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            Prologue

            Buckton, Indiana

May 1946

         

         THE FIRST THING Gwen Foster noticed was the man’s angry scowl. From where she sat in the back of her family’s car, thumbing through the book she’d just checked out from the library, with warm spring sunshine falling across her dress and faint music coming from the radio, his expression was so out of place, so ugly on an otherwise beautiful day, that it grabbed her attention. At ten years old, Gwen knew it wasn’t polite to stare, but she just couldn’t stop looking.

         Running a hand through his unruly hair, the man looked impatient as he paced back and forth like an animal in a cage. He kept glancing toward the mercantile, at the door he’d just exited. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes, shook one loose, lit it from a book of matches, and began to puff furiously.

         The woman who followed him out of the store couldn’t have looked more different. She smiled brightly, one hand holding a stylish purse, the other waving good-bye to someone inside. But her good humor vanished the instant the man grabbed her arm, squeezing so tightly that her skin went white as bone; he moved so quickly, so violently, that Gwen flinched in surprise.

         “What in the hell’d you say that for?” he hissed, pulling her close, his face inches from hers. “You know I hate that!”

         The woman’s eyes were wide with shock and pain. She shook her head slowly, cowering in the glare of the man’s anger. “I was just making conversation, Billy,” she told him, her tone pleading. “I didn’t mean to—”

         “That’s ’cause you don’t think!” he snapped, yanking her arm hard enough to cause her purse to fall to the sidewalk; some of what was inside spilled out, clattering around at her feet. Abruptly, he let go of her, returning his attention to his cigarette as she began to hurriedly pick up her things.

         “A man like that is nothing but trouble.”

         Gwen turned at the sound of her mother’s voice. Meredith Foster sat behind the wheel of the car. Normally her expression was friendly and inviting; now her eyes were cold and narrow as she watched the couple.

         “When the time comes for you to find a husband, don’t end up with someone like him,” her mother said. “Do you understand?”

         Gwen nodded.

         “You want someone who will stand by your side, not tower over you.”

         On the sidewalk, the woman had finished picking up her things. When she stood up, Gwen noticed that she had tears in her eyes; one broke free, leaving a trail of mascara down her cheek before the woman wiped at it, smudging it across her skin. Nervously, she looked up and down the street, clearly hoping that no one was watching. She was so out of sorts that she didn’t notice Gwen or her mother sitting in their car only twenty feet away.

         With a practiced flip of his finger, Billy sent the smoldering butt of his cigarette flying, then turned back to the woman.

         “I swear, Sally, if you ever pull that crap again…” he snarled, the threat unfinished but nevertheless clear.

         “I won’t, Billy,” she said, trying to placate him. “I promise.”

         “Stupid bitch,” he grumbled, then once again grabbed her arm, giving it another squeeze as if to show her he meant business.

         Gwen felt sick to her stomach. She’d seen couples arguing on the big screen at the Crown Theater, but that was Hollywood make-believe. This was real. Her own father, recently returned from the war, was always smiling and laughing, kissing his wife on the cheek when he came home from the bakery, and doting on his only child. Warren Foster was nothing like this man. Truth be told, Gwen was worried about what might happen next.

         Her mother must have felt the same.

         Meredith opened her car door, as if she meant to intervene. Gwen wanted to stop her, afraid her mother might suffer the same mistreatment as the other woman, but before she could do anything, she noticed the couple looking right at them; they must’ve heard the squeak of the door’s hinges. The woman wore an expression of embarrassment, while the man seethed with anger.

         “Come on,” he spat, yanking the woman roughly down the sidewalk. “Let’s get somethin’ to eat. I’m starvin’.”

         As they walked away, the man moved with a noticeable limp; Gwen wondered if he had been wounded during the war, like dozens of other men from Buckton, or if he’d always had it, if it was something he had been born with.

         Either way, Gwen was glad to see him go.

         Once beneath the awning of the hardware store, the woman looked back at them. Her eyes were still wet, but she offered a weak smile, as if she was apologizing for something, though it vanished when the man started in on her again. Moments later, they rounded the corner and were lost to sight.

         When Meredith shut the car door, she and Gwen were both quiet, the only sound coming from the radio, where Perry Como sang “Prisoner of Love.”

         Listening to the song’s lyrics, Gwen thought about the troubled couple. Were they in love? How did they meet? Was he ever sweet to her? Did he buy her flowers, write love letters, or take her to the movies? Would she spend the rest of her life with him, or would there come a day when she would leave?

         “That wasn’t love,” Meredith suddenly said. Gwen thought that her mother must have been listening to the song, too.

         She nodded. “I know what real love is.”

         “You do?” her mother asked with a curious expression.

         “It’s what you have with Daddy.”

         Meredith smiled. “You’re right. What your father and I have is love, but every relationship is different. No two people are the same, whether they’re together or separate,” she explained.

         Gwen’s brow furrowed. It was all so confusing. “Then how will I know who’s the right person for me?”

         “Be true to yourself. Set your own path. Don’t let someone drag you down theirs if you don’t want to go,” her mother said, then she paused to look at the now-empty sidewalk. “If you do, you’ll never know true happiness.”

         Before Gwen could reply, the door to the mercantile opened again and her aunt Samantha, her father’s younger sister, stepped outside, her arms full of bundles of fabric. Somehow she managed to drop into the passenger seat, spilling her new purchases across her lap.

         “You didn’t tell me you were making clothes for an army,” Meredith teased with a playful laugh.

         “I couldn’t make up my mind,” Samantha answered. “There I was, convinced that I’m going to use satin, and the next thing I know, I’m intrigued by plain old cotton. Then there’s the choice between a flowered pattern or plaid, to say nothing of sequins! In the end, I figured it was just easier to get them all.”

         “You’ll spend so much time making these clothes that you won’t have a chance to actually wear them!”

         Ignoring her sister-in-law’s sassy comment, Samantha turned around in her seat and held up two pieces of fabric, one green and the other a shiny red. “What do you think, kiddo?” she asked her niece. “Which one catches your fancy?”

         “I like the red better,” Gwen replied.

         “You’re probably right,” her aunt agreed. “It’s flashier. More likely to grab a good-looking fella’s attention.”

         “Men,” Meredith commented, turning the key in the ignition. “You have a one-track mind. Don’t you think about anything else?”

         Samantha laughed. “What else is there to think about?”

         But by then, as her mother pulled away from the curb and headed for home, Gwen was no longer listening. When they passed the corner where the couple had turned, she craned her neck for one last glimpse, but they were already gone.

         Leaning back in her seat, Gwen couldn’t stop thinking about love and relationships. It was all so much more complicated than she’d thought. On the one hand there was the man and woman on the sidewalk, arguing, crying, and even becoming physically violent. On the other was her parents: partners in building a business, raising a family, and loving each other as best they could. But Gwen now understood that there was an awful lot of ground in between; this included her aunt, flamboyant and a bit eccentric, still searching for just the right man to share her life.

         So what about me? Will I make the right choice?

         Right then and there, Gwen vowed that she would never let herself be treated like the woman on the sidewalk. She’d find someone who would encourage her, a man to stand beside her, who’d let her chase her dreams rather than yank her where he wanted to go. They would be partners, like her mother and father.

         They would be in love, forever and ever.

         When the right man finally came along, Gwen would be ready.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Chicago, Illinois

July 1955

         

         I’VE NEVER BEEN so insulted in all my life! How dare you treat me this way! Don’t you know who I am?!”

         “But, sir, I’m afraid that we don’t have—”

         “I don’t want to hear any more of your pathetic excuses! I want this fixed immediately or heads are going to roll!”

         Gwen Foster put down her book, unable to ignore the ugly scene unfolding in front of her. The train station was crowded with travelers, but from where she sat, opposite the ticket booth so that she could keep an eye on the departure board, she’d heard every word. Other nearby passengers turned away, as uncomfortable with what was happening as the train station employee. But not Gwen. Her eyes never left the irate businessman.

         “I demand to speak to whoever’s in charge!” he shouted.

         “Sir, like I was telling you, I’m afraid that it’s too late for us to—”

         “Now!”

         A few minutes earlier, the man and his wife had approached the ticket counter. Even from her first quick glance, Gwen could tell the man considered himself to be important. He was dressed expensively, his pin-striped suit cut in the latest fashion, a gold watch chain hanging from his pocket, his shoes impeccably shined. In the beginning, he’d been friendly enough, if a little curt, but the moment he discovered that something was wrong with his reservation, it was as if a curtain had been pulled back, revealing the man’s true, uglier personality.

         “What are you still standing here for?” he barked at the clearly distressed employee. “I demand satisfaction!”

         The ticket agent hurried away in search of help.

         Through it all, the businessman’s wife didn’t look put out or embarrassed. She stood off to the side, absently inspecting her nails, acting as if this wasn’t the first time she’d seen her husband give someone a piece of his mind. On second thought, Gwen wasn’t sure the couple was married. The woman was young, far closer to Gwen’s age than that of her traveling companion. She was pretty; curvy in all the right places, with hair dyed a blond so platinum that it was almost white. As Gwen watched, the woman yawned, looking more than a little bored.

         By now, another man had appeared behind the counter; the previous employee, the one who’d already gotten an earful, stood a ways back, more than happy to let someone else take the brunt of the businessman’s ire.

         “What seems to be the trouble, sir?” the new arrival asked.

         “The trouble is that your incompetent company lost our reservations!” the man shouted. He then proceeded to recite the same list of grievances as before, peppered with plenty of his own bona fides, as if he was giving an encore performance.

         Gwen was enthralled. She absorbed every detail: the flecks of spittle that flew from the man’s mouth as he yelled; the crimson hue of his cheeks; the sweat beading on the employee’s forehead as well as how he nervously shifted his weight from one foot to the other, then back; the whispers drifting through the crowd. Gwen considered getting out her notebook to write it all down, but she didn’t want to look away, not even for a moment.

         “I’m terribly sorry for the inconvenience, sir,” the employee apologized. “I’ll make certain that you have your compartment.”

         “See that you do!” the businessman snapped. He folded his arms across his chest and smiled smugly, clearly pleased that his outburst had been successful. Glancing over his shoulder, he nodded to his traveling companion, but she was busy admiring her reflection in her compact.

         Now that the show was over, the attention of the couple’s fellow travelers drifted away. Gwen went back to worrying.

         For what felt like the tenth time, she looked at the enormous clock ticking away high above the concourse. Her train left in half an hour.

         Kent was late.

         Rising from her seat, Gwen looked in every direction for some sign of him in the crowd: a hand raised in greeting, a glimpse of his blond hair, anything that would mean she wasn’t going home to see her parents by herself.

         But he was nowhere to be seen.

         So when her train’s track was called over the loudspeaker, Gwen sighed, picked up her suitcase, and trudged off to board it, alone.

         
              

         

         As the train readied to leave the station, the platform was abuzz with activity. From her seat at the window, Gwen watched all the commotion. Porters pushed carts weighed down by dozens of bags; one had tipped, spilling its load, and several men were hurriedly restacking it. The conductor smiled broadly as he ushered passengers to their cars, periodically checking his watch to make sure they were on time for their scheduled departure. People said their good-byes: some shared a laugh and a wave; young couples held each other in tender embraces, wanting their final moment together to last as long as it could; and some partings were sad, tearful farewells for a loved one’s leaving.

         And I know just what that’s like…

         Four years ago, when Gwen had left Indiana to become a student at the Worthington Academy for Girls, a private school in Evanston, just outside Chicago, she’d been heartbroken. Saying good-bye to her mother and father at the train depot had been the hardest thing she’d ever done. Wrapped tightly in her blankets as if they were a cocoon, she had cried herself to sleep every night for a week. It didn’t matter that her parents had scrimped and saved to give her this opportunity, sending her away in the belief that it would lead to a better life for their only child; Gwen was convinced that her life was ruined.

         But then things slowly began to change.

         Gwen thrived. She made friends, many of whom had been sent to the big city for the same reason, other girls just as lost and lonely as she was. In the classroom, she received high marks, studying literature, history, Latin, and mathematics. On the weekends, she took the train into the city to walk among the sky-scraping buildings, marvel at all the people, gawk at the goods in the store windows, eat at nice restaurants, and occasionally go to a play or the movies. Gwen understood that a door had been opened for her, and even though she’d had to be forced through, once over the threshold, she didn’t want to go back.

         Still looking out the window, Gwen caught sight of her reflection. When she was a child, she’d thought she looked plain, but now, at nineteen years old, she could recognize some of the reasons men’s heads turned when she walked down the sidewalk: almond-shaped eyes a piercing blue as deep in color as a sapphire stone, curly dark hair long enough to drape across her shoulders, skin as smooth and unblemished as a spring apple, and a friendly smile that held within its curve just a hint of mischievousness.

         Gwen knew she was pretty, but it was a knowledge with which she wasn’t entirely comfortable. Some of the other girls at school wore their beauty as if it was a badge of honor, flaunting it for all it was worth. Doing so meant they attracted plenty of attention, most of it from the opposite sex. Gwen had had her share of suitors, boys from nearby academies as well as young men she’d met on her trips into the city. She had gone to a few movies, shared a milkshake or two, and even stolen a kiss here and there, but nothing had ever blossomed into something more.

         Until the day she met Kent Brookings.

         Speaking of whom…

         Where was he? Gwen took another look up and down the platform, growing more convinced by the second that he wasn’t going to make it.

         I swear, if I have to go by myself, there will be—

         “Excuse me, miss, but is this seat taken?”

         Gwen spun around to find Kent standing in the aisle. His smile was impeccable, like something you’d expect to see on a billboard over Michigan Avenue. His blue eyes practically sparkled. But the fact that his blond hair was slightly mussed, his cheeks were flushed, and his chest rose and fell beneath his tailor-made suit and expensive tie meant that he’d had to run to catch the train.

         “I was starting to think I’d be leaving without you,” she admitted.

         Kent sat down beside her, leaned over, and placed a soft kiss on her forehead. “I can’t believe you doubted me.”

         “It wouldn’t be the first time,” Gwen said with a smirk.

         “Only once or twice, surely.”

         “More like six or seven times,” she answered. “There was the night I had tickets to see Oklahoma! at the Biltmore Theater and ended up missing the whole first act waiting in the lobby. Then last year at Christmas, when I made reservations at—”

         “Okay, okay,” Kent surrendered with a laugh. “You’ve made your point. So maybe I’m not as punctual as you’d like me to be, but for this special occasion, I would’ve made it even if I’d had to run down the tracks after you.”

         “Now, that I would’ve liked to see.”

         Once again, Kent laughed good-naturedly, then he lifted his briefcase into his lap and undid the clasps. Seeing it made Gwen frown.

         “You said you weren’t going to bring work with you,” she told him, trying to hold back the worry teasing at the edges of her thoughts.

         Kent paused, the lid only half-open. He turned to her.

         “I know I did,” he said. “But Caruthers came into my office just as I was getting ready to leave last night and dropped the Atwood case in my lap. He said that Burns wasn’t making any headway with it and that now it was my turn. They’re such important clients for the firm that I couldn’t turn it down. This is my big chance to grab the partners’ attention, sweetheart! If I win this one, it might not be long before my name is on the masthead. I was up half the night working on it and overslept. That’s why I had to run to catch the train.”

         Just then, the engine gave a short, loud toot of its whistle. With a jolt, they began to leave the station. Gwen glanced out the window, watching the crowds slowly fall from view; a man ran alongside the platform, fervently waving his hand, his good-bye lasting until he could no longer keep up.

         She looked back at Kent, trying to smile, but from his expression, she knew that she’d done a poor job of hiding her disappointment.

         He reached over and took her hand. “How about if I agree to work only while we’re on the train?” he asked. “When we get to Buckton, I’ll put everything away and won’t touch it again until we leave.” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “Would that make you happy?”

         Gwen nodded, but her heart wasn’t in it. She’d heard these promises before. They were a lot like his vows to arrive on time.

         He rarely kept them.

         
              

         

         From the moment Gwen met Kent Brookings, she’d been captivated by him. While it didn’t hurt that she found him devastatingly handsome, she was surprised to also find him to be polite, well-mannered, and easy to talk to. He seemed to know something about everything, whether it be politics, music, books, the popular fashions, or even subjects she knew next to nothing about, like sports cars or wine. That he’d shown an interest in her was, to Gwen, the biggest surprise of all.

         So when he asked her to dinner, she didn’t hesitate to accept.

         It didn’t take long for Gwen to see that for all Kent’s many attributes, he was fiercely driven to succeed. He was the son of Thomas Brookings, a wealthy industrialist, but rather than coast along on his father’s coattails, Kent desperately wanted to make his own way. After earning his law degree and passing the bar exam, he’d joined the firm of Woodrell, Hamilton, Carr & Wilkinson, one of the most successful, prestigious outfits in all of Chicago. Soon Kent was working impossible hours, burning the candle at both ends, doing whatever was asked of him in order to make a strong impression.

         Through it all, Gwen had tried to remain supportive. Every time she got stood up for dinner, was left standing alone outside a movie theater, or felt a bit lonely because of his absence, she tried to put it all in perspective. Besides, it wasn’t as if they did nothing together: they attended the lavish parties thrown by Kent’s firm, where Gwen wore pretty dresses and strings of pearls; they boated on Lake Michigan with his friends; and they drove through the city in his Oldsmobile 98 Starfire, fresh off the assembly line.

         Kent was aware of her hurt feelings. Often, when he was forced to work late, he would apologize by sending a bouquet of flowers or by writing the sweetest letters. Gwen knew that he truly cared for her, that he loved her; Kent Brookings was the first and only man who had spoken those three magical words to her. But Gwen still couldn’t help but wonder what came first in his life, her or his career. Sometimes she suspected that she didn’t really want to know the answer.

         But his wasn’t the only career causing problems between them.

         
              

         

         When Gwen had started taking classes at Worthington, she’d liked most of her subjects, math and piano lessons notwithstanding. But writing had been her absolute favorite from her very first attempt at telling a story. Gwen had marveled at how easily she could make her characters fall in love, lie through their teeth, fight for what they believed in, even live or die. She agonized over getting each word just right; sometimes she couldn’t sleep until everything was exactly how she wanted it.

         From the beginning, Gwen had had encouragement. Her English teacher, Dwight Wirtz, was a balding man with a bright red beard and a habit of quoting Shakespeare in a deep, theatrical voice. He pushed Gwen to get better with a word of praise here, a criticism there. During her second year in his class, Mr. Wirtz suggested that she submit a short story to a magazine.

         “I…I can’t…” she’d replied with a shake of her head. “What if I’m rejected?”

         Mr. Wirtz had taken off his glasses and given her a patient smile. “Then you try again, my dear. Success in life rarely comes without a measure of failure.”

         Incredibly, Gwen’s work had been accepted; seeing her story in print had been one of the greatest moments of her life. When she’d told her parents about her accomplishment, they had gushed with pride, even if, as their daughter suspected, they couldn’t quite understand her love of the written word.

         As the years passed, writing had become her passion. Everywhere Gwen went, she saw a story just waiting to be told. It was in the sights, sounds, and even smells of a busy city street. It was in the clink of glasses and silverware in a restaurant. It could be found in the conversations she overheard; that was one of the reasons she’d been so interested in the businessman back in the train station. Writing about events as they actually happened, the type of investigative journalism found in a newspaper, appealed to her every bit as much as spinning tales of make-believe. Words were all around her all the time, ready to be put down on paper. Gwen could no more deny her urge to write than she could ignore the sun in the sky.

         The problem was Kent.

         When Gwen had first told him of her interest in becoming a writer, she’d hoped he would be supportive, that he might even have some suggestions about how she might make a living doing the thing she loved. At the least, Gwen wished for a reaction not unlike her parents’.

         Instead, he had left her speechless.

         “Why would you ever want to do that?” he’d asked, putting down his fork and staring at her across their table at the restaurant.

         Seeing her fallen face, Kent had apologized for his bluntness, but had proceeded to tell her all the reasons he thought it was a bad idea: that it would be next to impossible to find someone willing to hire her; that the writers he knew worked like dogs, day and night, and brought home little money; and, most importantly, that she was a woman.

         For all his many interests, for all his knowledge, Kent could be stubbornly old-fashioned. He expected the woman he married to take on a more traditional role, just as his own mother had done. His wife would stay at home and raise their children while he went off to work and provided for them. In exchange, he would give his spouse whatever her heart desired, be it expensive furniture, a closet full of clothes, vacations to faraway places—all so long as she stayed in her place and upheld her end of the deal.

         That night, Gwen had sat in the restaurant and listened to Kent run down her dream. She’d wanted to cry, to scream, to run away, but had instead remained silent, too stunned to react. Later, she’d felt determined to change his mind, to make him understand just how important becoming a writer was to her. But every time she mentioned it, Kent grew dismissive, repeating many of the same arguments. Lately, she’d heard annoyance in his voice, displeasure that she wasn’t seeing things his way, that she wasn’t letting the matter go.

         But she would never let it go. She couldn’t.

         Despite all that, Gwen was in love with him. Kent Brookings was smart, funny, and thoughtful. He worked hard; she had no doubt that he would someday be made a partner at his firm. He was the type of man most women dreamed of meeting. She wanted to build a life with him, to one day marry and have a family, to grow old and gray together. But for that to happen, she knew that something needed to change.

         Unfortunately for Gwen, she had no idea what that was.

         
              

         

         “Wake up, sweetheart. We’re here.”

         Gwen blinked her eyes, swimming up out of a pleasant dream, the memory of which was already fading. Outside her rain-streaked window, houses slowly drifted past; it took her a moment to recognize that she was in Buckton. Inside the train car, passengers were gathering their things as the engine slowed.

         Kent looked at her with a gentle smile.

         “How long have I been sleeping?” she asked, then stifled a yawn.

         “For a while,” he answered. “You drifted off just outside Indianapolis. It looked like you needed some rest, so I tried not to bother you.”

         Gwen ran a hand through her hair, her head clearing. “Sorry I left you without someone to talk to.”

         “I was fine. I had plenty to keep me busy.”

         Though still not fully awake, Gwen understood that Kent was talking about the pile of papers he was now putting back in his briefcase.

         She must have frowned because he said, “Now, now, let’s not start that argument back up again. I told you I wouldn’t work while we were here and I meant it. Nothing’s going to get in the way of us enjoying our time with your family.”

         Kent said it with such honesty that Gwen found herself wanting to believe him. She saw her mother and father so rarely, came back to Buckton so infrequently, that this time, she wanted everything to be perfect.

         Silently, she vowed to make the most of this trip. They both would.

         “Are you coming?” Kent asked from the aisle, holding out his hand for her.

         Gwen took a deep breath. She was ready.

         She was home.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         OH, MY DEAR Gwendolyn…”

         Meredith Foster hurried across Buckton’s small depot, her eyes misty with tears, and pulled her daughter into her arms, embracing her tightly. Gwen returned her mother’s hug, her own eyes growing wet as she smiled, overwhelmed with happiness at being with her again.

         Five months had passed since Gwen had last seen her parents; they’d come to visit in February for her birthday, taking her to the top of the Chicago Board of Trade Building, the tallest in the city, marveling at the view. Meredith called as often as she could, while Warren wrote letters, but their get-togethers were rare; it took almost all of her parents’ money to send Gwen to a prestigious school like Worthington, leaving little for travel.

         This was the first time she’d been back to Buckton in years.

         Holding Gwen by the hands, Meredith stepped back and, beaming with pride, said, “Let me take a look at you.”

         Gwen did the same, noticing a few small changes in her mother: wisps of gray streaked her otherwise black hair; a few wrinkles tugged at the corners of her smile, though they did nothing to dampen its intensity; but her green eyes were unchanged and still twinkled like stars. Meredith was dressed simply yet elegantly in a long-sleeved white blouse and a blue skirt. Her favorite opal necklace, a piece that had once belonged to her grandmother, hung around her neck.

         To her daughter, she was still the most beautiful woman in the world.

         “You’ve gotten prettier since the last time I saw you,” Meredith proclaimed.

         “Mother…” Gwen replied, a little embarrassed.

         “Let me brag!” her mother said with a smile. “Remember, you’re the only person I have to gush over.”

         “What am I, chopped liver?”

         At the familiar sound of her father’s voice, Gwen left her mother and went to him. Warren Foster stood with his hands pushed deep into his pockets, beaming from ear to ear. He was a short, portly man; his big belly was the product of years spent sampling the breads, rolls, and pastries he made at the bakery, the business he’d run since just after Gwen was born. Even now, he had handprints of flour on his trousers and shirt, so when his daughter held out her arms to hug him, he warned, “Careful, sweetheart. I’m still wearin’ this afternoon’s work.”

         “I’m used to it,” she replied, not caring a whit that her clothes might get dirty.

         Holding him tight, Gwen was amazed by how familiar it felt: stretching to get her arms around his neck because of his ample midsection, the scratch of his whiskers on her cheek, and the way he smelled, a mix of all the delicious things he spent his day baking.

         “I’ve missed you, Gwennie,” he told her.

         Gwen had always liked that her parents each had their own special way of addressing her, her mother’s being more formal, while her father’s was as casual as could be. Each said something about the person. Meredith came from money in Pennsylvania and had grown up with maids, cooks, and a chauffeur, her dressers and closets full of fine clothes. Warren’s family had struggled to make ends meet, going without food when they had no choice, mending clothes until they practically fell apart, all while living in a home that was little more than a shack.

         But somehow, even though they came from very different backgrounds, from what many would consider different worlds, Meredith and Warren had fallen in love. Together, through good times and bad, they’d built themselves a home, a business, a family, a future. Choosing Warren had cost her mother her pampered life. Her parents had been so disappointed in her pick of husband that she’d been disinherited. But Gwen had always known that Meredith had no regrets; it could be seen in the way she smiled at Warren, the way she laughed at his outdated jokes, and how she helped at the bakery, praising the quality of his bread to anyone who walked through the door.

         Gwen could only hope her own love would be so strong, so pure.

         “It’s good to see you again, Mr. Foster,” Kent said, choosing the perfect moment to insert himself into the conversation without interrupting their reunion. He stepped over and shook Gwen’s father’s hand, smiling warmly.

         “Glad you could make it, son,” Warren replied.

         “I hope you’ll find Buckton to your liking,” Meredith said. Glancing around the small depot, she added, “I know it’s a far cry from the big city.”

         While Gwen and Kent had been in a relationship for more than a year, this was the first time that he’d come home with her to Indiana. They had made plans in the past, had even bought train tickets for Thanksgiving, but something always seemed to come up with his work. So though he had met Gwen’s parents when they visited Chicago, charming them both during a long meal he’d paid for at the ritzy Via Lago Café, he’d never seen where she was born, where she grew up, where she had lived before attending Worthington. Much like her mother, Gwen had wondered what his reaction would be.

         “It’s perfect,” Kent answered. Putting his arm around Gwen, pulling her close, he said, “Any place that could produce such a wonderful young woman would have to be.”

         “Wait’ll you see all the hubbub on Main Street,” Warren said with a wink. “We better get a move on if we want to beat the traffic.”

         When her father made to grab their bags, Kent interrupted him.

         “Please, let me,” he said, snatching them up.

         “You sure?” Warren asked.

         Kent nodded. “After being cooped up on that train for so long, it will do me good to stretch a bit.”

         Gwen couldn’t help but smile at seeing Kent trying to make a good impression with her parents, though it wasn’t all that far from who he was most of the time. From the smile on her father’s face, his charm was working.

         “Well, come on, then,” Warren said with a chuckle, leading the way out of the depot. “Let’s give you your first look at Buckton.”

         
              

         

         “…and that there’s the shoe store Frank Holter’s run since his father, Nigel, passed away from influenza during the outbreak in 1919. His cousin, Margaret, is married to Dick Epting, and together they own…”

         Gwen sat in the backseat of her parents’ car listening to her father ramble, explaining the history of what seemed like every other business and building they passed. Warren grew excited as he spoke, his hand darting out the open window to point at one thing or another. Kent sat up front beside him, smiling and nodding along, occasionally asking questions, while Meredith was next to her daughter. During a brief lull in her father’s tour, Gwen caught Kent’s eye, trying to express her sympathy for his having to listen to such boring talk, but he gave her a quick wink before laughing at one of Warren’s infamously stale jokes.

         Driving down Main Street, Gwen took a tour of her own, looking at the familiar sights: there was the lamppost in front of Mott’s Drug Store where she used to lean her bike before going inside to have a soda at the counter; the tall stone steps of the library, where she would sit whiling away a sunny summer afternoon with an open book on her lap; and the street corner across from the movie theater where, at thirteen, Paul French had given Gwen her first kiss, leaning in unexpectedly to plant a chaste peck on her lips before running away, laughing with his friends.

         Surprisingly, seeing these places again made Gwen feel nostalgic, a wave of happiness for something she hadn’t even known she missed.

         “It’s nice to be home, isn’t it?” Meredith asked, as if she’d been reading her daughter’s mind.

         Gwen nodded, still looking out the window. “Everything’s the same. It’s like all the years I’ve been gone, nothing’s changed.”

         “Things are more different than you might think.”

         Meredith pointed out the window as they drove past Pedersen’s Barber Shop, a place Gwen knew well. It was owned by Clark Pedersen, whose daughter, Sandy, had been Gwen’s best friend growing up. The two girls had spent countless hours spinning around in the swivel seats, reading on the floor while Sandy’s father cut someone’s hair, and standing under the awning during thunderstorms, listening to the rain drum against the fabric above their heads.

         “You know that Sandy got married.”

         Gwen nodded. For as long as she could remember, Sandy had been head over heels in love with John Fiderlein, who had loved her right back. Quite frankly, it would’ve been a shock to the whole town if the two of them hadn’t ended up together. Gwen had gotten an invitation to their wedding in the mail, along with a three-page letter Sandy had written detailing her excitement. Because of examinations, Gwen hadn’t been able to attend, a fact that nearly broke her heart.

         “But that’s not all,” Meredith continued. “She’s pregnant.”

         “Sandy’s going to have a baby?!” Gwen shouted; Kent and her father both glanced at the backseat before returning to their conversation.

         “Eight months along now,” her mother said. “She’s as round as a ball and tired, but excited to bring her and John’s child into the world.”

         Gwen was speechless. On the one hand, it seemed the most natural thing in the world. On the other, it was hard to believe that her friend was about to become a mother. In a way, it made Gwen feel melancholy; it saddened her that she and Sandy, who’d once been as close as sisters, had drifted apart.

         “What happened over there?” Kent suddenly asked.

         Gwen looked where he was pointing and saw the charred remains of a house; all that was left were a few blackened bits of wood still pointing toward the overcast sky. Debris littered the property. Even most of the grass in the front lawn had been singed away.

         “Poor old Stan Nunn’s place burned to the ground the night before last,” Warren explained. “Stan and his dog made it out, but by the time the fire department showed up, there wasn’t much left to save. Heck, with as hard as it was rainin’ that night, Mother Nature did most of the work for ’em.”

         Once they’d driven past the wrecked house, Gwen turned to watch it fade away through the rear window. Something about it spoke to the writer in her. She wanted to put together what had happened, how the fire had started, what Stan Nunn would do now as he began rebuilding his life. In a way, Gwen thought she might understand how Stan now felt; having somewhere to come home to was much better than having no home at all.

         
              

         

         As familiar as the rest of Buckton had been, it paled in comparison to how Gwen felt when she saw her parents’ house. After Warren pulled into the drive, she got out and stood in the grass, looking up at the gray two-story Queen Anne, largely unchanged in the time she’d been away: the steep shingled roof was broken on one side by the chimney; tall windows opened onto the street, the curtains stirring in the steady breeze; a long porch wrapped around the southwest corner with a couple of wicker chairs set out to enjoy the view; and a pair of viburnum shrubs grew beside the walk, their flowers a brilliant white tinged with purple. While it was less opulent than the estate where her mother had been brought up, it was also much more so than the run-down shack in which her father’s family had lived. It was perfect for them, another meeting in the middle.

         Once again, Gwen wondered what Kent thought. His father’s mansion had so many rooms that he’d once said he hadn’t been in all of them; Gwen hadn’t known whether he was joking. But for the second time, he surprised her.

         “You have a beautiful home,” he said.

         “That’s kind of you to say,” Meredith answered. “We certainly adore it, even if it’s a far cry from some of the fancy houses in Chicago.”

         Kent flashed his warmest, most genuine smile. “Maybe so,” he agreed, “but there are plenty of ways in which living in Buckton might be better.”

         “Now this I gotta hear,” Warren said.

         “For example,” Kent began, “you don’t have to fight through crowded sidewalks or elevated platforms just so you can go a couple of blocks.”

         “That’s true,” Meredith admitted.

         “You also don’t have to worry about neighbors, car horns, police sirens, or any number of other things that can keep you awake well into the night,” he continued. “This is to say nothing about the smells…”

         “Maybe we got it better here than I thought.” Warren chuckled.

         Just then, the deep rumble of thunder shook the late afternoon. The sky, which had grown darker and more menacing since they’d left the depot, finally let loose. Fat droplets of rain began pounding the ground. Laughing, Kent snatched up their bags and they all ran for the porch. They were quick, but not fast enough to keep from getting plenty wet, water dripping from their hair and clothes.

         “I’m startin’ to wonder if it’s ever gonna stop rainin’,” Warren said.

         Inside the front door was a small foyer; to the left was the living room, to the right the dining room, and down a short hallway was the kitchen. A staircase rose to the second floor. But all Gwen noticed was the little things: the lace doily draped across the fireplace mantel, knitted long ago by her grandmother; the gold picture frame she’d given her mother for Christmas the year she’d turned ten; the end of the banister, the wood worn smooth by countless hands over dozens of years. It was these things that made the house feel like home.

         Suddenly, Gwen stifled a yawn.

         Her mother noticed. “Why don’t you go upstairs and lie down for a while,” she said. “There’s plenty of time before dinner.”

         Gwen shook her head. “I’m fine,” she answered, though she doubted she would be awake for more than a minute after her head touched the pillow.

         “Go on, Gwennie,” her father insisted.

         She looked at Kent. Gwen assumed that he wouldn’t be pleased to be left alone with her parents so soon after arriving in Buckton. But he gently touched her cheek and smiled. “It’s fine,” he told her. “You should rest.”

         “But I slept most of the way here.”

         “By the look of that yawn, you must need a little more. Don’t worry,” Kent said, glancing at both Meredith and Warren. “We have lots to talk about.”

         Reluctantly, her fatigue growing by the minute, Gwen gave in. Halfway up the stairs, she glanced back to find Kent laughing at something her father had said. He looked perfectly at ease.

         Gwen sighed. She was worried about nothing.

         Everything was just right.

         
              

         

         Gwen sat up with a start, her heart pounding, a hand rising to her chest as the deep rumble of thunder rolled over the house. Lying in bed, she turned to look out the window in time to see a crooked fork of lightning blaze across the dark sky; seconds later, there was another tremendous boom. A strong gust of wind lashed against the glass, rattling the panes. The storm raged.

         Now that she was awake, Gwen stretched before getting up to look at herself in the mirror above her dresser. The young woman who stared back at her appeared more than a little groggy, so she ran a hand through her dark hair. There wasn’t a clock in her bedroom, so Gwen couldn’t know what time it was, but she was sure she hadn’t overslept dinner, convinced that her mother would have come to wake her. She noticed her suitcase lying just inside the door; someone had brought it in without disturbing her.

         Back downstairs, Gwen entered the dining room just as her mother left the kitchen, a platter of steaming carrots in her hands.

         “There you are,” Meredith said. “You’re just in time to eat.”

         “How long did I sleep?” Gwen asked.

         “More than an hour. You must’ve been more tired than you thought.”

         “Can I help?”

         “Put this on the table for me,” her mother said, handing her the dish. “I’ll be right back with the bread.”

         The Fosters’ large, rectangular table seemed to be overflowing with food; dishes of roast beef, potatoes, and peas were nestled in among her mother’s finest china, shining silverware, and crystal glasses. Two long, tapered candles flickered away at either end. As Gwen was finding a place for the carrots, she noticed something. There was a fifth setting. Someone was joining them for dinner.

         But then, before Gwen could go ask her mother about their unexpected guest, laughter interrupted her.

         “It came outta the oven black as a lump of coal!” Warren said with a snort, clapping Kent’s shoulder as if they were old friends. The young lawyer’s head was tipped back, and he was laughing like it was the funniest joke he’d ever heard.

         Gwen smiled. Things were going better than she could ever have hoped.

         Meredith joined them, putting the last dish on the table. “Sit down, everyone,” she said. “Let’s eat while it’s still hot.”

         Gwen chose the seat across from her mother, beside Kent. He leaned close, put his hand on hers beneath the table, and gave it a squeeze. “Are you feeling better?” he asked, his breath warm against her ear.

         “Much,” she answered. “Were you all right with my parents?”

         “I had a wonderful time,” Kent answered. “As a matter of fact, I think you’re about to find out just how nicely it went.”

         “What do you mean?” Gwen asked.

         Kent only winked in answer.

         Her father said grace, but then, just as Gwen realized that she hadn’t asked who was joining them for dinner, Warren rose from his seat, cleared his throat, and lifted his glass. Outside, thunder rumbled.

         “I’ve never been much for talkin’, but with all that’s happened here today,” he began, looking at Kent, his eyes dancing, “I couldn’t let this occasion pass without sayin’ something.”

         “Don’t you think we should wait a while longer?” Meredith asked, nodding toward the empty setting at the table.

         “Nope,” Warren replied.  “I can’t hold it a second longer.”

         Gwen glanced around the table. Seeing how everyone was smiling, she understood that she was the only one of them who had no idea what her father was talking about.

         “Gwennie has always been the apple of my eye,” Warren continued. “Since the day she was born, I’ve only wanted what was best for her. That’s why Meredith and I worked so hard to send her to that fancy school. Figured all that learnin’ would do her good. I couldn’t be more proud of her.”

         Listening to her father, Gwen wondered where all of this was going. An odd feeling of unease rose inside her.

         “Thinkin’ ’bout Gwennie growin’ up reminds me of the time she was helpin’ me make rolls at the bakery. She couldn’t have been more than ten, but—”

         “Warren…” Meredith interrupted, touching his arm and silencing him as only a wife can do to her husband.

         “I reckon I’ve talked enough,” he said with a chuckle. “Besides, I’m not the one who’s got somethin’ important to say.”

         As if on cue, Kent turned to face Gwen. He took both of her hands in his and flashed his brightest smile.

         “What’s…what’s this about?” she asked.

         “This,” he told her, “is about you and me getting married.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         THE CAR WAS going fast…too fast…nearly out of control…

         The dark road looked like it was swimming before his eyes, racing up and down hills, curving left and then right so sharply that the tires screeched, never straight, never where he thought it would be. His window was down, the spring wind raising gooseflesh on his bare arm, though he didn’t notice the cold. High above, a fat, full moon darted among the treetops, as if it was watching, waiting for what was about to happen.

         He took a hand off the steering wheel and groped around on the seat beside him, between his legs, and finally down to the floorboard until he found what he was looking for. Bringing the nearly empty bottle of whiskey to his lips, he drank heavily, only vaguely aware that some of it was spilling down his shirt.

         On the road ahead, he noticed a pinprick of light. As he watched, it began to slowly spread apart; it took him a moment to understand that he was seeing the headlights of another car. He felt himself drifting toward it, hypnotized, like a moth to a flame and just as dangerous. At the last second, he yanked the steering wheel away, the other vehicle whizzing by just outside his window. He laughed.

         A woman sang faintly on the radio, a melody that he knew well, so he mumbled along, slurring his words, messing up the lyrics.

         But that wasn’t the only sound he could hear…

         “Stop! Stop the car! You’re gonna get us killed!”

         Pete sat in the passenger seat. He was seventeen years old. Most days, he was a handsome, confident boy, quick to smile. But not now. Now, he cowered against the door, his eyes wide as saucers, frightened more than half out of his wits.

         For an answer, he shouted something at Pete, the words as messed up as his singing. Whatever it was, it worked; Pete shrank farther into the door and closed his eyes, looking like he was trying to convince himself it was all a bad dream.

         But it wasn’t. It was as real as it got.

         Satisfied he wasn’t going to hear any more backtalk, he gave the horn a long honk, as if crowing in triumph.

         Then, suddenly, unexpectedly, everything spun out of control.

         He didn’t know what caused it: a deer or some other animal darting into the road, forcing him to reflexively turn the wheel to keep from hitting it; too sharp of a turn; or maybe he fell asleep. But the next thing he knew, Pete was screaming, the whiskey had been ripped out of his hand, and the road had vanished somewhere behind them. The steering wheel bucked like an animal, trying to break free.

         At one blink of his watery, bloodshot eyes, there was nothing in front of them; at the next, a tree loomed large.

         Amazingly, the next few seconds passed slowly, like they were frozen in time, as if he and Pete were posing for a picture. Then, in a rush, everything sped up. There was a horrific sound, deafening, like the world was cracking open, the last instant punctuated by a scream. Before he could wonder if he was the one making it, pain tore through him, biting down hard, trying to rip him in two.

         Then everything went silent. It went black.

         
              

         

         Hank Ellis woke with a start, his heart speeding faster than the car in his dream. He was drenched in sweat, his shirt clinging to his skin. Outside the window at the rear of his workroom, a storm raged; lightning flashed and thunder rumbled, a symphony of nature. Angrily, he flung off his thin blanket. He had only lain down for a quick nap, but it had been long enough for his mind to play a familiar trick.

         It had happened again.

         It was the same dream that had haunted Hank for months. It felt vividly real, so much so that he expected to be covered in cuts and bruises. These dreams were lies mixed with the truth, as much fiction as fact. Details changed, such as the weather and the song playing on the radio, but the end was always the same.

         Every time, the car crashed.

         As another clap of thunder shook the windows, Hank went to wash up at the workshop’s sink. He splashed his face with cold water, trying to clear his head. When he turned on the bare bulb, he winced at the sudden bright light. Glancing at his reflection in the mirror, he barely recognized the man who stared back.

         At twenty-three years old, Hank felt like the last year of his life had aged him twenty more. His sandy-blond hair was a bit longer than was the fashion and was mussed from sleep. Eyes the color of an afternoon sky in springtime were hooded in shadow. Stubble peppered his cheeks and the curve of his strong jaw. In the harsh glare of the bulb, he looked drawn, exhausted, as white as a ghost. Once upon a time, he’d turned plenty of pretty girls’ heads, but because of all that had happened, with the toll it had taken on him, he couldn’t imagine catching someone’s fancy. Not now. Frustrated by feelings he would have struggled to explain, Hank peeled off his sweat-soaked shirt, revealing a lean, muscular torso. He grabbed a clean shirt off the back of a nearby chair and slipped it on.

         He took one last glance at the mirror.

         “You look like hell,” he muttered before turning off the light.

         Hank’s workshop was a converted garage that sat back from the home he shared with his father. Projects in various stages of completion were arranged around the room: tables, a dresser, a child’s rocking horse, and a bench that Sarah Enabnit wanted to put near her pond so she could sit and watch the ducks glide down for a swim. Wood was stacked in piles along the far wall: red cedar, black walnut, ash, several types of oak, whatever would be needed for a particular piece. The floor was littered with shavings. Tools hung on the walls: saws, chisels, shaves, files, hammers, planes, rasps, in all different shapes and sizes. His lathe, so old that some might consider it an antique, stood at the ready.

         He turned on the radio, hoping he might catch the last few innings of the Reds game, but it had been rained out. Instead, he settled for the station out of Claxton, jazz that sounded scratchy because of the storm.

         For weeks, Hank had been trying to finish a project. Now, hoping to quiet the turmoil in his head, he went back to it. He had been hired by a wealthy woman from Mansfield who’d already commissioned three other expensive pieces; she was the type who wanted only the best, no matter what it cost. The chair was to have an intricate design, with small flowers circling the outer spindles, rising to a full bouquet decorating the headboard. He’d done this sort of carving before, but this time, no matter how much Hank worked the wood, something wasn’t quite right. Wiping sweat from his brow, he picked up his chisel and mallet and set to it, making a tiny mark here, a small correction there, but it wasn’t long before he faltered.

         “Damn it,” he swore, tossing down his tools in frustration.

         Usually, working with his hands allowed his mind to drift, to forget his troubles. Lost in his craft, Hank could spend hours at peace.

         But not tonight.

         After his dream, he couldn’t stop thinking about Pete.

         
              

         

         For as long as Hank could remember, Pete had been his shadow. He tagged along to the movies, laughing at the Marx Brothers, marveling at the ray guns in Flash Gordon, and squinting through his fingers while watching Frankenstein. He followed to the watering hole, shucking off his shirt, pants, and shoes to swing on the old tire, letting go and plunging into the water. He shagged the baseballs that Hank and his friends hit, chasing them into the twilight with only fireflies to light the way.

         He was always there. That’s how little brothers were.

         Pete was six years younger than Hank. He idolized his older sibling, wanting to eat every meal across the table from him, demanding to sit next to him at the barbershop so they could have their hair cut at the same time, and often sliding into Hank’s bed at night to sleep beside his big brother. For the most part, Hank returned Pete’s affection, even if the kid could sometimes be a royal pain in the ass.

         The Ellis boys looked a lot alike, both tall and trim with bright blue eyes. They had the same taste in movies, music, and clothes. Both lived and died with the fortunes of the Cincinnati Reds baseball team. Both attended church, held doors open for others, and behaved, for the most part, as gentlemen. But as Pete grew older, Hank noticed that there were differences between them.

         Where Hank found comfort in being alone, Pete was at his best around others. When he entered a room, all eyes turned toward him. He could talk to anyone, young or old, learned or uneducated, rich or poor, and make people feel like they were important, like someone was listening to what they had to say. Girls flocked to him, drawn as much to Pete’s charm as to his good looks. He had more friends than Hank could keep track of. Before Pete had even entered high school, everyone in Buckton had forecast great things for him. Everything was perfect.

         Until the day their mother got sick.

         Eleanor Ellis was as bright a presence as her youngest son. She baked cookies and cakes for Buckton’s annual Fourth of July picnic, sang in the church choir, hosted a bridge club for a dozen friends, and volunteered at the library. She was loved by one and all, but especially by her sons. To Hank and Pete, Eleanor was an angel. She fed and clothed them, kissed away the pain of their many scrapes, and guided them as they grew toward manhood. It was because of her that they stayed on the straight and narrow. They didn’t want to disappoint her.

         But then one day, now more than a year back, in the cold of January, Eleanor had collapsed in the kitchen while making dinner. For a week, she’d talked about being tired, worrying that she was coming down with the flu. After a couple of days in bed without improvement, they’d taken her to the doctor.

         It was cancer.

         Tears were shed. Pills and promises were given, but none of them worked. Four weeks after she fell, their mother was dead.

         In Eleanor’s sudden, shocking absence, Hank stepped into the void her death had left. He cooked and cleaned. He paid the bills. He helped Pete with his homework; with the loss of their mother, the brothers grew even closer. Unfortunately, Hank did all these things because his father couldn’t.

         Without his wife, Myron Ellis fell apart, struggling to find the strength to carry on. A woodworker by trade, he started to let jobs slide, failing to complete the work he’d been hired for. Hank, who had apprenticed to his father for years, managed to keep up, apologizing to their unhappy buyers. As the months passed, Myron grew sullen, quick to let his temper loose. He stopped shaving, grew a patchy beard, and wore the same clothes for a week at a time.

         But worst of all was his drinking.

         Myron had never been a teetotaler, but the only drinking Hank could remember him doing was having the occasional beer while he listened to a ballgame in the workshop. With Eleanor’s death, that changed. Myron began to drink whiskey straight out of the bottle in a misguided attempt to drown his sorrows, not stopping until he passed out in the workshop, the kitchen, wherever he happened to fall. Hank would haul his father to the shower and pour him cups of steaming black coffee to try to sober him up, all while being yelled at, insulted by a downtrodden, broken man whom Hank still loved with all his heart.

         Month by month, week by week, even day by day, the stress mounted for Hank, eating away at him. He didn’t think it could get worse.

         But it did.

         Three months ago, on a rainy night not unlike this one, Pete had been killed in a car crash, and as far as everyone in Buckton was concerned, it was Hank’s fault.

         Because of him, his brother was dead.

         
              

         

         Soon after Hank had gone back to working on the chair, his head snapped up at the sound of glass breaking, the noise loud enough to cut through the din of the storm. He looked out the workshop’s double doors toward the house. A light was on in the kitchen. He heard shouting but couldn’t make out any of the words. Hank knew who was yelling.

         It was his father.

         For a moment, Hank considered letting Myron be. He’d run out of steam eventually. It wouldn’t be the first time.

         But Hank wasn’t that kind of son. He took a deep breath, put down his tools, and headed into the storm, hurrying against the stiff rain.

         Myron was in the kitchen. He sat at the small table, his head on his arm, his mouth smushed against the wood. An empty glass lay on its side, a long trail of whiskey leading over the table’s edge to pool on the floor. A half-empty bottle was clutched tightly in his hand. Soup was splattered against the wallpaper on the other side of the room, sliding down into a heap of food and broken dish.

         “What happened?” Hank asked.

         “Soup was too cold…” his father mumbled.

         “And that was reason enough to throw it across the room?”

         “Felt like it at the time…”

         Myron stirred, reaching blindly for his glass, but all he managed to do was knock it to the floor with a clatter. Undaunted, he raised his head and took a long swig from the bottle, his Adam’s apple bobbing like a cork as he drank.

         Back before his wife died, before he allowed himself to slide down a slope slickened by alcohol, Myron Ellis had been a handsome man. He was tall and a bit thin, with his shock of thick black hair and no small amount of charm, he’d had his own share of success while courting Buckton’s pretty young ladies. But now, sitting in the dark kitchen, drunk and struggling to stay conscious, he was almost unrecognizable. His eyes were bloodshot and wet. His skin was pale, with the exception of his cheeks, which were flushed red. His shirt was stained with Lord knows what. Myron looked utterly beaten, and he’d surrendered without much of a fight.
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