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To John, Jill, and Ann:

Thank you for supporting me as I wrote this book.
John, you are an extraordinary husband in every way,
especially for your willingness to read every book and novella I write.
Jill, I am so proud of you and your writing talent.
Ann, I love your flare and creative talent in music and drama.
I thank the Lord every day for all three of you.
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I would like to give a special thanks to Margaret Ikerd Moose,
born in Maiden in 1922, for her remembrances of the town’s
Main Street. Her childhood memories helped me breathe life
into my descriptions, greatly supplementing my own visit to
the lovely town of Maiden this past summer.

I would also like to thank my agent, Joyce Hart of Hartline
Literary Agency. You are a special person and a dear friend.


What man of you, having an hundred sheep, if he lose one
of them, doth not leave the ninety and nine in the wilderness,
and go after that which is lost, until he find it?

LUKE 15:4
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THE CHARMING TOWN OF MAIDEN is located in Catawba County amidst the rolling hills of beautiful western North Carolina. Most historians agree that the town was named for nearby Maiden Creek, but no one is certain how the creek came by its name. Local folklore says the creek was named either for some maidens who lived along its banks or for a plant called Maiden Cane that grew in abundance along its upper reaches. Regardless of the name’s history, the town’s origin is certain. According to historian Gary R. Freeze, Maiden was founded after a cotton mill was built near the railroad in 1881. As more people moved into town, congregations of Reformed, Baptist, and Methodist quickly formed. Churches that Booth and Hestia might have attended stand today. Born in Maiden in 1922, Margaret Ikerd Moose remembers that when she was a little girl, Main Street boasted a hardware store, a drug store, a movie theater, a service station, and an apparel shop. Today, Murray’s Mill is a treasured tourist attraction. Maiden is home to the Maiden High School Blue Devils and is considered the “biggest little football town in the world.”


Chapter One
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October 1922

Hestia Myatt paused before knocking on the door of her aunt’s Victorian home situated in the foothills of the Appalachians in Maiden, North Carolina. She would only be staying three weeks, helping her relative recover from a broken pelvis—and during that time, Hestia hoped to collect her thoughts and make plans for a new life after her broken engagement.

A train whistled as it passed. The familiar sound always reminded Hestia of her aunt’s house. An afternoon autumn rain had left burnished leaves lying on thin grass and a musty smell in its wake. Loving this season, Hestia took a moment to invigorate herself with a breath of chilly air as a welcome respite. Aunt Louisa’s friend, Mrs. Howard, had picked up Hestia at the train station in her Model T. After a harrowing ride, thanks to her inexperience with the motorcar, she had dropped Hestia at the end of the sidewalk and departed. Undaunted, Hestia handled her two brown leather bags with ease. After composing herself, she rapped twice on the front door.

“Come on in.” Hestia could hear the familiar voice through the open window. Her aunt’s bedroom was on the front left side of the house. “Door’s open.”

As Hestia entered, a faint odor of leftover vegetable soup greeted her. Evidence of lunch didn’t surprise her. Aunt Tillie had left only a couple of hours before, and Hestia had stepped in to take her place. The soup’s aroma didn’t smell appetizing at the moment; Hestia had had a good meal on the train. She took off her wide-brimmed hat decorated with large flowers and noted that the clean but cluttered parlor looked the same as she remembered from her childhood visits. Some of the sepia-toned portraits of long-dead relatives displayed in silver frames on occasional tables brought memories to Hestia’s mind. Not a speck of dust could be seen. Overstuffed chairs with doilies draped over their arms and backs, crocheted years ago from cream-colored tobacco twine, offered comfort.

Figuring she’d be assigned to the back bedroom but unwilling to make assumptions, Hestia set her luggage on the shining pine floor.

“In here, Booth! What you waiting for?” Aunt Louisa called from her sickroom.

Booth? A flicker of remembrance visited Hestia. The round little boy could be counted on to throw a frog down her back or tease her by pretending he’d take aim at the nearest innocent bird with his slingshot.

She wondered how the little squirt was doing. Only he couldn’t be a little squirt anymore. Too many years had passed since her last visit.

Smiling, she made her way through the parlor and turned into the bedroom. Out of respect for her aunt’s privacy, Hestia had rarely ventured into the bedroom during past visits, but it, too, appeared much as she remembered—an extension of the cluttered parlor. A cherrywood four-poster bed dominated the space. Her aunt sat propped up by many fluffy pillows and rested underneath a quilt she’d sewn years ago out of colorful fabric scraps in the pattern known as Flying Geese. As a girl, Hestia had studied the triangular patches, wondering about the history behind the different cloth remnants. When Hestia quilted with her friends at church for their annual bazaar, the women would talk about the dresses, shirts, and skirts they had sewn from the material they’d donated, so each quilt symbolized the love of friends and family.

“Oh, it’s you.” Aunt Louisa’s voice sounded welcoming, and bright eyes regarded Hestia from behind small spectacles. “I didn’t realize the time had flown by so quickly. Why, you nearly crossed paths with Tillie.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Hestia walked to her aunt’s bedside and kissed the smooth apple of her cheek, which defied the rest of her wrinkled face. As usual, Aunt Louisa smelled of talcum powder and, more so, of menthol liniment, the combination of scents Hestia associated with her. “I can still smell the soup you two had for lunch. Am I right that you’re not hungry for supper yet?”

“Not yet. Tillie left some ham biscuits in the icebox. I reckon we can eat those around six thirty this evening.”

Hestia didn’t find her aunt’s exacting time surprising. Aunt Louisa loved to stay on top of details. “That sounds fine to me.” Though not overly tired from her trip, Hestia still felt grateful that her aunt had been considerate and already made plans for the next meal. “For now, why don’t you let me bring you some tea, anyway? I could use a cup myself, truth be told.”

“Of course. I’d love to visit over tea. Tillie and I had the best time catching up while she tended to me, but I’m ready for fresh news from other quarters.” The older woman sighed. “I hate to be such a bother. Can’t believe I fell right in my own house.”

“Happens to the best of us. But you’ll be well soon. I’ll see to that.”

“Oh, and you can get settled in the back bedroom.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Hestia decided her bags could wait. A pick-me-up in the form of a cup of piping hot tea sounded good. She journeyed through the dining room. A substantial table and matching oak sideboard displayed her aunt’s good rose-patterned china. Aunt Louisa liked to brag that the dining room set came from nearby Hickory, which was famous for quality furniture. Smiling as she remembered the boast, Hestia entered the kitchen in the back of the house. Like the others, this room hadn’t changed from Hestia’s recollection. Old-fashioned appliances, the likes of which she hadn’t seen since the last time she visited, remained. Aunt Louisa never believed in replacing anything that wasn’t broken. The old-fashioned room possessed charm.

Aunt Louisa had always kept a blue-and-white kettle full of hot water on the wood-burning stove, and although she now kept to her room during this convalescence, today was no exception. Hestia prepared the refreshments without delay. Spotting a cookie jar painted with blue roses on the white countertop, she lifted the top and peered inside. Empty except for a few crumbs. She’d have to bake a batch of sugar cookies so they could have a snack in the afternoons to cheer her aunt’s spirits and tide them over between meals. If her aunt’s bony shoulders indicated the weight on the rest of her body, a little in the way of sweet treats wouldn’t hurt her.

Aunt Tillie had left a silver tray to dry in the sink, so Hestia used it for the tea. Before exiting the kitchen, she checked the stove. Using a dish towel to protect her hand from the heat, she picked up the iron handle that went with the stove, which had been fashioned to catch into the slots of the heavy circular iron lids covering the fire. With alacrity she slid the handle into the slot of the nearest lid and lifted it to take a peek inside. Bright orange flames told her the wood would be burning awhile yet. She replaced the lid and then, bending, pulled out the white enamel drawer underneath to see if the ashes needed to be emptied. They didn’t. Aunt Tillie had been her usual efficient self in making sure all was taken care of before exiting—well, except for cookies. All the same, Hestia made a mental note to thank Aunt Tillie when she next wrote to her. Surely Aunt Louisa would miss seeing Tillie every day since she’d returned to her home in Shelby.

Hestia’s glimpse of a corner caught a bucket overflowing with fresh cucumbers. Apparently they had been a gift from someone’s second harvest. She wondered what her aunt had planned for the vegetables.

With that thought, she picked up the tray carrying the tea and entered the sickroom.

“How did Tillie leave everything?” Aunt Louisa wanted to know.

“Fine, except I couldn’t bring you any cookies, but we can do without for a day. I’ll bake a batch tonight if you’ve got flour and sugar on hand.” She set the tray on the vanity table.

“Tillie said I’m a bit low on supplies, but we should have enough to get by for a while yet. Didn’t you see the apple pie on the counter? I thought she said there was some left over from lunch.”

“Maybe she put it in the icebox.” Hestia shrugged. “I’m not hungry enough for pie, but I’ll be glad to fetch you a piece.” She made a motion toward the kitchen.

“No, I’ll wait for dinner—or maybe even lunch tomorrow. Being on bed rest the way I am, I don’t move around enough to need much to eat.” Aunt Louisa appraised Hestia as though she were a newly fashioned hat she was considering buying. “You look like a slice of pie wouldn’t hurt you.”

“I’m not a fanatic about staying slim, but I try not to overindulge.”

“That’s a good idea.” She studied her again. After a few seconds, an approving nod went Hestia’s way. “Your mother is a beautiful woman, but I do believe you surpass her.”

“Now is that the laudanum talking?” Hestia joked. “Really, you flatter me.”

“I’m serious. Your father can forget a career for you. Some man will sweep you off your feet before you can shoo him away. What’s all this your father says about you thinking of a career in medicine, anyhow?”

“I haven’t made up my mind yet, but I do find Father’s work as a doctor fascinating. Demanding but fascinating.”

“Yes, you never get a good night’s sleep when you’re a doctor. Somebody’s always sick, it seems.” She chuckled. “Like me, I’m afraid.”

“Maybe he sent me here so you would discourage me from being a doctor, but I do know he enjoys having me as his assistant. The truth be told, I’d be content working for him the rest of my life.” Hestia picked up an old image of her parents, taken when they were newlyweds. The smiling couple had grown into contented marriage partners.

“I know he’d like to keep you close to home.” Aunt Louisa’s attention focused on a picture of their family at a long-ago reunion when Hestia was but a child of six and her brothers not much older. “But Roger is still close by, at least.”

“Yes, and that’s a comfort to all of us.” She set the picture on the table.

Aunt Louisa paused. “Nothing has been the same in your family since Edwin and Roger went to the Great War, has it?”

“No, ma’am.”

She hated to think about how they lost Edwin; Roger came home without a physical wound but not the carefree boy he had been when he signed up to serve in the army. Hestia had encouraged him to share his war stories, but Roger said that his commanding officer had ordered his unit to forget everything they saw. Roger, always obedient to authority, did just that. Or so he said. “Papa has always been overprotective of me, but he did get worse after my brothers went to war.”

“The reality of losing a son will do that to you.” Aunt Louisa paused so long that Hestia thought she might cry, but she held back her emotion with an audible swallow. Instead, she turned cheerful. “How is Roger?”

“He and Elizabeth seem happy. They’re renting a little house now, near where we live.”

“Good to have family around. Any babies in the near future?”

“If there are, they’re keeping it a secret from all of us. I know that Papa and Mama want some babies to hug.” Hestia wished for a soft new baby to arrive in their family, too. Something about a newborn had a way of bringing everyone together. Maybe the helplessness of an infant brought out the compassion in people, putting them at their best.

“They’ll come soon enough.” Aunt Louisa sighed wistfully, and Hestia wondered if she felt sorry she didn’t have children. “Did you get a chance to investigate your room yet?”

“Not yet. I will after we have our tea.”

Aunt Louisa looked at the small clock on her nightstand. “Booth should be here soon. He stops by every day and helps me out, you know. He’s such a sweet boy.”

Hestia held back a grimace. Booth Barrington could not be described as sweet, at least not by his peers. She remembered the unflattering nickname he’d given her. Perhaps he seemed more polite to older folks. He always got their names right. Sometimes Booth used to tease her by pronouncing her name as Hes-TEE-ah instead of HES-tee-ah, a jest that annoyed her no end. She almost let out a groan in remembrance but restrained herself.

Hestia handed her aunt a cup of tea. A second cup in hand, Hestia took a seat in the vanity chair and set her thoughts to more immediate concerns. “Well, you can tell him he won’t need to stop by anymore. At least not every day. I’m here now.”

A knock on the back door kept Aunt Louisa from responding.

“Does he usually come through the back?” Hestia reasoned that they enjoyed a close relationship if he took such liberties.

“It varies. He stops by after work.”

“Where does he work?”

“Union Mill. He helps run the office.”

The back door slammed shut and the sound of boots clacking on the hardwood floor of the enclosed porch told them that whoever it was felt free to enter without waiting for a response.

“Yoo-hoo!” A rich yet high-pitched female voice trilled. “Louisa? Tillie?”

“In here, Olive.”

Hestia recalled the distinctive voice. “Miss Olive still lives next door, I take it.”

Aunt Louisa nodded, which didn’t surprise Hestia. She imagined the lifelong friends would always live side by side. Yet a tired sigh told Hestia that often Miss Olive’s visits proved more of a trial than a pleasure.

A graying woman roughly the same age as Aunt Louisa entered the bedroom. The scent of sugar hung about her.

Hestia rose from her seat.

With sharp eyes, the visitor assessed her. “Mercy! Who is this beauty?”

“You don’t recognize me?” Hestia couldn’t believe she had changed so much, but perhaps she had indeed.

Miss Olive tilted her reedy figure back from the waist up and set her forefinger on thin lips. “Your voice sounds familiar. Say something again.”

Hestia chose one of her favorite Bible verses. “‘The Lord is my strength and my song, and he is become my salvation: he is my God, and I will prepare him an habitation; my father’s God, and I will exalt him.’”

Miss Olive grinned and snapped her fingers. “I know. Hestia!”

She smiled. “Yes, ma’am. May I get you a cup of tea?”

“No, thank you. I’m fine.” She eyed Aunt Louisa. “Where’s Tillie?”

“She’s gone back to Shelby. Has her own life to live, you know. Didn’t I tell you she was going back today?”

“I reckon you did. I must have forgotten. But I see you have another nurse.”

“Yes, I do. Hard to believe this is little Hestia, isn’t it?”

“It sure is,” Miss Olive concurred. “The last time I saw you, Hestia, you wore your hair in plaits. I’m glad to see that you haven’t chopped it off like some of the young girls these days. Mercy, they look a fright.”

“I agree.” Aunt Louisa picked up a sepia-toned picture of Hestia’s grandmother, which was in a sterling silver frame embossed with roses and leaves. “There was a day when women prided themselves on looking as members of the fairer sex should and conducting themselves in like manner. Oh, for those days once again.”

“Yes, and even our generation never failed to uphold high standards.” Miss Olive shook her head as she studied Hestia, her expression conveying disbelief over the passage of time. “Why, you’re as beautiful as I thought you’d turn out to be. How’s that handsome father of yours? I do declare, you look just like him with a wig on. And your lovely mother? Or maybe I should ask them myself. They are here, aren’t they?” Miss Olive scoped the room with an eagle eye as though the mention of their existence would bring her parents leaping out of the dresser drawers.

“No, Miss Olive. I made the trip by myself.”

She gasped and hit her chest with her unadorned hand. “Mercy! Whatever for?”

“I told you, Olive.” Aunt Louisa’s tone was prickly. “She’s here to help me—and to recover from a broken engagement.”

Hestia felt her face flush. Did Miss Olive also know that Luther’s eye for other ladies had caused their breakup? At least Hestia had discovered the fact before, rather than after, walking down the aisle. Still, she didn’t want everyone in town to know her business. Hestia tried to dodge the subject and instead encouraged the two friends to bring her up-to-date on all the news in Maiden.

Animated by conversation, the neighbor never did state the original purpose for her visit. Hestia imagined that Miss Olive had spotted her and came over to investigate.

“So, Olive, what brings you by?” Aunt Louisa’s tone indicated she already knew.

The neighbor jumped. “Oh. Yes. Sugar. Why, I ran plumb out of sugar right in the middle of baking my famous jelly thumbprint cookies for the whist party tomorrow. I could have sworn I had an extra sack of sugar in the cabinet, but when I went to look for it, it wasn’t there.”

“That can happen,” Hestia sympathized.

“I hope not at your young age,” Aunt Louisa opined. “You should have a sharp enough mind that you don’t mislay things.”

Miss Olive didn’t wait for Hestia to respond. “So, Louisa, how much longer will it be before you can come back and play whist with us?”

Aunt Louisa shook her head. “The doctor says three more weeks at least. I wish there were something I could do for my broken pelvis, but staying propped up here in bed is about it.”

“Leave it to you to break something you can’t easily fix. I wish you’d hurry up and get well. Ethel is such a terrible player, and I get stuck being her partner for every game. Daphne ends up winning the prize every time, and you know how competitive she is. She just waves it in my face. Not that I want the prize that badly anyway. It’s the principle of the thing with me.” Miss Olive stared at Hestia. “Do you know how to play whist?” The catch in her voice indicated that she hoped the answer would be yes.

The old-fashioned card game that held the country captive with fascination in years past had never caught on as wildly with Hestia’s friends. “Uh, I might remember a few of the rules from my childhood.”

Before either of the older women could answer, someone else knocked at the back door.

“Come in!” Aunt Louisa shouted.

Hestia wondered if her aunt should ask who might be there first but then recalled that Booth Barrington was expected. Cringing, Hestia remembered his frogs.

The sound of sprightly footfalls marked the new arrival’s progress from the porch to the kitchen. In a flash, a dark-haired man entered.

“Booth, it’s good to see you again.” Aunt Louisa smiled.

To her shock and consternation, Hestia’s heart skipped a beat. Booth? This is Booth Barrington?

He smiled back. “How are you today, Miss Louisa?” He looked to the neighbor. “Miss Olive.”

As she watched him greet the ladies, Hestia observed Booth. All his baby fat had disappeared, revealing a strong jawline and chin. His voice had matured from a boy’s medium-pitched taunt to the lower tone of a confident man. Had he grown taller? It seemed so.

Carolina blue eyes locked their gaze with hers, widening. As though he were trying to conceal surprise, he hesitated. “And…Hestia? Hestia Myatt?”

“You remember me?” Her heart beating faster, she didn’t bother to conceal her shock even though that meant her mouth hung open in a most unladylike manner. She never would have recognized Booth had she not been told it was he. Not even his dark, wavy hair would have given him away. Not entirely. “Oh, I know. Aunt Louisa must have told you about my impending visit.”

“As a matter of fact, I did mention it.”

“Yes.” A look of remembrance flickered on his face. “But of course I remember you, Pi—I—I mean, Miss Hestia.”

She held back a grimace at the almost-mention of the childhood nickname he had saddled her with in honor of her plaited hair, which he called “pigtails.” Piglet. The name still made her wince.

She wondered what he must think of her. Had she changed as much as he had? Suddenly she felt self-conscious. Many young women had given themselves over to the flapper look—short skirts, bobbed hair, lips brushed with scarlet paint. With full parental approval, she had kept her hair flowing—though confined in the daylight hours—her skirts long, her face unknown to paint. Had her former fiancé been right? Was she out-of-date, out of step with the times? For a brief moment she wished she had given in to fashion dictates so she would seem more modern to the new Booth.

Just as quickly, she chastised herself for such shameful thoughts.

What’s the matter with you? The man God has planned for you to marry will love you for yourself.

Marriage? She had seen Booth for less than a minute, and the thought of marriage had entered her mind? Her thoughts muddled with confusion. She felt faint. Maybe she should ask Aunt Louisa where she kept the smelling salts.


Chapter Two
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“Um, is there anything you need from me today, Miss Louisa?” Though he spoke to the invalid woman, Booth couldn’t keep his gaze off her niece. Was this Hestia the skinny waif who’d screamed bloody murder at the mildest prank, who’d worn gingham dresses and long pigtails? He thanked the Lord he’d stopped himself in the nick of time before calling her by her old nickname.

Such a derogatory name didn’t apply to Hestia now. When had she grown into a blond angel—far beyond the most beautiful model for Pears’ complexion soap? He noticed her modest attire. Surely she must go to church, unlike some of the painted flappers in town. Few pristine beauties were left in this new day and age. He hoped she planned to stay awhile.

“Are you planning to stay awhile, Miss Hestia?” he blurted.

She nodded. “Until Aunt Louisa is feeling better. And, please, don’t call me Miss Hestia. We’ve known each other far too long for such formalities.” She tilted her head to her aunt. “If I may be so bold, by your leave, Aunt Louisa.”

Miss Olive sniffed. “Young people today are much too fast and forward, I say. Why, in our day, Louisa—”

“I agree heartily, but it’s no longer our day, Olive.” Aunt Louisa regarded her niece with unblinking, bespectacled eyes. “Of course what you call each other is between the two of you, as long as you keep it respectable.”

Booth thought he’d better change the topic. “So Miss Tillie left already?”

Aunt Louisa answered. “Yes, she left late this morning.”

The nurse Miss Louisa has now is certainly much prettier, he thought.

“Staying here with my aunt for a couple of weeks will give me an idea as to whether I might want to pursue a career in medicine,” Hestia spoke up.

“You mean to say as a midwife, of course.” Miss Olive nodded once as though the motion would close the discussion.

“Not necessarily. Perhaps a nurse—or even a doctor.”

“Mercy!” Gasping, Miss Olive seemed offended by the notion. “Whyever would you want to become a doctor? Shouldn’t we women leave those difficult areas of life to the menfolk?”

“That concept seems to be up for debate.” Hestia turned to Booth. “What do you think?”

What did he think? How should he respond? Standing before two generations of women in the same room owning diametrically opposing viewpoints, they could find fault no matter what he said. But with them staring at him, he had to respond. “I—I don’t know any other woman who wants to be a doctor. So I guess I’d have to say I haven’t given it much thought.”

Miss Louisa swished her hand in Hestia’s direction. “See there? That’s exactly why Luther left you.”

Luther? So Hestia was recovering from a broken romance. A shattered heart had brought her to Maiden, at least in part. Clearly, the man who let her go was suffering from a bad case of foolishness.

Hestia’s cheeks blushed scarlet, and she looked anywhere but at him. “I am certainly not perfect, but Luther had some faults I don’t care to discuss, thank you.”

“Oh, so Luther is the fiancé your aunt told me about?” Miss Olive guessed.

Still blushing mightily and prettily, Hestia nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Mercy. If you were going on and on about being a career woman, then it’s not a wonder he broke it off with you.” Miss Olive’s expression told everyone in the room that she believed Hestia had gotten everything she deserved. Booth didn’t seek out a career woman for himself, but he didn’t agree that Hestia’s sentiments justified her unhappiness.

“Truth be told, I broke it off.”

Miss Olive didn’t seem to hear Hestia. “Now, everyone knows I worked for my father before he passed on, God rest his soul, but I never had any desire to marry. I suppose you can call me a maiden, the same as the spinster ladies who used to live by Maiden Creek.”

Booth held back a smile. Miss Olive had to reach far back to remember her youth.

Miss Louisa chuckled. “Olive is right, Hestia. It’s fine and good for you to help your father in his doctor’s office as a diversion before marriage, but a woman of your stature should be thinking about making a good match and leave the breadwinning to the man of the house. That’s what I say. Isn’t that what you say, Booth?”

Why did these women insist on grilling him? He wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or insulted by Miss Louisa’s willingness to talk about such matters with him, even asking his opinion. Clearly she had no thought that he would consider courting Hestia. Or perhaps more to the point, that Hestia would never consider him as a suitor. The women seemed to think she was much too career-minded to marry. What type of man could change Hestia’s mind?

He cleared his throat and shot his gaze to Hestia for a flicker of an instant, long enough to see her shift her slight weight from one hip to the other and take a sudden interest in a specific plank in the pine floor. Miss Olive studied him as though she planned to memorize every word of his response. What could he say that wouldn’t embarrass Hestia?

He swallowed. “I think that as long as a person seeks the Lord’s guidance every day and stays in His will, life will be all it’s meant to be.”

Miss Louisa sighed. “Such wise words. Reminds me of the kind of answer my dear departed Orvis would have given to such a question. If only he were still here among us.”

“Now, now,” Miss Olive consoled her friend, patting her shoulder. “He did his part, what with working such a good job at the mill. You’re one of the most well-fixed widows in town, if not the most well-fixed.”

“Yes, he was successful, but frugal living and saving your pennies does the trick every time.” Pride filled her voice.

“Yes, ma’am.” The sentiment reminded him of his father’s wise words about money.

“Oh, Booth, we’re keeping you from going home to your own dinner.” Miss Louisa looked at the clock as though she had suddenly remembered Booth’s presence and been tasked to remind him to go home. “I do have something I need you to do for me. Could you set a mousetrap in the cellar? Maybe Hestia can fetch a piece of cheese for you.”

“We have mice?” Hestia shuddered.

Miss Louisa waved her hand at Hestia. “Honest to goodness, girl, don’t tell me you’ve never had a mouse.”

“Well, yes, I suppose, but I can’t say I’m too fond of the little pests.”

“I’m not either. That’s why I plan to get rid of them.”

“You don’t need to ask Booth to set a trap. I can do that for you.” Hestia stood tall and confident, as though the thought didn’t bother her. He wondered if she was putting on a front for him, considering her stated aversion to mice. Did she even know how to set a trap?

“Let a girl set a mousetrap? Not under my watch.” Booth couldn’t imagine someone as genteel and fine as Hestia involving herself in the pursuit of rodents. “What are you trying to do, make me completely useless around here?” He didn’t want to admit even to himself that that thought seemed dismal. Checking on his neighbor hadn’t been an awful chore, but with Hestia’s arrival, the prospect of daily visits seemed more interesting.

“You could never be useless anywhere, my boy.” The way Miss Louisa smiled made her appear wise. “Now that I do have such wonderful help in Hestia, I don’t want to impose on your time.”

“I don’t mind stopping by as long as you’ll have me.” Booth glimpsed at Hestia. Was that a pleased look on her face? Or did hope make him imagine it?

He didn’t care. He wished he could find a better excuse to linger than setting a mousetrap, but at least he could look forward to seeing Hestia every day. He’d make sure he did.


Chapter Three
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“Breakfast is ready, Aunt Louisa.” Hestia brought a tray to her aunt the following day.

The older woman sat up in bed. Though she wore a long-sleeved nightgown, she took the pink bed jacket embroidered with a pattern of lilies of the valley from the headboard and slipped it over herself. She buttoned it to the top. “Bacon?”

“Yes, with toast, eggs, and coffee.”

“I hope you didn’t burn the bacon.”

“No, ma’am.”

Aunt Louisa put on her spectacles, which were rimmed in golden wire, and regarded the wooden tray Hestia was holding. She peered at the two plates. “You’re eating with me?”

“Of course. Why would you want to eat alone?”

Aunt Louisa shrugged. “I don’t. It’s just that Tillie thought it was too hard for both of us to manage in here.”

Hestia could understand why. The room’s generous proportions disappeared, crowded as it was by Aunt Louisa’s many mementos, each a testimony to a long, well-lived life. Most of the surfaces held portraits of their family. Hestia knew each one—if not by personal acquaintance, then by stories told by older relatives.

“Well, I’ll eat on the vanity table, if that suits you.” The vanity offered one of the few fairly clear surfaces, enough on which to hold a plate and cup of coffee. Hestia set one plate and her cup on the vanity and set the tray beside her aunt in bed.

Aunt Louisa stared at Hestia’s plate on the vanity. “As long as you don’t ruin it. That vanity was my sixteenth-birthday present, I’ll have you know.”

Hestia already knew but kept her tone as sunny as the day outside. “I’ll do my best. Let’s share grace, shall we?”

Aunt Louisa nodded.

Hestia took her aged hands in hers. Veiny and covered with liver spots, they were nevertheless soft to touch. After she and Aunt Louisa had prayed, Hestia had a question. “I’ve been meaning to ask what you plan to do with the bucket of cucumbers in the corner of the kitchen.”

“Oh, those. Hugh Drum brought those. They were part of the late harvest from his garden.”

“That’s awfully nice of him. You two aren’t sweet on each other, are you?” Hestia couldn’t resist teasing as she took her seat at the vanity table.

A train whistled, and Aunt Louisa waited for it to pass before answering. “Oh, no. I’m past being sweet on anybody. Us old people just look out for each other, that’s all.”

“I hope God lets me live long enough to understand.” Hestia wondered what life would be like living as an elder. Slower, for certain. She wanted to live in such a way that her memories would comfort her, much as Aunt Louisa treasured the memories of her life. Hestia’s musings returned to present tasks. “That’s a mighty heap of produce you’ve got out there.”

“Yes, and Tillie didn’t have time to pickle them before she left. She did get a few tomatoes and string beans canned.”

“That’s wonderful of her, but what about her family?” Hestia consumed a bite of egg.

“Oh, her daughters took care of her.”

Hestia could only imagine having to preserve the substantial crops from two family gardens along with neighbors’ bounty, but it couldn’t be helped.

Aunt Louisa lifted a forkful of egg. “So, are you planning on making pickles for me? We sure can’t eat all those fresh cucumbers by ourselves before they go bad.”

Pickling cucumbers took effort, but in good conscience they couldn’t waste food. “Of course I’ll pickle them for you.”

“That’s what I hoped you’d say. You’ll find my recipe box on the counter. It’s not so very hard. It’s the same one your mother uses.”

“Oh, the sweet pickle recipe?”

“That’s the one. You need to make a batch to get in practice for your own home someday, you know.”

Hestia wondered if during her entire visit her aunt would keep reminding her that she should be seeking a suitor. She nodded out of respect.

“And you need to pick the October beans in the garden. I’m sure they’re ready. I was going to have Booth pick them for me and take some to his mother, but I think you’re quite capable. We can still send some to them.”

“Of course.” Hestia spread grape jelly on her toast, being careful not to spill crumbs.

“Oh, and there’s some fall cabbage on the back stoop.”

“I do declare, Aunt Louisa, I believe you’re perfectly well and just wanted me to put up your vegetables.”

“How did you know?” she teased.

“I can put up a few vegetables for you. I’m sure mine won’t be nearly as good as yours, but maybe they’ll be edible.”

“Goodness’ sakes, child. I’m sure they’ll be fine. Even from here in bed, I can give you some pointers since you’ll be using my recipes. I’d like you to make some fresh coleslaw out of the cabbage for us to eat now and make up a batch of sauerkraut for later. I didn’t think to tell Tillie about this yesterday, so you can put in an order from the grocer to get any ingredients I might not have on hand.”

Hestia had an idea. A sneaky one, but an idea all the same. “I wouldn’t mind if Booth took me uptown next week to provision us fully. Do you think he’d mind? Then I can shop at the mercantile for myself and I’ll have a way to bring home all the goods in one trip.”

“That’s a thought. Booth is a mighty nice fellow. I hate to keep on imposing on his generous spirit, though. Maybe we’d be best off with delivery.”

“Or maybe I can just tag along when he’s out and about anyway. It will give me the chance for a little change of scenery while not leaving you alone too terribly long.”

Aunt Louisa shrugged. “Suit yourself, child.”
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When Hestia dropped a hint that she could use a ride to the mercantile the next Saturday, Booth agreed without pause. She hoped he didn’t think her too bold. Aunt Louisa seemed amenable to the idea and didn’t suggest that Hestia had hatched the plan so she could see more of Booth. If either of them thought her request sounded out of the ordinary, they didn’t let her know.

On Saturday, what should have been an everyday trip to the mercantile turned into an event for Hestia. She found herself agonizing over her appearance as though they had planned an evening at the opera. Usually self-assured and decisive, that day she couldn’t make up her mind what dress to wear. When she tried to twist her hair, the locks wouldn’t cooperate. “What is wrong with me?” Exasperated, she set a wayward strand in place with a bobby pin, hoping it wouldn’t show.

“Hestia?” Aunt Louisa called.

She spritzed tuberose fragrance on her wrist from a special crystal perfume bottle before making haste to go into the bedroom. “Yes, ma’am?”

“You’ve got your list, haven’t you?”

She patted her skirt pocket and felt the folded paper. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Please add kitchen matches to it. I’d sure hate for us to run out now with winter fast approaching.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Aunt Louisa studied her. “Is that a Sunday dress you’ve got on?”

“No, ma’am.” Her answer was truthful, but she had chosen one of her best everyday dresses. She’d been told—by Luther, even—that the rose color flattered her. “Does it look okay?”

“Better than okay.” She pursed her lips. “You aren’t getting all spiffed up for Booth, are you?”

She felt heat rise to her cheeks. “Uh—”

“Now, you should remember that I’ll be well soon and you’ll be back on your way to Haw River. It’s best, for your own good, mind you, not to get attached to anyone here.”

At that moment Booth knocked, and Hestia hastened to answer. He met her with a grin. “I’m ready if you are.”

“Then don’t let me hold you up.” She reached for the handbag she’d left in a chair.

“You look especially pretty today, Hestia. Much too pretty to go to the store.”

“I wouldn’t say that, but thank you. I appreciate your help.”

“Now don’t you forget anything,” Aunt Louisa called from her room. “Booth doesn’t want to have to go back out because of foolishness.”

“Yes, ma’am,” she called back. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

After they ventured outdoors, Booth helped her into the Model T touring car. After she was situated in the passenger seat, he ran around to the driver’s seat and set the switch then stepped to the front and cranked the engine. Once the motor got running, he rushed back and jumped into his seat. “Sorry to hurry you. Next time I buy an automobile, I hope it will have an electric starter.”

She laughed. “I was ready anyway. Thanks again for taking me to the store.”

“My pleasure. Mother needed a few things, so she’d planned to send me, anyway. Having company is much better.”

“Good. I wouldn’t want to impose.”

“Is the Murray’s Mill mercantile okay by you?”

“Sure.”

Booth released the brake, and the car lurched as they began their journey. Hestia adjusted her driving hat and breathed in the fresh air. Murray’s Mill was a long drive from Maiden, but the mill was known for its freshly ground flour. The drive would take them along the rail lines, first north to Newton and then east to Catawba. Aunt Louisa and the Barringtons lived on the north side of Maiden toward Newton, so they didn’t need to travel through the center of town. The quiet road they took offered a view of oak and maple trees bursting with fall colors. People sat on the porches of the bungalows, brick Georgian, and two-story clapboard houses they passed. Booth waved at them all, and they waved back as though he was a long-lost brother they hadn’t seen in a decade. Most of them also gave her a cockeyed look.

“Within the hour, I think everyone in this county will know you’re in town,” Booth shouted over the motor. “I hope you don’t mind being seen with me.”

“Not if you don’t mind being seen with me,” she countered. “I know all about living in a small town. They’ll probably have us engaged before the week’s out.” She wished she could clap her hand over her mouth and turn back the clock thirty seconds. What had made her say such a ridiculous thing? What must he think of her?

To her relief, he laughed. “Sorry. Guess you’ll be stuck with me, then. Shall we set our wedding date now?”

She laughed with more enthusiasm than she felt, a sign of her relief that he shared her sense of humor.

He tooted the horn at a pretty young brunette planting fall flowers in her yard near Newton. She turned and waved, flashing an appealing smile. An unwelcome pang of jealousy visited Hestia, and she reminded herself of Aunt Louisa’s admonition not to get too close to anyone during her visit. “That’s Miss Mahoney,” Booth explained, clearly oblivious to Hestia’s turmoil. “She’s my secretary.”

“Pretty.”

“What’s that?” he shouted over the motor.

Hestia wished she didn’t have to repeat the obvious. “I said she’s pretty.”

“Oh.” He kept his eyes on the road. “I guess she is. We’ve just never seen each other that way. Matt Drum is courting her. He’s considered a much better catch than I could ever be.” Hestia wanted to blurt that he need not be modest, but he quickly changed the subject. “How do you think your aunt is doing?”

“She’s feisty as ever, ordering me around. I’ll say, I’ve worked harder than I ever remember. Not only does she have me canning all the vegetables people bring her”—she waved the list—“but I’ve been engaged in a deep fall cleaning. I’m more of a maid than a nurse.”

“Do you mind so much?”

“Not since it’s her, I suppose.”

“Yes, we do things for family we wouldn’t want to do for strangers. I’ll bet she’s teaching you all the tricks to canning, supervising her kitchen even though she’s in bed.”

“Yes.” She chuckled. “Some of the tricks she is teaching me I didn’t even know from Mother. I think by the time I leave here, my aunt will be set with most of her food for the winter. Plenty of pickles and sauerkraut, anyway.”

“Not sure I’d want to live on those, but I suppose it’s possible....”

A trip to a mercantile was always a nice diversion, even when her list held nothing more exciting than pickle lime, but the day proved especially fun with Booth. After forty minutes, they pulled up to a well-kept mill that was situated on a lovely man-made pond. Getting out of the car, Hestia couldn’t resist stopping to take a look at the dam and the millrace. The waterwheel was not engaged as she surveyed the scene. She imagined what the impressive wheel might look like with water rushing over it as it made loud swishing sounds.

“Gorgeous, isn’t it?” Since Booth had cut the motor, he no longer needed to yell.

She turned to him. Yes, he was gorgeous. She noticed he had indulged in shaving water that smelled of brisk spices. A perfect choice for autumn. She wondered if he had splashed on a bit more than usual for her benefit but decided not to dwell on such a vain notion. “Yes, it is gorgeous here. I love how the trees are so colorful against the water. Look at how it’s catching the sunlight.”

“Even the most skilled artist would have trouble capturing the wonder of God’s artwork this morning. It was worth the trip just to see this, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, it was.”

She would have commented that she’d be happy to go all the way across the state to Carolina Beach with him but put such a shocking thought out of her head before she said anything. They lingered in silence a few more moments then he escorted her across the small street to the mercantile located in a white house with a high porch. The store was busy enough that they met others as they went up the steps to enter.

Booth didn’t hesitate with his errand. He headed straight toward the candy display. Out of curiosity, Hestia followed him. “Look.” Booth pointed to a row of candy bars. “I haven’t seen this one before.” He picked it up. “Mounds.”

“Have you tried one of those yet?” The storekeeper was waiting on another customer, but he paused long enough to pose the question. “They came out not too long ago. They’re coconut covered with chocolate. Pretty good.”

“Okay, I’ll take five.” He held up all five digits of his right hand.

Hestia tried not to seem too shocked. “Five? My goodness, you must have quite a sweet tooth.”

“I do, but this time I’m buying them for other people—Mother, Daddy, your aunt, me, and you. Doesn’t that add up to five?”

“Yes, but really, I can’t.”

“Sure you can. It’s just a candy bar.”

The combination of chocolate and sweet coconut sounded good to her—and the novelty of a new type of candy, interesting. “Oh, all right. And I’m sure Aunt Louisa will enjoy a treat.”

He nodded and added the candy to the Barringtons’ order. With efficiency, he waited on Hestia as well. All too soon, Hestia and Booth were back in the Ford with several bags of flour, some cornmeal, sugar, coffee, and a bushel of apples. She had the kitchen matches in her handbag in her lap. Thinking of all the supplies, she was glad she’d asked Booth to help her. She’d gotten much accomplished in a day.

They rumbled back onto the road, waving at everyone. Hestia basked in Booth’s reflected popularity. Clearly, everyone in town thought highly of her companion.

“I hate to ask,” Booth yelled, “but do you mind if I stop at the service station for gas? That way I won’t have to take the motorcar out again later.”

“That’s fine.”

They drove up Main Street in Maiden. Hestia remembered the hardware store and the drugstore from summer visits. The movie theater advertised Blood and Sand. The ad depicted Rudolph Valentino embracing his costar for torrid effect. Since she didn’t keep up with motion pictures, Hestia wasn’t sure whether the lace-covered woman was Lila Lee or Nita Naldi since both of their names appeared under his.

Booth pulled into the service station. Immediately, an attendant came to their assistance. Booth greeted him by name then nodded toward the station. “Care for a bottle of Coca-Cola?”

“No thanks.”

“You’re quiet. What are you thinking? You didn’t forget anything, did you? If you did, I’ll take you back. I’d hate for Miss Louisa to fuss at you.”

“No, I don’t think I forgot anything. I was just looking around at the town. It’s been awhile since I was up Main Street.”

Booth paid the attendant and started the automobile. Soon they were back on the road. “I look forward to when they pave the street. That’s supposed to happen soon.”

She gave him an exaggerated nod. They passed houses in varying styles on the way home. Each house looked as unique as its individual occupants would. Treed yards and fall plantings gave the town a serene appeal. They also drove by two churches, evidence of God’s presence in Maiden. Hestia took in the scenery, thinking of how she had come to visit such a lovely place.

Once again several people waved at Booth, and he returned their greetings. Soon they had pulled up in front of Aunt Louisa’s. She realized she had said very little on the way home. “I didn’t mean to be rude with my silence. I was just missing home a little, that’s all. Although that’s no reflection on present company. It’s just that you have so many friends here, and so I miss mine back home.”

“I’d think poorly of you if you didn’t miss your friends. I’m sure you’re every bit as popular in Haw River as I am here. Probably more. But I have an idea. Why don’t you make friends here while you visit? If you’d be so kind, I’d appreciate it if you’d allow me to escort you to church tomorrow.”

“Why, I hadn’t thought much about church. With Aunt Louisa bedridden, I suppose I assumed I’d miss church. But I really would like to go to worship, especially with someone I know.”

“You know me.”

“That I do.” She sent him her prettiest smile. “Okay, I’ll ask Aunt Louisa if she’ll allow it.”
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Hestia rejoiced when Aunt Louisa granted her permission to go with Booth the following day; she could hardly object to church attendance. Church began Hestia’s week the right way in Haw River, and the prospect of worshiping in Maiden delighted her.

Sunday morning proved to be a beautiful, brisk fall day. Hestia donned her best dress, grateful that she had taken her mother’s advice to bring all her good clothes in case she needed them. She made certain to be ready in plenty of time and met Booth at the door promptly.

He looked her up and down from head to toe, noting her appearance in a gentle manner that didn’t make her feel uncomfortable. “You look pretty today.”

“Thank you, but you don’t have to flatter me.” She felt herself blush, although she had already seen in the mirror that she was indeed pretty that day.

“I’m not flattering you. I mean it.”

Hestia tried to cover her surprise upon seeing his parents in the Model T. What had she been thinking? Of course they would be going with them to church. Mrs. Barrington sat in the back seat, with her husband in front.

As Booth helped Hestia board the car, seating her in back with his mother, Hestia caught a pleasing whiff of Bay Rum scent. Perhaps he saved Bay Rum for Sundays. Like the day before, his masculine fragrance reminded her that she missed being close to a man. He smelled good enough that she had to restrain herself from drawing closer to him as he passed.

Mrs. Barrington greeted Hestia. The older woman looked much as Hestia remembered. She had grown plumper, her figure suiting her round face framed by dark hair. The loud motor and brief trip didn’t give them much chance for conversation beyond a casual greeting, but Booth’s parents were as pleasant as she remembered.

Before she knew it, Booth and Hestia were walking through the doors of his church. Hestia wasn’t surprised that people turned to stare when she entered with him. Two attractive women near Hestia’s age gave her envious looks and then turned and whispered to each other. A couple of men noticed her and then pretended they hadn’t. She tried not to appear ill at ease, and she studied Booth with her peripheral vision. He didn’t seem embarrassed and held his head high as they made their way to a pew near the front.

Not until she sat did she realize that beside her was an auburn-haired beauty. The woman turned and whispered, “I’m Judith Unsworth. Welcome.” When she smiled, Hestia saw no trace of resentment. “Are you a friend of Booth’s?”

“Yes, I suppose you could say that. My aunt lives next door to him, and I’m visiting while I take care of her.”

“Oh, you must mean Louisa Evans.”

“Yes.”

“I’m so sorry. My grandmother thinks highly of your aunt.”

“Thank you,” Hestia managed before the service began.

Hestia shared a hymnal with Booth, but Judith and she exchanged smiles from time to time. Hestia had a feeling that if she were staying in town longer, Judith would prove to be a good friend.
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Over the next week when Booth visited, Hestia couldn’t resist making sure her housedresses, plain though they were, sparkled with cleanliness. She noticed that his face lit up whenever she wore the dark blue one, so she appeared in that one the most, but not too much. The gray one seldom left the wardrobe closet.

Booth showed himself prompt, always stopping by between closing time at the cotton mill and dinner with his parents. Each day when Hestia saw him approaching the walk, she stole into her bedroom to peer into the mirror, hoping to escape her aunt’s notice, and pinched her cheeks a few times to bring up the color. Tuberose toilette water, a Christmas gift from her parents, added a pleasant fragrance behind her ears. Her hair received special attention, as well.

She felt her efforts were rewarded. Booth never seemed disappointed to see her, always lingering for hot coffee with three lumps of sugar and plenty of cream or breakfast tea laced with honey. Their shared talk about family, past events, and funny stories made Hestia feel comfortable in his presence and, at the end of each afternoon, left her wanting to see him again. By that time of day, Aunt Louisa had awakened from her afternoon nap, ready to greet Booth. Hestia could see that his visits offered a bright spot in her aunt’s day, too. Despite Hestia’s initial reticence about being banished to Maiden, she now wished it would never end.
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“It’s almost time for Booth again.”

Hestia’s heart did a little jump whenever Aunt Louisa made the pronouncement. Hestia never pointed out the time herself, as she didn’t want her aunt to suspect that her thoughts dwelled too much on their handsome neighbor. “Have you put on the coffee? It’s so chilly I imagine he’ll want a hot drink today. I know I could use something to warm my old bones.”

“Yes, coffee’s almost ready.” Hestia tried not to appear breathless, having emerged from her bedroom after a cheek-pinching session. Thankfully, her aunt never seemed to notice Hestia’s smoothed hair and reddened complexion. Or if she did, she never commented.

“I’m assuming Booth will be escorting you to preaching again this Sunday.”

“Yes, ma’am. I really like the people in church. I especially get on well with Judith Unsworth.”

“Yes, she comes from a fine family. I can’t object to any friendship with her.”

“I appreciate your being willing to be left alone long enough for me to go to church. Attending makes my week complete.”

Aunt Louisa sighed. “I miss going to church myself.”

“And they miss you, too. They’re always asking after you. I’m sure Doctor Lattimore will give you release soon.”

“One can only hope.”

“Miss Louisa? Hestia?” They heard Booth call from the entrance.

“I’ll greet him.” Hestia strolled from the bedroom to the parlor. “Good afternoon, Booth.” She saw that he carried a furry white bundle. “What have you got there?”

“Something that will help with any mice you might have. I’m assured by her previous owner that she’s quite well behaved.”

Hestia took the cat. “She’s hardly a kitten. She must weigh fifteen pounds.”

“No doubt about it, but that’s all the better since you won’t have to train her much. They tell me she’s quite a good mouser.”

“Then why would her owner want to get rid of her?”

“They just had a baby, and the two of them don’t seem to get along. The owners are distressed about the whole thing. If I can’t find a home for the cat, who knows what will happen to her? We already have two cats at my house as it is, and they’re always walking on thin ice with Rover.”

“I’ve watched them out in the yard. He loves to bark at the poor things.” Hestia stroked the cat’s head and spoke to her in a soft voice. “That’s too bad about the baby. It’s hard to compete with the little ones, isn’t it? Well, if your owner is absolutely certain there’s no room for you, then I’m sure we can find a place for you here.” Hestia looked at Booth. “With Aunt Louisa’s approval, of course.”

“Of course. Let’s hope she says it’s okay.”

Hestia strolled into the sickroom, still holding the cat. “Look what Booth brought us. A mouser.”

Aunt Louisa looked down her nose at her neighbor. “What’s the matter, Booth—tired of setting traps?”

Booth chuckled. “I haven’t set a trap in days. I don’t think you had more than one mouse.”

Aunt Louisa crossed her arms. “Well, then, we don’t need a cat. Especially one as huge as that. That animal will eat us out of house and home. Where did it come from, anyway?”

“The Nelsons. Sarah and Jonas.”

Her face brightened. “How is the baby, anyway?”

“Colicky, apparently. Sarah and Jonas both look as if they haven’t slept in weeks, and the baby cried the whole time I was there. They’re trying goat’s milk to see if that will help.”

Aunt Louisa tsked. “I’d say they have their hands full.”

“So that means we can keep the cat? Oh, please, Aunt Louisa?” Hestia knew she sounded like a spoiled little girl, but she couldn’t help herself. “And even though our mouse is gone now, we might get another one, and we won’t have to worry if we have a good mouser.”

“So you say, but I don’t want the bother of taking care of a cat forever.”

“I’ll take care of her.” Hestia stroked underneath the cat’s chin. The animal closed her eyes and purred.

“But who’ll take care of that cat when you’re gone?”

“I’ll take her back with me if you haven’t fallen in love with her before then.”

Aunt Louisa lifted her hands in surrender. “Oh, all right. I can see my life will be miserable if I don’t go along.” Despite the fact she tried to sound put upon, her gentle tone told Hestia she liked the idea of owning a house cat.

“Thank you, Aunt Louisa.” Hestia snuggled her nose into the cat’s neck and spoke in a childlike voice to it. “So what is your name?”

Booth smiled. “Her name’s Diamond.”

“Well, Diamond, welcome to your new home.”

Diamond purred, much to everyone’s amusement.

“Thanks for adopting her.” Booth rubbed the cat between the ears. “I promised them I’d find a good home, and now I can say I did.”

Aunt Louisa sniffed. “I hope Selene likes cats.”

“Selene?” Hestia and Booth whipped their gazes to the older woman and gasped in unison.

Aunt Louisa nodded. “I just received word she’ll be visiting us. She’s scheduled to arrive the morning of November twelfth. Which reminds me—Booth, could you pick her up from the train station and bring her here?”

“That’s a Friday, right?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m almost certain I have a meeting at work I can’t miss that day. Otherwise, of course I would be glad to collect her.”

“That’s all right. I’ll ask Abe Perkins. I’m sure he’ll be able to do it.”

“If not, let me know and I’ll find someone,” Booth assured her.

Hestia only halfway listened to their plans. At least Booth wouldn’t have to pick Selene up from the station. Of course, Selene would much prefer Booth over Abe, whose sixtieth birthday had long since passed. But she would become reacquainted with Booth soon enough.

Hestia tried not to pout. Selene. The cousin she’d always envied was a pretty, glamorous, extravagantly wealthy socialite. The cousin she could never match. Quickly her thoughts turned to Booth, and unwelcome jealousy raged. Hestia, with her modest looks and dress, could never compete with such a vision. She felt like the little girl called “Piglet” again. She swallowed and tried to keep anxiety from entering her voice. “Why is she coming?”

“That’s hardly a charitable response.” Aunt Louisa’s eyebrows rose.

Embarrassed, Hestia felt her face flush. “I—I didn’t mean to be uncharitable. Of course I want to see Selene. I just wondered why she’s visiting at this moment in time, that’s all.”

“Does she have to have a reason?”

“No,” Hestia answered too quickly.

“This place has gotten to be a regular hotel.” Booth’s voice sounded a little too bright, a sure sign he hoped to allay any tension. “It’ll be nice to see her again. It’s been years.”

“Has it?” Hestia blurted.

Booth nodded. “She hasn’t been here since before your last visit. And that was too long ago.”

Hestia sent her glance to the floor and back. At least he had the good graces not to make her feel invisible now that her glamorous cousin would be by to grab all the attention. But maybe God had planned to send Selene to Maiden for a reason. If Booth wasn’t the right man for Hestia, Selene would steal him away and that would be that.

Oh, how could she think such a thing? Booth wasn’t hers to steal.
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