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      A Long Time Gone


      All the flags were waving


      All the band’s music blared.


      I took her in my arms


      And said how much I cared.


      I promised her that I’d return


      (Though not like this… )


      When I took her in my arms


      For a good-bye kiss.


      There are no flags a-waving


      After eight long years.


      There is no music playing,


      No sound of long-dried tears.


      I’ve come for just a glimpse


      Of the girl I left behind.


      But she must never see me


      To that I am resigned.


      For I was lost a world away.


      I’m not the man she wed.


      The face she loved no longer mine,


      The man she knew—is dead.


      —F.S.I.


   

      Chapter One


      Carlson, Minnesota—October 1926


      RACHEL WATKINS wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand while absently moving a strand of her coal-black hair from her green-flecked

         brown eyes. Though the early October day carried the crisp chill of autumn, the inside of Will and Clara Wicker’s small home

         blazed as if it were the hottest day of July; water boiled in a cast-iron pot on top of the wood-burning stove and candles

         flickered in every corner, their meager light sending faint shadows dancing across the walls.

      


      “Oh, Rachel… it hurts…”


      Clara Wicker lay on her back in the bed, one thin-boned hand spread across her enormous pregnant belly. All of the color had

         drained from her thin face except for the dark purple circles under her eyes and her bitten, red lips. Her blonde hair, slick

         with sweat, was drawn back from her face. Beads of moisture stood out on her forehead. Her eyes were closed tightly and her

         breathing was shallow. Not particularly pretty, Clara’s face was now a mask of agony.

      


      “It’s to be expected,” Rachel comforted her.


      “Ohhh!” Clara answered, her cry almost a moan.


      “It’ll be over soon.”


      Gently, Rachel wiped the sweat from Clara’s pain-chiseled face. Looking around her, she took inventory of all that she would

         need to bring the young woman’s first child into the world; the extra sheets that had been prepared for the birthing, a nightdress,

         towels, clean rags, and a dented bucket for water. Everything was as ready as it could be.

      


      “You sure you know what you’re doin’…’bout birthin’ and all?” Will Wicker asked from where he meekly stood at the head of

         his wife’s bed, his voice little louder than a whisper. He nervously shifted his weight from one foot to the next, his small,

         dark eyes flickering back and forth from Clara to Rachel, never lingering for long. His filthy fingers, the fingernails caked

         with dirt, twitched uneasily as he rubbed one thin hand over the stubble of his bony jaw. His clothes hung loosely on his

         small frame, just as sweaty and soiled as the body they covered.

      


      How did Clara allow this man to lie between her legs?


      “I do,” Rachel answered simply.


      “Wouldn’t it be better if your mother was here?” Will followed.


      “I’ve already told you that she couldn’t make it.”


      “But don’t you think… that…” he stammered. “You know… given that…”


      “There isn’t time for this.” Rachel took a deep breath, trying to settle her growing dislike for the man. From the moment

         she’d been summoned to the Wickers’ ramshackle house at the far outskirts of town, she’d hoped that Will would simply accept

         that she was every bit as capable as Eliza Watkins of bringing a newborn child into the world. Instead, he’d eyed her warily

         from the moment she’d set foot in his home, as if she had come to harm instead of help. So far, he had contented himself with

         a few derogatory comments. She hoped that was the way it would remain.

      


      “I’ll need you to bring me the water when it’s time,” she told him.


      “Don’t worry ’bout me none,” he answered. “Ain’t no—”


      Before Will could say another word, Clara moaned in pain as blood-tinged water gushed from between her legs and formed a puddle

         around her feet on the mattress.

      


      Sensing Clara’s panic, Rachel did her best to settle the pregnant woman. “Don’t worry about the water,” she said calmly. “We’ve

         got plenty of rags and oilskins to keep things dry. This happens to every woman when giving birth to her child.” Covering

         Clara with another clean sheet, she grabbed a pair of rags and tucked them between the woman’s legs to catch the remaining

         fluid.

      


      “I’m… I’m sorry…” Clara struggled to say.


      “There’s nothing for you to be sorry about,” Rachel said with a soft smile.


      At a sudden rustling behind her, Rachel turned to find that Will had moved from the head of the bed and quickly shuffled over

         to the ramshackle home’s lone window, as far away from his wife as he could get without going outside. The look on his face

         was one of utter revulsion and horror. Clearly, the sight of Clara’s body preparing to give birth, readying itself to finish

         what had begun when Will had planted his seed inside her nine months earlier, had completely unsettled him.

      


      “That there… that there…” he stuttered, “ain’t… ain’t right!”


      “Will… Will… don’t…” Clara struggled to say through the vicious waves of pain that washed over her, one shaking hand stretched

         toward her husband, desperately urging him to return to her side.

      


      “I can’t, Clara,” he answered with a shake of his head. “I just can’t.”


      A small cry escaped Clara’s lips and the hand that she had offered to her husband was withdrawn, instead clenching into a

         tight fist that she pounded heavily on the mattress. Her head swung from side to side as she rode out a spasm that hurt so

         much her eyes, though still open, couldn’t seem to focus on either of the faces around her.

      


      “Help her!” Will shouted at Rachel.


      “I’m doing all that I can,” she answered as calmly as she could.


      “Maybe Doc Clark is back,” the man kept on. “Maybe he can do this!”


      Clarence Clark was Carlson’s new doctor, having recently arrived from the state college. For many years, the town simply made

         do without a full-time physician, relying instead on the folk knowledge that had been brought from the Old World, mostly a

         mixture of Norwegian and German home remedies. Though Dr. Clark was a young man in his early thirties, he had proven to be

         an excellent caregiver and was well respected. If not for an emergency in his wife’s family that had taken him from town,

         he would have been where Rachel now sat.

      


      “We don’t need Dr. Clark’s help,” Rachel said, her eyes never leaving Clara.


      “Then we should get your mother,” he insisted. “She’ll know what to do!”


      “She can’t help us,” Rachel answered curtly.


      “But she’d know—”


      “We don’t need her!”


      Though Rachel had remained calm through Will Wicker’s suggestion that she needed Clarence Clark’s help, she bristled at the

         insinuation her mother was more capable than she. Before the doctor’s arrival, Eliza Watkins had been the midwife for the

         birth of nearly every child in Carlson. Her opinion had been sought for every sort of illness or condition, even those outside

         of childbirth. But then Mason Tucker had gone off to war…

      


      And everything had changed!


      Nowadays, Eliza Watkins almost never left her room in the house she owned with her brother, Otis. She contented herself with

         fretting incessantly about those unfortunate enough to get too close, working herself into fits of worry. She agonized over

         the slightest sign of a cold, the hidden danger of a flight of stairs, or the tiniest of cuts. To combat these imaginary threats,

         she hid herself away. Even now, in Dr. Clark’s absence, she couldn’t bring herself to help. Instead, the burden once again

         fell to Rachel.

      


      As a child, Rachel had never been her mother’s favorite; that honor had always belonged to her older sister, Alice. Where

         Alice had been fawned over, eagerly encouraged to follow her dreams, Rachel had forever been second fiddle. When she’d been

         told what to do, there was no other expectation than for her to agree. Thankfully for the Wickers, she’d watched her mother

         deliver babies so many times that there was little that could surprise her. They were in safe hands. In the end, it seemed

         that everyone now depended upon her.

      


      Her mother, her uncle Otis… and especially Charlotte.


      “Look at me, Clara,” Rachel encouraged.


      Hesitantly, the pregnant woman’s eyes fluttered open and stared into Rachel’s face, not seeing her, but using her voice as

         a point on which to focus her mind while her muscles knotted and pulled. Her voice cracking, she answered, “It… it hurts,

         Will… Rachel…”

      


      “It won’t be long, Clara,” Rachel soothed.


      “Is she supposed to be hurtin’ like this?” Will asked from the far corner, his voice finally returning after Rachel’s rebuke.

         He looked at them over his shoulder, as if he couldn’t bear to bring his full attention toward the bloody, unsettling sight.

         “It don’t seem right.”

      


      “Take one of these rags,” Rachel told him, holding a swatch of cloth out for him, “and dip it into the water bucket, then

         use it to wipe the sweat from her brow.”

      


      “I—I can’t,” he said with a shake of his head.


      “Stop asking questions and complaining about things you know nothing about. Clara and I need you to do this one simple thing,”

         Rachel commanded, the fire in her heart momentarily bubbling to the surface. “We need to make her as comfortable as we can.

         Whining about how this looks isn’t going to do her any good.”

      


      “I’m not whining,” Will countered, succeeding only in reinforcing Rachel’s accusation. Still, his resolve to stay away from

         his wife’s side wavered. Slowly he made his way to where Rachel knelt, snatched the rag from her hand, and clumsily dunked

         it into the bucket. Making his way to the bed, he began absently to wipe it across Clara’s blazing forehead.

      


      “Just try to keep her cool,” Rachel furthered.


      “I’m here, Clara,” Will softly reassured his wife.


      “Oh, Will!” she exclaimed before another pain came and went as rivulets of water ran down her red cheeks.


      “It won’t be long now, Clara,” Rachel said confidently. From her experience at her mother’s side, she could see that the Wickers’

         new child would soon make his or her entry into the world. “If you need to holler right out and loud, don’t you hold yourself

         back. Even if they hear you over in Cloverfield, you just rear back and shout. Take hold of the sheets and push when I tell

         you to. That’s a good girl…”

      


      Clara’s body shook as agonizing contractions washed over her, leaving her with little control of her mind or her body. Her

         shouts rose in intensity, filling every space of the small home. Still, she did as Rachel told her, pushing her small body

         to expel its burden.

      


      “Clara! It’s coming!” Rachel shouted from the end of the bed. “I can see the top of its head!”


      The pregnant woman’s eyes opened wide. “Will!” she screamed.


      “I’m here, darlin’,” Will answered, his eyes searching his wife’s face, his unease nearly completely forgotten. “You just

         keep pushin’… let it come. Don’t hold yourself back from the hurtin’.”

      


      “Listen to him!” Rachel added.


      Just as her mother had taught her many years before, Rachel let a sense of calmness wash over her; this was a time that required

         both a steady heart and hand. Everything about the birth of Clara Wicker’s baby seemed normal, but any delivery could go wrong

         in an instant. Still, she knew that she would do anything in her power to make sure nothing happened to either mother or child.

         Placing the palm of her hand on the hardened mound of Clara’s abdomen, she waited for another contraction.

      


      “Ohhh… oh, it hurts!” Clara bellowed as heavy pain assailed her.


      “Push, Clara! Push!” Rachel urged.


      Clara did what she was told and her child arrived. The head came free and then, a mere blink of the eyes later, the shoulders.

         Rachel waited for the final push, then gathered the baby to her. She reached for the linen string, tied two heavy knots on

         the umbilical cord, and cut between the knots to sever the cord. The baby was covered in birth blood. She grabbed a towel

         and cleaned the child frantically, pressed by the realization that something was wrong; the tiny chest was not moving, the

         eyes were sealed shut.

      


      “Rachel… I don’t… I don’t hear anything,” Clara gasped.


      “Is… is somethin’ wrong?” Will added.


      Refusing to become distracted, Rachel gave no answer, her mind racing over her mother’s many lessons before alighting on the

         answer. Quickly, she hurried to the dented bucket of well water and plunged the newborn infant into the cold water up to its

         neck. She poked her finger into the child’s mouth when it gasped. “Breathe!” she whispered fervently. “Breathe!”

      


      “What’s happenin’?” Will insisted, stepping away from his wife’s side.


      “Stay back!” Rachel barked. She knew that there were people who depended on her to do the right thing, to take care of what

         was precious to them and keep it safe. Her entire adulthood had been spent doing just that. She wouldn’t fail now.

      


      Suddenly the tiny chest heaved, and the little mouth opened and drew air into the lungs. The resulting scream was both fierce

         and tiny, but it sounded like the sweetest of church music to Rachel’s ears.

      


      “It’s… it’s not dead or nothin’?” Will asked cautiously.


      “No, by God!” Rachel laughed. “Listen to that scream!”


      Crossing the room, Rachel placed the tiny bundle of flesh on a towel. She rubbed the baby briskly, moved its tiny arms and

         legs, then turned it over and rubbed its back until all of its skin had turned a healthy pink. He was both full and fit.

      


      “You’ve got a beautiful baby boy,” she told the new parents.


      “I’ve… I’ve got me a son?” Will asked.


      Rachel nodded.


      “Did you hear that, Clara?” he exclaimed, turning back to where his wife lay, utterly exhausted despite her beaming smile.

         “We got us a son! She said we done got us a son!”

      


      “A son,” Clara echoed.


      Rachel continued to work the baby’s tiny arms and legs, smiling happily when the little muscles responded. Little hands flayed

         the air, fingers fully outstretched. A cry of protest came from his mouth, and he opened large, beautiful blue eyes. Just

         as her mother had always told her, she knew that what she had witnessed was a living miracle.

      


      Every child was just that… a miracle!


      “Look at what we got there!” Will shouted from beside Rachel. Staring at his newborn son, his face lit up with a brightness

         she’d never seen before. “Just gander at them bright eyes! There ain’t a better-lookin’ boy that ever did come into this here

         world!”

      


      “Let… let me see him,” Clara said.


      Rachel held a blanket to the fire and warmed it. Wrapping the baby, she cuddled him against her and carried him to his waiting

         mother. Kneeling beside Clara, she placed the baby in her arms. Clara gazed upon her new son with as much amazement as love.

      


      “Has… has he got everything?” she asked anxiously. Her fingertips lightly stroked the fuzz of dark hair.


      “Yep! He’s got the right number! I counted!” Will exclaimed proudly as his eyes bounced from his wife to his son. “Ten fingers

         and ten toes to go along with ’em! Now all he needs hisself is to get a name.”

      


      “I thought… we’d already decided,” Clara said. “You’d picked a name.”


      “I did,” Will nodded. “If it’s all right with you.”


      “It is.”


      “Then his name is Walter.” Will beamed brightly. “After my father.”


      Having never given birth to a child of her own, Rachel always marveled at how quickly women could recover from the ordeal

         of birth. After experiencing a pain the likes of which couldn’t be adequately described, their recovery was nothing short

         of remarkable. She found herself amazed that Clara could so much as raise her head to look at her child. The color had begun

         to come back into her face and her eyes seemed a bit livelier. She looked exhausted, worn out, but the pain had disappeared.

      


      What she was witnessing was the beginning of a new life, not just for Walter Wicker but his parents as well. From this day

         forward, they would go on together, their lives entwined; father, mother, and son. This was a time of happiness and joy, of

         hopes and dreams, expectations and even fears. Nothing would ever be the same again.

      


      Just like nothing was ever the same for me!


      Rachel turned away from the Wickers as the shadow of a frown crossed her face. Try as she might, she couldn’t stop herself

         from thinking of what had happened eight years ago that very day. Memories of the day assaulted her from all sides. The entire

         time she had been inside the Wickers’ home, she had been fighting a constant battle against her remembrances, though it was

         clear that the parallels were too close to avoid.

      


      She knew all too well that the birth of a child was not always an occasion for joyous celebration. Sometimes, the beginning

         of one life can signal the end of another. When such a thing happens, it’s up to the survivors to pick up the pieces, and

         that was what she’d been doing for the last eight years. Picking up the pieces.

      


   

      Chapter Two


      RACHEL LEFT THE WICKERS with the promise she would return the next day to check on the baby. From the tiny house on the outskirts of Carlson, she

         headed home without any hurry, content to enjoy the beautiful day. High above, the mid-October sun shone down with pleasant

         warmth, enough to hold off the persistent fall chill carried on the breeze. Lazy wisps of clouds skirted the far edge of the

         horizon. All around her, the trees showed signs of the changing of the seasons: elms, oaks, and maples exploded in spectacular

         colors; brilliant reds, deep purples, and even burnt oranges.

      


      The day is too beautiful for the trip I have to make, she mused.

      


      Carlson sat to the northeast of the capital city of Minnesota, St. Paul, and its sister city of Minneapolis. Primarily a farming

         community, it was home to less than a thousand inhabitants. The tall, leafy cornstalks that had stretched skyward in the stiflingly

         humid heat of July had been almost completely harvested, families spending night and day reaping the fruits of their many

         labors. Farming was so essential to the town’s well-being that school was suspended during the busiest days of the harvest.

      


      Like thousands of other towns in Minnesota, Carlson was situated on a lake. As she made her way toward Main Street, Rachel

         caught glimpses of Lake Carlson through the spaces between homes. Open where it butted up against the town, the far side of

         the lake was lined with majestic evergreen trees that sheltered wild game. Mallard ducks lowered themselves to the lake’s

         glassy surface, their flight ending as they slid gently into the deep blue water. An abundance of catfish and walleye swam

         beneath the surface.

      


      The sound of saws cutting through wood and nails being hammered came to Rachel’s ears as she neared her family’s boardinghouse.

         Carlson was clearly a town on the rise. New buildings seemed to spring up as readily as the corn that was the town’s lifeblood.

         Passing Hamilton’s Grocery, Abraham McLintock’s barber shop, and Miller Livery reminded Rachel that while the rest of the

         community was enjoying prosperous times, her own life seemed stuck in the quagmire of decline.

      


      Stopping in front of the post office window, Rachel took a good look at herself in the glass reflection. Coal-black hair,

         one of the features she was happy to have inherited from her mother, fell just below her narrow shoulders. Greenish-brown

         eyes looked back at her over high cheekbones, a petite button of a nose, and full lips. Her clothes certainly weren’t the

         latest fashion sent north from Chicago, but her blue blouse and skirt fit her narrow waist and full bosom flatteringly. There

         was no shortage of bachelors in Carlson who entertained thoughts of taking her as a wife; but with all of her responsibilities,

         romance was the furthest thing from her mind.

      


      “Afternoon, Rachel,” a voice called from behind her.


      Struggling mightily to find a smile to fix upon her face, Rachel turned to find Sophus Peterson leading a team of horses down

         the street, his wagon nearly overflowing with a load of enormous orange pumpkins being brought to market. One of her many

         suitors, he tipped his straw hat and gave her a wink before he walked past her.

      


      “Not if it took a hundred years,” she muttered under her breath and continued on her way.


      The boardinghouse she called home sat just off Main Street and across from Carlson’s train depot. Rachel stood in the road

         and stared up at the building her grandfather had built with his own two hands shortly after his arrival from Pennsylvania.

         He’d originally come to Carlson in the hope of tapping maple syrup from the thousands of trees in the area, but had ended

         up having about as much luck as if he’d tried to squeeze blood from turnips. He’d died fifteen years earlier with little more

         to show for his many labors than what he had when he first arrived; he left only the house as a legacy to his two children.

         Rachel’s mother, Eliza, had decided to turn it into a boardinghouse when times began to get tough. Drifters and seasonal workers

         rented the four available rooms a week at a time, and the Watkinses had somehow managed to eke out a living.

      


      The building had required but not received improvement in the years since her grandfather’s passing. The exterior was in dire

         need of a new slathering of paint; what little remained from the last coat was chipped and weather-beaten, with several warped

         planks pulling free from the frame. One of the windows on the upper floor was cracked, a recent occurrence that would have

         to be fixed before winter. Even the sign that read BOARDERS WELCOME wasn’t immune to decline; one of the bolts that secured the sign had come free, leaving half of the word WELCOME to hang listlessly

         in the breeze.

      


      With every passing year, the number of boarders seemed to dwindle; on most days the family felt lucky to have a single room

         occupied. The only glimmer of hope had appeared years earlier when Rachel’s sister, Alice, married Mason Tucker, whose father

         was at once the proprietor of the town bank and the wealthiest man in Carlson. Mason had promised to help care for his new

         bride’s family, but then he had gone off to war and…

      


      “Damn it all,” Rachel swore.


      A fluttering at one of the upper windows attracted her attention and she looked up just in time to see her mother’s porcelain-white

         arm quickly withdraw from the sunlight. Rachel sighed. Most days, her mother did little more than sit at her window and watch

         the world go by without her, worrying all the while. Today appeared to be no different. Waiting for word of the Wickers, she

         was by now quite impatient. Rachel was certain to get a tongue-lashing when she went inside.

      


      The laughter of a young girl and the playful barking of a dog suddenly rose from the rear of the house; Charlotte and Jasper

         seemed to have escaped Eliza’s panicked oversight long enough to make their way outside. Rachel hoped that Charlotte was being

         careful; if she were to come back indoors with a bloody scrape or bruise, Eliza wouldn’t let her outdoors again for a month!

         Rachel regretted that she would soon have to pull the girl away from her fun.

      


      What a life for a small girl!


      The inside of the boardinghouse was only slightly better than the outside; dusty banisters lined the once majestic hardwood

         staircase that rose from the door toward the rooms on the second floor. Chipped tables and chairs filled the small dining

         area tucked off to the left of the entrance and next to the kitchen. Though she often tried to polish the rich woodwork her

         grandfather had built throughout the house, Rachel could clearly see the many blemishes and warps. While it must have been

         something to behold when it was first built, the place now looked shabby.

      


      Otis Simmons, Rachel’s uncle and her mother’s older brother, came from behind the dining room’s cast-iron stove humming a

         tune between gulps from a bottle of whiskey. Drops of the amber liquid ran down his stubbly chin and heavy jowls.

      


      “Don’t you think it’s a little too early to be drinking?” Rachel asked.


      The sudden sound of his niece’s voice startled Otis so badly that he stumbled, nearly dropping his bottle. Sheepishly, he

         stared at Rachel like a child caught with his hand in the cookie jar. Though in his mid-fifties, Otis was childlike, even comical. He insisted upon combing his few gray hairs across his otherwise bald head. His dingy clothes strained

         mightily against their seams and buttons on his enormous body, and he had a cockeyed smile that lit up no matter how much

         he’d had to drink. For an instant, he tried to hide his bottle behind his ample waist and pretend the liquor didn’t exist,

         but then he just smiled mischievously.

      


      “I don’t know if I’d be willin’ to call this a drink,” he offered defensively.


      “If it’s not a drink, then what is it?” Rachel asked, willing to play along with her uncle’s shenanigans for the moment.


      “This here ain’t nothin’ but a nip,” Otis explained. “In my book, that sure ain’t the same thing as a drink.”


      “What’s the difference?”


      “Oh, my darlin’,” Rachel’s uncle exclaimed with a heavy slap at his knee, “drinkin’ is somethin’ you do sittin’ down at a

         bar while pourin’ yourself a big glassful, whereas nippin’ ain’t nothin’ more than takin’ a few sips here and there. Drinkin’

         you do with your friends down at the tavern or, if you’re a particularly lonely sort, yourself. Nippin’ is somethin’ that

         can be done ’bout any time of day. Hell, I ain’t above nippin’ first thing in the mornin’!”

      


      “That’s all too apparent,” Rachel pointed out with a disapproving look.


      “I’m livin’ proof that there ain’t nothin’ wrong with it! Why, most fellas my age couldn’t hold half the liquor I can put

         down in a day. I’m a modern medical miracle if I do say so!”

      


      “I don’t know if that’s a claim I’d be too proud of.”


      “That’s ’cause you ain’t a drinker or a nipper.” Otis guffawed. “If’n you were, you’d think I was mighty amazin’!”


      Rachel walked over to the check-in counter and frowned as she counted the number of keys still hanging from the pegs; it looked

         as if they still had no new boarders. “No matter what it is you think you’re doing,” she said, “it isn’t appropriate behavior

         when you’re supposed to be behind the counter waiting for new guests to come in.”

      


      “Takin’ a tug now and again from this here bottle’s about the only way this fella is gonna get any entertainment.” He shrugged.

         “Gets more than a bit dull waitin’ for people that ain’t never gonna come. You can’t blame me for needin’ a little pick-me-up!”

      


      “Maybe if you’d go out and fix that sign, we’d get new guests.”


      “Ain’t I already fixed that thing?”


      “No, you haven’t,” Rachel retorted, her temper rising to where she could barely contain it.


      “Then I’ll do it today!” Otis exclaimed as if it were the most brilliant idea he had ever heard.


      “You said the same thing last week,” Rachel complained.


      “But this time I done mean it!” he bellowed as he raced back toward the tiny closet from where he had come, his ample midsection

         jiggling with every thunderous step. Rachel could only sigh; even if Otis hadn’t hurried away to get as far from her complaints

         as he could, his good intentions would surely evaporate just as soon as he realized he was still clutching a bottle of whiskey.

         While her uncle was as sweet a man as could be, he was as useful to the house as a three-legged plowing horse to a farmer.

      


      In the end, she knew that if she wanted the sign rehung, she’d have to do it herself.


      Rachel’s mother’s room on the upper floor of the house faced the street and train depot beyond, her two windows affording

         her a view of Carlson’s newest arrivals and departures. The interior was dark and gloomy; heavy lace curtains allowed little

         sunlight to penetrate, and the oil lamps were lit only in the darkest hours of night.

      


      Eliza Watkins’s favorite place to hold court over her tiny fortress was a small table next to one of the tall windows, its

         surface littered with used teacups and saucers. There was also a vase containing a single rose, long since dead and drooping,

         most of its petals fallen. Two chairs sat waiting for another guest to join her, but it had been many years since a social

         call was paid upon the co-owner of the house.

      


      Rachel was hardly inside the door when her mother set upon her, breathlessly asking questions. “Is the child all right?” Eliza

         said in a rush. “Was the birth okay?”

      


      After all the years her mother had sequestered herself in her room, Rachel was still momentarily surprised by Eliza’s show

         of compassion. Though it would have taken a team of wild horses to pull the older woman from her exile, such resolve didn’t

         mean that she worried only for those around her. Only hours earlier, Rachel had pleaded with her mother to accompany her,

         begging her to come and do what she was skilled at: bringing a new baby into the world. But the horrible memories of what

         had happened eight years earlier proved too strong to budge her, and so Rachel had gone, as many times before, alone.

      


      “It was a healthy baby boy,” she answered with a smile.


      “He had all of his fingers?” Eliza prodded, starving for the tiniest of details. “All of his toes? There weren’t any complications?

         Did you remember to tie off the birthing cord the way that I taught you, because if you don’t there can be complications!”

      


      “Everything was fine,” Rachel assured her. She decided against telling her mother about newborn Walter Wicker’s short struggle

         for breath; there was no point in needlessly worrying her further.

      


      “Oh, thank God!”


      Eliza Watkins had been a beautiful young woman, and that beauty hadn’t deserted her as she aged. Her silky hair, already bone

         white, was pulled back fashionably and piled atop her head. Piercing green eyes had once held many a man in rapt attention.

         Her features were delicate, almost fragile, but though she was small of frame, it was clear that she wasn’t a woman averse

         to work; her hands, in particular, were still strong. She showed her age only in the many wrinkles that lined her cheeks,

         underscored her eyes, and furrowed her brow.

      


      “Why did you go out without a coat, or at the very least a shawl?” she asked her daughter. “You could have caught your death

         of cold! You know how quickly the weather can change this time of year!”

      


      “It’s a beautiful day, Mother.” Rachel sighed. “You should know, you’ve done nothing but watch it from your window.”


      “Why must you always ignore my advice? Alice never defied me!”


      Rachel had long ago accepted that she would never be the apple of her mother’s eye; that was an honor reserved for Alice,

         even though she had died eight years earlier. The constant comparisons could still rankle, but she’d long since learned how

         to swallow her upset.

      


      “You don’t need to worry so,” she remonstrated.


      “It’s a mother’s right to worry about her children,” Eliza argued, wringing her hands compulsively; there had been times over

         the last several years when she had chafed them so badly that they had bled. “The way you traipse out the door without a second

         thought, all willy-nilly and carefree, why it’s nothing short of a miracle you haven’t ended up just like your poor sister!”

      


      “Mother…” Rachel said, her voice trailing to a whisper.


      As difficult as Alice’s death had made life for Rachel, she sometimes forgot how heavy a toll it had taken on their mother.

         Eight years ago that very October day, Eliza Watkins had done everything she could to save the life of her oldest child, while

         struggling to bring her first grandchild into the world. It didn’t matter that Alice hadn’t wanted to be saved, that she’d

         wanted nothing more than the cold embrace of death. Eliza carried the burden of Alice’s death as her failure and nothing less,

         a failure that had cost them all dearly and from which they had never recovered.

      


      Before Rachel could say anything else, could offer some small condolence, her mother turned back toward the window and dabbed

         at her eyes with a handkerchief. “I’m sure you noticed that Charlotte’s already escaped outdoors,” she said. “She’s just like

         you were at that age… she won’t listen to a thing! If you turn your back for a second, she’ll be gone.”

      


      “I heard her and Jasper playing around back.”


      “That mangy dog of hers might be as sweet as honey,” Eliza explained, “but I worry about all of the ways he could hurt her,

         even by accident. Besides, just imagine all of the fleas he could be carrying!”

      


      “Jasper’s a good companion for her,” Rachel said.


      “Regardless, she was out the door only seconds after you left!”


      “I don’t know just why she was in such a hurry to escape,” Rachel answered. “While I’m sure the nice day was part of it, better

         odds are that she ran out as much to avoid me and where I’m going to take her.”

      


      “Does she know what today is?”


      Rachel nodded. “It is her birthday, after all.”


      “And that’s why she needs to go to the cemetery,” Eliza said, turning back toward Rachel and again wringing her hands.


      “Don’t you worry that you’re punishing Charlotte by insisting that I drag her out there year after year?” Rachel asked. “It

         can’t possibly be good for such a young child to be confronted with the fact that she’s without a mother.”

      


      “I don’t ask that you take her there to remind her of what she doesn’t have,” Eliza argued, “but to remind her of where she

         comes from. You never so much as mention Alice’s name in front of her.”

      


      “That’s because I don’t want to upset her!”


      “She needs to know who her family is!”


      “She has a family here with us.”


      “Just because Alice is dead doesn’t mean that she’s not Charlotte’s mother.”


      Rachel’s protesting tongue fell silent and they returned to the awkward silence between them. In the eight years since Alice

         died while giving birth to her daughter, this was an argument they often revisited. While they both had a profound interest

         in Charlotte’s well-being, they differed on how to provide it. Rachel knew that this year would be no different from the last

         or the year before that; she would take Charlotte out to visit Alice’s tombstone alone, regardless of the fact that it was

         her mother’s desire.

      


      “Are you sure you won’t come with us?” she asked with little hope.


      “No, no, no,” Eliza answered without any hesitation. “I just… I just can’t…”


      When Rachel closed the door to her mother’s room behind her, she could already hear the first of the older woman’s sobs.


   

      Chapter Three


      RACHEL WALKED SLOWLY down the long, oak-lined street toward Carlson’s cemetery with a heart as heavy as it was determined. The burnt-orange October

         sun brightened the cloudless afternoon sky, pleasantly warming the earth, while a listless breeze lazily shifted the tufts

         of dirt kicked up by her feet. Somewhere in the distance, a farmer purposefully burned the remnants of his fields, already

         beginning the necessary preparations for the next season, and the rich scent wafted over the town. But as beautiful as the

         fall day was proving to be, Rachel found that she could not tear her attention from her niece.

      


      Charlotte trudged along behind Rachel, silent save for the occasional huff of complaint, her head hanging down toward the

         ground. Bouncy blonde braids danced over her shoulders, brilliant blue eyes looked out from under long lashes, and her cheeks

         were nearly as red as her lips. In her favorite blue dress, adorned with bright red buttons, she was certainly a beauty. Even

         at just eight years old, Charlotte was the image of her mother, except for the penetrating look that Rachel clearly recognized

         as having come from her father. Unfortunately, on this day her mood was as ugly as that of a chick that just missed getting

         a fat junebug.

      


      “It’s not as if this visit is punishing you,” Rachel offered.


      The child remained silent.


      “Look,” Rachel pointed out, “even Jasper is enjoying himself.”


      Charlotte’s constant companion, a shaggy dog, ran ahead of them, darting from one side of the road to the other, his eagerly

         sniffing nose never leaving the ground for very long. Mouth open, his pink tongue hanging from one side, he truly seemed to

         be having the time of his life. Part Labrador retriever and part collie, Jasper had a black coat that was randomly splotched

         with patches of white, down to the tip of his long, bushy tail. Though Eliza often complained that he could be a danger to

         Charlotte, Rachel saw him as a gallant protector. Every bit as good-natured as he was good-sized, he rarely left Charlotte’s

         side, even when he followed her to school; more than once, Charlotte had sneaked him inside, much to her teacher’s consternation.

      


      “He ain’t either,” Charlotte said stubbornly.


      For the briefest of moments, Rachel found herself startled by the sound of Charlotte’s voice; ever since she had been forced

         to stop her playing behind the boardinghouse, the little girl had remained mute, choosing to sulk instead of talk. “Yes he

         is,” Rachel countered. “He’s bouncing around and enjoying himself.”

      


      “I ain’t no dog,” Charlotte mumbled.


      “Don’t say ‘ain’t,’ Charlotte.”


      Jasper seemed to recognize that he was the subject of conversation and turned his head back to them for a moment before resuming

         his wayward sniffing.

      


      Charlotte had always been quick to throw temper tantrums and to argue, far more prone to give a frown than a smile; she was

         as hard to predict as she was to control. Even as an infant, the sound of her wailing could be heard over the thunderous noise

         of trains in the depot across the street. Eliza constantly complained of her sinful disobedience, of her refusal to do as

         she was told. Rachel often tried to practice Otis’s advice, an admonition to be patient with the girl, but there were days…

      


      What kind of mother have I been?


      “I didn’t want to come here. I want to play jacks,” Charlotte complained.


      “You can play jacks when you get home.”


      “It’ll be dark when we get home!”


      “No it won’t, Charlotte, I—”


      “I don’t care what you say.” Charlotte, lagging behind, stuck her tongue out at her aunt.


      “We’re going to visit your mother,” Rachel replied calmly. “We—”


      “I don’t have a mother!”


      Rachel cringed at the harshness of the words. Deep down, she knew that this was part of the reason Eliza refused to join them

         on their annual visit to view Alice’s grave marker. To hear the spiteful words of her daughter’s child was a harsh reminder

         of all that they had lost. Hiding in her room was easier than facing the truth.

      


      Rachel knew that she didn’t have such a luxury; she accepted her responsibility to keep Alice’s memory alive in Charlotte’s

         heart. Although Eliza had doted upon and loved Alice so unconditionally, jealousy had never entered Rachel’s heart. Quite

         the contrary, she had idolized Alice. Four years younger, Rachel had dreamed that she would grow to be just like her sister;

         that she would be the one to receive broad smiles as soon as she entered any room; that she would have a beautiful wedding

         attended by every man and woman in Carlson; that she would meet a man as handsome and charming as Mason Tucker…

      


      Frowning at the thought of her sister’s husband, Rachel sighed deeply; it still seemed far too soon to reconcile her feelings

         for Mason. While she’d hoped that the passage of time would erase her memories of the man, it instead seemed to strengthen

         them, regardless of the anger she still felt toward him.

      


      “Hurry up so we can go home,” Charlotte demanded, breaking into her aunt’s unwanted thoughts.


      “Be patient, we’ll go in a few minutes.”


      “All right!” she squealed with delight, so satisfied that her burden would soon be lifted that she began to run ahead, with

         Jasper playfully bounding along at her side.

      


      “Charlotte!” Rachel called, but her niece wasn’t listening.


      Not for the first time since that fateful day eight years earlier, Rachel wondered if she had somehow failed her sister. Heartbroken

         by Alice’s death, she had taken the burden of raising the newborn infant willingly, feeling that it was what her sister would

         have wanted; but even with her mother and Uncle Otis’s help, she’d felt overwhelmed from the start. Raising a child had proven

         far harder than she could imagine. Certainly, she’d done her best, but she wondered if that was enough. She couldn’t help

         but believe that Alice would have done far better.

      


      If only she’d had the will to live…


      Carlson’s cemetery lay just to the south of town, atop a low hill dotted with a pair of majestic trees that stood silent watch

         over the somber gray tombstones. A black wrought-iron fence encircled the sacred grounds, its gate hanging open on squeaking

         hinges. Flowers were scattered across the graves, the remainders of previous visits from other mourners. From inside the fence,

         one could see most of town, along with a spectacular view of the far side of Lake Carlson and the pine trees beyond. But Rachel

         rarely took the time to marvel at the vista; the thought of her sister lying asleep forever in the black earth was too overwhelming.

      


      “Oh, Alice, I’m doing the best I can with your daughter.” She sighed before pushing open the gate.


      On the day Mason Tucker left Carlson to head off to war, Rachel had stood next to her sister on the train depot platform.

         The weather had been beautiful, unseasonably warm with only a scattering of clouds to mar the sky. The red, white, and blue

         of the American flag had been draped everywhere.

      


      Although tears streamed down both her and her sister’s cheeks, pride had filled their hearts at the sight of the town’s men

         marching off to fight for their country. In the middle of the first row of marchers, Mason had stood out; his new uniform

         was crisply pressed and impressive as it spread across his broad shoulders, and the brilliant brass buttons shone in the spring

         sun. It was as if he had stepped right out of one of the many recruiting posters plastered around town. With his military

         cap perched atop his head, he had turned back to them and smiled so warmly at Alice that Rachel knew no one could doubt their

         love for each other.

      


      “Don’t worry,” she’d consoled Alice. “He’ll come home safe and sound.”


      Alice had tried to put on a brave face to her ever-growing loneliness and worry. To be separated from her new husband so quickly

         was a difficult burden to bear. Every day she wrote Mason, telling him all about her daily life but not including anything

         she thought might worry him; then, little more than a month after the train carried Mason from her, she found out that she

         was pregnant.

      


      “We are a newly married couple,” she’d said, beaming, the day she told Rachel. “It’s to be expected!”


      Just a few days later, it seemed as if every person in Carlson knew the good news. But even as she accepted all of the warm

         congratulations, Alice remained uncertain as to whether she should write and tell Mason.

      


      “Why in heaven’s name would you keep it from him?” Rachel had asked.


      “Because he doesn’t need anything else to worry about,” Alice replied with as much conviction as she could muster. “If anything

         were to happen to him because he was distracted, I don’t know if I would be able to live with myself!”

      


      “Don’t you think that if he knew there was about to be another Tucker in the world he’d be even more careful?”


      “Well… but…” Alice had stammered.


      In the end, Rachel’s argument had won out. On the day that Alice finally decided to tell Mason about their unborn child, she

         sat in the parlor, hands shaking, and wrote a long letter. When she finished, she let no one, not even her sister, read it.

         Her eyes were filled with tears when she had handed it to the postman.

      


      And then she had waited… and waited… and waited…


      Weeks passed without a letter in return. She was just about to write another identical letter, to assume that the first communication

         had somehow been lost within the war’s confusion, when Mason’s father, Sherman, had appeared at her door in the company of

         a military man she didn’t recognize. Both of the men wore somber expressions.

      


      “What’s the matter?” Alice blurted. “What has happened?”


      Sherman Tucker had done all of the talking; the military man had done little more than stare silently at his feet. Private

         Mason Tucker was officially missing, presumed dead. He had last been seen by another soldier entering a small ravine along

         the front in a French valley she had never heard of. Seconds later, a shell had detonated beside him, sending the very earth

         skyward. When the smoke cleared, all that was found was the shattered wreckage of his rifle and a few blood-soaked tatters

         of his uniform.

      


      “But… but… his body… his…” Alice managed to choke out.


      “My dear, sweetest Alice,” Sherman answered, pulling her to him as she dissolved into tears. Rachel, while not in the room,

         had heard every heartbreaking word through a partially open door.

      


      During the difficult days that followed, all the citizens of Carlson came to pay their respects to Alice. On the morning of

         the funeral, a miserable March drizzle fell. With the entire town swathed in black, an empty casket was buried in the cemetery.

      


      Alice’s despondency grew by the day. As the weeks slowly passed into months, what little hope she held that Mason’s reported

         death had been a mistake finally faded. Without that slim chance to buoy her, the greatness of her loss began to overwhelm

         her.

      


      Though Rachel spent most of her days at Alice’s side, it became obvious that her sister was retreating from her own life.

         She rarely spoke, ate barely enough to nourish a mouse, and even began to refuse to go outside. Even as her unborn child grew

         in her belly, the loss of her husband, her one true love, proved greater than the hope of the life yet to come.

      


      “What are we going to do when the baby comes?” Eliza had fretted.


      “Don’t she know what she’s doin’ to that little one?” Otis added.


      Rachel had no answers.


      Then, just short of nine months to the very day that Mason left Carlson to do his duty for his country, Alice went into labor.

         Having helped deliver countless dozens of children, Eliza felt confident that she could bring her own daughter through the

         birth safely. All of the necessary preparations had been made, all of the pots of water and sheets and rags gathered, even

         the cradle that had once held Mason as a child was brought to the room; but nothing could have adequately prepared them for

         what was about to happen.

      


      From the very beginning, the birth proved difficult. Shortly after Alice’s water had broken, she began to bleed excessively.

         To make matters much worse, Eliza soon discovered this would be a breech birth, that the baby was coming out backward; instead

         of the crown of the baby’s head, one tiny foot appeared. The last time the midwife had seen such a thing, the child had been

         stillborn, strangled by the umbilical cord. With all of her experience and hope she could muster, Eliza set about rescuing

         her unborn grandchild.

      


      “No one’s dying here,” she promised.


      Through it all, Alice hardly uttered a sound. Once in a while, air hissed through her clenched teeth. Occasionally she grunted.

         She never shouted. Her skin was clammy to the touch, deathly cold. Even as Rachel urged her to continue pushing, to follow

         her mother’s advice, it seemed as if her sister were somewhere else.
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