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Praise for the Dove Pond Series


THE SECRET RECIPE OF ELLA DOVE


“A homecoming story that hits the sweet spot…. A must-read for fans of Sarah Addison Allen and all who love an immersing book, preferably read while sitting on a front porch and eating a piece of hummingbird cake (the recipe is helpfully tucked into the back of the book).”

—Karen White, New York Times bestselling author of The House on Prytania

“A charming, whimsical, magical ride. Readers will long to be a part of this spellbinding story and fans of Alice Hoffman will be overjoyed to add this writer to their shelf of favorite authors. It’s a heart throb!”

—Robyn Carr, #1 New York Times bestselling author of A Family Affair and the Virgin River series

“Enchanting… filled with emotion and magic…. An enthralling story of losing, loving, and finding your way home again.”

—Woman’s World






A CUP OF SILVER LININGS


“Like tea, a new Karen Hawkins book is always a good idea. A visit to Dove Pond, where the real magic lies in forgiveness and acceptance, is balm to my readerly soul. Write the next book quickly, please!”

—KJ Dell’Antonia, New York Times bestselling author of Reese’s Book Club pick The Chicken Sisters

“With an eccentric cast of characters, Hawkins has written a charming mix of romance, light fantastical elements, and small-town fun…. Recommended for readers looking for a cozy, bighearted read.”

—Booklist

“Full of heart, A Cup of Silver Linings offers up the perfect blend of family, forgiveness, and healing. With quirky, lovable characters and abundant small-town Southern charm, I enjoyed every minute spent in Dove Pond, where life is truly magical.”

—Heather Webber, USA Today bestselling author of Midnight at the Blackbird Café

“A novel of loss, love, and letting go that holds magic for the residents of Dove Pond and for readers who believe that sometimes miracles really do happen.”

—Nancy Thayer, New York Times bestselling author of Family Reunion

“The beauty of Hawkins’s writing is that even when it moves into the magical—and rest assured that it does—the emotions of the characters are authentic. Every scene is rooted in kindness and friendship, the belief we can all be better, and the hope that starting over is possible. The perfect way to spend an afternoon, teacup in hand, dreaming about what could be.”

—Manhattan Book Review

“The literary equivalent of warm custard or fuzzy socks…. For readers who enjoy the warmth and Southern authenticity of Fannie Flagg novels mixed with a dollop of Sarah Addison Allen–style magical realism.”

—The Augusta Chronicle







THE BOOK CHARMER A LIBRARYREADS PICK A SIBA OKRA PICK A WOMAN’S WORLD BOOK CLUB PICK



“Entrancing! Fans of Practical Magic and Garden Spells will love this book.”

—New York Times bestselling author Susan Andersen

“Hawkins has created a delightfully quirky town…. Reminiscent of Sarah Addison Allen, Abbi Waxman, and Fannie Flagg, this is a great summer read for those who love small Southern towns filled with magic.”

—Booklist

“This heartwarming story by Hawkins will delight fans of cozy romantic fiction with its quirky characters and charming small town.”

—Library Journal

“I didn’t ever want it to end!”

—Maddie Dawson, bestselling author of Matchmaking for Beginners

“A tale of friendship and family and love in all its forms, of taking chances and starting over, of opening your heart and finding who you were always meant to be. Toss in a touch of magic, and prepare to be enchanted.”

—New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Mariah Stewart

“Brimming with enchanting charm…. A heartwarming and mesmerizing testament to the power of a good book.”

—Woman’s World
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CHAPTER 1 TAY


Tay Dove returned to Dove Pond early one frosty February evening. She didn’t go straight home, though. Instead, she headed for her special place: Rose’s Bookstore.

Whenever Tay felt sad or upset or lonely, she always went to a bookstore. Some people enjoyed online book shopping, with its slick, algorithm-driven ease, but she preferred to touch the books as she shopped, to smell the vanilla-and-ink scent of new pages, and even read a chapter or two when possible. She especially loved older bookstores, those with worn and raspy floors and overcrowded shelves packed with rows of gems. They calmed her, soothed her, pacified her, and even healed her.

Of all the bookstores in the world, none was better than Rose’s Bookstore, which sat on Peach Tree Lane in Tay’s hometown of Dove Pond. The old bookshop was on the bottom floor of an old stone building with large wrought-iron windows and a huge green door—the very one, in fact, that Tay was standing in front of right now.

She stepped inside and was welcomed by the delightfully familiar jingle of the bell that announced her arrival. In Tay’s opinion, Rose’s should have been declared a national treasure. Inside, the old wooden floors creaked with each step and gleamed as the setting sun spilled through wavy windows. All around, the scent of pine oil and books rose from large oak bookshelves. It was a truly lovely place with amazing ambience, but the best thing about Rose’s was the thousands of books that waited for new homes, all carefully selected by the meticulous curator.

Try as she might, Tay couldn’t think of a single time she’d left the store without at least one book, and usually more, tucked under her arm. But as excellent as Rose’s taste in books might be, it was obvious she wasn’t a fan of organization. Books were on shelves sometimes two rows deep, sitting in random corners, and even stacked in numerous too-tall piles left on tables and windowsills. To an ordinary person, such chaos might mean it would be hard to find a specific book. But somehow Rose always knew where each and every book waited.

Normally, Tay would have found such disarray annoying. But over the years, she’d grown to love the older woman’s unconventional methods, especially when—in an effort to keep customers from bothering her when she herself was reading at the front counter—she labeled stacks with bright pink Post-its scrawled with things like “Hallmark Channel Cocaine,” “Not-Creepy-Heroine-Obsessed Heroes,” or “Scary. DO NOT READ BEFORE BED.”

The whole place was glorious and chaotic, and Tay always felt that she was on a treasure hunt as she browsed. Growing up, whenever her sisters were at the library, she would sneak out the back door and make her way here, where she’d wander up and down the aisles, looking for that one special book that would take her away for an adventure or—when times were tough—offer a refuge from life.

Which was why Tay was in Rose’s Bookstore when she should have been on her way to see her three younger sisters, who were waiting for her at their family home, ready to bombard her with a thousand-and-one questions, none of which she wanted to answer right now.

Up until five months ago, if someone had asked, Tay would have said she had a wonderful life. She had a PhD in history with a focus in literature, loved her job teaching at a prestigious university in Boston, had had numerous papers published in a number of accredited journals, and had just finished a book she’d coauthored. And, added to all of that, unbeknownst to her colleagues and almost all her sisters alike, she’d been in what she’d thought was a serious romantic relationship.

Sadly, she now knew that she’d been the only one to think her relationship was either serious or romantic. That alone was as embarrassing as it was heartbreaking. “I should have known,” she muttered, the words annoyingly loud in the nearly empty bookstore.

It was just an hour to closing time, so it was quiet. Other than the creaky floor under Tay’s feet, the distant hum of a furnace, and the sound of Rose Day, the eighty-two-year-old owner, turning the pages of her ever-present book as she sat at the checkout counter, it was deliciously peaceful. Rose had nodded to Tay when she’d come in but hadn’t offered anything more, knowing that a book search was a solitary and personal quest, not a group effort. Oh sure, if Rose saw a reader hesitating, she would ask if they needed something, but for the most part, she allowed her customers the comfort of wandering uninterrupted.

Yet another sign that Rose’s Bookstore was a special, perfect place. And right now, the bookshop was balm to Tay’s ragged soul. For the next half hour, she walked up and down the aisles, soaking in the feeling of the place, although she wasn’t having the best of luck in finding a book to read. Normally, she’d find something within minutes of arriving. But this time, she found herself randomly picking up books just to put them back on the shelf unread, her thoughts as listless as her bruised spirit.

“So?” a sharp voice said from behind her. “Is anything calling to you?”

Tay turned, and there, at the end of the aisle, stood Rose, looking like a silver-haired, bright-blue-eyed, rather sarcastic elf. Tay slid her reading glasses back to the top of her head. “I’ve looked at a few, but they haven’t held my attention. I keep getting lost in my thoughts.”

Although Rose’s tongue had sharpened over the years, her eyes still held the same warm sparkle. “Lost in your thoughts, eh? That’s dangerous. If you wander around inside your head like that, you might not be able to get back out.”

“Don’t worry. I have a map.” Tay forced a smile. “How are you doing? I haven’t seen you since the last time I was in town. It’s been a while.”

“I’m doing better than you, it seems.” Rose came down the aisle, the rubber tip of her cane thumping on the creaky floor. “I’m not the one lost in a fog. I said hello twice.”

“It’s just jet lag. I came here straight from the airport.”

“Ah. You were in England, weren’t you?”

“I was doing research for a book I coauthored with my—” Boyfriend. The word hung on her tongue. He wasn’t her boyfriend. Not anymore. In truth, he hadn’t ever been that. Not really.

She realized Rose was still waiting on her to finish her sentence, so she said instead, “My department chair. That’s who I coauthored the book with.”

“I see.” Rose placed both hands on her cane and leaned on it, her bright gaze never leaving Tay. “Have you been teaching a lot of classes?”

“No, I’ve been on research leave since August. That’s what I was doing in England. I’m not scheduled for any classes until the fall term.”

“Then you’ll be staying here for a while?”

“A month, at least. The book is finished, so I’m hoping to start a new project.” She could have gone home to her apartment in Boston and taken a break there, but then she’d have no excuse to avoid campus. The last thing she wanted right now was to see Richard with his new girlfriend.

Rose nodded her approval. “I’m glad you’re here. I saw Ella this morning. She stopped in to pick up a Suzanne Enoch book, Every Duke Has His Day. Such a fun one.”

Tay agreed. “Ella’s been on an historical romance kick this year. I love those, too.”

“She stops by often, but it’s been almost a week since I’ve seen either Sarah or Ava.”

Tay’s youngest three sisters all lived in Dove Pond, while her three older sisters lived elsewhere. She was glad she didn’t have to face all six of them right now. Three would be enough. Too much, in fact. “Ella says Sarah and Ava are crazy busy right now. Ava’s tearoom is booming, and Sarah’s reorganizing the library’s historical section.”

Rose snorted in disbelief. “It’s not just work keeping them busy. All three of your sisters have boyfriends now. I’m waiting for the wedding invitations to start arriving. I hope they need Crock-Pots, because I bought six from that huge sale at the Costco in Asheville in November, so that’s the only wedding gift I give out nowadays.”

Rose was right about Tay’s younger sisters. Despite the fact that their hometown was ever-so-small, they’d all somehow found love. Meanwhile, over the past year, Tay’d traveled to visit archive collections in three different, wonderful countries and had been surrounded by fascinating men, only to be conned and dumped by the last person she should have been dating.

She realized Rose was studying her, so she grabbed a random book off the shelf and pretended to examine it. Rose was sharp, and Tay didn’t want anyone digging around for the real reason she was back in Dove Pond. “I haven’t been home yet, so I’m not sure what they’re up to. I came here first to get something to read in case I can’t fall asleep tonight. Different bed and all.” It had been months since she’d slept well—five, in fact. And no book would help her change that. However, they did help pass the time during the darkest, loneliest hours.

“That’s not the book for you, then.” Rose tapped the one in Tay’s hands. “Lisa Gardner writes thrillers. It’ll get the adrenaline running. But sleep? I wouldn’t count on it.”

“It’ll be fine. To be honest, I always plan on sleeping. I just never seem to do it.” Not since— No, don’t think about it. Not right now.

A flicker of concern crossed Rose’s face, and she shifted from one foot to the other. “Are you okay? You’re thinner than you were the last time you came to town. A lot thinner, in fact.”

No. Everything was not “okay.” Tay’s heart had been broken, and—worse—it was her own darn fault. She kept returning to the same painful question: How had she been so foolish? The signs that the relationship was one-sided at best, and toxic at worst, had been glaringly evident, but she’d ignored every one. I’m not an idiot, so why didn’t I pick up on the clues?

“Oh dear. There’s no need to cry.” Rose awkwardly patted Tay’s shoulder.

Tay realized a tear had indeed slipped out and was even now dripping down her cheek. Darn it! Her face heated, and she reached into her purse for a tissue. “I’m sorry. I’m fine. It’s nothing, really. I was—” The words stopped on her tongue, refusing to come out. Why am I hiding it? It’s been over for months now. And yet I still can’t bring myself to say it out loud.

Maybe that was to be expected. During the seven months of her relationship, whenever anyone asked her if she was seeing anyone, she’d lied and said no, for no other reason than because Richard had asked her to. He’d said he was worried that if their colleagues knew they were a couple, they might think he was favoring her when, as department chair, he set schedules, approved requests for leave, and divvied up prime research opportunities. He’d even suggested that other people in the department might question her recent promotion from assistant to associate professor, which had happened a few months before they’d started seeing each other and had very little to do with Richard, as it had been decided by a committee. But she’d been so swept up in and so enthralled by him that she’d agreed without hesitation.

It had even been fun at first. They’d shared covert glances, hidden notes, and top secret dates. When she’d headed to Oxford six months ago to finish the research for the book they were cowriting, they’d gone to great lengths to hide from their friends and colleagues his two brief visits during her first month there. But she’d soon realized that he’d had other reasons for keeping their relationship in the shadows.

“You need a pick-me-up,” Rose announced. She moved down the aisle, her purple tennis shoes scuffing across the wood floor as she began examining the shelves.

“I could use a happy book,” Tay admitted. “It’s been a rough year.”

Rose glanced back and raised an eyebrow, waiting for Tay to continue.

Tay supposed she’d better get used to saying it out loud, so she took a steadying breath and added, “I was dating someone, but it ended badly.” There. That was a start. Cara would be so proud of me.

Of her six sisters, Cara was the only one Tay had confided in, as the two of them were closest. They’d shared a room growing up and, as teenagers, had looked so much alike that people who didn’t know them often assumed they were twins. They didn’t look alike now, thanks to the fact that, after moving to New York City to start her elite matchmaking business, Cara had become a fashionista in order to impress her wealthy clients, while Tay had gradually slipped into a style that Ella mockingly referred to as “Comfy Professor.”

Still, Tay and Cara remained close and called each other often. When Tay’s world had crumbled after she’d discovered Richard was cheating on her, it had been Cara who’d gotten the sobbing, middle-of-the-night phone call.

“Men can be idiots.” Rose bent down to eye a row of books at knee level. “I didn’t know you’d been dating someone. Ella never mentioned it when I saw her, and she usually shares all the family gossip.”

“She doesn’t know about it. Neither do Sarah or Ava.” Nor did her friends. Or, true to Richard’s request, anyone in her department at work, either. “I didn’t tell many people about the relationship.”

Rose had picked up a book, but at that, she turned back, frowning. “Wasn’t married, was he?”

“No! Nothing like that. Richard was a colleague. Is a colleague, I should say.” Tay tentatively took a measure of her feelings and was disappointed to discover that not one drop of her hurt and sadness had melted with that admission. She sighed and rubbed the back of her neck, where a slow ache was beginning to appear. “Not many people know we dated, since he’s also my boss.”

“Ah. Dating your boss can be complicated. That’ll take a heck of a good read to get over. Probably more than one.” Rose slid the book she held back onto the shelf and then stepped away, scrutinizing the titles in front of her like a general evaluating the strength of her troops. “I don’t suppose he cheated, did he? Seems like a good setup for it, what with you needing to keep things on the down-low.”

Tay couldn’t keep from wincing. Five months ago, the department had held their annual birthday party for the division secretary, a sweetheart of a woman who kept them all caught up on the rather tangled paperwork required by human resources for annual leave, insurance, and other irritating issues. At the time, Tay had still been in Oxford working on the book, but she’d seen the pictures her colleagues posted. In those random shots, Richard was hovering over Dr. Abigail Metcalf, the division’s new Asian history professor, as if staking a claim.

Tay wasn’t the suspicious type, but it had bothered her, especially as Richard had been calling her less and less. So the next day she’d found an excuse to call one of her closest colleagues in the history department, Dr. May Freeman, and casually ask about the new professor. It hadn’t taken long before Tay’s worst fears were realized. According to May, Richard and Abby had hit it off from the first day. “She’s only been here a month, but it’s obvious he’s crazy for her,” May had said with what seemed like gushing enthusiasm. “They’re so cute together, always holding hands and making eyes at each other.”

Sick to her stomach, Tay had quickly gotten off the phone, her mind spinning. It was as if someone had ripped a blindfold from her eyes. Richard had begun a new relationship without ending theirs. As if that wasn’t insult enough, he was obviously more than comfortable letting the world know how he felt about Abby while his entire relationship with Tay had been kept in the dark.

How had she not seen this coming? On some unspoken level, she’d known things weren’t good. He hadn’t been calling as often, and the very few times he had visited, he’d spent a significant amount of time on his phone. But for reasons she couldn’t yet fathom, she’d pretended not to notice. How did I get to be so foolish? So many signs and I just ignored them all, one after the other. That was the part that struck fear in her soul. She was an educated, capable woman—or had thought she was, anyway. How had she ended up in such a stupid predicament?

“Men can be such nuisances.” Rose pulled a book from the shelf and scanned the back cover. “Dating a boss only works in Hallmark movies, and not always there, either. To get over that, you need a cheerful book. Something not too romantic, but still hopeful.”

As if such a book existed. Tay glanced at her watch. “I should get going soon. I’m sure my sisters are already wondering what’s keeping me.”

“This is the one.” Rose handed the book to Tay. “The Sugar Queen by Sarah Addison Allen. Chicken soup for the reader’s soul.” She tapped the book with one finger. “This will make you smile and restore your belief in humanity.”

As if anything could right now. “And if it doesn’t?”

“I’ll refund your money.” Rose limped toward the checkout counter, her cane thumping with each step. “We’d better get you home before your sisters come looking for you.”

Tay followed. She guessed there was no real benefit in putting off her return any longer. She placed the book on the counter. “I didn’t tell them I was stopping by here, but I bet they’ve figured it out.”

“They figure out a lot of stuff, those sisters of yours.” Rose scanned the book and then frowned at the wand. “It didn’t beep.” She glared at the mechanism and shook it. “Darn Luke and his newfangled crap. What was wrong with the old way of doing things?”

The “old way” consisted of Rose handwriting each title and price in a carbon-copy notebook of receipts and then using a calculator to figure out the tax and total, so Tay could think of a few reasons why the “old way” might have needed an update. “Who is Luke, and why is he putting newfangled crap in your bookshop?”

“He’s my grandson. He moved back to Dove Pond three months ago. He was born here, but his parents relocated to Atlanta when he was six. That’s where his sister, Caitlyn, was born. I doubt you remember either of them, as they only visited on holidays. But now Luke’s moved here permanently with Caitlyn’s daughter, Lulu.”

But not Caitlyn? Catching the flicker of worry across Rose’s narrow face, Tay decided not to ask any more questions. “I bet it’s nice having a child around.”

Rose’s expression softened. “Lulu is a card. She makes me laugh a dozen times a day, mainly because she’s realized that her uncle Luke is a nerd.” Rose nodded to the copy of the New York Times that sat beside the register, folded open to the half-finished crossword. “If it has to do with computers or puzzles, he’s there for it.”

“I’m glad you have some help.”

“It’s been nice. Luke did tech stuff for some companies in Atlanta, so he keeps trying to ‘update’ things here.” Rose squinted at the computer screen and then poked it. “Let me try that wand again. I think that fixed it.” She rescanned the book and this time was greeted with a satisfying beep. “Ha! Beat you at your own game, you stupid computer.” She sent Tay a sheepish look. “I’m not saying I’m not grateful for Luke’s help. The last few years have been tough for the shop. Luke says that if we don’t improve things…” She clamped her mouth closed over the rest of her sentence. “Sorry. You don’t need to know all that.”

Tay suddenly wished she’d bought more than the one book sitting on the counter. “I’m sure things will get better. I love this place. Remember when I was a kid and you bought that beanbag chair because you didn’t like me sitting under the table in the children’s reading corner?”

Rose chuckled. “No one else could use the reading table when you were under there because you’d accuse them of kicking you. This place was much busier back then. Now…” She cast a wistful glance around the empty store. “People still come, but a lot of them just decide what book they want and then go home and order it from an online retailer. Which would be fine if it paid enough to keep the lights on.”

Tay glanced around the bookshop and noticed a few things she hadn’t before. The wood floor urgently needed refinishing in some spots, while two of the light fixtures weren’t even working. The color on the walls, which had once been a warm pumpkin shade, had faded over the years into a mild peach, and one corner of the ceiling looked a little damp, as if a slow leak was just beginning to show. When had things gotten so worn-out looking?

She always came to this bookshop, but it was as if she were seeing it for the first time. Apparently, she had blinders on when it came to both the places and people that she liked. I guess it’s easier to see what you want to see, rather than what’s really there. How many times would she be guilty of that? The reassuring smile that had been on her face started to quiver, and she hurried to fix it more firmly in place. “I promise to buy a lot of books while I’m in town.”

“I know you will.” Rose leaned her cane against the counter and then slipped back onto her stool. “Things are different now, aren’t they? There’s e-books and online shopping and something Luke calls ‘streaming.’ He says we could compete against one of those things but not all three, not unless we start doing things differently.” Rose sighed and tucked the receipt into Tay’s book before sliding it across the counter. “Oh well, what can you do?”

“Rose, are things that bad? Are you—”

“Pah! I’m fine, and so is my bookshop. There’s no need to worry.” Rose waved an impatient hand. “Luke’s overstating the situation because he doesn’t know this business the way I do. Things will get better. They always do. That said”—Rose nodded toward the clock that hung over the door—“it’s getting late, so you’d better head home. Heaven knows, I don’t want your sisters descending on us like a plague of locusts. Especially seeing how excited they are about the tin box they found. Ella said they’re all dying to know what you think of it.”

Oh yes. The box Ava had found behind a loose fireplace tile in the dining room. Right now, that discovery was the one bright spot in Tay’s life and, as Cara had so wisely pointed out, had been a terrific excuse to visit Dove Pond instead of returning to the office. Tay would stay here, at home, until she found a way to get over Richard.

Rose leaned forward, her eyes bright with interest. “What was in that box, anyway?”

“Ava said there are some love letters, a few Valentine’s Day cards, and some other things. It’s not clear who wrote the letters or cards, but they were addressed to Sarafina.”

“Sarafina Dove,” Rose said in a thoughtful tone. “I’d say she’s the most famous person to come from this town.”

Tay agreed. Way back in the late 1890s, Sarafina Dove had become one of the first female reporters to win acclaim when she wrote for a New York City newspaper about the horrid conditions of children who worked in the many wool mills lining the banks of the Hudson River. The scathing, well-documented series of articles she’d written had caused a huge public outcry and later led to the passage of important child labor laws, many of which were the basis of those still in existence today. That had been only the first of Sarafina’s many contributions to the world, each one making it a better, safer place.

“She was a pioneer.” Rose crossed her arms and leaned against the counter. “She put Dove Pond on the map. Didn’t the Smithsonian run an exhibit on her life?”

“I saw it. They had a lot of information on her reporting, as well as some details about her personal life after she arrived in New York, but Dove Pond was barely mentioned, as not much is known about her life before she went to the city.”

“That tin could be a big find, then.” Rose tilted her head to one side, reminding Tay of a curious wren. “Can you use your Dove family gift and figure out who wrote those letters?”

“I’m going to try.” For centuries, the people of their little town had known that whenever the Dove family had seven daughters, each of the daughters would be gifted with special talents, which they would discover at various times in their lives. Her sisters all had amazing abilities. Her oldest sister, Madison, could tell how someone felt with a simple touch, while Alexandra could commune with animals, and Cara knew just by looking at two people if they should be together. Ella’s delicious baked goods stirred up precious memories, and Ava knew which plants and flowers could heal people and used that knowledge to make the most amazing teas. To the delight of the town, their youngest sister, Sarah, could talk to books and knew which book needed to be read by whom—the perfect gift for the town librarian.

While Tay deeply respected her sisters’ gifts, she was disappointed by her own. Instead of being able to do something helpful like curing illnesses, or something interesting like flying through the air like Supergirl, whenever Tay touched someone’s handwriting, she got a flash of the world through the author’s eyes at the exact moment their pen or pencil crossed the page. Included with that flash was an unvarnished glimpse of their location, feelings, and thoughts.

But that was it. Try as she would, she’d never found a genuinely useful day-to-day application for her special talent, using it only to facilitate her research on various historical figures. That was as far as she’d been able to take it. As special abilities went, Tay’s was both useless and, most of the time, boring.

Rose reached across the counter and patted Tay’s hand. “Let me know what you find out from Sarafina’s letters. One’s ancestry is important. I’m the Day family archivist and keep all our family records back there.” She inclined her head toward the office at the back of the bookshop. “Luke says they should all be scanned in, but I like being able to touch the old papers and certificates and whatnot. It’s a form of living history, isn’t it?”

While the Days needed an entire office space for their records, Tay’s family, who had founded this town, had only a few small boxes of scrapbooks, photos, and assorted birth, wedding, and death certificates stored in their attic. “We should have a family archivist.”

“Family records teach us where we came from.” Rose’s bright blue gaze returned to Tay. “Sarafina was a real hero in her time. Our town could use more of those.”

Tay couldn’t argue with that. “I’ll let you know what I find out.” She collected her book from the counter. “I’d better get going. It was nice seeing you, Rose.”

“You too. Come again.”

“I will.” With a wave, Tay headed out to her car. At least she was here in Dove Pond and away from her empty apartment and the complications of being in her office right now. She supposed she wasn’t the first person to run back home after a big upset. She definitely wouldn’t be the last, either.

And at this moment, she had a wonderful new book to read, and—hopefully—an exciting new research project to distract her from her tangled, painful thoughts, which had refused to dissipate, no matter how many days marched past.

For now, that would have to do.
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CHAPTER 2 TAY


Tay had her fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. Wrexham, to thank for setting into motion the events that had allowed her to discover her Dove family talent.

One bright spring day, Mrs. Wrexham had requested that every student bring a photo of one of their ancestors and share that person’s life with the class during show-and-tell. Naturally, Momma had suggested that Tay talk about Sarafina Dove.

Tay had been excited to learn she was related to a famous reporter. When show-and-tell day came, Momma had helped Tay write a few salient facts on a piece of notebook paper and had put it in an old manila envelope together with the one and only photograph they had of Sarafina. With the envelope tucked safely in her backpack, Tay had headed for school.

When it was finally her turn to stand up and talk about Sarafina’s colorful life as a journalist in the Victorian era, Tay had dutifully read what she and Momma had written on the notebook paper, and then reached into the envelope for the photograph.

As Tay pulled it out, her fingers brushed the blotted name written across the back. For the first time in her life, her Dove ability kicked in. For a startlingly clear and crazy second, she was there in 1897 as Sarafina Dove sat at an elaborate desk, her fountain pen in hand. Beside her, a fire crackled in a heavy iron grate while, outside, a restless wind rattled against the windows. As Tay watched, the pen flew across the back of the very photograph she now held, spelling out Sarafina’s name. As hard as it was to understand, Tay realized that she wasn’t just a faded presence in Sarafina’s world. For that long second, Tay was really there and knew exactly what Sarafina felt, saw, heard, and thought.

Tay knew the clock on the mantel in the room was ticking so loudly that it was annoying Sarafina. Tay also knew Sarafina was hungry because, instead of using her half-hour break to eat her lunch, she’d instead stopped by the newspaper office to pick up the photograph she held. The room smelled of woodsmoke and iron-scented ink, and Sarafina was upset her aunts had insisted she spend her evening writing a letter to her father, which she knew would be a waste of time since he rarely wrote back.

The second Sarafina’s pen lifted from the back of the photograph, Tay was instantly back at school, standing in front of the class, blankly staring into space.

“Taylor?” Mrs. Wrexham’s voice had broken into the moment.

Tay, disoriented and still trying to process what she’d just experienced, could only blink. She was so pale and trembly that her teacher had halted show-and-tell and escorted her to the school nurse, who’d taken one look at her and then promptly called Momma. Fortunately for Tay, her mother had realized what had happened, that Tay’s special Dove gift had finally arrived.

The gift was part of the reason she’d gone into academia. Now, as a thirty-seven-year-old professor, she was on her way to becoming one of the country’s foremost historical researchers. She specifically focused on important figures known to be ardent letter writers, which meant they’d left behind large troves of resources she could access. Using her gift on their letters and written works helped her gain additional, and sometimes novel, insights that often directed her research into fresh and exciting paths.

The book she’d just finished writing with Richard was about Mary, Queen of Scots, and the notorious Casket Letters that had led to her beheading. It was a popular topic, and the book was set to be published next spring by a large university press. Tay was happy she had that going for her. The book would be popular with academics and would be a huge asset on her résumé. Before she’d left England, she’d emailed the final chapter to Richard and had gotten a chilly, impersonal response, which had hurt even though it was what she’d expected. She wished he’d been at least a little emotionally torn over their breakup. But no. Other than being upset she’d been the one to break up with him, he’d discarded her as easily as if she’d been a used paper cup. Meanwhile, here she was, unable to stop thinking, wondering, and asking herself useless what-ifs.

“Stupid man,” she muttered under her breath as she removed her two crazy-heavy suitcases and her backpack from the trunk of her rental car.

She didn’t love easily, and never had. Before Richard… well, there hadn’t been anyone before Richard. She’d been told by both her sisters and various friends over the years that no one—absolutely no one—friend-zoned men as quickly as she did. Because she’d been so busy teaching classes and doing research, she’d had neither the time nor the inclination to commit to a relationship.

Somehow, Richard had been different. She hadn’t friend-zoned him. Instead, she’d foolishly allowed herself to be swept away. And now, here she was, heartbroken and alone and stuck in the past. “I should have friend-zoned that jerk the first time I met him,” she told herself as she headed for the porch with her luggage.

As if to mock her words, her larger suitcase slipped off the walk and one wheel sank into the damp grass, jerking her to a halt and causing her backpack to fall off her shoulder and bang into her knee.

She grimaced and then dropped her backpack to the walkway, released the handle of the other suitcase, and grabbed the stuck one with both hands. It took all her efforts to wrangle it back onto the walkway. “Stupid suitcase and stupid men,” she said through gritted teeth. “I hate them both!”

Once she had her luggage back under control, she paused to rub her sore knee and looked up at the familiar two-story, nine-bedroom, Queen Anne–style house that rose before her. Dove House was her childhood home, and she knew and loved every creaky inch of it.

Her favorite spot was the primary bedroom, which her sister Ava now occupied. It was a huge room with a fireplace and a circular sitting area formed by the upper floor of the fairy-tale-like turret that sat to the right of the porch. She loved that turret. When she was a child, she and her sisters used to tie together bedsheets and play Rapunzel out that very window. At one point, Alex—the biggest tomboy among them—had even tried to climb down their bedsheet rope, but Momma had caught them in the act and had declared her bedroom off-limits after that.

Tay adjusted her backpack so that it was more firmly on her shoulder and then, taking a big breath, lugged her suitcases the rest of the way down the walkway, up the wide wooden porch steps, and to the front door. She stopped there, pausing to catch her breath. Inside, she could hear her sisters laughing and talking, obviously excited about her return home.

A pang of guilt hit her. She loved her sisters. She really did. It was just that, right now, all three of Tay’s younger sisters had turned into wildly interfering matchmakers.

She mentally steeled herself and reached for the brass doorknob. Just as her fingers closed over it, one of her suitcases suddenly rolled across the uneven porch floor and fell, slamming into her knee. She toppled forward and, propelled by the weight of her backpack, hit the door with her shoulder. “Ow!”

Inside the house, the excited talking ceased and a second later, the door flew open.

Sarah rushed outside. Tay just got a glimpse of her sister’s librarian-style T-shirt, which read BOOKS DO IT FOR ME, before she was enveloped in a huge hug.

“Tay!” Ava appeared in the doorway behind Sarah, wearing her usual bright-colored coveralls and grinning from ear to ear, her long blond hair hanging in a braid over one shoulder. “We’ve been waiting forever!”

“Where have you been?” Sarah demanded as she released Tay and stepped back. “Your plane landed hours ago.”

“I stopped by Rose’s. I haven’t been sleeping well, so I needed something to read.”

Ava nodded, as if she’d already figured out where Tay had gone. “Jet lag can really mess up a sleep schedule.”

“Let’s get your luggage inside.” Sarah took the largest of Tay’s suitcases and began hauling it over the threshold.

Ava grabbed Tay’s other suitcase and followed Sarah. “Ella’s finishing up the dishes. Are there more suitcases?”

“No, this is it.” Tay rubbed her sore shoulder and followed them into the foyer, the door closing behind her. “I mailed everything else.”

“Your boxes came last week.” Ava rolled the suitcase to the bottom of the stairs where Sarah had placed the larger one. “You must be exhausted.”

“Tay!” Ella appeared, an apron tied around her plump waist. She gave Tay a quick hug that smelled of cinnamon and cake. “It’s so nice to have you back home!”

“It’s overdue,” Tay admitted.

“And then some. Are you hungry? Or thirsty? We have tea or—”

“No, no. I’m fine.”

Ella looked her up and down. “Right. I’ll fix a pot of decaf. You look like you could use something warm to drink.” With that pronouncement, she disappeared back into the kitchen.

Tay watched her go. Their aunt Jo, who knew their family better than anyone else, had said on more than one occasion that she could tell a member of the Dove family with one glance. As she liked to point out, they were all short and blond and had startling gray-green eyes. But they had their differences, too. Ella was plumper and curvier than her other sisters. Ava’s hair was a shade darker, while Sarah’s smile was bigger than anyone else’s. Madison and Alex were the tallest, compared to the rest of them.

Tay supposed the main difference between herself and her sisters was that she was a smidge shorter and kept her hair at shoulder length so it wouldn’t swing forward into her face when she was bent over a computer.

“Sheesh.” Sarah rubbed her lower back and then nudged the largest suitcase with her foot. “What’s in this thing? Bricks?”

Tay raised her eyebrows.

Sarah sighed. “I don’t know why I asked. Why do you travel with your own reference library? I could get you any book you want.”

“Tay doesn’t like to borrow books. She likes to own them.” Ava held out her hand for Tay’s coat. After getting it, she hung it on the coatrack. “Still, I bet there’s not a single fiction book in this entire suitcase.”

Tay grinned. “Care to make a little wager on that?” After leaving Rose’s, she’d slipped the new book into the outer pocket of her suitcase. “We can bet cash. Or dishwashing duties. Name your poison.”

Sarah leaned close to Ava. “I wouldn’t bet if I were you. She was just at Rose’s.”

Ava cut Sarah a hard look. “I’m not stupid.” She turned back to Tay. “What delectable delight did Rose recommend?”

Tay pulled out the book and handed it to Ava. “Where did you all put my boxes?”

Sarah inclined her head toward the sitting room. “Beside Momma’s desk. We thought you’d like to work from there.”

Ava glanced up from where she’d been reading the back book cover. “You got some mail, too. It’s there on the table behind you.”

“I asked the university to forward my mail here until I notify them otherwise.”

“So they’re not expecting you back right away!” Sarah clasped her hands together and gave a happy hop, as if her biggest wish had just come true.

Tay shrugged. “I wanted to see what’s up with that tin box you found in the fireplace surround. The timing was perfect, as I need a new project, and I’m on a break.” She picked up her mail, which consisted of some official-looking manila envelopes and one small flat-rate package. She absently patted her pocket. Where are my glasses?

Sarah pointed to Tay’s head.

Of course that was where they were. That was where they always were, and yet she still “lost” them at least twice a day. “Thanks,” she muttered, sliding her sneaky glasses back to her nose. I hate that I can remember things I don’t need to, like the assumed date of Shakespeare’s death and how Richard’s eyes were such a beautiful brown, but I can’t find my glasses when I need them.

Her expression must have showed her frustration because Ava cut her a sympathetic look. “You’re exhausted. That was a long flight followed by a long drive.”

“The drive wasn’t bad, but the flight? Ten hours from London to Atlanta. And no one hates flying more than me.” Tay hated planes. For that matter, she wasn’t overly fond of cars either, having managed to do without one by living first in New York, then Boston, and then—for the past six months—Oxford. Oh, Oxford. How I loved your library. The Bodleian was a magical place, and it gave me shivers every time I stepped inside.

She missed it, which wasn’t surprising. Like bookstores, every library had its own personality and flavor, and she loved them all. She’d have to be careful not to admit that to her sister Sarah, though. Sarah ran the Dove Pond Library better than anyone else could, but it didn’t hold the sort of research materials Tay typically required for her work.

Ava patted the book Tay had just bought. “I like the looks of this. May I read it when you’re done?”

“Sure. You can have it tomorrow.”

Sarah eyed Tay with approval. “You don’t read. You devour.”

“If it’s a good book, how can I help it?” Tay flipped through the small stack of mail. Most of it was the usual English department nonsense, but then she saw her name scribbled across the small package in an all-too-familiar scrawl.

Time screeched to a halt.

She curled her fingers into her palms as she stared at Richard’s name, which was stamped in the upper corner, her heart thudding sickly. She simultaneously didn’t want to open the package and yet was burning with curiosity to do so. This was how it always went. Whenever something had to do with Richard, even something as ridiculous as this little package, her heart ached as if she’d broken up with him only minutes ago, and not months. It was stupid and she knew it, and yet she had no control. I should be furious with him. Why am I so… frozen?

It didn’t make sense. She had more pride than that. Didn’t she?

With fingers that trembled, she ripped the package open. Inside was her apartment key and a note with one sentence dashed across it. Thought you might need this. Hope you’re well.

That was it. Nothing more. She turned a little so her sisters couldn’t see her face and rested her fingertips on the handwriting. Her ears rang, and for one brief second she slipped into Richard’s mind as he wrote. She could hear the click of his dog’s toenails across a wooden floor somewhere behind her, could feel the ribbed pen in his hand, could smell and taste the lingering flavor of the nearby cup of coffee that sat at his elbow.

But more than that, she could feel Richard’s every emotion as his pen flew over the paper. There was mild irritation at having to take the time to mail her back her spare key, a hint of urgency to get it done quickly because he was late for a meeting, and—threaded through it all—a strong flash of self-satisfaction and pity.

Pity? Her throat tightened painfully, and Tay yanked her hand off the note. Careful not to touch the handwriting again, she crumpled it up and dropped it into the trash can beside the table.

Slightly sick to her stomach, Tay slid the key into her pocket, opened one of the manila envelopes, and—to give herself time to recuperate—pretended to be interested in some sort of worthless interdepartmental memo about leave time.

“Anything important?” Ava asked.

“No.” Tay forced a smile before she turned back around. “Just junk mail. That’s all.” To her relief, her voice sounded normal. But then, she was getting a lot of practice at that.

“I just heard the coffeepot beep,” Sarah said. “Let’s go to the dining room. We have a nice fire going there.”

Ava put her arm around Tay’s shoulders and directed her toward the dining room, Sarah following. “We want to hear what’s happening in your life. Surely there’s a man somewhere who is going to miss—”

“Tell me about this tin you guys found,” Tay interrupted. “Ella sent me a picture, but it was hard to tell how big it was.”

Ava guided Tay into the dining room. “Dylan was looking at a loose tile at Christmas, and it just fell into his hands.”

“And there was the vault,” Sarah added.

Tay went directly to the huge fireplace that dominated one end of the room. It was original to the house and had a heavy oak mantel, peacock blue and green tiles decorating the ornate surround. On one side, a missing tile revealed a small iron door. Oh wow. Tay slipped a finger through the small iron ring and opened the door, wincing as it creaked loudly. She peered inside and saw where the bricks had been chipped away to make room for the cubbyhole.

Ava now stood beside her. “That’s where we found the old tin box.”

Tay turned to her. “Where is it?”

Sarah had already opened the elaborate corner cupboard that held what Momma used to call their “fancy ware” and pulled out a rusted tin box.

Yes! Tay eagerly held out her hands.

Sarah tucked the box behind her. “Not so fast. You can’t have this until you promise to eat dinner with us at least five times a week.”

Sheesh! “Five? I can’t promise that.”

“Then you can’t have it.” Sarah backed away.

Ava sat in a chair at the long dining room table. “Sorry, but once you start a project, you disappear. If we don’t make you promise to spend some time with us now, all we’ll see of you is the top of your head while you’re staring at some dusty papers or typing on your laptop.”

Tay scowled at her sisters. “I came all the way from Oxford to see what’s in that box. You know how important it could be. If there’s something I can use to define Sarafina’s life here in Dove Pond while she was growing up, I might be able to finally write her biography.”

Ava sniffed. “We know you’ve been collecting reference materials on her for years now. We figured that was what was in all of those boxes you sent.”

“Then let me see that tin!”

“Not until you promise to spend some time with us.”

Tay had to fight the urge to say something sharp. Of all the subjects she’d researched, few had proven as elusive as the childhood details of her own famous ancestor. Everyone knew about Sarafina’s life after she turned nineteen and left their small town for the bright lights of New York City. There was more than enough primary source information to write a credible biography from that point on, beginning with her first legitimate writing job at the New York World newspaper. According to the story, Sarafina had gotten that job after pestering a burned-out editor so much that he finally caved and gave her a supposedly impossible assignment: to report on the conditions of the female garment workers who, as a whole, refused to speak to the press under threat of retaliation.

Sarafina had taken that impossible assignment, had infiltrated a garment plant as a worker, and—after weeks of backbreaking work—had written about it with sympathy and grace. The series of articles she’d produced had garnered a lot of notice, and it was claimed that she was following in the footsteps of her contemporary, the intrepid female reporter Nellie Bly.

Sarafina’s clear and crisp writing style, aided by her willingness to go undercover even in dangerous situations, quickly made her one of the most popular reporters of the day, and a celebrity of her age. The society papers and personal journals of the time also chronicled her personal life, especially her brilliant marriage to the wealthy businessman who’d purchased the New York World. According to eyewitness accounts, David Tau had met Sarafina in the newsroom and had fallen in love with her on the spot. No one was surprised when the two married a scant six months later. They were inseparable until their deaths.

It would be an amazing biography filled with real-life adventure and romance, but Tay had already gone through most of the Dove Pond town records and had found precious little about Sarafina’s early life. There was little more than a birth certificate, a few mentions of the family in the local newspaper, and a small bit of information about the two spinster aunts who’d raised her. Which was why this box was so important. It just might hold the key to explaining the how and why of Sarafina Dove.

Tay eyed the box now, where Sarah held it just out of reach. “I need to see what’s in there. Ava said there are photos and even letters.”

“Oh, there’s more than that in this old cigar box.” Sarah held up the box and gently shook it, causing an intriguing rattle. “There are keepsakes and Valentine’s cards, and—oh, all sorts of things. All you have to do is promise you’ll eat with us often.” When Tay just glared at her, Sarah sighed. “Okay, okay. Three times a week, then.”

Ava added, “We don’t want you to be a hermit.”

This was so irritating. Still, Tay supposed her sisters had a point. She did tend to become a hermit when deep in her research. She sighed and impatiently tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Fine, fine. I’ll eat with you all… once a week. How’s that?”

Sarah raised her eyebrows while Ava sent her an annoyed frown.

“Two days, then,” Tay offered. “Now can I please see the box?”

“I suppose that’ll have to do,” Ava said grudgingly.

Grinning, Sarah placed the box on the table and pushed it in Tay’s direction before turning to Ava. “I’ll go help Ella. Be right back.”

Tay didn’t wait for the door to close before she sank into a chair across from Ava and pulled the box close. “Finally.”

Ava rested her elbows on the table and leaned forward, watching.

Tay ran her fingers over the old tin, the surface rough and yet cool to the touch. The faded mustard-and-red print on the lid featured a man in a yellow slicker fishing in a stream, his line taut as if he was just about to reel in his catch. Just up the stream from him was a large tree, a little girl in a red dress hiding behind it as she watched him fish.

Whatever the box once held, it was now a treasure chest. Tay ran her hands over it and whispered softly, “Oh, Sarafina, who were you?”

Ava rubbed her arms. “That gave me the shivers.”

Tay ignored her sister and opened the box. Inside sat a packet of letters tied with faded, frayed blue ribbons, two old Valentine’s Day cards, and several old tintype photos. Beneath the photos, she caught a glimmer of something and pulled out a long silver chain that held a small key.

Tay held the brass key up to the light, admiring the engraved scrolling. “It’s so fancy,” she murmured. “I wonder what this goes to?” Enamored with the possibilities, she carefully replaced the key in the box and then pulled out the photos.

Ella came out of the kitchen carrying a tray, Sarah following. “It’s a great find, isn’t it?” Ella set the tray on the table and put a mug of decaf coffee and a small plate near Tay’s elbow.

The rich smell of hot coffee, toasted walnut, and cinnamon rose up to meet Tay.

“It’s Ella’s cinnamon bread,” Sarah announced as she positioned a pitcher of cream and a sugar bowl in the center of the table before sitting. “Try it.”

Tay placed the photos on the table in front of her and pulled her plate closer. She was dying to look at the letters, but it would be better if she took her time. Besides, she was starting to feel the effects of missing her dinner. “I’ve been dreaming of your baking.”

“As you should.” Ella sat beside Ava and leaned forward so she could see the photos. “That’s Sarafina, isn’t it?”

The picture showed Sarafina as a young woman. She was wearing a big apron over her long dress, her hair loosely pinned atop her head. She stood outside beside a large pot that hung over a fire and was stirring the contents with a huge wooden paddle, grinning at the camera.

Ella picked up the photograph. “I love that hairstyle.”

Tay liked it, too. “She was a Gibson girl before Gibson girls had a name.”

“Gibson girl?”

“An advertising model that came about in the 1890s. They were the It girls of their era.”

“It girls today are all makeup and Photoshop, which isn’t near as fun.” Ella handed the photo to Tay. “How old is Sarafina here? There are no dates on any of these photographs.”

“At least sixteen, as her hair is up. That was the mark of a girl entering womanhood.” Tay examined Sarafina’s expression, remembering how she’d looked the first time Tay had seen her during show-and-tell so long ago. “You can’t tell from these black-and-white photos, but she has the Dove gray-green eye color like we do, although her hair was dark.”

Ella sent Tay a curious look. “You’ve seen her before? Through your gift?”

“A few times, but not many.” Tay placed the photo back on the table and broke a corner off her cinnamon bread. “There’s not much of her handwriting to be found, which is a pity. She never kept a diary, and although she wrote plenty of letters, she typed almost all of them.”

“That’s too bad.”

“Tell me about it.” Tay started to pop the bite of bread into her mouth, but her gaze was caught by the photograph once more. “Judging by the sheets hanging over the clotheslines in the background, it appears that it’s laundry day. That must be what’s in that big iron pot.”

“She had to do laundry like that? I thought our family was wealthy back then.”

“Her father was wealthy, but not her aunts. He was the only son, so he inherited a large sum of money and this house from his parents. He could have done anything he wanted with the place—live in it, rent it out, or even sell it—but instead he let his sisters live there and raise his daughter after his wife died when Sarafina was born.”

“If he inherited the house, what did his sisters get?”

“A hundred dollars each. That was it.”

Ella looked horrified. “That doesn’t seem right.”

“I expect her aunts felt the same way. According to the traditions of that era, their parents probably just expected their brother to take care of them—which he did, in his way.”

“By making them raise his daughter?”

“From what Sarafina wrote, her aunts loved her as if she was their own, which was good because once her father handed her over to them, he moved away and established a new life in Charlotte. He remarried when Sarafina was just two years old.”

“Did he visit her often?”

“Very little is known about her early life, so I can’t answer that question.” Tay suspected the answer was no. Sarafina’s determination to become someone important had to have stemmed from something, and a neglectful parent would have been just the spark to light that flame. Which is the type of confirmed information I need for a book.

Ella sniffed, obviously outraged. “I, for one, am glad I didn’t live during that time.”

“It must have been challenging.” Tay ate some of the cinnamon bread, the rich flavor raising a sharp, vivid memory she’d been trying to forget. Two months after her big breakup with Richard, she’d stopped by the café near her assigned apartment after a long day researching in the stacks. She’d gotten a coffee and a walnut rugelach and had sat down with her laptop, trying to focus on her latest finds about the Casket Letters. Her and Richard’s theory was that the letters were fake, fabricated by Lord Walsingham to implicate Mary, Queen of Scots, in an act of treason.

Of course, by then Tay knew he had fabricated the letters because she’d touched the handwriting and had seen the author—Walsingham himself. But as with all the glimpses she discovered with her Dove family gift, she then had to prove those events actually happened using existing primary source evidence available in dusty libraries and document collections. More importantly, she had to do it thoroughly enough to meet the critical eye cast by her academic peers.

That was where her real skills came in. No one was better than she at delving into the dusty and musty contents of various libraries, archival collections, and personal records. There, she worked tirelessly to find the sort of refined source material that would prove what her brief peeks into history had already showed her.

And so there she’d been, trying to lose herself while editing a chapter, when her phone rang. The second she saw the number, her heart had leapt and she’d instantly been swamped with the hope that—contrary to all evidence otherwise—he’d finally regretted his choices. So hopeful a fool was she that she’d eagerly reached for the phone. But instead of saying he missed her, he’d said—

“No.” Tay dropped the final bite of the cinnamon bread back onto the plate as if it had burned her. Darn Ella and her memory-inducing desserts. That is the problem with having a sister whose baking skills are not only excellent but have the tendency to pull memories—even ones I don’t want—out of the hidden corners of my mind.

Ella’s eyebrows rose. “Are you okay?” Her gaze moved to the abandoned bite of cinnamon bread and then back to Tay. “What did you remember?”

Tay shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. We were talking about Sarafina, not me.”

Ava’s gaze narrowed on her. “You are rarely upset, but right now you look as if—”

“It’s nothing. I just—I made a mistake, that’s all. One I won’t repeat again.” Ever.

Ava leaned back in her chair, her gaze dark with concern while Sarah and Ella exchanged worried glances.

Before they could say anything, Tay said, “Look, I’m just jet-lagged to the max and—” She realized from her sisters’ expressions that they didn’t believe a word she said. “Fine. Something happened. But I’m not ready to talk about it yet. Do you mind?”

Ella’s frown let Tay know she did mind.

“Tay—” Sarah started.

“Hey!” Ava interrupted. “Let’s give her some space. She just got here.”

Tay sent Ava a grateful glance. Ava flashed a quick smile and then asked Ella if she’d finished up the video she’d been working on. It was an obvious ploy to direct attention away from Tay, and she couldn’t help but be thankful.

She listened as Ella answered, even sharing some of the social media events her team was planning for her channels. Everyone in the family thought Ella had the easiest job in the world. She was a chef without the responsibilities of a kitchen, and an online influencer with a production company–level group of assistants who kept her life well sponsored and well funded.

While they talked, Tay picked up the closest photograph where Sarafina was sitting on a bicycle. She was dressed in a long skirt and ruffled shirtwaist as she shyly looked at the camera, her hair pinned on her head. Standing behind her, almost in the background, was a thin young man with limp blond hair wearing a pair of threadbare pants and dirty boots, his shirt too large for his thin frame. He had a narrow face and a weak chin and looked far from happy. “I wonder who this man might be. He looks older than Sarafina.”

Ella leaned over to see. “He seems sort of sullen, doesn’t he? There’s nothing written on the backs of these photos, so I guess there’s no real way to find out.”

“It would be difficult to figure out with just this one photograph, but not impossible.”

“If you’re wondering what he looked like grown-up, he’s in this other photograph, too.” Sarah placed a new picture in front of Tay.

The thin young man was older now, although he was still reed thin and seemed even paler. He wore a rather threadbare suit as he sat on a bench, a hat loosely held between his hands, a thin chain draped from his right watch pocket to a button on his vest. Sarafina stood nearby, holding a fishing rod. She looked older and wore a ruffled dress with a wide band at the waist, her long dark hair piled on top of her head, a pert straw hat pinned on top. This time, she smiled directly at the camera, her eyes bright, as if she’d been caught mid-laugh.

Ava pushed her coffee cup to one side and leaned across the table to get a better look at the picture. “She looks happy, but he’s obviously miserable.”

“Opposites.” Ella finished her bread and then nodded toward the Valentine’s Day cards that sat in front of Tay. “These were a bit of a disappointment, to be honest. There’s not much written on them, but they’re all signed ‘W.’ That’s it. Just ‘W.’ ”

“The letters are much more romantic,” Sarah said. “Haunting, even. And they’re all signed with that same ‘W.’ ”

“They’re beautifully written.” Ava added some cream to her coffee. “We’ve been trying to figure out who Sarafina’s beau might be, but we’ve had no luck, so we decided to wait until you got here.”

Tay untied the ribbon on the packet of letters, removed the top one, and spread it open, careful not to touch the writing so she could approach this first read as objectively as possible. She took her time as she read. Sentence after sentence floated before her. I’m without you, and it’s as if my soul has lost its way…. I think of you and all the darkness disappears, because you are my brightness, my light…. She sighed. “Wow.”

Sarah clasped her hands together. “I know, right? So romantic, but sad, too. Whoever wrote these was obviously deeply in love with Sarafina, but their circumstances were dire.”

It was too early to get excited, but Tay couldn’t keep a wave of hope at bay. She’d always wondered if Sarafina had left anyone behind when she’d gone to New York, and here sat the answer. “How many letters are here?”

“Seven,” Ella answered promptly, taking a sip of her coffee. “They’re all very sad. He knew her dream was to go to New York City and ‘be someone,’ and he tells her to go without him because he won’t be able to join her now.”

“Now?”

“He doesn’t say what’s happened that changed things. He must have known she’d understand what he was talking about, because he didn’t bother to explain it.”

Tay nodded. “That happens often. If both the letter writer and the letter receiver know someone had an accident and are already familiar with the details, then they might never reference or even describe the accident at all, but just say things like, ‘I hope Reggie is feeling better now.’ Or ‘I hate what happened to Reggie.’ That sort of thing.”

“Ugh. That’s inconvenient.” Ava sent her a curious look. “What do you do when that happens?”

“You would cross-reference all available information from a variety of sources—the more the better. Sometimes it works and you can find out exactly what they’re referring to, but sometimes you’re just left wondering.”

“What an unsatisfactory career you’ve chosen.” Ella slid the letter closer to Tay. “Touch it. We need answers, and we’ve been waiting for over a month now to see what you can figure out from these.”

This was it, then.

Taking a deep breath, Tay placed her hand flat on the closest letter and closed her eyes. Instantly, she was in a dark room, lit only by a dim glow from a tiny window that was so high up she couldn’t reach it. She was sitting on a hard, packed-dirt floor and was cold. So cold that her body and hands ached with it. She could tell little about the room other than that it held a narrow cot with one thin blanket on it.

Tay looked down and could dimly see the man’s left hand as he wrote. It was a beautiful hand, graceful and long, but dirty, the nails tattered and torn. He held the stub of a pencil that had been rudely sharpened, and he was using a book as a lap desk. Somewhere in the distance, she could hear the deep mutter of voices, none of them clear enough for her to make out any words. Once in a while she heard a startled shout followed by a loud clang of metal. A horrible stench lingered in the damp, fetid air.
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