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    To my grandmother, Elizabeth Allen Bonzo, who married for lovewho endured in that loveand by enduring healed a broken family.
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    Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.
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    Prologue


    MARCH 31, 1871

    WHITE ROCK, MICHIGAN


    Joshua Hunter had survived four years of war, led men in battle, been honored for his courage under fire, and had turned sixty acres of lumbered-over Michigan land into crop-producing fields ... but he was helpless in the face of his wife’s agony.


    “Maybe a cup of coffee would help,” his father-in-law suggested. “Coffee sometimes cures my headaches.”


    His wife’s father, Richard Young, was every bit as worried as he. Neither of them had ever seen a woman in such pain. She had not suffered this badly even in the birthing of their five children.


    “Diantha,” Joshua asked, “do you think you could sit up and drink some coffee?”


    She nodded feebly and allowed him to put two pillows behind her back to prop her upright. Her mother went to fetch the coffee.


    “It’s lukewarm, honey.” Virgie hurried back into the bedroom where her daughter lay. “It’ll be easier for you to drink that way. I’m sure this will help. You know what a bad headache your daddy gets when he don’t get his coffee regular.”


    Joshua brushed the damp hair off his wife’s forehead as she reached for the cup. Diantha took after her mother’s side of the familya handsome people. Her skin was lovely, with an almost olive tint to it, but now it was the color of paste. Her pallor was greater than he had ever seeneven during her worst moments of labor. Beads of sweat clung to her forehead as she tried to hold the cup to her lips and her hands trembled.


    “I can’t do this,” she said.


    He grabbed the cup before it could spill onto the coverlet.


    “Please try to sip some, sweetheart.” He held the cup to her lips.


    She took two swallows before she fell back against the pillows. “My head hurts so.” She pressed both hands against her temples. “I can’t standit.”


    “Give the coffee a chance to work, honey,” her father said.


    “I’m so cold.” Her teeth began to chatter, in spite of the fire Richard had built in the fireplace. “Josh, get me another blanket.”


    Virgie whipped a heavy quilt from the foot of the bed. “Here.” She handed it to him, her face pinched with worry.


    He tucked the quilt around his wife, wondering how she could keep from suffocating with so many layers over her.


    Suddenly, she writhed beneath the quilts, grabbed her stomach, and threw up into an empty bucket her mother had placed beside the bed when she had first complained of feeling ill.


    She fell back against the pillows once again, her eyes closed tight against the pain, her face twisted into a grimace. Joshua had seen a great deal of suffering in his lifetime, especially on the battlefield, but he had never seen anything like what his wife was experiencing.


    “It doesn’t make any sense,” he said, as much to himself as to Virgie and Richard. “She was fine this morning at breakfast.”


    “What did she eat?” her mother asked.


    “Cornmeal mush and milk.” He shook his head, unable to think of anything that could have caused this. “She ate from the same bowls as the children and me, then she drank a cup of tea while we planned our day.”


    Virgie poured water into a washbasin on a nearby stand, dipped a washrag in it, wrung it out, and placed it on her daughter’s forehead. “There, honey. Maybe that will help your head feel better.”


    “She went for a short walk in the woods behind the cabin,” Joshua continued. “With that good rain we got yesterday, and with the dogwood tree blossoms the size of a squirrel’s earsshe wanted to hunt for some morel mushrooms she could fry for supper tonight.”


    “Could she have gotten ahold of some kind of poison mushroom?” Virgie asked.


    “The girl has enough sense to know the difference between a good morel and them poison mushrooms some people mistake for ’emlike the ones that killed that poor woman down by Forestville last spring,” Richard said. “I taught Diantha myself. She knows how to be careful. I guarantee it ain’t mushroom poisoning.”


    “I didn’t eat any mushrooms,” Diantha said, pulling the damp cloth from her forehead and dropping it on the floor. “Can I have some water?”


    Richard left and came back with a tin cup. He held it to his daughter’s lips. “Here, honey. I just now drew it up from the well so it would be nice and cool.”


    Diantha took one sip and began retching.


    Joshua grabbed the bucket and held it while his wife emptied what little remained in her stomach. “My head hurts so bad!” Diantha pressed her hands against her temples again and rolled her head back and forth on the pillow. “Make it stop, Mama, make it stop. Please make it stop!”


    “We need Dr. Allard,” Joshua said. “We need him right now.”


    “I’ll go,” Richard said.


    “No.” Joshua looked up from where he was sitting on the side of her bed. “My horse is faster, and I’m a better rider. I’ll go.” He realized how arrogant that sounded. “I’m sorry, Richard, I meant no offense.”


    “It’s true, though,” Richard said. “After four years in the cavalry, you’re a much better rider than me. You should be the one to go.”


    Diantha grappled at his shirt. “Don’t leave me, Josh!”


    Joshua had never been so torn in his life. He wanted to get Doc Allard as fast as possible, but how could he leave his wife when she was begging him to stay?


    At that moment, her body began writhing in pain and then she started convulsing and tearing at her hair. A moan escaped her lips, her body arched, went limp, and she was suddenly and completely ... still.


    Joshua and his in-laws looked at each other, all three of them wild-eyed. Virgie began to shake her roughly. “Diantha! Wake up!”


    Joshua reached for her wrist and felt for a pulse, but there was none.


    “Don’t you do this to me, Diantha Mae,” Virgie cried. “Don’t you lay there playing possum, a-trying to scare me like you did when you was a girl!” Virgie slapped her daughter in the face, over and over. “You wake up now. You wake up right this minute!”


    “Stop it!” Richard grabbed Virgie and pulled her away from the bed.


    Virgie shook him off, ran for the smelling salts, and waved them frantically beneath Diantha’s nose. When there was no response, Virgie’s shoulders slumped in defeat. She sat down on the floor beside the bed and began to wail, holding on to her daughter’s hand, rocking back and forth in her great grief.


    Virgie’s cries sounded as raw and primal as those of a wounded animal. In some far-off place of Joshua’s mind, he wondered if his mother-in-law could live through this after already having buried six other children.


    “Not her too, Lord,” she sobbed. “Not the only baby I got left.”


    “I’ll go for the doctor now.” Richard’s voice was tired and resigned. He had endured this agony six times before, and the weariness of grief was already etched deeply into every line of his body.


    Joshua was paralyzed with shock. They had four little girls and a three-month-old baby boy. The girls were upstairs in the loft playing. The oldest, twelve-year-old Agnes, was keeping an eye on her three younger sisters and baby brother.


    He should go to them, but he couldn’t seem to stop sitting there, staring at his wife, trying to pull his mind together, trying to absorb the fact that she was ... gone. How could Diantha just up and ... die?


    The rhythmic hoofbeats of Richard riding off to fetch the now-useless doctor filled the room. Virgie lay sobbing on the floor. Joshua steeled himself against giving in to an outpouring of grief. He could not allow himself the luxury of falling apart. Not yet. He needed to go to his children.


    Drawing upon every bit of willpower he had, he closed his wife’s lovely green eyes, took one last look at her perfect face, ran his hand over her dark brown hair, placed a kiss on her forehead, and then pulled the sheet up over her body and face. She had never been a large woman, barely coming to his shoulder. Now, in death, beneath the sheet, she looked so very small.

  


  
    

    [image: ]1[image: ]


    MAY 19, 1871


    “You stupid cow!” Mrs. Millicent Bowers leaped to her feet and swished her rose-colored silk skirt away from the broken tea set lying on the floor. “Why my husband ever hired you, I’ll never know! The cost of that steamboat ticket to bring you here from Detroit was a complete waste!”


    Millicent was furious; her glossy brown ringletswhich took Ingrid forever to curl each morningtrembled.


    Ingrid ducked her head, avoiding her mistress’s blazing eyes, and fell to her knees, gathering the broken pieces back on to the heavily laden tea tray she had dropped.


    “That set was imported from England and it cost the earth! What’s wrong with you!” At that point, Millicent burst into tears, fell facedown upon the sofa, and began to beat the cushions like a child throwing a temper tantrum. In Ingrid’s opinion, this was ridiculous behavior for a grown woman, but it wasn’t the first time she had witnessed it. Millicentan aging belle from Virginia who had not yet reconciled herself to living in the “wilds” of Michiganwas, in Ingrid’s eyes, a spoiled brat.


    She seldom understood why her mistress acted the way she did, but it wasn’t her place to understand. She only had to work for the woman, a job that was getting more tedious every day.


    Still, she was aghast at the breakage. The tea set had been lovely, with hand-painted cabbage roses on a creamy white background, and it was not easy to come by nice things in this “godforsaken, backwoods hole in the ground.” At least that’s what Millicent told everyone within earshot on a daily basis.


    Perhaps the state of Virginia had been next door to heaven before Mr. Lincoln’s war. Ingrid didn’t know and she didn’t care. In her opinion, a woman with a roof over her head, money to spend, and a husband who doted on her did not have any reason to complain. However, if there was ever a woman determined to make a career out of being unhappy, it was Millicent Bowers.


    “I am sorry.” Ingrid struggled to speak the words correctly. Millicent hated it when she spoke in broken English. “It was aaccident.”


    As she mopped up the mess with a dishcloth, saddened by the waste of the good pastry over which she had labored, she felt a stinging sensation across her shoulders. She jerked around and, to her astonishment, saw Millicent leaning over her, a look of flushed triumph on her face and a riding crop in her hand. Before Ingrid could recover from her surprise, the crop came down upon her again and again, slashing across her face and ripping a tear in her dress before she could put a hand out to stop it.


    “I’ll teach you to destroy my things,” Millicent crowed.


    Ingrid fell onto her bottom and scooted backward, shocked speechless.


    Her mistress was a fretful, thoughtless woman with no responsibilities and countless imagined illnesses. She frequently gave in to small, verbal cruelties to relieve her boredom, but she had never before physically attacked her.


    As the blows rained down upon Ingrid’s head and shoulders, she saw that Millicent’s face had changed from complete despair to unabashed glee.


    Fortunately, her mistress was not in the best of shape. Her indolent half-invalid state had robbed her of stamina. Her corset made it impossible for her to draw a full breath.


    Millicent stopped, pressed her hand against her stomach, and tried to recover by breathing in short, shallow, dog-like pants. This gave Ingrid enough time to scramble to her feet.


    For the first time since her decision to come to America, Ingrid felt real anger. Dropping a tea set was unfortunate, but being beaten for it was not acceptable. After working for Millicent this past month, she felt bottomless sympathy for the woman’s former slaves.


    She stepped over the broken china and snatched the riding crop away. Millicent raised her hand to slap herjust as a male voice sliced through the air.


    “What’s going on here?”


    Millicent’s hand dropped. In an instant, she arranged her face into a picture of simpering, sweet womanhood. Ingrid watched, amazed, as Millicent deliberately exchanged one facial expression for another, as quickly and efficiently as changing a hat. Ingrid had never learned the art of pretending to be anyone except exactly who she was, a twenty-four-year-old Swedish woman who could outwork anybody she knew.


    “Ohit’s you.” Surprisingly, once Millicent turned and saw the man, her voice did not drip honey.


    “Is your husband here, ma’am?” the man asked.


    “No.”


    She turned her back on him.


    The rudeness of her attitude came as another shock. Ingrid had yet to see the man whom Millicent did not try to captivate.


    “I came to the mercantile to pay my bill,” the man said. “Your husband wasn’t there.”


    “Leave the money on the table.” Millicent nodded toward one of many useless decorative pieces of furniture crowding the sitting room. “Then, I’ll thank you to leave, Mr. Hunter.”


    Hunter? Ingrid searched her memory. Why was Millicent, who loved the attention of a maleany malebeing so dismissive? It was especially surprising because Mr. Hunter was an exceptionally handsome man. He was over six feet tall, broad of shoulder, and perfect in form.


    He pulled some worn-looking bills from his pocket and laid them on the table. Something about the way he unfolded and smoothed them out made Ingrid think that the money had not come easily.


    “Are you all right, ma’am?”


    To Ingrid’s surprise, he appeared to be speaking to her.


    He was dressed in a farmer’s work clothes, had the bluest eyes she had ever seen, and yes, they were most definitely looking straight at her. She noticed that his chestnut-brown hair, which curled over his shirt collar, was in bad need of a trim.


    “You’re bleeding,” he pointed out.


    Ingrid’s hand flew to her face, where there was a trickle of blood. She wondered how much he had seen through the open door before he interrupted. Heat suffused her neck and face at the realization that he had seen her being treated like a disobedient dog.


    “Don’t worry about her,” Millicent said. “This clumsy girl cut herself when she broke my tea set.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Get back to work, Ingrid.”


    To Ingrid’s astonishment, Mr. Hunter did not allow himself to be dismissed. “Shouldn’t she have those cuts tended to first?” His voice held real concern.


    Ingrid blinked. Her wounds meant nothing to her at the moment. She was too busy studying this man who was taking up for her.


    Mr. Hunter was worried about heran overworked, badly treated housemaid.


    It was the first real kindness she had received since arriving in White Rock, Michigan. At that moment, in the blink of an eye, Ingrid fell head over heels in love with a perfect stranger.


    Millicent had a different opinion of Mr. Hunter. She slowly turned back around to face the man. “When I want the advice of a wife killer, I’ll ask for it.”


    The man looked as though he had been punched in the stomach, but he quickly recovered.


    “I’d take it kindly if you wouldn’t go spreading that rumor around, Mrs. Bowers. I have little children to raise.” He politely tipped his hat to them and left.


    Ingrid’s eyes followed him. There was something about Mr. Hunter, his concern for her, as well as the calm way he had dealt with Millicent’s accusation, that made her wish she could follow him right on out the door.


    “That tea set will be taken out of your pay, you know,” Millicent hissed when he was out of earshot.


    Ingrid wasn’t at all surprised.
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    Shaken by Millicent’s accusations, Joshua Hunter walked to his wagon outside the Bowerses’ home. His daughter Agnes sat on the wooden seat, holding the reins of their patient driving horse, Buttons.


    He had come to town to pay his bills and to pick up supplies. Although he knew that there had been some crazy talk from his mother-in-law about him being responsible for Diantha’s death, he hadn’t expected anyone to take her seriously. A coldness had developed between him and Richard, with whom he had always had a cordial relationship. He figured his grieving in-laws were resentful that their daughter was gone ... and he was the one left alive.


    But wife killer? Is this what people in town were saying about him?


    No wonder there was going to be an inquest tomorrow into the cause of Diantha’s death! The official who had given him the subpoena had not told him that he was a suspect.


    Overwhelmed with the care of his children, dealing with his own grief, trying to get his fields plantedhe had not realized that others might be echoing what Virgie had been saying.


    He knew, of course, that a small town starved for news would manufacture its own, but Diantha’s death had evidently set the gossips’ tongues wagging in ways he had not anticipated.


    When he returned to the wagon, a fight was brewing in the back between two of his little girls, Ellie and Trudy. It seemed like there was always some sort of altercation going on between those two. His wife had not been much of a disciplinarian, but things had gotten worse since she died.


    Unfortunately, he had little idea of how to deal with the girls’ disobedience and perpetual fussing with each other. Give him a regiment of men, and he knew how to lead them and keep proper discipline in the ranks. Give him a battle, and he would fight and, if given half a chance, would probably win.


    He knew how to fight a war, but military battles had not prepared him for a house filled with little girls. Domestic issues left him at a complete loss, which reminded him of that young Swedish woman whom George Bowers had hired. She was definitely having a hard time of it. A whip, for goodness sake! Millicent had been using a whip on her! He didn’t even use whips on his animals. The scene he had walked into had been a shock. He was glad he had been able to interrupt it.


    The hired girl had worn a shapeless brown garment that was faded and worn. She was also as thin as a railshockingly thin. There was no excuse for this. George’s store was well stocked and prosperous. The Bowerses could certainly afford to give her a new dress and enough to eat.


    George was a decent enough man, except for being a complete pushover when it came to his wife. Joshua had never particularly cared one way or another about Millicent, but now he felt a real revulsion toward her.


    “Pa! Pa! Ellie’s a-hurting me!”


    “Am not!”


    “Now what’s going on?” Joshua was exasperated. “What are you two fussing about now?”


    Twelve-year-old Agnes seemed unperturbed by the battle taking place between her sisters in the back of the wagon. She rolled her eyes and shrugged at his questioning glance.


    “Ellie keeps taking my marble.” Trudy, his six-year-old towhead, wiped her nose on her sleeve and then pointed her finger at her sister.


    “Why are you trying to take your sister’s marble, Ellie?”


    “I gots to have me somethin’ to play with.” Ellie, a solid little five-year-old with curly brown hair and freckles, stuck out her lower lip. “Aggie took my slingshot away.”


    Joshua climbed into the wagon. “Why did you take your sister’s slingshot?” He took the reins from Agnes’s fingers. One of the many challenges of raising his family alone was having to drag the girls along with him everywhere he went. Sometimes it felt like he was traveling with a circus. It was tempting to leave them all at home, but he was afraid he’d come back and find one of them strung up byher shoestrings.


    “Ellie hit the rear end of Buttons with a big ol’ rock,” Agnes explained. “He nearly run off, but I held him back.”


    Joshua turned around and gave Ellie a hard stare. “Did you do that?”


    “I didn’t mean to,” Ellie said. “My hand slipped.”


    “But you were aiming at Buttons when it slipped?”


    “Yep,” Ellie admitted. It might have been his imagination, but he could have sworn he heard a note of pride in the little girl’s voice.


    “I’ll take that slingshot away from you for good if you ever let it ‘accidentally’ slip and hit that horse again.” Considering how things had been going around his house, he added just to be on the safe side, “Or if it ‘accidentally’ hits one of your sisters.”


    “It won’t happen again, Pa.”


    He made a clicking sound with his tongue, and Buttons obediently headed down the old logging road to their home. For a moment, he thought he had managed to establish peace among his girls. Then a wheel hit a rock and his youngest daughter, three-year-old Polly, let out a yowl. She had been in the process of standing up, and the bump had caused her to fall.


    Ellie and Trudy scrambled over to comfort her. All three huddled in the corner of the back of the wagon, glaring at him like little animalsas though Polly’s discomfort was all his fault.


    Other men had daughters who were demure and well behaved ... but not him.


    Diantha had not been like other mothers. Some women endured childbirth, then forgot the pain and fell in love with their children, doting on them from the moment they were born. With Diantha it was the opposite. She always felt at her strongest while carrying a child, gave birth as easily as a cat, and then seemed to lose interest in each child soon after their birth. The older their daughters grew, the more disinterested she became. She went through the motions, but he could tell her heart was not in motherhood.


    He had never figured it out. Coming home to his little girls every evening was his reward after a hard day’s workeven if they did sometimes act like they had been raised by wolves.


    Marriage to Diantha had meant being perpetually off balance because he had never known what to expect. During their courtship, he found her mercurial mood swings fascinating. After thirteen years of marriage, he wished her up-and-down emotions would even out.


    Some days he would come home to domestic bliss. Diantha would be humming while doing some household task, and the girls would be gathered around the kitchen table, happily involved in some small project that she had created for them. She would be neatly dressed and she would have taken the time to smooth her hair back into a bun. She would greet him with enthusiasm, and the evening would be memorable.


    Other times, especially after the birth of little Bertie, he would come home to find the children unkempt and hungry, the baby soiled and screaming in his cradle, and Diantha sitting on the front porch, her hair in tangles, staring into the woods, barely able to acknowledge his arrival.


    He had been at a loss to know how to help her or how to read her. All he knew was that she sometimes struggled with emotions that he could not understand.


    Well, at least she would no longer have to endure the hardscrabble life they had been living as they waited for his cherry tree orchard to mature. If he could hang on for one more year, and if the weather cooperated, he would have a good first crop next year.


    His goal was to have enough to ship down to the markets in Detroit. If he packed the cherries well, they would survive the one-day steamboat trip just fine, and people were always hungry for fresh fruit after a Michigan winter.


    Much of the land that had been opened by the timber cutters was not rich land. It had a thinner layer of topsoil than anyone had expected. The good first crop the farmers had gotten from the virgin soil had given everyone hope, but it was misleading. He was barely eking out a living with his oats, wheat, and corn. It was only a matter of time before the land played out. It had occurred to him that if there was one thing that Michigan soil appeared to be good at, it was growing trees. He figured if Michigan could grow giant pine trees and heavy forests of hardwood, it would also grow excellent fruit trees. A mixed orchard was his goal, to be built over a period of years.


    There were already fine cherry tree orchards springing up all over the northwestern part of Michiganprogeny of the trees a Presbyterian missionary had planted back in ’52 on Old Mission Peninsula. He saw no reason why he couldn’t establish an equally lucrative cherry orchard. All it took was time and patience.


    Sometimes he wondered if Diantha’s strange behavior had been because her life was simply too hardthat it caused her to “go away” in her mind from time to time.


    “I wish you were still here, sweetheart,” he whispered to a wife who was no longer beside him. “Just one more year and your life would have been so much easier.”


    “Mama can’t hear you,” Agnes pointed out.


    “I know. It just helps ease the pain to talk to her sometimes.”


    “But it don’t make good sensetalking to someone who ain’t here,” she insisted.


    Agnes had been born with more common sense than some people achieved in a lifetime. He seldom bothered to argue with her, because it never did any good. Agnes knew what she knew.


    “You’re right.”


    “Polly just filled her britches,” Ellie called. “Pee-eew!” From the nasal sound of Ellie’s voice, he knew she was holding her nose.


    Joshua glanced back. Polly was sitting in the corner of the wagon upon a little mound of straw, hugging her rag dolly with a guilty look on her face.


    “I reckon I got to go tend to her now,” Agnes said. “I wish she’d learn to go to the toilet like a normal person. I’m sick of washing diapers.”


    Agnes climbed over the seat into the back of their small farm wagon, turned her little sister onto her back, and removed the gray flannel diaper.


    “We’re in luck,” Agnes announced. “It ain’t juicy.”


    After Agnes had changed the little girl’s diaper, she propped Polly up, handed her the doll, and then leaned back against the side of the wagon with her arm around her baby sister.


    “Did you get Mr. Bowers paid off?” Agnes called from the back of the wagon.


    “I did.”


    “Took about everything we got, didn’t it?”


    “Mr. Bowers deserves to be paid.”


    “Still, it’s gonna be a lean summer unless you get another carpenter job.”


    He couldn’t argue with that. “Probably.”


    “You ain’t planning on farming us out to other people like you did little Bertie, are you?”


    Farming them out? Was that what his children thought he was doing? He couldn’t care for an infant while doing his spring planting. Virgie might be angry at him, but she was wonderful with her little grandson.


    “No. Of course not.”


    Not unless he was on trial tomorrow and did not know it. Millicent’s comment worried him.


    Another small altercation broke out between Ellie and Trudy. Joshua glanced back to see what the problem was this time. Evidently Ellie had managed to get her hand into Trudy’s pocket, and now they were fighting over the marble again. Ellie refused to let go. Trudy held on, and the result was a pocket ripped and hanging by one corner.


    “You girls stop fighting or I’ll come back there and tan your hides!”


    It was an empty threat, and everyone in the wagon knew it.


    Agnes calmly reached over, captured the much-sought-after marble, and stuffed it into her stocking. Then she settled back again with her arm around Polly.


    Ellie started to make a dive for the marble, but Agnes stopped her with one hand. “You just try it,” she warned. “You’ll be eating mush without any milk tomorrow morning.”


    Ellie settled back. If there was one thing the little girl loved, it was milk.


    An uneasy peace settled over his family.


    “We’re going past Grandma’s house,” Agnes said. “You suppose she’d let us see little Bertie today?”


    “Doubt it,” Joshua said. “She wouldn’t let me see him last week when I came by. She’s having a real hard time getting over losing your mama.”


    “Maybe she’d let me,” Agnes said. “Maybe she’ll even let me hold him.”


    “I’ll stop, but don’t get your hopes up. Your grandma is going through a bad time. She’ll be easier to get along with by and by after she has time to sort things out in her head.”


    Joshua pulled back on the reins and allowed Agnes to clamber out. He watched the girl knock repeatedly on the door of the cabin, but his mother-in-law chose not to answer. He wasn’t surprised, but he did not understand. Even if she was embittered against him, there was no call to take it out on the girls.


    Downcast, Agnes came back to the wagon. “She’s in there, Pa. I heard her moving around, but she won’t come to the door. Not even for me.”


    It hurt him to see Agnes’s disappointment. Big gray eyes, dark hair in two long braids, and a heart-shaped face like her mother’s. He hoped she had not inherited Diantha’s penchant for melancholy, but there had been no sign of it yet. Agnes was the most stable person in their whole family.


    “It’s just that she’s hurting so bad over your mama.”


    “Aren’t we all?” Agnes muttered as she climbed back onto the seat beside him.
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    “Millicent doesn’t mean to act that way,” George Bowers said as he placed canned goods neatly on the shelf of his small mercantile. “She’s truly a sweethearted woman. It’s just been too hard on her following me here to the wilds of Michigan. She misses the elegant home we had before the war.”


    He was a medium-sized man in his late forties, balding, and he wore wire glasses that he polished obsessively when he was nervousas he was doing now.


    Ingrid was tired of hearing this area referred to by the Bowerses as the wilds of Michigan. In her opinion, the thumb area of the mitten shape of Michigan was beautiful beyond belief. Perhaps it was her Scandinavian background, perhaps some ancient Viking blood within her, but she loved living so close to the lake that she could hear the call of seagulls every time she walked out her front door.


    Except that it wasn’t her front door, it was Millicent’s, and on Millicent’s best day Ingrid felt like an unwanted, useless guest. The job that had drawn her here had turned sour the first day.


    “Sweethearted? No!” Ingrid shook her head vehemently. “Not sweet.”


    “I know she was a little upset over the tea set ...” George said.


    “Upset?” Ingrid touched her cheek, where two red welts throbbed. “Look! Your wife is very mean person.”


    “Shush!” George looked about him nervously. “Someone might hear.”


    “Things need change,” Ingrid said. “Or I not stay.”


    “Everything will be fine.” George grabbed a feather duster and began to flick nonexistent dust off the shelves. “Just try not to break anything else.”


    Ingrid found it odd that George did a job that most wives would have been happy to do. It wasn’t as though Millicent had anything else to occupy her timeat least not with Ingrid waiting on her hand and foot.


    Suddenly, she had an idea that would fix everything. “I work hereyou stay home.” She smiled, pleased with herself. “You and wife spend more time together!”


    He looked shocked. “That is not possible.”


    “Why?”


    He seemed at a loss for words. “Because ... I said so.” He tucked the feather duster beneath his arm and nervously shoved his glasses higher up on his nose.


    It was obvious to her that George was not anxious to spend all day every day with his wife, either. She gave up reasoning with him and brought up her most immediate problem.


    “I am hungry.”


    “What do you mean, you’re hungry?”


    “Millicent punish me for breaking tea set. She not allow me to eat all day. She watch me all time.”


    “Oh, good grief,” he muttered. “I finally get her a servant, and now she tries to starve her to death.”


    “Why you hire me?” Ingrid asked. “Millicent not old. She not sick.”


    “Because she was always used to sla ... er, servants. She really doesn’t know how to do much on her own, and besides that, her health is delicate.”


    “Delicate like horse,” Ingrid muttered.


    George overheard her. “Do not speak of my wife in such an insulting manner.”


    Obviously, there was not going to be any help from George. “I not work for wife anymore.” Ingrid made up her mind. “I go. I want pay.”


    “II’m a little short on cash.”


    “Mr. Hunter leave money. When he see Millicent hitting me.”


    “Hunter saw that?”


    “Ja.”


    George rubbed his hand over his face and shoved his glasses up on his nose yet again. “I need that money to buy new stock.” His eyes would not meet hers.


    “You not pay me?” Ingrid was incredulous.


    “Millicent said she would rather I not. Perhaps if you could stay on for a while longer,” George wheedled. “Maybe then...”


    “No.” Ingrid walked over to a barrel, lifted the lid, and fished out a fistful of crackers. She was so hungry she didn’t care what George thought.


    George cocked an eyebrow. “I explained when you first came that you could not help yourself from our goods.”


    “I not eat all day. No food all time she mad. Millicent is mean woman!”


    “Stop saying that!”


    Ignoring his frown, she gobbled down the crackers and looked longingly at a small wheel of cheese sitting on the counter.


    “Don’t even consider it,” he warned.


    She paid him no heed. Those few crackers had whetted her appetite, and now she was consumed by an obsession to fill her hollow belly. She had worked sixteen straight hours with no food. She grabbed a knife and stabbed it into the cheese.


    “Stop that!” he cried. “That is for paying customers only.”


    He started toward her, but some animalistic sense of survival came over her and she stood her groundthe knife held in front of her, keeping him at bay with one hand, while the other stuffed cheese into her mouth as fast as she could swallow.


    Obviously seeing how hungry she was, he softened. “If you’re that hungrygo ahead.”


    She focused her whole attention on consuming as much of the buttery cheese as she could manage. It had been a long, long time since she had been completely full. Millicent had been parsimonious when it came to her food. Now, it felt as though her ravenous body had taken over her mind and her willpower. She could not have stopped eating if she had tried.


    Finally she drew a breath. A large wedge of the wheel of cheese was goneand if Millicent found out, she would probably try to take the cost of it out of her nonexistent pay. A pickle barrel was close by, and she lifted the lid and looked at him questioningly.


    “Why ask permission now?” He leaned an elbow on the counter. “Go ahead and eat one, but I’d appreciate it if you would put that knife down first. You’re making me nervous.”


    She laid the knife on the counter and dredged a pickle, dripping brine, out of the barrel. She had been craving one of those ever since she had first seen a customer helping himself to one.


    “Thank you,” she said between crunches.


    “I’m sorry.” He patted her on the shoulder. “Obviously, Millicent has been treating you worse than I realized. I’ll see what I can do.”


    He was not a bad man, nor an unkind one, but he was, in Ingrid’s opinion, an extremely weak man when it came to dealing with his wife.


    Ingrid felt tears form in her eyes at his small show of kindness.


    At that moment, Millicent came through the door.


    If Ingrid had thought that her mistress had been upset over the tea set, she had been mistaken. That tantrum had been mild compared to the towering rage Millicent exhibited upon finding her husband’s hand on Ingrid’s shoulder.


    Although the moment between George and Ingrid had been nothing more than one decent person comforting another, Millicent gave it the worst possible connotation.


    “So this is what you’ve been up to behind my back!” Millicent said. “Get out of my store! Get out of my house.” Her voice took on a deadly pitch. “And you stay out, you little tramp!”


    Ingrid skirted around the fuming woman as George began the placating speech she had heard before under different circumstances. “Now, calm down, sugar. Don’t you go working yourself into a state. You don’t want to bring on another sick headache.”


    Three whole weeks of her life and the only thing she had to show for it was a torn dress, some whip marks, and a belly full of cheese. There wasn’t much she could do with that, but she had no choice but to try.


    While Millicent fumed, and George talked, she marched across the street, into the house, and up the stairs to the attic where she had been living. There wasn’t much to pack, but what there was, she wanted. She stuffed everything she owned into the same battered valise that had seen her across the ocean.


    Millicent had put the money Mr. Hunter had left in a small drawer in the table. As far as she knew, it was still there, and it tempted her mightily. They owed it to her, but she could not in all good conscience take it. She was not a thiefeven if they were.


    Lugging the battered valise, she walked north, out of town.
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    The children would be hungry when they got home. They seemed to always be hungry, no matter how much he fed them. He had never fully realized before how much time it took Diantha to feed their brood. Now that he looked back, he realized that she had been at it pretty much day and night except for the days when it all became too much and she developed that terrible, blank stare.


    Now it was his most difficult challenge, coming up with ways to feed four children, three times a day. Agnes helped, but she was too young to take on the full load of a grown woman. She already had too much responsibility as it was. She had shouldered too much of it when her mother was alive as well.


    There were other chores that had now become his on top of all his other work. It seemed like Polly was constantly in need of another clean diaper, and he didn’t have the slightest idea how to train the little girl. All the children’s clothes were perpetually in need of laundering. There were dishes to wash, noses to be wiped, scraped knees to be tended, and repairs waiting to be made to clothing that seemed to wear out on an almost hourly basis.


    His list of responsibilities was overwhelming. It was impossible to even contemplate bringing little Bertie home because Joshua was seriously afraid the infant wouldn’t survive in this household right now. His chest ached with missing his young son, and he felt like giving upbut real men didn’t give up. Men soldiered on. Always.


    The children were half-asleep now, jostled by the rolling motion of the wagon. Ellie and Trudy had given up their fight and leaned against each other, their eyes closed. Agnes’s head lolled against her chest. Polly was curled up asleep in a nest of hay he had thrown in to cushion their trip.


    He brought his mind back to what he would feed all of them when they got home. Cornmeal mush and warmed-over soup beans were the best he could come up with. They had been having a lot of that lately.


    It almost made the rations he had eaten in the war look tasty.
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    “I don’t need no hired gal.” The old woman’s face lit up when Ingrid knocked on her door with her battered valise in hand. “But you’re as welcome as rain to stay here with me awhile if you’ve a mind to.”


    Ingrid had met Hazel Smith when the older lady had come calling on Millicent. Hazel was nearing seventy and lived alone on the outskirts of the village with a dog that looked like it had more wolf in it than dog. At the moment, the wolf-dog was quietly positioning itself between her and Hazel. Its behavior was not yet threatening, but Ingrid could tell it was giving the situation careful thought.


    Millicent had told her that Hazel had moved here with her trapper husband long before White Rock had become a village. The old woman had unkempt gray hair and wore men’s britches, a belted calico shirt, and an old battered hat. She grew her own garden, shot her own meat, and ate fish that she caught and cleaned.


    Millicent, needless to say, did not approve of Hazel, her life, or her choice of apparel. The feeling appeared to be mutual.


    Hazel had dropped by the Bowerses’ home only once while Ingrid was there. She had ended up quarreling, quite heatedly, with Millicent over the war. Ingrid discovered later that the only reason Hazel had stopped by at all was to see the young immigrant girl who had answered the advertisement George had placed in a Detroit newspaper. There wasn’t a lot happening in White Rock, and for a few days the news of her arrival had apparently been the town’s primary source of gossip.


    For a short time, Millicent had enjoyed the attention Ingrid brought. It made her the first woman in White Rock to employ a “servant,” which is what she insisted on calling her. Ingrid preferred the term “hired girl,” which was what the other townsfolk called herto Millicent’s annoyance.


    “If that woman ever gets on your nerves,” Hazel whispered as Ingrid walked her to the door after her one memorable visit, “you just come on over and stay with me till you figure out what you want to do.”


    It seemed an odd thing for the old woman to say, but Ingrid had tucked it away in her mind just in case.


    “I have no place to sleep,” Ingrid said. “Millicent tell me ... get out.”


    “I figured that might happen,” Hazel said. “What did you do to upset her?”


    “I broke tea set.”


    “That fancy china teapot all the way from England?” Hazel whooped with laughter. “I bet that was one furious Southern belle you had on your hands.”


    “It was accident.”


    “Well, of course it was an accident. A girl like you don’t go around smashing good china on purpose. How did you get those welts on your face?”


    “She whip me.”


    Hazel’s laughter stilled and her eyes narrowed. “She what?”


    “She hit me with whip.”


    “Well, I’ll be.” Hazel’s mouth formed a rigid line. “That woman’s crazier’n I thought. She’s probably walking around with her corset laced too tight again. Forty-two years old and still trying to have the waistline of a girl. I’ve heard she even sleeps in itis that true?”


    Ingrid nodded. “She have sleep corset, day corset, and party corsetvery tight, that one.”


    Hazel shook her head. “Imagine sleeping in something made of bone and steel, laced so tight you can’t breathe.”


    “She say girl-childs need wear too.”


    “Are you making a joke?”


    “No. I hear her tell Mrs. Burnett to lace her dotter up tight at night.”


    “Little Lucy? For goodness sake. That sweet child is only seven years old!”


    “Millicent say it best when the bones still soft.”


    “I hope the mother refused.”


    “Mrs. Burnett say she do when girl is eleven.”


    “Goodness! Well, you’re just as well out of there. Come on in and we’ll find you a place to sleep.”


    Hazel’s indignation about the way she had been treated made Ingrid feel enormously better. She hadn’t been certain if getting beaten by an employer was considered normal in America. Now she knew that not only was it not normal, it was considered crazy.


    Even though Hazel’s house was small, Ingrid immediately felt at home. Instead of every corner being stuffed with furniture, there was a barrenness that appealed to her Swedish love of cleanliness and order.


    Except it wasn’t really all that clean. Hazel, after all, was not young. She no longer had the clearest eyes or the sharpest nose. Perhaps in return for a bed, Hazel would allow Ingrid to give the place a good scrubbing.


    “You can sleep in the loft,” Hazel said. “There’s a bed and a bit of furniture up there. Go on up and get yourself settled.”


    Ingrid mounted the narrow stairs and was pleased with what she saw. The roof was steep, and the loft felt roomier because of it. A small, glassed-in window was at one end, allowing a ray of late afternoon sunshine to dance upon the wooden floor. There had been no window in the Bowerses’ attic.


    Pegs were set into the logs for hanging clothes. There was a single rope bed with a plain dressing table and oil lamp beside it. A footstool was pulled up to a small rocking chair.


    It was more than enough, especially since she was grateful to have a roof over her head at all. She scooted her one piece of luggage beneath the bed and went back downstairs.


    “Thank you,” she said. “I pay with work. I clean now? Sweep floor?”


    “You’ll be paying me back by giving me some company in the evenings,” Hazel said. She patted the dog’s head, which came up to her waist. The wolf-dog could easily have made a meal of Hazel with a few bites, but it not only tolerated Hazel’s loving hand on its head, it also closed its eyes with pleasure when the old woman stroked it.


    “She-Wolf here isn’t much of a conversationalist at night, but she can scare the daylights out of anyone that might try to take advantage of me.”


    The dog gave Ingrid a straight, meaningful look, as though making certain Ingrid knew she was there on a probationary status only.


    “She bite?” Ingrid was uneasy about the glare she was getting from the wolf-dog. “She look like she bite!”


    “Not unless I tell her to.”


    Ingrid tried to ignore the giant wolf-dog. She rubbed her hands together and looked around. “Give me job.”


    “Let’s get you settled first. That bed up there ain’t been slept in for a while,” Hazel said. “Might be a good idea to shake the mice out of it and tear some fresh corn shucks to put in. I got some I been saving since last fall. Hadn’t seen the need till now.”


    “I help!” She was pleased to have something productive to do.


    “Good then.” Hazel dragged a large bag of dried corn husks from beneath her own bed, which was placed in the only other room on the first floor. “It’s gonna be good having company around here again. Old She-Wolf here is tired of listening to me telling my stories over and over, aren’t you, She-Wolf?”


    The wolf-dog had settled down on the floor next to Hazel’s rocker with her muzzle on her paws. Now she looked up at Ingrid and whined softly as though in agreement that she would be happy to be relieved of the burden of listening to Hazel’s stories.


    Had the dog not been so large and intimidating, Ingrid would have been tempted to laugh at her self-pitying expression. She chose not to risk it. She-Wolf might not have a sense of humor.


    “Go up and throw down that mattress,” Hazel said. “Then take it outside and empty it. We’ll see if there’s any damage.”


    Ingrid did exactly as Hazel asked. Unfortunately, the mattress had been used as a cozy place to raise a family of mice. She took the mattress outside and shook the contents into the field beside the cabin.


    Then she went back inside and repaired the small hole the mice had made, and Hazel built a fire against the cool spring night. It was companionable sitting in the solid little cabin, a small fire burning in the grate as they tore husks and stuffed them into the mattress.


    “Why’d she stop whipping you?” Hazel asked.


    “I take whip away.”


    “You did?” Hazel’s eyes were admiring. “Did she put up a fight?”


    “She try. Mr. Hunter stop her.”


    “Joshua?”


    “Millicent call him ‘wife killer.’”


    Hazel’s hands stilled. “To his face?”


    “Ja.”


    “She would do that!” Hazel grabbed a large handful of corn shucks and started ripping them with renewed vigor. “I been trying to squash that rumor for weeks now. Joshua has enough on his hands without dealing with that kind of foolishness. I wish the Bowerses would move back to where they belong.”


    “Millicent much like that.”


    “I know. I’ve heard her singing the praises of Richmond ever since the two of them got here. She doesn’t seem to realize how it sounds to those of us here in the North, especially them that’s got menfolk in the ground because of that war. The biggest mistake of my life was selling my husband’s store to George. I miss visiting with the customers.”


    “Why you do?”


    “I was going through a sickish spell. Thought it was the end. Couldn’t take care of the place like I wanted. I got better, but by then it was too late.”


    “Why they want store?” Ingrid reached into the sack for another handful of corn shucks. They were so dry they felt like thin paper.


    “There was no money down South after the war. Michigan is where the money is, now that it’s the lumber capital of the world. George is not dumb. He knew a store in a place growing as fast as White Rock is, and especially a town near the lumber camps, would be a gold mine. It was a good business decision for him, and I didn’t have anyone else standing in line to buy it from me. Now that wife of his is spreading gossip about Josh, one of the finest men I know. I could just wring Millicent’s neck.”


    “Did he?”


    “Who, Joshua? Kill his wife? Of course not. Never saw a man so besotted with a woman, and with that passel of little girls of his. He can’t even keep his daughters under control, let alone hurt that pretty wife.”


    “She pretty? This wife?”


    “I don’t think I ever saw a woman more perfect in form or face. Had an air of mystery about her too, that seemed to fascinate all the boys that hung around before she married Josh. She never told anyone what she was thinking, not even other women. Josh worshiped her from the moment he laid eyes on her, and from what I could see, he never got over it.”


    “But Millicent say ...”


    “Millicent is enjoying herself at Josh’s expense. That big mouth of hers is one of the reasons they’ve called for an inquest. Between you and me, sometimes I suspect the real reason George moved north was because there was no one left in Virginia who could tolerate Millicent.”


    “When is this ... this ... inquest? I get word right?”


    “Yep. That’s right. Where did you learn English, anyway? You sure don’t sound like you just got off the boat.”


    Ingrid felt very pleased at the compliment. She had worked hard learning the language of what was going to be her adopted country.


    “We have English neighbor. She marry Swedish man. We children, me and brother, go next door and visit her every day. She very lonely. She play games, bake cookies, teach us English just for fun. Very kind.” Ingrid sighed, missing their friend. “When we decide to go to America, she work very hard so we be ready.”


    “Well, that answers another question I had,” Hazel said.


    “What is that?”


    “How a Swedish girl wound up having a British accent.”


    “That is bad?”


    “No. Not at all. Just a little confusing,” Hazel said. “Are you talking about the brother I heard was supposed to meet you in Detroit?”


    “Ja.” Ingrid marveled at the way news traveled in a small town. “Hans is my twin brother. He go to America, get work on farm in Ohio and send money for Ingrid’s trip. He say he make more money in lumber camp in Saginaw, Michigan. He say come in spring to Mrs. Baker’s boardinghouse in Detroit. He say wait for him. I do. He never come and never come. No letter. No Hans. I run out of money and take job in White Rock. Think if I come close to where Hans work, I find him.”


    “You poor child.” Hazel shot her a pitying look. “Did he write you regular-like before then?”


    Ingrid nodded.


    “And then the letters stopped?”


    “Ja.”


    “We’ll pray that you find your brother.” Hazel laid a comforting hand on her arm. “But don’t get your hopes up. Lumber camps can swallow a man whole.”


    “You think Hans is not alive?”


    “He could be the governor of Michigan for all I know.” Hazel shrugged. “I’m just sayin’ it might be wise to have a plan that don’t involve pinning all your hopes on finding your brother.”


    Ingrid winced at Hazel’s words. They too closely echoed her own fears. She knew that if Hans had any way of getting word to her, he would. A lumber camp very well might have “swallowed him whole” as Hazel had putit.


    She didn’t want to cry in front of her new friend, so she fought down the panic that threatened to overtake her at the thought of losing Hans and tried to force herself think about something elsesomething that would not make her sad.


    “You say Mr. Hunter is good man?”


    “Why?” Hazel shot her a glance. “Are you interested in Josh?”


    Ingrid looked away. “He was ... kind to me.”


    “Well, I’ll be,” Hazel said, smiling. “You’re sweet on him.”


    Ingrid felt her face turning red.


    “Can’t say that I blame you. Josh is definitely a looker. A war hero too. There’ll be more than a few women in this county setting their caps for himonce the inquest puts the rumor about his wife to rest.”


    The thought of other women pursuing Mr. Hunter bothered Ingrid.


    “You do realize,” Hazel continued, “that anyone who snags Josh will be taking on a poor dirt farmer with five children to feed.”


    “I like children.” Ingrid shrugged. “I like farm.”


    “Well, the inquest will be tomorrow at the Rogerses’ house. Maybe we’ll find something out then. No one really knows what happened to Diantha, including Josh. It’s the biggest mystery we’ve had around here since we quit trying to figure out why a nice man like George would marry a woman like Millicent.”
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    Joshua managed to get all the children fed, heard their prayers, and tucked each girl into bed. Now he had to get their clothing ready for the inquest tomorrow. Earlier in the day, Agnes had taken the clean clothes off the line, sprinkled water on them, rolled each piece up tight, and then put everything into a laundry basket to await ironing.


    He folded a small dish towel into a palm-sized pad, used it to grab the hot flatiron from on top of the woodstove, and spit on it. It sizzled, so he knew the iron was hot enough. He laid Ellie’s church dress on the ironing table and pressed the hot iron onto it. His girls needed to look nice for the inquest tomorrow.


    As he ironed, his mind fell back into the well-worn path of trying to figure out, yet again, why Diantha had died. It was the strangest thing he had ever experienced. She had been healthy, strong, and in a better mood than usual when she fixed breakfast for them that morning. A few hours laterhe was building a coffin.


    No wonder people were talking.


    He carefully laid Ellie’s little dress over the back of a chair, sat the cooled flatiron back on the stove, grabbed the second iron which had been heating, and began pressing out the wrinkles in Trudy’s dress. His ironing would not come up to a woman’s standards, but it was as good as he knew how to do. The trick was getting the wrinkles out without scorching the material.


    “Pa?”


    He glanced up. A small face looked down at him from the top steps. Ellie was the one who looked the most like Diantha. Dark hair, dark eyes, pretty little face. Trudy, on the other hand, looked more like his father’s mother, who had been blonde. Polly was a combination, a mixture of both his and Diantha’s families. And Agnes was at that age where she was all knees, elbows, and freckles. She was either going to be odd-looking when she grew up or a real beauty. Regardless, whoever married her would be getting a prizeas long as he didn’t mind complete honesty.


    “Yes, Ellie.”


    “Is Mama looking down at us from heaven?”


    “I suppose. Why?”


    “Because she told us that if anything ever happened to her she would be looking down at us from heaven.”


    Joshua paused in his ironing. “When did she tell you this?”


    “Right before she went away.”


    This struck him as exceedingly strange. Diantha was not given to conversations like this with her children. “Why do you suppose she told you this?”


    “I dunno.” Ellie shrugged.


    “Go to sleep now,” he said. “It’s going to be an early morning tomorrow.”


    As he listened to Ellie’s footsteps pitter-pattering back to bed, he wished he could ask Diantha why she had said such a thing to a small child. Had she received a premonition about her own death? If so, why hadn’t she told him? Or was there a deeper meaning behind her words?


    “What did you do, Diantha?” he whispered. “Did you leave us on purpose?”


    A noise on his front porch startled him. It was much too late for a visit. He grabbed his gun from above the door frame, blew out the wick of the oil lamp, unlatched the door, and eased it open. No one was there now, but someone had been there. On his porch, illuminated by starlight, lay a neat bundle of twigs bound together with string.


    He kicked it as far off his porch as possible. Never had he expected to see such a message left upon his own property!


    Men in this area didn’t put up with someone who abused or neglected his family. They gave the man one warning, and one warning onlya bundle of twigs left on his porch late at night. It meant, treat your wife and children right, or wethe men of the communitywill give you the beating of your life.


    The message was so ominous that he had seen the presence of that bundle of twigs alone sober old Fred Jones right up last year. A coward at heart, Fred had turned into a model citizen overnight.


    There was no call to leave such a message on Joshua’s porch. He was not a drinking man. He had always treated his family with as much love and respect as he knew how. There was no call for this ...


    Unless ...


    Someone else, someone besides Millicent Bowers, thought he was responsible for Diantha’s death. Maybe even a great many people. Either that, or Virgie had decided to play a cruel trick on him. It didn’t take a man’s hands to make a bundle of twigs.


    A smell of scorched fabric wafted to him as he stood on the porch with his gun in his hand. He rushed back inside and jerked the heavy iron off of the fabric. His heart sank. Sure enough, there was the vivid imprint of a flatiron on the back of Trudy’s best dress.


    It was going to be a very long night.
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