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CHAPTER 
One

The cold rain and wind did not make for the kind of morning she would have chosen for the day’s venture. Though she did her best to shield herself with the borrowed umbrella, it was impossible to keep either wind or rain from penetrating her clothing. It wasn’t the weather itself she found hard to endure. The fact that distressed her was her father’s having just spent three days with her as she carefully chose a new, though limited, wardrobe. Was it to be ruined on her first day and all that time wasted? Her father had not complained, but she was sure he thought the decision making could have been compressed just a bit.

She had been nervous enough when leaving her small room in the boardinghouse, and the weather did not help. ‘‘I wish Dad could have stayed—or Mama could have come with me,’’ she whispered to herself.

She remembered her mother’s parting reassurances, even though the tears streaming down that familiar face had seemed to belie them. ‘‘God will be with you. Never forget that. And we’ll be praying. Every day,’’ her mother had whispered.

That thought had a steadying effect, and she clutched the umbrella more tightly and prepared to cross the street.

She had lifted a foot to step out when she heard an approaching auto. Automatically her head turned and she paused, still amazed and amused by the noise and the speed with which these modern conveyances traveled. This one was  dark blue with a fancy piece of statuette embellishing the hood. The man at the wheel was poking his head out the open window, obviously for better vision than through the rain-spattered windscreen. Dark goggles covered his eyes and a long scarf dangled from his neck, threatening to whip away in the wind.

She could not help but stare, a bemused smile lifting the corners of her mouth. Momentarily she forgot the rain and her nervousness, so taken was she with the car speeding along the sloppy, rain-drenched street.

She shifted her umbrella so it would not block her view and stepped to the edge of the sidewalk.

Too late she recognized her mistake. A spray of dirty rainwater splashed over her skirts as the automobile shot by. She scrambled back in alarm, but the damage had already been done. She looked from her dripping garment to the departing auto. The driver thrust his head out the window again to cast a backward glance her way. Maybe he was going to pull over and rush back to apologize. He merely shrugged his shoulders in an exaggerated fashion, then had the nerve to grin and wave.

She could not believe his rudeness. This would never happen back home. She was sure her new clothes were ruined, and this man seemed to think the whole thing was some harmless lark.

‘‘Oh dear,’’ she exclaimed as she looked in dismay at her wet skirt. She was to have a job interview—in the building just across the street. Her father had arranged it, had hoped to accompany her, but duty had called and he’d had to leave the city. Now here she was, her clothing a mess, her shoes soaked, and no time to go back to change.

‘‘What do I do now?’’ she asked aloud, her eyes wide with consternation. ‘‘I can’t—’’ She shook her head, then started to laugh. ‘‘Well—I’ll have to. There’s nothing else to be done. I guess I’ll just have to make the best of it.’’

She studied the street carefully to make sure there were no  more approaching automobiles, then darted across, the umbrella trailing along over her shoulder. She was already such a mess that a little more rain was not going to make much difference.

She pushed through the heavy lobby door and stood disconsolately gazing around. No one seemed to be in sight, and she wasn’t quite sure which of the doors leading off this wide entry was the one she should be taking. She closed the umbrella, placed it in the stand, and tried vainly to shake the water from her skirts. ‘‘Mama always said that life can bring some nasty surprises and one has to learn to just make do,’’ she whispered to herself as she smoothed her dark hair back under her hat. ‘‘Well, I’m not quite sure how to ‘make do’ this time.’’ 

She brushed at her coat the best she could, noting that it had taken the worst of the muddy splash, though her new gray skirt also had a dark streak across the front panel.

She removed the coat. She could turn the worst where it would not be seen. With a fresh hankie she wiped the raindrops from her face and again patted self-consciously at her damp hair. She straightened her shoulders and took a deep breath, willing the assurance of her mother’s prayers. Then she cast another quick look around.

She had taken only a few steps when she thought of the umbrella. It was borrowed. What if someone thought that the umbrellas in the stand were for public use? And maybe they were. She had no idea about city ways. She turned and retrieved it from the stand, though it was difficult to carry both the dripping umbrella and her damp coat.

Dad said, ‘‘Up the stairs and to the right,’’ she reminded herself. The man’s name is Kingsley. Arthur Kingsley—but I need only remember Mr. Kingsley—sir. She forced another smile and squared her shoulders. It was indeed an adventure—just as her father had said. She cast a rueful look downward and determinedly climbed the last step and turned to her right.

Dad said there is a receptionist. I am to speak with her. Introduce myself and tell her my business.

She grimaced and moved the coat in an attempt to cover the front of her skirt. What would the lady think about her appearance?

‘‘I do hope she has a sense of humor,’’ she muttered.

She found the room at the end of the hall and hesitated only a moment before entering at the sign’s invitation. Arthur Kingsley and Associates. Please come in.

There were a number of people in the room. Desks lined one full wall, and at least a half dozen women were bent over typewriters as fingers beat out rhythms on the black-and-white keys. In a row of chairs near the door, other individuals waited, shifting impatient feet this way, then that, seemingly intent on catching the nearby receptionist presiding at the desk. The papers stacked about her nearly obscured the sign that read Miss Stout, Receptionist. The young girl breathed a relieved sigh, then could not hide another smile as she moved toward her. The middle-aged woman who bore the name of Miss Stout was as thin as a cattail reed.

‘‘Yes?’’ said the woman without even glancing up from her papers.

The solitary word caused all heads in the room to lift and concentrate on the lone figure near the desk. The girl felt a moment of panic, then cleared her throat, managed a weak smile, and spoke with more confidence than she felt. ‘‘I am Christine Delaney. I have—’’ For a brief moment the word escaped her. Mentally she scrambled to save herself a great deal of further embarrassment. ‘‘I have an appointment with Mr.— ah—Mr.—’’ Another moment of panic while she tried to think of the name. ‘‘Mr. Kingsley. Mr. Arthur Kingsley’’ suddenly burst from her, and she drew in a relieved breath.

The woman frowned.

‘‘But I do have a bit of a problem,’’ Christine hurried on, surprised at her boldness. ‘‘Just as I was crossing the street here’’—she waved her hand in the general direction of the offending street—‘‘this car swished by and splashed my skirt. Maybe Mr. Kingsley would prefer that I make another appointment— for later—when I look more presentable. . . .’’

Christine faltered to a stop as the woman’s frown deepened. 

‘‘Crazy drivers,’’ Miss Stout finally spat out. ‘‘They should have never been allowed on the streets. They don’t care how they drive.’’

‘‘Oh, I—’’ ‘‘

I’ve had to jump out of their way two mornings in a row,’’ the woman continued, by now thoroughly worked up. ‘‘And it’s not just the puddles. You take your life in your hands. They never should have allowed them. Never. Autos and people just don’t belong on the same streets—that’s what.’’

All the time she was talking, the woman was stacking and shifting papers with such vengeance that her desk fairly shook. Christine heard a tittering from one of the desks to her left. The woman must have heard it, too, for she sent a dark scowl in that direction. Typewriter keyboards began to clack with renewed energy.

‘‘Come,’’ said the woman, nodding her head toward Christine as she rose from the desk.

‘‘But shouldn’t I—?’’ she began, glancing down once more at her skirt.

‘‘Mr. Kingsley is a very busy man. He doesn’t have time to set up another interview. He wants the matter settled—today. You’ll just have to make the best of it.’’

Make the best of it. Hadn’t she heard those words all of her life? Christine shrugged and turned to follow.

‘‘And leave your coat and that umbrella over there. We  won’t have them dripping on the carpet,’’ said the woman curtly, her frown expressing her attitude toward both items as she pointed to the coat-tree across the room.

Christine obediently hung her new coat beside four others, hoping it and her borrowed umbrella would be safe. She meekly followed the rather impatient woman through the massive oak door, glad to be out of sight of the curious eyes.

The room was a large one, filled with shelves and tables and file cabinets, all overflowing with papers and bundles and stacks of ledgers. In the middle of the room a large man occupied a big desk and chair. His head was bent forward, and straying strands of salt-and-pepper hair made him look like some strange creature with a shaggy mane. Oversized hands were busy tracing a line on the pages spread out before him. Christine could hear mutterings that included unfamiliar words and expressions she was sure her mother would never have allowed in her house. Judging from the tone and the dark scowl that creased his face, it appeared that Mr. Kingsley was displeased about something.

‘‘Sir,’’ the receptionist began in a deferential manner.

The only reply was a growl of acknowledgment.

‘‘Your last interview is here, sir.’’

He did not raise his head. ‘‘I hope she’s better than the others,’’ he groused. ‘‘Can’t type. Can’t spell. I don’t know what they teach them in schools these days. I’d be spending my whole time—’’ 

‘‘Sir. I have her with me.’’

The head came up. Two deep brown eyes peered out at Christine from beneath bushy brows. An even deeper frown made rutted folds from one side of his forehead to the other. Two large hands reached up to push the abundance of wild hair back from his face.

He did not speak. Nor did Miss Stout. Christine swallowed  in discomfort—but she did not move. Who should break this awkward silence? Dared she?

She did.

‘‘I am Christine Delaney,’’ she said in a surprisingly even voice. ‘‘I have an appointment—an interview—for a job. I must apologize. I . . . I had a little mishap on the way here. This auto—’’ 

‘‘Fool drivers,’’ sputtered the man in echo of the receptionist’s sentiments. His gaze fell to her skirt as her hand gestured helplessly. ‘‘Have no respect for anyone on the sidewalks. You would think the streets were invented just for them to run their fool machines. Drive like Jehu. The whole lot of ’em. Don’t know what’s worse—the dust or the mud.’’

He shifted his gaze back to Christine’s face. ‘‘So I suppose you need to rush home to change?’’ he queried, irritation in his voice.

‘‘No, sir,’’ she responded quickly, a hint of amusement touching her respectful tone. ‘‘That is—if you don’t mind, sir.’’ 

He looked surprised at her reply and leaned further to take another look at her. ‘‘Your shoes are wet,’’ he noted gruffly. ‘‘You’ll catch your death of cold.’’

Christine merely shrugged. ‘‘If wet shoes were likely to kill one,’’ she said lightly, ‘‘I would have been gone long ago.’’

This seemed to surprise him even more. He cleared his throat. Christine noticed the frown lines were not as deep. ‘‘Well, let’s get on with it then,’’ he said, his voice almost civil. 

Christine heard the door close softly. Miss Stout had withdrawn. 

He reached for a file the receptionist had left on the corner of his desk.

‘‘Any previous work experience?’’ he quizzed before his eyes even scanned the contents.

‘‘No, sir. At least not in typing,’’ responded Christine.

He lifted the shaggy brows. ‘‘What in?’’

‘‘Whatever my father or mother saw fit to assign,’’ she answered truthfully.

He looked amused at that. ‘‘So you’re telling me you can follow orders?’’

‘‘Yes, sir. I believe I can.’’

‘‘And you’re not afraid of work?’’

She did not hesitate. ‘‘We were expected to do our share,’’ she replied. ‘‘Work was part of life. Survival depended upon it.’’

He nodded.

‘‘Well, that’s better than most these days,’’ he said grudgingly and gave his immediate attention to the file in his hands.

‘‘Oh yeah,’’ he said after a moment, his head coming up.

‘‘You’re that Mountie’s kid. Spent your whole life up north.’’

His eyes turned back to her. ‘‘Bet this is some different, eh?’’

Christine could not avoid a quick glance at her skirt. To her surprise, she heard him chuckle.

‘‘Well, one thing you’ll learn fast enough is to watch out for those fool drivers. You take your life in your hands every time you walk the street. Should never have allowed autos in the first place. Now the whole city is overrun with ’em. Never get ’em off the street now. It’s gotten so you have to own one—just to hold your own against the rest of ’em.’’

Christine smiled. She did hope he would soon get down to the interview. Her wet feet were uncomfortable, and she was still experiencing a case of nerves over searching for her first real job. What if she didn’t get it? What was she to do next? Her father had planned to stay on until she was well settled. Now she was alone. Alone and nervous. And totally out of her element.

He closed the file. She felt her heart sink. He had not given her a fair chance. Had barely read anything written there.

‘‘Hand this to Miss Stout on your way out,’’ he said briskly. ‘‘You start Monday morning. Eight o’clock—sharp. She’ll fill you in on the details.’’

Christine had the job. She had the job, and she had not even been interviewed. At least not as secretary school had led her to believe. She accepted the closed file woodenly, managed a mumbled ‘‘Thank you, sir,’’ and turned to go, still in shock. 

‘‘And, Miss Delaney,’’ he called after her when she was almost to the door.

She turned. So she had indeed misunderstood. Now the truth would come out.

‘‘You best get on home as fast as you can and change those shoes—just in case,’’ he said, almost kindly. ‘‘Wouldn’t want you coming down with a cold, now, would we? Before you even start your first job.’’

She smiled and nodded in agreement.

She had just shrugged into her coat and safely gathered up the umbrella when there was a bustle of activity at the door. She did not at first see who entered, but she did notice the arrival caused a great deal of stir in the room.

Christine saw that Miss Stout’s sour expression became even more grim as her lips pursed in disapproval. But in the row of desks forming the secretary pool, the response was much different. Heads came up and hands reached to tidy hair. Coy glances and soft fluttering of eyelashes accompanied knowing smiles. Christine turned to see who had brought such a startling response. And there he stood, dripping goggles dangling from a gloved hand, the long scarf carelessly flung about his neck and across one shoulder, an arrogant lift to his head as his eyes surveyed the row of young typists. He was unmistakably the driver of the auto who had splashed her so thoroughly and dismissed it with a careless shrug and a mocking grin.

She felt her back stiffen, her lips compress.

He swung around to look at her and their eyes met. She  could tell he recognized her immediately. His glance fell to her splattered coat.

‘‘Looks like you were standing too close to the curb,’’ he joked. His dark eyes crinkled in amusement.

‘‘Apparently,’’ she responded stiffly, her voice cool and even. ‘‘Miss Stout and Mr. Kingsley have both assured me that I will soon know better. They say the city is filled with drivers who care little about others.’’

One dark eyebrow rose. He obviously was neither repentant nor apologetic. In fact, he still looked amused. But his next words surprised her. ‘‘Just give me a minute and I’ll give you a ride home.’’

His tone seemed to imply that he was bestowing a great favor. Christine could sense the whole room go still.

‘‘No, thank you,’’ she said without hesitation. ‘‘It might be dangerous walking through the streets, but I prefer to take my chances.’’

Without looking at him again, she gathered the materials Miss Stout had given her to read over the weekend and turned to the door. Everyone in the room seemed to have their eyes on her. She didn’t care. She hoped they did not think she knew this arrogant young stranger.

She was just about to open the door when she heard him say, ‘‘Is Father in?’’

‘‘This is a workday,’’ Miss Stout answered crisply. ‘‘Where else would he be?’’

‘‘Good’’ came the terse reply.

‘‘He’s busy right now . . .’’ the woman began as Christine’s head swiveled around in shock.

‘‘He’s always busy.’’ The young man totally ignored the outstretched hand of the receptionist. Without a moment of hesitation, he flung open the door to Mr. Kingsley’s office.

Christine’s heart nearly stopped as she realized she had just  exchanged unpleasantries with the boss’s son. Before she could even catch her breath, she heard Mr. Kingsley’s loud voice. ‘‘There you are. And just in time. Give that young woman out there a ride home. Some idiot driver nearly drowned her in road muck.’’



CHAPTER
Two

‘‘Is something troubling you?’’

Henry Delaney’s head swiveled toward the questioner, and his mouth opened to make quick denial. But as his dark eyes met the intense blue of those of the man who sat before the open fire, he closed his mouth without a word being uttered. He stopped his agitated pacing and brushed at the trim mustache covering his upper lip. It was the only habit he had never conquered in his effort to give nothing away.

His father no doubt picked up on it now when he said, ‘‘Is it something to do with the Force?’’

The younger man heaved a deep sigh. How could he answer that? It wasn’t—yet in a way it was. He ran one finger over the length of the lip again and turned back to the fire. The husky at his father’s feet stirred restlessly, looking from one to the other as though waiting for some kind of exchange to take place.

‘‘Sometimes I hate the Force,’’ Henry muttered and then stiffened, his face flushing guiltily as if he had just committed treason.

The older man did not respond. Just nodded toward the chair opposite him before the open fire. The dog lifted his head, a soft whine coming from somewhere deep in his throat. 

With a heavy sigh, the young man lowered himself to the seat.

‘‘I’m sorry,’’ he began slowly. ‘‘I didn’t mean to bring my . . .  my discontent with me. I have looked forward to this little break for so many months. I . . . I have no wish to spoil it for— look, can we just sort of keep things, you know, between us? Mother has been looking forward to having this Christmas together. I don’t want her hearing about my problems.’’

The older man smiled. ‘‘Your mother asked me to speak with you.’’

Henry’s face showed his alarm. Then he reached up to tug on his mustache again. ‘‘It was that obvious?’’

‘‘I thought you hid it very well. Almost had me fooled. I assumed that you might just be tired. One gets that way after months of duty. But your mother—she’s not so easily fooled.’’

The young man leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. Now that it was out in the open, he felt relieved.

‘‘It’s not the Force, Dad. I still . . . still love being part of the RCMP. I can’t imagine being anything else.’’ He ran a hand through thick brown hair. ‘‘It’s just—well, some of the tasks we are called upon to do. It’s almost a mockery of our motto. ‘To protect and to serve.’ That’s a pretty tall order. To serve isn’t so difficult. But how does one—can one—protect, in complex circumstances far beyond our control?’’

Wynn Delaney stirred. ‘‘I think your mother will be relieved. She thought—we both feared it might be rumors of war that had you concerned.’’

Henry turned in surprise. ‘‘You really think we’ll be involved?’’

Again Wynn shifted in his seat, his eyes turning to the flames in the fireplace as though seeking an answer in the blaze. ‘‘I’d like to think not, but things are looking worse all the time.’’

He looked toward his son. ‘‘Have you been able to keep up with news of what’s going on with Hitler in Europe?’’

Henry shook his head. ‘‘Only smatterings—now and  then—and I never know how accurate those bits and pieces are.’’

‘‘Sometimes I wonder about their accuracy myself. But it is looking more and more like they might need our help over there.’’

‘‘And Mother thinks I may consider going?’’

Wynn nodded.

There was silence for many minutes before Henry spoke again. ‘‘I don’t know . . . at this point. If—and when—it happens, I’ll have to do some praying about it. I admit it would be hard to stay if I felt my country needed me over there. I’ll be praying,’’ he said again.

Wynn’s eyes stayed focused on his son. Henry was pretty sure his dad was thinking about how many other Canadian fathers and mothers were facing the heart-wrenching possibility of watching sons—and daughters—march off to fight. And how many would return home again at war’s end?

Wynn finally broke the silence. ‘‘But we’ve been sidetracked,’’ he said to Henry. ‘‘You were speaking of a difficult assignment with the Force.’’

Henry stood again and moved to lean against the fireplace mantel. Just thinking of it brought deep, troubling memories. He could hardly bring himself to speak of it.

He looked over at his father, realizing he would have to talk about it. ‘‘Do you know what my last official duty was before I left my post?’’

His father’s expression reflected deep empathy with the emotion in Henry’s voice.

‘‘I had to take word to a woman that her husband had been killed. It’s not the first time. In fact, I guess the hardest part is that it opened up an old wound I had hoped was healed. It brought back all the horror of four years ago at my first posting. The first time I had to deal with a death. It was a robust- looking young Swedish logger. His company reported he didn’t come in with the crew at the end of the day. I found him— pinned under a fallen tree. Crushed.’’

Henry stopped a moment and shook his head. ‘‘I thought I had finally worked it through. The faces didn’t haunt my days—my nights—like they once had, though I’ll admit I still thought about it. But this new incident—this time an older trapper—brought it all back. The nightmares. The haunting memories. Finding that young logger was bad enough. But taking word to his widow—that was the hardest thing I have ever done in my life. I remember it all like it was yesterday.’’

The older man nodded in understanding.

The son began to pace again, the anguish in his heart nearly overwhelming him. He appreciated the fact that his father did not try to fill the silence with solicitous, empty words. This was something Henry would have to work through on his own.

‘‘When I arrived, she ran out from the little cabin as soon as she heard my team approaching. She thought he was coming home. The minute she saw me—the uniform—her face went pale. She looked so . . . so lost, so broken. I thought she would faint before she even heard my message.’’

He whirled around to look intently at his father. ‘‘She was little more than a girl,’’ he said, his voice full of his anguish, one hand thumping gently but firmly into the palm of the other. ‘‘Just a girl. Way up there in some logger’s cabin. All by herself. She . . .’’

He made an effort to calm himself, but his chin was trembling.

 ‘‘I . . . I suggested to her that we go back inside. A cold wind was blowing and the temperature—she would have suffered frostbite in no time and would have never even realized it. She let me lead her by the arm. By then she was already staggering. I’m sure she knew what I was going to say. She just  kept repeating his name over and over in a . . . a little whimper. 

‘‘I tried to lead her to a chair, but she refused to sit down and . . .’’

For a long moment he could not go on. The room was silent except for the crackling of the fire and the sympathetic whine of the dog.

He swallowed. ‘‘After I told her, she just sort of went to pieces. She clung to me and sobbed and sobbed. I have never heard such . . . such absolute heartbreak in all my life. An animal caught in a trap doesn’t make such a pitiful sound. And she hung on. Just grabbed my jacket like she was drowning. I don’t know how long I held her, praying silently, trying somehow to . . . to calm her . . . to ease her terrible pain. Dad, I’ve never felt so . . . so totally helpless in my entire life.’’

He lowered himself to the chair again and stared into the fire, his jaw working as he fought to control his deep emotions. 

‘‘But that wasn’t the worst of it,’’ he finally went on. ‘‘I had just managed to calm her somewhat when . . . when I heard a new cry. She had a baby. Not more than a few months old. I wanted to run. To get out of there. And at the same time I knew I couldn’t leave. I couldn’t. But I didn’t know what to do with them. How to help them.’’

He stood to pace again. The dog rose with him, his eyes passing from one to the other as though wanting to do something about the heaviness in the room.

‘‘But when the baby cried—she suddenly changed. She immediately was rational. All . . . all mother. Like she knew she was needed. She passed that . . . that little one to me while she went for dry diapers. I’d never held a baby before. And he just lay there in my arms and looked up at me. I felt like weeping. I had just come to bring the news that his daddy had been killed . . . and he looked up at me and smiled. I felt like . . . like some kind of traitor.’’

He brushed at his lip again, agitation causing his usually broad shoulders to droop.

‘‘She came back, and I asked her what I should do. What she would do. She told me to go over and get her neighbor, Mrs. McKinnon. I didn’t know if I should leave her alone, but I knew I couldn’t just stay. Nor could I leave. Someone had to be there with her. I looked at her and the way she was holding the baby and decided it was the only thing I could do. Go for Mrs. McKinnon and pray that the woman—whoever she was—would come.

‘‘I didn’t know how long it might take. I made sure she had lots of wood for the fire, and I . . .’’ He hesitated and flushed slightly. ‘‘I sneaked the man’s rifle out of the house. She had been so distraught I didn’t want to take any chances. Then I headed for the McKinnons’. The woman agreed to go on over—without question. I was going to escort her back, but he—her husband—said he’d take her over. He was a big, burly fella. I figured the two of them, being neighbors, would be in a better position to help the young woman than I was.’’

Silence again.

The older man was the first to speak. ‘‘And that was the last you saw of her?’’

Henry nodded.

‘‘So you don’t know—?’’

‘‘I’ve no idea.’’

‘‘Surely the McKinnons—somebody—would have seen to her.’’

He shrugged his shoulders.

‘‘What about the body? The young logger?’’

‘‘The logging company was looking after the details. I was off the case.’’

‘‘They’d see that she was cared for. When you get back—if you are still worried, you can check—’’ 

‘‘I’m not going back. I got my new posting just before I left. They are sending me down south for a while.’’

‘‘South? How do you feel about that?’’

He shrugged again, trying to sound nonchalant. ‘‘It’ll be a change.’’ He sighed deeply, then continued, ‘‘Although I understand they are still struggling to survive the drought. A number of the farmers have given up. Moved on—or out. Others are barely hanging on. It’s been tough.’’ Thoughtful silence followed. ‘‘It’ll be a change.’’

Henry leaned over to throw another log on the fire. Bright sparks sprinkled over the grate, popping like miniature firecrackers.

 ‘‘But you can’t get her off your mind.’’ It was not a question.

 Henry merely nodded his head. ‘‘I pray that she was properly cared for,’’ he said, ‘‘that the logging company did their duty. But that doesn’t take away my—I don’t even know how to put it into words, Dad—but I’ve never been so affected by grief—tragedy—before. Duty. Duty isn’t enough at a time like that. You see another person so . . . so crushed, and there is nothing—nothing—you can do to ease the pain. To just walk into a life with such tragic news and then not do anything to help . . .’’

He found no more words.

The older man stood, lifting himself from the chair with his strong arms to give support to the leg that could no longer do its job alone. He stepped forward to join his son before the fire, and for several minutes they stood shoulder to shoulder watching the flames devour the rich pinewood.

‘‘Son, have you considered the fact that you did help?’’

The younger man’s head swung around. ‘‘I did nothing. Just . . . just left her and—’’ 

‘‘No. No, you didn’t. You . . . held her. That was what she  needed . . . at the time. Just someone to be there. To hold her while she wept. And you prayed.’’

He turned slightly, and Henry stared into the familiar face nearly level with his own.

‘‘And, Henry, if I’m not mistaken, you haven’t stopped praying. Have you?’’

Henry almost lost control, and he brushed at tears. Perhaps it was unprofessional for a member of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police to cry. But even a law officer was human.

Slowly he shook his head. ‘‘No,’’ he admitted honestly. ‘‘No . . . I haven’t stopped praying.’’

————

 ‘‘When is Chrissie’s train due in?’’

Elizabeth lifted her head to look at her son. She was much relieved that after the talk he’d had with his father, he seemed to be more relaxed, even though his dark eyes still carried shadows. She was anxious for the opportunity to talk with Wynn to discover what it was that had Henry so troubled. Now she answered evenly, her words deliberately kept light. ‘‘Tomorrow. Five-o’clock train.’’

‘‘She’s liking her job?’’

Is Henry merely trying to make conversation? Elizabeth wondered as she cast a quick look his way again.

No. Henry was genuinely interested. She could read him easily. She heard Wynn’s chuckle. ‘‘She seems to have settled in easily enough—after a rather trying beginning.’’

Henry had already heard the story of Christine’s unfortunate encounter and unwelcome ride home in the same motorcar that had caused the disaster.

‘‘Does she see much of the boss’s son?’’ Henry asked.

‘‘I suppose she does from time to time,’’ Elizabeth answered. ‘‘I think she has forgiven him. In a way she feels a  bit sorry for him. He lost his mother when he was young, and it seems his father has the mistaken idea that as long as he gives the boy lots of expensive toys, including that motorcar, he’s being a good father.’’

Henry shook his head. ‘‘I’ve seen a few of those around. It doesn’t work.’’

‘‘She had a bit of a struggle getting used to the secretary pool. A true pecking order. For a while she was always being put in her place. It didn’t help matters any when Mr. Kingsley started requesting her in place of the young lady who had been at the top of the pack. Miss Stout had to intervene a time or two. Christine was about ready to quit. The boss got wind of it and gave her an unexpected raise. That just added fuel to the fire.’’

‘‘Things any better now?’’

‘‘I think things have settled down. Miss Stout apparently had a long talk with Mr. Kingsley. Told him just how things were for Christine. He’s eased off. Said he’d let her work her way up. She’s much more comfortable now.’’

Henry nodded. ‘‘I can’t wait to see her,’’ he said, rubbing his hands together.

Elizabeth thought back over the years. Henry had always been Christine’s champion. Even when she had come to their home as a skinny, shy four-year-old, Henry had taken seriously his role of big brother. He’d been almost fourteen at the time. They had just managed to secure the legal documents that declared Henry as their own. What a day of celebration that had been. And then came Christine. Orphaned, rather than abandoned as Henry had been. And Henry had taken to her immediately. Right away she became ‘‘my little sister,’’ and he protected her with an intensity Elizabeth had not seen in him before. Even his teasing of her had included a gentleness and care that made it fun for her too.

Just thinking of those days brought Elizabeth pleasure. Theirs had been a family so securely surrounded in love.

‘‘You’ll notice a difference,’’ Wynn was saying, his tone now more serious. ‘‘She’s not the little kid sister anymore. She’s quite a young lady.’’

Elizabeth was proud of her children. Would not have wished for things to be any different. She and Wynn had raised them carefully, tenderly, preparing them to make their way in an adult world. But my, how she missed them. Still missed them. The house felt so empty at times. The joyous memories were bittersweet.

She was so sorry she had not been able to go with Wynn and Christine to get her settled in the city. There was no one else to stay with their elderly neighbor who had managed to break her leg at just the ‘‘wrong’’ time. Christine had understood, but it had not eased Elizabeth’s disappointment at missing this important step in her daughter’s life.

Henry’s eyes now had that distant shadow in them. What have we said? Elizabeth wondered. She lifted her gaze to meet Wynn’s, reading the question in his face as well. He shrugged slightly. They would talk, but now was not the time.

‘‘She’s about the same age as . . .’’ But Henry did not finish the murmured sentence. Elizabeth was puzzled, but she could tell by Wynn’s face that he probably knew the rest. Something had happened in the North that had their young Mountie deeply troubled. Elizabeth must learn soon what was bothering their son.



CHAPTER 
Three

‘‘We’ve been talking enough about me. What about you?’’

The Delaney four were sitting before the open fire, mugs of hot chocolate in their hands, laughter filling the room as it had their lives. Christine, from her favorite spot on the rug, had been telling of the strangeness of city life and the unusual people she had met over the seven months she had been on her own. Her parents and brother had been content to listen, enjoying every minute of her lively accounts. But now she paused and looked up at her older brother, inviting him by her expression to share some stories of his own adventures.

He stirred a bit restlessly, and though he obviously was trying to keep the spirit of the evening, Elizabeth saw the underlying tension.

His grin seemed forced, but his tone was light. ‘‘My experiences haven’t been as hilarious as yours, I assure you,’’ said Henry, and he reached out to ruffle his sister’s dark curls. Elizabeth wondered if Christine, with her sensitivity to her brother’s moods, would catch the tension he was attempting to cover.

‘‘We’ve had enough hilarious,’’ insisted Christine. ‘‘Tell me about the North. I’ve missed it so.’’

A melancholy suddenly filled her voice. It was then that Elizabeth realized just how far from her roots Christine had been taken.

Christine brought her knees up and hugged them, her head  bent forward so her long dark hair framed her face. She continued, nostalgia making her words sound plaintive, ‘‘Do the northern lights still put on a color-dance in the sky? Does the snow still crunch beneath your moccasins? Does the timber wolf still reign as king of the forest? Do the mornings still sing with the newness of life?’’

Elizabeth could not see her face, but she could read in her voice the longing, the loneliness. What had it really been like for this wilderness girl to be consigned to the city? It had been her own choice, Elizabeth reminded herself.

‘‘I think you should go back—and see,’’ Henry answered.

Christine straightened her shoulders and shook her head.

‘‘There’s no going back,’’ she said, and her voice sounded both strong and resigned. ‘‘The world moves forward—not backward. What was—is no more.’’

How did we ever get onto this morbid train of thought? wondered Elizabeth. Just a moment ago we were all bent over in laughter.

Christine was continuing. ‘‘I may not be brilliant—but I’ve figured out that much. There’s no use longing for what used to be. I can’t be a little girl curled up in Mommy’s lap enjoying a bedtime story. I can’t run down the dusty track to meet my daddy as he comes home, his outline washed with colors of the setting sun. I can’t sneak into your room in the middle of the night when I’ve had a bad dream and share your pillow. I can’t play in the puddles with Tina or Mary Daw or Little Deer after a summer rain, or sit and watch you fish in the deep pool of the beaver dam. I can’t romp with pups or take Kip for a—’’

 ‘‘Hey,’’ Henry’s words stopped her as he placed a hand on her head. ‘‘Of course you can.’’

She began to shake her head, tears now glistening in the corners of her hazel eyes.

‘‘You can,’’ Henry insisted. ‘‘You just did.’’

She looked puzzled.

‘‘We’ve got all those memories,’’ Henry explained. ‘‘Our wonderful growing-up years. Our family. Our friends. They stay with us.’’

‘‘It’s not the same,’’ said Christine wistfully. ‘‘Sometimes I just ache to . . . to go back. To walk the trails through the woods. To smell the smoke from the campfires. To hear the soft music of the native tongue. I do miss it.’’

‘‘Is that really what you miss—or childhood? I mean, it seems to me if one has had a great childhood—no matter where you live, what you experience—it’s hard to let it go.’’

Elizabeth thought back to Henry’s earliest years. His had not been a great childhood. His roving, lawless, and indifferent family had moved him from pillar to post, quarreling and growling all the way. Had Henry been able to erase those memories?

 ‘‘Now, I didn’t get me too great a start,’’ Henry was saying. ‘‘I had family—lots of family. But we didn’t think of one another as family. Not with caring. It wasn’t until Dad and Mom took me in that I really felt at home. And you—do you remember back? Before you came to us? I still remember the day Dad brought you home. ‘Elizabeth,’ he said, ‘do you think you have room for another one?’ And she did. We all did. That’s when I felt we were really a family. After you came.’’ The smile the two exchanged moved Elizabeth more than she could have explained.

‘‘Mom had told me about Susie and Samuel,’’ Henry went on. ‘‘I always grieved inside. They were more real to me than my own brothers and sisters. More . . . a part of the family. Then there was little Louis. But he was so sickly when he came that he scarcely had the breath to cry. Even Mom’s fussing and Dad’s medicine couldn’t keep him with us for long. I felt I had lost family. I felt sorrow. Real sorrow. Like a piece of the family  was missing. And then you came. That’s what I think of when I think back. When I want memories of growing-up years. Not the northern lights, not the winter snows, not the dogs we’ve played with. Not even our many friends. I think of family. And I know inside that no matter where we would have lived, I would have good memories because of that.’’

Christine sniffed. Wynn passed her his handkerchief.

Elizabeth was busy with a hankie of her own. Henry’s words were the most beautiful Christmas gift she had ever been given.

Christine nodded and even managed a smile. ‘‘You are right—as usual. We have been blessed.’’ She struggled for composure and moved to lean against Henry’s long legs. He placed a hand on her shoulder. Elizabeth could see his fingers curl in a little squeeze.

‘‘I guess that’s why I feel so sorry for someone like . . . like Boyd’’ were Christine’s next words. ‘‘He has been so . . . impoverished. All he has ever had is . . . things.’’

‘‘He’s the only child?’’ asked Wynn.

Christine nodded.

‘‘What’s he like?’’ prompted Henry.

‘‘Well . . . he makes all of the typists swoon,’’ began Christine, and the little group all laughed again. ‘‘Trouble is, he is well aware of the fact. I think he loves the attention.’’

‘‘So he’s nice looking?’’ asked Elizabeth.

‘‘More than nice looking,’’ Christine answered with emphasis.

 ‘‘I knew a young man like that once,’’ said Elizabeth with a knowing smile toward Wynn. ‘‘Nice thing was, he didn’t seem to be aware of it.’’

Christine and Henry understood the words and both sets of eyes turned to their father. ‘‘Oh, Boyd isn’t quite as handsome as Dad,’’ put in Christine, and more soft laughter filled the room.

‘‘So what have his good looks done for him? Or to him?’’ asked Henry pointedly.

‘‘He’s . . . cocky. I’ve never quite figured out if he really feels that self-assured . . . or . . . or uncertain. But if he does feel insecure, he sure does a great job of hiding it.’’ She chuckled, but there didn’t seem to be much joy in it.

‘‘After he splashed me so thoroughly—you heard about that?’’ She half turned to Henry, who nodded. ‘‘Well, I had little choice but to accept the ride home. It started out pretty . . . stiff. I was still miffed . . . but he seemed amused. That made me even angrier. But—in a way—he was a gentleman, though he never did get around to an apology. The next morning there was this big, lovely bouquet of flowers on my desk, and the card read, ‘From the fool driver’—like it was a joke. I wasn’t sure how to take it but finally just shrugged it off. I decided that city folks were different than country folks and that—in his own way—this was his apology.’’

‘‘How old is this guy?’’ Again the query from Henry.

‘‘Umm . . . not sure. Twenty-two, maybe.’’

‘‘Does he have a job?’’

‘‘No. He’s still going to school.’’ Christine would not have said so, but she was rather relieved, and some disappointed, that Boyd had gone off to school. More and more his eyes had turned her way when he visited his father’s office. It unsettled yet excited her. And when he began to hang around her desk and find little excuses to chat, she felt at times that she could scarcely breathe. She needed time—space—in order to sort out the reason for her skipped heartbeats.

‘‘Where?’’

Her attention turned back to the family who shared the room and the fire. ‘‘University. In the East. Toronto, I think.’’ 

Wynn stirred. ‘‘What’s he studying?’’ he asked.

‘‘I’m not sure. I don’t know if he’s sure. I think from what his father has said, he’s changed his mind a couple times.’’

Elizabeth looked across at her husband and silently shared his concern.

‘‘Any church background?’’

Christine shifted her position and looked from one parent to the other. ‘‘None whatever,’’ she replied. ‘‘Mr. Kingsley has little use for the church—or for God. I think he’s angry that his wife died. Anyway, I doubt Boyd has ever been to church in his life. Not even to Sunday school. He believes church is for wackos.’’

‘‘Wackos?’’

‘‘His words—not mine.’’

Elizabeth saw Wynn’s eyes lift to the wall clock. ‘‘Speaking of church,’’ he said, ‘‘if we are going to be on time for the Christmas Eve service, we’d best get ourselves on the move. Wouldn’t want the rest of the wackos to start without us.’’

A good-natured chuckle rippled around the room. Elizabeth smiled contentedly. It was time to be up and out. She had been so looking forward to sharing a pew with her son and daughter again. Perhaps that was when she missed them the most. When they gathered for worship and part of her family was not there.

———— 

‘‘Why don’t you two take Teeko for a walk?’’ suggested Wynn.

The gifts had been opened, the clutter cleared away, and the traditional Delaney Christmas breakfast of poached egg on toast had disappeared. From the kitchen came the aroma of the roasting turkey. Already the blueberry pie had been lifted from  the oven, but it would be some time yet before they sat down again to the table.

Henry stretched long arms above his tall frame. ‘‘It would be good to work out a few kinks,’’ he agreed. Christine hung up the dish towel. ‘‘Only if Mom promises to take a break while we’re gone.’’

Elizabeth chuckled. ‘‘I promise. I was looking for an excuse for a second cup of coffee.’’

‘‘What about it, big guy?’’ Henry asked the yawning dog. ‘‘Are you up for a tramp through the woods?’’

The dog responded only with a thump of his tail, his recognition of having been spoken to. Henry then changed to ‘‘Teeko. Walk?’’ At once Teeko was on his feet, his whole body shivering in anticipation as he headed for the door that led them outside.

‘‘Guess he’s willing,’’ noted Henry.

‘‘He’s always willing,’’ laughed Elizabeth. ‘‘Rain or shine. Day or night.’’

It didn’t take them long to gather coats and mittens, and soon the house was quiet again. Elizabeth poured two cups of coffee and joined Wynn before the fire. She sipped quietly for a moment before she turned to her husband. ‘‘So . . . which one of our children should we be most concerned about?’’

Wynn looked over at her but did not speak.

‘‘Henry and his painful memory—or Christine with her pain of empathy?’’ she continued.

‘‘I guess we didn’t raise them to be insensitive,’’ replied Wynn slowly. ‘‘But they do seem to be taking on others’ burdens with perhaps too much intensity.’’

Elizabeth put down her cup. ‘‘It’s hard,’’ she mused. ‘‘So hard—in life—to arrive at that proper balance.’’ She was thoughtful for a few moments before saying, ‘‘I do hope that Christine’s compassion doesn’t blind her to other things.’’

‘‘You see the possibility of something more?’’

Elizabeth nodded. ‘‘Sometimes the ‘something more’ sneaks up on one.’’

‘‘You don’t want her falling for this young man.’’

‘‘No. No, I don’t. I will be honest about it. It sounds risky to me. She knows the importance of a shared faith with the man she learns to love. His . . . his unawareness of spiritual things, of God, frightens me. But Christine knows all that. She knows about love. Respect. Goodness. She’ll know better than to get involved—unless he changes. But—even then . . .’’ Her voice drifted to a halt before picking up the thought again. ‘‘If the feeling is . . . is pity because of what he didn’t have, or guilt because of what she did have—then no. No. I don’t want that kind of a relationship for her. She should have something much better than that.’’

‘‘Will you tell her?’’

Elizabeth shook her head. ‘‘I don’t know. Perhaps. I’ll need to . . . to pray about it. To feel . . . led.’’

He nodded.

‘‘But our Henry—I’ve no idea how to . . . to help Henry.’’

‘‘I know how he feels. At least to some extent. A sudden death is always hard. And to be the bearer of the news is heart wrenching. I’ve had to do it a number of times over the years. But never . . . never to a young woman with an infant. It must have been an awful experience.’’

‘‘Do you think . . . he’ll be able to get over it?’’

‘‘Do we want him to?’’ Wynn looked directly into Elizabeth’s eyes. When she didn’t speak, he continued, ‘‘Time will help. But the experience will change him. In some way. If it is shrugged off, thinking ‘that’s their problem,’ one becomes callous. Indifferent. If you let it stay with you, festering like an inner canker when there is nothing you can do about it, it brings cynicism. If you do what you can, accept it as part of  life, but let God keep you open to others—then you grow from the experience.’’

Elizabeth nodded. She had always wanted her children to grow. To mature. To get beyond the selfishness of childhood and be able to reach out to others in a world full of sorrow and tragedy. But sometimes that growth came through such pain. Her mother’s heart wished there were some other way.

———— 

‘‘How do you think the folks are doing?’’ Christine asked as soon as they were a comfortable distance from the small house. Henry moved on a few steps, listening to the crunch beneath his heavy boots before answering. Like Christine, he would miss the sound of the snow underfoot if it were to be taken from him.

‘‘Look all right to me,’’ he answered lightly. ‘‘You?’’

When she was slow in responding, he turned to look at his sister. ‘‘Okay,’’ she said at length. ‘‘I think Mom looks a little tired.’’

‘‘She always gets too involved in things. That’s Mom. No wonder she’s tired.’’

Teeko ran ahead, barking joyously at being outside. He turned once and looked back to make sure they were still following. 

‘‘Dad said anything about his leg?’’

Henry shrugged. ‘‘You know he doesn’t talk about it.’’ Wynn never made mention of his injured leg.

‘‘It still makes me angry when I think of it,’’ Christine burst out. ‘‘He likes to shrug it off as being part of the job—but it isn’t. At least, it shouldn’t be. Just because he’s a Mountie doesn’t mean he should have to lose a leg to maintain law and order.’’

‘‘What should he have done?’’

‘‘He saw the guy had a knife—and he knew he would use it.’’

‘‘Are you saying he should have shot the fellow?’’

It was Christine’s turn to shrug. ‘‘I don’t know. I’ve never been able to sort it out. But it doesn’t seem right that he couldn’t protect himself. That crazed idiot would have cut him up into little pieces if he’d been able—’’

 ‘‘He was drunk.’’

‘‘Drunk or sober—what’s the difference? Dad still lost his leg.’’

‘‘Well . . . not totally. He’s always saying how thankful he is that he still has it.’’

Henry thought back to the awful day of the incident. They’d been sure they were going to lose their father. When that fear was finally put to rest, they were sure he would at least lose the leg. But that didn’t happen either. He’d been pulled from the North where he loved to work and had been given an office job instead, but he could still walk, although with a limp. They had all thanked God for that many times.

‘‘Does he really hate being caged behind a desk instead of being out in the air and sun?’’ Christine wondered aloud.

Henry laughed. ‘‘Last time he talked to me he didn’t sound at all envious. Said he was getting a bit old to enjoy nights huddled in blankets in a bank of snow, or trekking forty miles behind a dog team to check on some trapper’s line.’’

‘‘I think it’s a bluff,’’ said Christine.

Just then Teeko managed to flush a partridge. He set off at a run, barking at the bird winging its way above his head.

‘‘Silly old dog would chase anything,’’ laughed Henry.

‘‘Never knows when he’s licked.’’

Christine smiled but made no comment.

‘‘So . . . this here Boyd guy,’’ ventured Henry, ‘‘you been out with him?’’

Christine swung around to face him. ‘‘You mean—on a date?’’

‘‘Yeah.’’

She shook her head vigorously. ‘‘Not me. He scares me.’’

‘‘Scares you? In what way?’’

Christine quickly said, ‘‘Well . . . not scares me. But . . . I don’t know. He . . . he sort of has a dark side. I haven’t figured it out yet.’’

‘‘Is he angry? Violent?’’

‘‘Oh no. Nothing like that. At least not that I’ve seen. ’Course I haven’t been around him much. Just a . . . a closed-away feeling I get sometimes. Brooding. I don’t know.’’

‘‘Has he . . . asked you for a date?’’

Christine hesitated. ‘‘Not really.’’

‘‘Not really? Come on, Chrissie—yes or no.’’

Christine turned away, kicking at a clump of snow-covered grass as she passed by. ‘‘No,’’ she said with more force than needed. ‘‘No—he has not asked me for a date.’’

Henry was not to be so easily put off. ‘‘But . . .’’ he prompted.

She turned back to him again. He’d always had a way of pulling forth her thoughts. Her feelings. But this time she seemed closed away herself as she said carefully, ‘‘I don’t know. I sort of . . . sort of get the feeling that he has thought about it. That he might . . . if I gave any encouragement.’’ She turned to walk on.

‘‘And you haven’t given encouragement?’’

‘‘No,’’ she answered over her shoulder.

‘‘Why?’’

She stopped and faced him. ‘‘I’m not sure,’’ she said, now sounding more forthright. ‘‘I’ve thought about it. I’d love to invite him to church. I worry about his attitude. He needs fixing— and that’s for sure. But I don’t know if I’m the one—if  there is anything . . .’’ She paused, then burst out, ‘‘I wish you could meet him. You’d know what to do. There’s just something about him that . . . disturbs me. But I can’t just walk away, can I? What if—?’’

Henry reached out and drew her close. ‘‘I trust you, Chris-sie,’’ he whispered softly. ‘‘If you . . . if you are unsure . . . then keep out of it. Stay away. Don’t let him fool you into . . .’’ He did not complete the thought. He was sure his beloved sister understood his words and his feelings.
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