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered back, forehead smooth again, eyes bright. “But I don’t think I care.”

Sterling’s laugh rumbled through them both and he bent his head to kiss her.

***
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After their tour of the grounds, Samantha led Sterling to the large barn where Champion was housed during inclement weather. The black horse whickered when they arrived at his stall. “He definitely remembers you,” Samantha noted, rubbing a hand down his velvet nose. The big horse snorted at her. “I take him out for a run as often as I can when the weather is fine—and sometimes when it isn’t. He has been cooped up too much lately, due to all the rain. He is always itching to stretch his legs.”

“Yes, I remember that about him.” Sterling patted his former horse and scratched him under the forelock. “He looks very content here, and well cared for.”

“He was my only connection with you for a long time,” Samantha reflected. “But if you would like him back now, you can have him.”

“Oh no,” Sterling shook his head. “He has the best of homes here and I have nowhere to keep a horse at the moment. But I may ask to borrow him now and then, if you aren’t opposed.”

“He would love that,” Samantha smiled.

––––––––
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June 1902

Over the next several days, Samantha and Sterling spent as much time together as they could. They exchanged writings that each had worked on over their months apart and delighted in reading what the other had written about life, things learned, trials, and love. As the rain dissipated and the weather warmed, they took many walks together and discussed anything and everything, including history, family, current events, literature, and their growing faith. It reminded them both of their animated discussions the previous summer, only even more enjoyable now.

On June 5th, they joined the town in paying their respects at the funeral of John Henry Barrows​[3], President of Oberlin College. He had died prematurely of pneumonia, which shocked everyone and saddened Sterling, who had known him briefly during his short time at the college.

As they attended community events, several people Samantha knew congratulated her on her winning poem, which they had recently seen in the newspaper. The attention and praise surprised her each time, making her a little embarrassed but also pleased. On Sundays, Samantha and Sterling attended church, and twice they took Champion and another horse for a run in the fields. These were days to savor and bask in, and they both did so freely. Samantha wrote in her journal:

I feel so light and free having Sterling near me again that it seems as if I have wings and my feet do not touch the ground. It is incredibly gratifying and heart-warming to know that he truly feels about me the way I feel about him. I am still not quite sure how that is possible, but the realization delights me over and over again. 

I have never had much in the way of physical contact with others before this past year and never knew I needed it. But with Rupert and Katherine’s kind contact and now Sterling’s affectionate touch, I find it such a comfort and a wonderful connection. The only drawback about this addition to my life is remembering my childhood and seeing it with new eyes as a stark and loveless experience—except for the care Mrs. Dolittle always showed me. I cannot recall any embrace from Father or hearing him express love to me. I keep finding myself having feelings of...perhaps anger...? toward him. How he could show such little love or regard for me—his own blood, the offspring of his beloved wife—baffles me. I do not understand him, and it is beginning to frustrate me more and more. It must be time to confront him again, to talk through some of this. With any luck, he has finished reading Mother’s journal and will allow me to take it back.

***
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For his part, after another afternoon with Samantha, Sterling wrote:

When I consider where I was in both mind and heart over a week ago, I can scarcely comprehend where I am now! I have long considered Samantha a light in my life, a small sun that blazes brightly and warms me with mere proximity. But now I feel she has some particular transformative power over me as well, for just by being near her, she has made me the happiest of men. Not only that, but simply thinking of her, picturing her warm smile and gentle touch brings comfort to my soul. Every time I am with her it is reaffirmed to me that there is so much more to her than any other young woman of my acquaintance. She is deeper, truer, and more lovely than any woman I have ever known. I think it may take a lifetime to find all the hidden facets of her wonderful luster. I consider myself blessed, indeed.

***
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On another afternoon, Sterling wrote a letter addressed to a particular farm in Worthington:

Dear Mrs. Tomlinson,

I am writing to apologize for my belated absence at the supper you invited me to several days ago. But I have the feeling you know exactly where I am and why I left as hastily as I did. Am I also correct in assuming you were the one who sent that mysterious telegram, which Samantha thought she received from me? It should have been me, as you knew. And I thank you. Because of that message, she was looking for me and, while we did not meet up at the train station as you undoubtedly intended, I did see her there and was heartened by the sight. 

Now I am sure you wish to know what happened when we did at last find each other, though I am confident you have guessed that too, as wise and insightful as you are. I was surprised and elated to find that, not only did she harbor no ill will toward me, she had—incredible as it seems—pined for me as I pined for her. My feelings toward her are reciprocated in the sweetest and most genuine manner and I have never been happier. I thank you for all your accurate advice and encouragement, and for insisting it was best for me to return to Oberlin. You could not have been more correct!

I expect to stay here for a while longer, possibly most of the summer. Samantha and I have so much reacquainting to do, and we need to figure out where things go from here. Of course, I will also need to prepare my curriculum for the next school year, so I must leave myself time for that as well. And I know you could certainly use help on the farm, especially when the harvest nears. I dearly want Samantha to meet you and hope at some point to bring her to Worthington. I will keep you apprised. In the meantime,

Hoping this letter finds you and Jerome well,

Sterling

***
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That same evening, Samantha met Sterling at a cafe in town. He had spent a couple of hours settling some affairs, shopping for a few items, and writing the letter to Mrs. Tomlinson, but he wished to treat Samantha to an early supper. He had picked up a large cinnamon roll at the bakery for Mrs. Dolittle as a small token of his appreciation for all the delicious meals she had fed him. The bakery had kindly placed the treat in a small box, which he kept near him at the table.

Knowing what errands Sterling had, Samantha insisted he needn’t come by for her, that she could just as easily meet him in town, and as the day had been full of sunshine and the roads passably dry, she enjoyed the walk. She had chosen a simple walking dress of deep green with a hem that ended a few inches above the road, and sturdy brown boots. On her head she wore a small-brimmed straw hat with a matching swath of green ribbon that wrapped around the crown. She did not much care for the ostentatious fashions of the day, preferring styles that were simple and sensible, as was the norm for Oberlin. But she had learned from Katherine what styles flattered her and had adjusted her wardrobe accordingly. The combination, to Sterling’s eyes, was just right, and he smiled appreciatively, rising from his seat as Samantha walked toward the table he had reserved for them in the small cafe. She took the chair he offered, and he sat across from her, taking her hand in his.

Numerous small round tables stood about the room, covered in blue and white gingham tablecloths, wooden chairs pulled up to them neatly, shining with lacquer. Never having been inside before today, Samantha observed the scene, warmed by the obvious care the owner took to keep his establishment clean and attractive. Theirs was a private and cozy spot in one corner near a window, away from the bustle.

“How are you?” She knew he asked because he really wanted to know.

“Very well, thank you!” she smiled back. “Were you successful in your errands?

“I was,” Sterling affirmed, handing her a menu. “I accomplished everything I hoped to, including writing to Mrs. Tomlinson.”

“Good,” Samantha said. “No doubt she will be relieved and glad to hear from you. How about your room in Worthington? Will the landlord allow you to keep it while you are away?”

“I believe so. As long as he continues to receive his monthly payment, I can’t imagine he will protest. I wired him the money and sent a telegram, so I should think that will settle everything.”

Samantha nodded. “It seems like everything is coming together.”

“Yes,” Sterling agreed. “It does, doesn’t it.” It was a grateful statement, not a question.

The two ordered their meal and proceeded to talk about the headlines they had been most impacted by during their months apart. 

“I was so busy with planning, teaching, and correcting homework that I didn’t purchase a newspaper as often as I normally do,” Sterling told her. “But I did try to stay abreast of things as much as I could. I remember there was an explosion in the New York subway, which killed a few workers.” He shook his head. “A tragedy, no doubt about it. Yet I can’t help but be amazed that more people haven’t been killed in that underground construction.”

“I don’t know if I would like traveling underground,” Samantha admitted, “much less consider working in its construction! I, too, am amazed there has not been a greater loss of life.”

They spoke of Cuba’s recent independence from the United States, of how China’s empress had forever banned footbinding, and of the coal mine strike that had just begun in Pennsylvania. They remembered bits and pieces of news about the Boer War in South Africa that had just ended, and how much conflict there was in Belgium as demonstrations occurred by citizens demanding better living conditions, education, and the right to strike, among other things. 

“It seems there is always a group of people somewhere in the world who lack basic rights and finally gather enough strength to mobilize and demand them,” Sterling noted. “I hope their leaders eventually listen to them and improve their situation, before more people are killed.”

Their meal arrived and they enjoyed eating it while continuing their conversation. The little cafe was only sparsely occupied at this relatively early hour, but as time passed, more patrons arrived and the noise of happy chatter and the smell of delicious food began to fill the place. 

Sterling took another bite and held up a newspaper. “Have you seen this yet?” he asked. “The headline contains awful news. I almost don’t want to mention it.”

Samantha’s fork stopped midway between the plate and her mouth. “No. What is it?!”

“There was an absolutely horrific volcanic eruption on the island of Martinique only a few days ago.”​[4]

Samantha’s eyes widened. “That’s in the Caribbean, correct?”

“It is,” Sterling affirmed. “You know your geography well.” His tone was light but his expression grave as he handed her the paper.

Samantha took it from him, her food forgotten as she read quickly through the article. “Almost thirty thousand people dead?” she asked, looking up at him, shocked. “The entire city wiped out in a moment!” 

Sterling’s look of disbelief matched her own. “Unthinkable. The saddest thing to me is that Mt. Pelée gave the people of St. Pierre warnings for days before the explosion, but they had seen the volcano smoke that way before, with nothing worse occurring, so they assumed this was the same. And then when a cloud of ash descended over the city, the newspapers still assured everyone there was no danger.”

Samantha scanned the article once more, her expression sad, then folded the paper and handed it back to Sterling. “Such a senseless tragedy. Those poor people! The ones who died instantly were lucky. I cannot wrap my mind around a temperature of two thousand degrees. No wonder everyone was dead in sixty seconds and the city burst into flames! It is hard to fathom that many people dying at once.”

“Yes, it is. They’re calling it potentially the worst volcanic disaster of the 20th century.”

“And we’re only into the second year of this century,” Samantha grieved. “May there be nothing worse the rest of the 1900s!”

“Amen.” 

They were quiet for a moment and then Sterling gestured to their meal. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to ruin our supper.”

Samantha inhaled slowly and gave Sterling an ironic smile. “Here we sit in comfort when on the other side of the world an entire city has disappeared. And yet, we can do nothing about it and must go on, so we may as well eat.” That was the realistic way of looking at it, but Samantha hated how cold and dismissive it sounded.

Sterling took a bite to show his agreement, even though he, too, was shaken by the news and wished he could change the tragedy. Samantha reached again for her fork. The food really was very good, she just needed her former appetite back. She was glad when Sterling changed the subject by asking her what books she was currently reading.

Her face brightened. “I am virtually eating up Jane Eyre—by Charlotte Bronte, of course. And at the same time, I am thoroughly captivated by Up from Slavery.”

“By Booker T. Washington!” Sterling exclaimed. “Wasn’t that published last year?”

“It was,” Samantha acknowledged. “And I have always wanted to read Jane Eyre. But my father’s library doesn’t contain any fiction, so I mail-ordered it.”

“I have wanted to read Washington’s book, too. And Jane Eyre is such a classic!” His brows suddenly furrowed as he contemplated his recent reading experience—or lack thereof. “I think I completed the past school year without reading even one book for pleasure,” he said regretfully.

Samantha was not surprised. “You were exceptionally busy, just trying to stay ahead of your students, I imagine.” Then she offered, “When I am finished, would you like to borrow my copy of Up from Slavery?”

“I would!” Sterling returned. “I am sure it will provide us with many topics for discussion.”

Samantha nodded in agreement as she cleaned the last of the meal from her plate. “Jane Eyre has much to discuss as well.”

“Indeed,” Sterling rejoined. “What an incredible, strong, and courageous woman protagonist. Bronte paints such a vivid and detailed description of Jane’s persona and character that one would know her on the street!”

“I agree. I am not quite finished with the novel, but I keep being amazed at her resilience in the face of all her difficult circumstances. Even more incredible is that through it all, she is true to who she is deep inside and will not let herself be cowed or overpowered by others, regardless of their supposed superiority to herself.”

Sterling paused at her words, looking at her for a long moment in thought. “I see similarities between the two of you, truth be told,” he told her, his brown eyes soft.

Samantha wasn’t sure about the accuracy of such a comparison, but she offered, “Reading about her life has made me grateful for my own little trials. And I do identify with Jane quite a bit as I consider her constant longing for family and belonging. I, too, have felt and do feel that yearning.”

“Have you figured out where your mother’s side of the family lives, if they are still living? Could there be any remaining in Worthington?” Sterling looked at her with eyes wide, as if this thought had just occurred to him.

“Yes!” Samantha’s gray eyes were alight with a particular fire that Sterling had only ever seen as she spoke of her mother. “I mean, I think so. I have not made any contact with them yet, but I believe I do have living relatives there. That is another big project I need to undertake.”

“Please let me be of service in that endeavor, if I may,” Sterling said. “Worthington is a small town and I know several people there who could probably steer us in the right direction.”

Samantha beamed. “Thank you. It seems I will have more than one reason to visit Worthington once you return.”

A teasing glint came into Sterling’s eyes and he cocked one dark eyebrow as he asked, “But which of those reasons will draw you there the most?”

Samantha acknowledged the quip with a quick smile, but considered his question seriously for a moment. “Of course I will ache again, being so far from you, Sterling. I do not look forward to that time.”

Sterling nodded, his expression sober once more.

Her face was earnest as she continued. “But I have to admit that you and my relatives will be quite the draw. You must remember, I have had neither brother nor sister, uncle nor aunt, nor any other family to call my own. Other than my father, of course.”

“I understand. And I will do all I can to help restore you to them.”

“Thank you.” She squeezed her hands together as if giving herself a little hug, her smile like sunshine. “I feel so blessed, as if I were on the cusp of discovering even more wonderful things and making other coveted connections. I felt such joy as I read about Jane Eyre literally stumbling upon her relatives and how much it healed her heart to find connection with them. She endured so much before that time! As I said before, reading about her trials made me grateful for my own in a way I never have been before.”

Sterling nodded. “It is an empowering thing to be grateful for one’s own difficulties and not covet others’ lives.”

“Truly,” Samantha agreed, then asked with raised eyebrows, “so what are you grateful for about your life and difficulties? I know your family life is not what you wish it would be, either.”

“No,” Sterling answered thoughtfully. “Though I do not see eye-to-eye with my mother, my parents provided my brother and me all the necessities of life and had no vices that disrupted the stability of our home. Those are certainly blessings to acknowledge.” He continued his verbal list, counting them off on his fingers: “I am also thankful my parents never beat me, that I never went hungry, that they provided me a college education, though that was not their vision for my future. And now, as a grown man myself, I can look back and identify particulars that I want to change for my own future family, and things I do not wish to perpetuate.” He placed his hand on the table, palm up, and she slid her hand into his. He slowly rubbed his thumb over her fingers as he considered the topic, looking into her face. “I imagine you have had similar thoughts.”

“Yes, I have. I wish to emulate my mother without repeating the mistakes of my father and of my own upbringing. Such isolation and neglect made me self-reliant and independent, but at such cost!” Her eyes filled with sorrow for a moment, but lightened with her next words. “I am grateful you showed up in my life when you did, Sterling. I thank God for you every day.”

Sterling wanted to kiss her, but of course now was not the time or place. And it was just as well, for two people unexpectedly approached their table. One was a beautiful young woman about Samantha’s age, petite, with dark brown hair and long-lashed blue eyes. The other was a sturdy-looking young man of average height and straight, light brown hair.

Samantha looked up and brightened. “Katherine! Rupert! How good to see you.” She hurriedly removed the napkin from her lap and stood to greet them, Katherine with a hug, Rupert with clasped hands.

“Samantha, is this...?” Katherine’s gaze shifted to Sterling and then back to Samantha, an expression of amazement on her face.

“Yes,” Samantha answered softly, her color heightened in a way that delighted Sterling. She gestured to him as he stood, head and shoulders taller than they. “This is Lee Sterling, lately from Worthington.”

Sterling shook hands with Katherine and Rupert as they were introduced, and drew close to Samantha as he said, “I understand you are Samantha’s dear friends who recently accompanied her to Worthington. Thank you for aiding her in finding her mother’s grave. I know that meant a great deal to her.”

“Oh, she is our dear friend,” Katherine replied. “And it was our pleasure to accompany her. It was quite an adventure for me! Now I feel like a seasoned traveler,” she laughed.

Rupert nodded. He seemed a little bashful, perhaps a bit intimidated by Sterling’s presence, but he looked up at the taller man and said with conviction, “It was an honor to be asked to go. I was glad to do it.”

Sterling noticed that Samantha’s eyes shone with unshed tears as she looked at her two friends. Then she swallowed and smiled, indicating the small table behind them, empty plates stacked neatly to one side. “Do you two need a table?”

“Yes.” Sterling gestured, following her lead. “Please. We were about ready to leave and it looks like this place is filling up now.”

“Thank you,” Rupert nodded. “We appreciate that.”

“It's so wonderful to see you,” Samantha repeated, hugging Katherine once more.

Her friend’s eyes held a myriad of questions, but she merely smiled and hugged Samantha back. “We need to talk soon,” she whispered in Samantha’s ear.

“Yes, we do,” Samantha whispered back. “Enjoy your meal. I love seeing you two together.”  

Rupert held the back of one chair while Katherine sat, pushing it in for her, then took the opposite chair and lifted a hand to Samantha and Sterling as they made their way out of the cafe.

***
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Mrs. Dolittle looked up from her seat at the small kitchen table as Samantha’s slight frame darkened the doorway. “You’re back!” she smiled. “How was your supper at the cafe?”

Samantha sighed happily and smiled as she sat across from her. “It was lovely. Not quite as delicious as your cooking, of course, but still good. Oh, and this is for you.” She held out the pastry box and Mrs. Dolittle took it in surprise.

“For me?”

“A little token of Sterling’s appreciation for all your delicious meals.”

Mrs. Dolittle chuckled. “That may be more bachelorhood talking than tastebuds, but he is very kind.” She opened the lid and smelled the cinnamon roll with obvious pleasure. “I shall enjoy this. Tell him thank you.” She set the box next to her on the table and took a sip of tea from the small cup before her. “I imagine the company was of more interest to you than the food.”

“Yes.” Samantha reached to remove her hat and set it in her lap. “Any time with Sterling is time well spent. Since he returned, we have spent hours and hours together, and yet it never seems enough. We have not run out of things to talk about yet! This all still amazes me.”

Mrs. Dolittle nodded approvingly. “I’d say it’s true love,” she offered. 

Samantha cocked her head and looked at her older friend. “How did I get so lucky? Little, plain, inconsequential Samantha...?” she shook her head in bewilderment.

Mrs. Dolittle looked at her fondly. “You are a good girl, Samantha, and always have been. You’re strong, genuine, and talented. You care deeply about people and want the best for them, and help where you can fill a need. There is much for Mr. Sterling to see in you!”

Samantha’s face lit at Mrs. Dolittle’s words, but she didn’t dwell on them. “That is very kind of you. But what do you think of him?” Her gray eyes watched the housekeeper with intensity and interest. “You have spent enough time with him now to know what kind of person he is, and I value your opinion.”

Mrs. Dolittle returned her gaze thoughtfully. “I see great goodness in him, as well. He aims to help and lift others, to find truth and follow it, and he strives to better himself. In short, I don’t think you could do better, my dear.”

Samantha searched her face, then slowly nodded. “I see all those things in him too. But Rupert also possesses those qualities, don’t you think?”

“Oh, to be sure,” Mrs. Dolittle affirmed. “But the attraction isn’t quite the same now, is it?”

“No,” Samantha laughed. “Rupert is a wonderful friend, but I never felt interested in him in any other way.”

“And Sterling’s looks don’t hurt either, do they?” Mrs. Dolittle quipped under her breath. “The Good Lord certainly blessed that man with beauty, didn’t He?”

“Mrs. Dolittle!” Samantha cried in surprise, one hand flying up to cover a laugh.

“Well,” Mrs. Dolittle chuckled, “I may be an old woman, but I am still a woman.”

Samantha’s cheeks colored, but her eyes sparkled. “I must confess, I do like to look at him.” She paused in thought, then continued. “I am not sure what he sees when he looks at me, though. I have never been beautiful, and it has never mattered before.”

Mrs. Dolittle placed a gentle, rough-worn hand on Samantha’s hand and told her firmly, “I have observed him when he looks at you, and what he sees in you is obvious to anyone with eyes. You are the girl he loves, my dear, who is everything he has ever wanted. You are the one with whom he shares all his thoughts and his heart. I think he loves everything he sees in you!”

Tears sprang to Samantha’s eyes at her friend’s sincere insights. “Thank you, Mrs. Dolittle. I hope you’re right.”

“It is the gospel truth, my dear. So don’t you forget it.” Mrs. Dolittle gave Samantha one more pat, then stood to wash her cup at the sink, leaving Samantha to ponder her words.
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​MEETING PROFESSOR JENNINGS
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June 1902

A couple mornings later, Sterling donned his hat as he left his room, closing the door tightly behind him. The hotel was fast becoming his comfortable and familiar home away from home, and he had already made friends with the manager, arranging to pay a discounted monthly rent on the condition that he do all his own cleaning and take his laundry down to the laundress himself. This arrangement allowed him more privacy, reduced the workload on the housekeepers, and still provided guaranteed income to the hotel for the next few months, so it was mutually agreeable. Sterling would have preferred to live closer to Samantha, of course, but the daily walk to the Jennings mansion kept him active and gave him time to contemplate as he walked both ways each day. It replaced his usual routine of walking through his favorite Worthington cemetery—but with an even happier result at the end.

Walking quickly across the hotel’s carpeted landing, he descended the stairs two at a time, tipping his hat to an elderly man and woman making their slow way up. Adjusting the satchel on his shoulder, he mentally ticked off the items he needed and confirmed that he had packed them. He was ready for a day of lesson planning at Samantha’s. He felt he had taken a long enough break from school, and now it was time to direct his thoughts back to his responsibilities in the next academic year. He wanted to take note of all the things he desired to do differently this time, as well as record the lessons, discussions, and activities that worked last year before he forgot them. 

His thoughts full of such memories, he began making a mental list as he strode through the streets, absently lifting a hand as he passed regulars who waved at him in return. The early morning air was cool and pleasant, and he filled his lungs with a long draught of it, feeling the joy of youth and purpose. His long legs kept up a steady gait, muscles flexing and stretching at the pace he had set for himself, his body warming under his suit coat. He felt more alive than he ever had, all thanks to an incredible young woman who meant everything to him. 

After a few more moments of walking, he realized he had lost his original train of thought. Samantha was so much more fun to think about than school. He laughed aloud to himself. So much for that list! He considered how her love infused him with a power and direction he had never felt before. A few years ago, his focus and drive had been to get his college degree and become a renowned writing teacher. He had succeeded in obtaining the degree, but smiled now as he thought about how poorly his lofty career goal had turned out. Or had it? For it was through teaching writing that he had come to know Samantha. 

After leaving Oberlin last year, his goal was to survive his first year of teaching the best he could. But a weight had hung over him of all that he felt for Samantha and left unsaid. His dream, once he recognized his love for Samantha, was that she would someday return that love. And now he knew she did! The wonder of it still hit him at odd moments.

Some dreams must be more important to God than others, he mused, and from where I stand now, it is obvious that having a relationship with Samantha is more important than being a famous writing teacher. I should really consult God more often. He chuckled to himself. Things turn out so much better when I let Him be in charge. At the same time, he felt that all he had learned and felt over the past year had strengthened and improved him, and that perhaps the joy he experienced now would not be so sweet without all the bitterness he had passed through. He felt immensely grateful in that moment that God could and did turn hard things into good.

So now what was his dream? What goals did he have for the future, and where did he want to end up? He and Samantha had both independently done a great deal of thinking about their dreams and their individual goals, but now it was time to consider how their separate dreams could fuse into one—for he knew that a future without Samantha would not be much of a future at all. He was eternally grateful he no longer had to worry about that possibility, as he had daily over the past nine months. Instead, his heart could rest and rejoice in the knowledge that his beloved returned his feelings wholly and completely. What a wonder that such a woman saw all his flaws and weaknesses and loved him still!

He arrived at the Jennings mansion and forced himself to slow his pace as he walked up the path. He removed his hat and ran a hand through his hair, trying to tidy it. Despite his efforts, he knew his hair was usually disheveled and that a strand would inevitably flop down over his forehead, but he could at least start out looking presentable. He ran a hand down the front of his suit coat, checking quickly for lint or dust, and then used the large brass door knocker. After tapping it to announce his presence, he waited for the sound of Samantha’s light footsteps in the entryway a few moments later. 

She pulled the heavy door open and smiled a welcome that warmed him through. “Come in!” she exclaimed, stepping back to allow him entrance. She smoothed a stray lock of strawberry gold hair back into her bun and looked down at herself. “Oh, I forgot to take this off!” She laughed and began to untie an apron spotted here and there with some kind of red substance. 

“Here, let me help you,” Sterling offered, knowing full well she needed no help. But she let him. 

As he untied the bow at her back and lifted the large apron up and over her head, she explained, “Mrs. Dolittle and I have been making strawberry rhubarb preserves all morning. Everything ripened all at once and I couldn’t let her do all that canning alone.” She looked up into the brown eyes that never failed to pull her in and wondered what he was thinking as he looked at her. “Besides,” she added, “she is teaching me valuable lessons in the home arts, and I have much time and learning to make up for.” 

They stood very close as he handed her the apron. “You are an excellent pupil, Samantha. I am certain you have learned much in a short time.” His smile made her heart squeeze.

She reached up to touch the dark wave of hair that fell across his forehead and let her fingers trail down to his strong jaw. How was it this good and handsome man loved her?

Without a word, Sterling gathered her up in his arms and kissed her soundly for a long moment. Breathless, she clung to him until she regained her balance and then stepped back to look up at him, his arms still around her. “How am I so blessed?” she asked softly.

“I ask myself that same question hourly,” he told her seriously. He pulled her toward him again, resting his chin on her hair. “And I love you more every day.”

“Thank you for loving me,” she said against his chest. “I don’t know why you do, but I am ever so glad.”

After a moment, Sterling eased her away from him, his large hands on her shoulders. “I think Elizabeth Barrett Browning said it best:

‘How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.

I love thee to the depth and breadth and height

My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight.’”

Samantha smiled in remembrance and joined him in the recitation:

“‘For the ends of being and ideal grace.

I love thee to the level of every day's

Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light.

I love thee freely, as men strive for right.

I love thee purely, as they turn from praise.

I love thee with the passion put to use

In my old griefs, and with my childhood's faith.

I love thee with a love I seemed to lose

With my lost saints. I love thee with the breath,

Smiles, tears, of all my life; and, if God choose,

I shall but love thee better after death.’”​[5]

As they finished the famous words, they stood there in the mansion’s large entryway, ceiling high above them, smooth, polished floor beneath them, thinking how aptly the poet described what they each felt. 

Sterling lowered his hands from her shoulders and Samantha spoke. “I don’t like thinking about that last part of the poem, but I believe that is exactly what my father has done.”

“He has loved your mother more after death?” Sterling questioned.

Samantha nodded. “Yes. Although he loved her so completely in life, that seems an impossibility.”

“What a beautiful legacy,” Sterling said thoughtfully. “For all his faults, it sounds as if he truly knew how to love what was most dear to him.”

“Yes, he did,” Samantha agreed. “I must remember that.” She smiled again. “Now, I must return this to the kitchen,” she held up the soiled apron, “and inform Mrs. Dolittle that we will be in the library. She has some knitting to do and will join us there.”

Soon Sterling followed Samantha into the large library that had long been both a refuge and a schoolhouse for her. On the end of one bookshelf was posted a child’s recreation of the new Ohio state flag, which had just recently been adopted, though Ohio had become a state nearly one hundred years ago, back in 1803. As the 17th state accepted to the union, it was the only state flag that was not rectangular in design, but was instead a swallow-tail burgee.​[6] When he asked Samantha about the banner, she explained that Katherine’s little sister had made it at school and offered it to her in a fit of generosity after Samantha helped her with an end-of-year writing assignment. She thought it made a nice addition to the wood panel and he agreed.

Every wall of the library held floor-to-ceiling shelves and every shelf was filled with books of all sizes, types, and descriptions. Sterling had spent time inside many libraries, but never one this extensive inside a personal residence. And he had spent countless hours inside the finest mansions of the affluent horse country of Lexington, Kentucky, including his family’s own.

“Oh my,” he breathed. “No wonder you felt no need to attend the college! No wonder you spent hours reading every day for years! What a fount of learning these must be.” He craned his neck and walked in a slow circle, trying to take it all in.

Samantha thrilled at his appreciation of the room that had been such a friend to her throughout her lonely growing up years. She let him look a moment more and then took his hand and led him to the small table near the large window. “Here is where I wrote that poem,” she told him, “as well as many other things.”

“It’s your special spot,” he noted, taking in the scene. “With that view of the gorgeous maple and the grounds beyond, one could not help but be inspired here!”

“No,” she agreed. “Though I have experienced many moments of frustration as well.”

“Undoubtedly,” Sterling nodded. “All great writers do. It makes the moments of flow all the more poignant.”

Mrs. Dolittle entered then, gave them a cheery wave, and settled herself in a cushioned chair on the opposite side of the room. She pulled out a couple pairs of men’s socks to darn, as well as her knitting, and set to. It looked as if she would be busy for a while.

Following her example, Sterling and Samantha sat at the small table and began their own work. Sterling spread a few books in front of him: science, mathematics, English grammar and vocabulary. Toward the end of the last school year, he had discovered that when the different subjects overlapped each other, corresponded and connected, the boys tended to learn the concepts of all of them better. Now, in planning his curriculum for next year, he wanted to facilitate that connection between the subjects as best he could. He set to work and was soon engrossed in his lesson planning, trying not to be distracted by Samantha’s presence.

Samantha dived into what had become her daily Bible study, loving the language and wisdom of Proverbs. After reading a few chapters and writing down the thoughts or questions that came to her mind, or things she learned, she paused and flipped back to the pages just inside the front cover. This Bible she held in her hands was the well-worn but well-kept Bible her mother had lovingly used throughout her life. Samantha had recently located it here in the library and clasped it to her bosom literally and figuratively. She loved finding her mother’s notes written in the margins in her neat hand, or certain words underlined that must have had particular meaning for her mother. It felt like another window into her mother’s soul, another connection to the woman she had never known. 

Previously she was overjoyed to discover a couple pages of family information written neatly inside the front cover. Ever since her trip to Worthington, she had wanted to start the process of locating other relatives, and thought this Bible might be the right place to start. Now, as she looked at the names that possibly represented living family members, the image of her mother’s gravestone came into her mind: 

Lovenia Lewis Jennings

1858-1885

Beloved wife, mother, daughter, sister...

This simple statement meant Samantha might have living grandparents, aunts, and uncles! She traced the names on the Bible pages until she reached her mother’s. Right above Lovenia were listed her parents, Joseph and Julia Lewis. And alongside Lovenia’s name were three siblings: Eleanor, Samuel, and Irene. Aunt Eleanor, Aunt Irene, and Uncle Samuel! Samantha thought with a thrill. Surely some of them were still alive! 

Then she had a sudden thought that squeezed her heart. Samuel... Samantha... Their root was the same. Was she named after her uncle, her mother’s beloved brother? Lovenia would have fit right in between Samuel and Irene, as written here in the pages of the Bible. Samantha’s desire to meet more family suddenly grew in a great leap and she inhaled sharply as she thought of the possibilities.

Sterling raised his head and looked at her questioningly. “What is it?” he asked.

Samantha smiled apologetically. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you. I was just thinking about who these family members are and how I might find them.”

Sterling moved his chair close to hers and read where she pointed. “What a marvelous find! Do you think they live in Worthington?”

“That is where I will start,” Samantha affirmed. “This is really all the information I have to go on, so it isn’t much.”

Sterling nodded. “We will have to be detectives,” he said, with a theatrical raise of one dark eyebrow. “I, Dr. Watson, will assist you, Sherlock, in any way I can.” 

Samantha laughed. “I appreciate that, Dr. Watson. I will let you know when your services are needed. Until then, please return to your side of the table. I did not mean to distract you from your work.”

They both glanced at Mrs. Dolittle across the room and saw her head slumped in sleep and the knitting needles dropped into her lap.

“Your very presence is a distraction,” Sterling whispered, winking and kissing her cheek, then moving his chair back to its original position.

They worked at their separate tasks for another hour or so, Sterling making adequate progress with his record-making and lesson planning. Samantha, her thick spectacles resting against her upturned nose, drafted a letter to her eldest aunt, Eleanor. She did not have an address for her, of course, but she was determined to find one somehow. 

She knew that some counties had directory books, so she started searching for one among the shelves, even though she knew it might be a long shot. It was true that, though she had never seen one in here before and was very familiar with these books, she still came upon things unexpectedly, at times, as in the case of finding her mother’s journal months ago. But as she continued her search, her frustration only mounted until, about half an hour later, she decided to give up and think of another method. She returned to the table, removed her spectacles, and stared off into the distance deep in thought. What documentation might be available in this house that would provide an address for even one of her relatives?

Sterling looked up from his study and watched her for a moment. “You didn’t find what you were looking for,” he stated simply.

Samantha shook her head. “I need more information in order to contact my aunts and uncle, maybe even my grandparents.” The thought of relatives struck her again, as if for the first time, as it often had over the last few weeks. “Grandparents!” she said in wonder. “That may be too much to hope for, but at least one of these people must still be alive.” She gestured at the old Bible in front of her, still open to the front pages. “Even with you actually living in Worthington, you cannot go traipsing about the whole town looking for Lewises. We must have something else to go on.”

Sterling admitted that would be helpful, then mused, “What about a letter sent here to your mother after she moved to Oberlin? Do you think your father would have kept any correspondence?”

Samantha’s eyes brightened. “You are right! He might have.”

Sterling’s gaze intensified. “Do you want to ask him?” He knew that talking to her father was something of an event.

She thought a long moment, eyes focused elsewhere, then nodded and took a deep breath. Reaching across the small table, she took Sterling’s strong hand in hers. “Will you come with me?”

He squeezed it gently. “I will.”

“Things might get a little...uncomfortable,” she cautioned. “I have saved up so much to tell him and to ask him, and he never responds the way I expect. Last time, my frustration and emotion took over more than I intended...” She gave him a pained expression.

“I am here for you,” he told her firmly. “I’m not afraid of frustration or emotion. If you need to lean on me, I will be right there beside you.”

“Thank you.” Samantha exhaled slowly and then stood up, releasing his hand. Sterling came to stand by her, putting an arm around her and pulling her close for a moment. Then together they stepped quietly out of the library, leaving behind a still sleeping Mrs. Dolittle. 

***
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Many of the doors they passed were closed, but whenever he saw one open, Sterling noted furniture inside covered with drapes to keep off the dust. They reached a staircase and Samantha, holding up her skirts with one hand, led him up to the landing on the second floor. Another long hallway stretched in both directions, with doors indicating another several rooms. But Samantha led him up another flight of stairs to the third floor, where the ceiling was lower and there were fewer rooms. The air here smelled musty and unused. “Father is the only one who spends any time up here,” she explained. “Mrs. Dolittle comes up to give him his meals three times a day, but otherwise he’s left alone.”

Sterling nodded, his mouth suddenly dry. He was about to meet the father of the woman he loved and he did not quite know what to expect, though he knew it might be awkward. No matter; he was here to support Samantha however he could.

They stepped to a door at the far end of the hall and Samantha paused, letting go of Sterling’s hand and smoothing her skirts for a moment. Then she knocked once, twice, three times. After a pause, they heard a rustle on the other side of the door and Samantha called, “Father? It’s Samantha. May I come in?”

After another long pause, they heard a tired male voice say, “Enter.” 

Samantha took hold of the doorknob and turned it slowly, then pushed the door open. Her father sat in front of the window at his desk, much as he had the last time she spoke to him. But this time, he turned in his chair when she entered and looked up at her. His gray hair and beard were slightly disheveled and his blue eyes looked weary.

“Hello, Father,” Samantha offered softly. “How are you?”

Basil Jennings waved a hand vaguely in the air without answering, and then asked, “How have you been, daughter?” He caught sight of Sterling behind her and slowly stood, but said nothing.

“I am well. I came to tell you that I was successful in Worthington a few weeks ago.”

Professor Jennings looked at her questioningly, and she nodded. “I found Mother’s grave and my brother’s grave too.”

Her father closed his eyes and seemed to struggle within himself for a minute or two. Samantha looked back at Sterling and he grasped her hand with a firm grip, stepping forward to stand beside her. 

“Good,” Basil said at last. “It is good you found what you sought.”

“Yes,” Samantha affirmed. “It was a singular moment for me. I was so glad to have dear friends with me to help in my search and to give me the support I needed. Thank you for providing the means to make the trip possible.”

Professor Jennings waved a hand again, as if to dismiss his part in it. 

“I wish you had come too, Father,” Samantha said suddenly, surprising herself. “It might have helped you as well.”

Her father shook his head. “No. Not yet.”

Samantha let that stand, deciding that the word “yet” brimmed with potential hope. No one said anything for a long moment before she remembered she had not made introductions. “Father, this is Lee Sterling. Sterling, this is my father, Basil Jennings.”

Sterling reached forward, hand outstretched, and Basil slowly leaned forward to let him clasp his hand. “So good to meet you, sir,” Sterling offered in his deep, strong voice. “I did a short stint at Oberlin College last year and your name was mentioned more than once with great respect. Apparently, you made quite the impact while you were there.”

Professor Jennings blinked, then looked closer at Sterling, his eyes seeming to clear briefly. “They still remember me?” he asked, sounding baffled.

Sterling nodded and smiled. “They do indeed, sir.”

The old man seemed too stunned to say anything more on the matter, but gestured questioningly at the two young people in his doorway, his bushy eyebrows raised. 

Samantha guessed what the look meant and continued the introduction. “Sterling is the young writing teacher I mentioned last summer, the one I studied with. He taught me how to write, how to verbalize what I have learned throughout all my years of reading. It was just what I needed,” she ended quietly.

Professor Jennings nodded slowly. “I see. And now?” In an unexpectedly observative way, he indicated their clasped hands.

Samantha colored slightly, taken off guard that he would notice, when he never seemed to notice anything. But Sterling smiled and offered an explanation that was so open and honest it surprised all of them. “We fell in love, sir, quite unexpectedly and quite completely. But in the meantime, I moved to Worthington and we did not reconnect until a couple of weeks ago when I came back to see her.”

“Ah.” Her father’s expression was absolutely unreadable and Samantha could not tell if he approved or not.

“At any rate, I wanted to ask you something,” she hurried on. “It would mean so much to me to connect with Mother’s family in Worthington. I found their names in her Bible, but I have no addresses for any of them. Are there letters from any of the Lewises that you have kept, with addresses included?” Her heart pounded and she unconsciously held her breath.

Her father sat back down in thought, and then nodded slowly. “There may be letters saved among her things in the attic. I...I could not bear to go through her effects when she...passed. I believe her friends gathered them up and placed them there, but I cannot say for certain what was retained.” He passed a hand wearily over his grizzled face and looked away.

Samantha felt a pang of sadness. Her father still mourned. She did not want to distress him further, but she was glad she had asked. “Oh, that is helpful! I never realized... Do you mind if I look through them?”

Basil shook his head. “No. Consider it all yours. She would have wanted you to have it.”

“Thank you, Father.” She stepped forward and clasped one of his knobby, veined hands in hers. “Thank you.”

He raised his other hand and awkwardly patted her cheek. “They should have been yours long ago,” he admitted, regretfully. “I am sorry you did not know about them until now.” He lowered his hand and Samantha stepped back.

“That’s all right. Better late than never!”

He gestured to a book on the desk behind him. “I think you want this back, but I am not yet ready to part with it.”

Samantha knew it was her mother’s journal and her heart dropped. She had so wanted it in her possession again, to hold it in her hands and re-read her mother’s words. But she could wait. Her father probably needed it more than she did right now. She nodded in acknowledgement. “I understand.”

He looked at her with something like relief, and Samantha felt her heart soften toward him a little more. “Thank you for the information, Father.” She looked at Sterling, unsure of what more to say, and he stepped in again.

“A pleasure to meet you, sir. You have a wonderful daughter who teaches me many things daily. I hope we meet again soon.” He turned toward the door and held out a hand to Samantha. She took it, smiling gratefully. Together they stepped out of the room and Sterling closed it quietly behind them.

***
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Up in the attic, Samantha knelt in front of an old wooden trunk with a creaky lid and stale smell of dust and aged wood. Sterling joined her and they sorted through the items together. “This was definitely my mother’s,” Samantha said quietly, lifting out a few items of women’s clothing from a bygone era. She placed them on a crate nearby and reached in again. She admired a small stack of handkerchiefs bordered with fine tatted lace, initialed with “LLJ” in exquisite embroidery. And when she found a small framed photograph of her parents’ wedding day, she lifted it out in amazement, inhaling sharply. “A real photograph!” she exclaimed. “This is even better than the picture Mrs. Ridgewood gave me. Look how young they were!” Her eyes shimmered with emotion as she held it up to show Sterling.

He examined the photograph with interest, noting the resemblance between mother and daughter. While Lovenia’s hair was dark, a contrast to Samantha’s fair locks, the oval shape of Lovenia’s face, the high cheekbones, delicate chin, and pert nose were the same. Standing next to a much younger-looking Basil Jennings, she stood a few inches shorter than Samantha did to him now, and was very thin. He remembered Samantha saying something about her mother having frail health much of her life, so no doubt that was why she looked fragile. Basil was clean-shaven, his light-colored hair neatly combed back and unfaded. They wore wedding attire and both beamed with happiness, Lovenia holding to Basil’s arm with one hand, her other hand in his large one. Sterling found he could not take his eyes off the photograph. Happy, Basil looked vastly different!

Samantha rubbed Sterling’s arm. “Now you are the one getting misty-eyed!” she observed gently.

Sterling blinked and ran a hand over his eyes, chuckling. “I guess I am. They just look so...joyful!”

Samantha nodded. “They certainly do. I will be taking this back to my room. It should be on display, not hidden in this trunk.” She placed the photograph gently on top of her mother’s clothing, then carefully lifted out a small cream-colored bundle and traced the beautiful stitching with one finger. “This must have been the tiny baby clothing she made for my brother.” Her expression was sad and Sterling squeezed her arm comfortingly. 

“Maybe you wore them, too,” he said. “Look, they have a few stains, so they were used at some point.”

She peered closer to see what he meant. “You are right!” Gently rubbing the cloth, she imagined herself as a baby, motherless, with a grieving father. “It’s hard to believe I was ever this small, isn’t it?”

Sterling smiled. “I am sure you were the light of your father’s life.”

Samantha looked at him thoughtfully. “Do you really think so?”

“You are for me,” he said, his brown eyes soft.

Samantha smiled at him gratefully. “You know, it was not as difficult talking to my father this time as I expected. Thank you for being there with me.”

“I was glad to be of some small service, and happy to meet him.” He paused a moment, his head cocked a little to one side. “You know, I don’t think he is trying to be difficult or neglectful. He simply seems weary and...and very sad, like he is still grieving. Maybe he is in a slump he can’t get out of by himself.”

“Hmm.” Samantha nodded slowly. “Maybe he is tired of being sad and is ready for a change and a new direction.” 

Sterling looked at her questioningly. “It sounds as if you have something in mind.”

“I think I may. I’m still mulling it over...” She trailed off. “For now, let us see if we can find any letters in here.” She rummaged around some more, and while everything was of interest to her, she did not find any correspondence. Disappointed, she stood and stretched her back. “I guess this search will take longer than I hoped. But,” she gestured around the attic, “at least now I know where to look.” She carefully placed the items back in the trunk with Sterling’s assistance and they closed the heavy lid. Then she picked up the wedding photograph and they made their way to the rectangular hole in the floor with its dropdown ladder. Sterling held the framed picture while Samantha carefully descended, skirts in hand, then reached down to hand her the picture and followed her down the ladder.

When they reached the main floor, Mrs. Dolittle was just closing the library door behind her. She looked refreshed, but a little sheepish. “You two should have awakened me!” she told them. “I’m afraid all that bottling this morning tired me out a bit. I am not turning out to be the best chaperone, am I?” She chuckled and rubbed her face with one hand. “I am sorry. This old body is wearing down.”

“It’s all right, Mrs. Dolittle,” Samantha laughed, patting her shoulder. “We went up to talk to Father.”

Surprise registered in Mrs. Dolittle’s dark eyes. “Did you now?” she intoned. “I’m glad. The sight of you two, a happy couple, might just lift his spirits.”

“Oh, I hope so.” Samantha held up the framed photograph for Mrs. Dolittle to see. “And look what we found in a trunk in the attic!”

The old housekeeper clasped her hands together in delight. “Oh, Samantha! For years, I have wondered where that ended up. Lovenia used to keep it on her vanity in her room where she could see it every day.” Mrs. Dolittle smiled fondly at the picture. “Seeing that brings back so many memories.” She laughed and blinked a couple times, then waved a hand at them. “You had better take it away before I turn into a puddle right here in the hallway.”

Samantha understood completely, of course. “I shall put it up in my room. But for now, I was thinking of having our luncheon under the big maple out back. Do we have any picnic items?”

“Oh, my, yes.” Mrs. Dolittle wiped her eyes again and sprang into action, seeming glad to have something immediate to do. She led the way to the kitchen, Samantha and Sterling following behind.

​​
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​INSPIRATION and FIREFLIES
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June 1902

The weather had dried out significantly and the ground was no longer a soggy mess but instead a brilliant green carpet of grass, perfect for a picnic lunch. The air was warm and pleasant and Samantha lifted her face to the sunshine, eyes blissfully closed. Her dusky lavender skirt spread around her on the blanket and she drew her knees up to her chest, her arms around them.

Sterling lay stretched out nearby on the soft turf, hat tilted halfway over his eyes to shade them, watching Samantha with pleasure. The sunshine lit up the red in her braided and pinned golden hair, and it seemed to glow like a halo. 

“You’ve missed the sun,” he observed.

“Yes,” she agreed, eyes still closed. “Something about it just makes me happy.”

“It seems many things make you happy.”

She smiled and turned to look at him. “That is true. I have found joy in many new things over this past year.”

Sterling waited, expectant, and she felt him listening, so she elaborated. “Things like writing, flowers, good conversation, friends, discovering family and God, seeing the sun after what seems like weeks of rain...” She trailed off. There were so many more!

“That sounds like the beginnings of a poem,” Sterling observed. Then he cocked an eyebrow, “Do I factor in there anywhere?”

She laughed delightedly and pretended to think long and hard before saying, “You’re somewhere between good conversation and friends.”

He nodded sagely. “Friends. I’m glad we’re that.”

“Me too, Sterling.” She nudged his leg with her foot. “That’s important,” she said seriously. “I believe trust and friendship belong in a relationship like ours.”

“Indeed,” he agreed, sitting up. He leaned forward and smiled. “Especially if friends are allowed to do this,” he said, and kissed her. 

She laughed and playfully pushed him away. “Lie back down,” she said scoldingly. “I want to tell you what I have been thinking about.”

Sterling obediently complied and looked at her expectantly, propped up on one elbow and readjusting his hat. “I’m all ears.”

Samantha straightened her legs out in front of her and leaned back against the maple tree, smoothing her skirts. “Ever since I read in my mother’s journal about her desire to turn this into a school,” she gestured at the large house behind them, “I have been thinking about doing that very thing. But,” she added hurriedly, “I am not a teacher. I have never run anything, nor do I feel qualified to do so. All of this is in the thinking stages.” 

She began talking faster as she verbalized her thoughts for the first time. “I have wondered what our focus could be here, which people in our community are most in need and who we could serve best. I have thought about simple logistics: Would students and faculty be housed here? How many students could we take? How would we feed them? And how would we find good teachers who would have the same vision for the school that we do? Oh, sometimes the questions are enough to make my head explode!” She sighed and curled her legs under her as she leaned forward in her excitement. “Sterling, I’m not trained for such a venture, but the ideas keep coming to me and the thoughts will not leave me alone!”
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