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  Advance Praise for The Wedding Dress


  The Wedding Dress will capture you from page one with a story only Rachel Hauck could weave.


  JENNY B. JONES, award-winning author of

  Save the Date and There You’ll Find Me


  The Wedding Dress is a seamless tale of enduring love that weaves the past and present in an intricate, wedding dress mystery. Hauck again manages to mesmerize for well over 300 pages with quirky characters, a compelling plot, and a satisfying happily-ever-after. Highly recommended!


  DENISE HUNTER, best-selling author of

  Surrender Bay and The Accidental Bride


  The talented Rachel Hauck has given us a contemporary love story enmeshed in a fast-paced mystery. Juggle your reading list, y’all. Brimming with the twin themes of redemption and grace, The Wedding Dress deserves a spot at the top!


  SHELLIE RUSHING TOMLINSON,

  Belle of All Things Southern and best-selling author of

  Sue Ellen’s Girl Ain’t Fat, She Just Weighs Heavy!


  Rachel Hauck’s writing is full of wisdom and heart, and The Wedding Dress, as artfully and intricately designed as the most exquisite of bridal gowns, is no exception. This novel tells the story of four loveable women, miraculously bound by one gown, whose lives span a century. Their mutual search for truth and loveagainst the oddswill most certainly take your breath away.


  BETH WEBB HART, best-selling author of

  Sunrise on the Battery and Love, Charleston


  From the moment I heard about this story, I couldn’t wait to get my hands on it. A wedding dress worn by four different women over 100 years? Yes, please! I loved the story of these women . . . and their one important dress. For anyone who’s ever lingered over a bridal magazine, watched a bridal reality show, or daydreamed about being a bride, Rachel Hauck has created a unique story that will captivate your heart!


  MARYBETH WHALEN, author of The Mailbox, She Makes It Look Easy, and

  The Guest Book. Founder of www.shereads.org


  A tender tale that spans generations of women, each a product of her time and ahead of her time. A beautiful story laced together with love, faith, mystery, and one amazing dress. Rachel Hauck has another winner in The Wedding Dress!


  LISA WINGATE, national best-selling and

  Carol award-winning author of

  Dandelion Summer and Blue Moon Bay
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  Chapter One


  Charlotte

  



  April 14

  



  It was the breeze, a change in the texture of the unseen that made her look up and walk around a stand of shading beech trees. Charlotte paused on the manicured green of the Ludlow Estate for a pure, deep breath, observing the elements of the dayblue sky, spring trees, sunlight bouncing off the parked-car windshields.


  She’d woken up this morning with the need to think, to pray, to get closer to heaven. She’d tugged on her favorite pair of shorts and driven up to the ridge.


  But instead of solitude, Charlotte found her piece of Red Mountain busy and burdened with shoppers, seekers, and bargain hunters. The annual Ludlow antiques auction to raise money for the poor was in full force on the estate’s luscious grounds.


  Charlotte raised her sunglasses to the top of her head, resenting the intrusion. This was her personal sanctuary, even if the rest of the world didn’t know it. Mama used to bring her here for picnics, parking on a gravel service road and sneaking Charlotte along the Ludlows’ perimeter, laughing and whispering, “Shh,” as if they were getting away with something fun and juicy.


  She’d find a spot on the back side of a knoll, spread a blanket, open a bucket of chicken or a McDonald’s bag, and exhale as she looked out over the valley toward the Magic City. “Isn’t it beautiful?”


  “Yep,” Charlotte always said, but her eyes were on Mama, not Birmingham’s lights. She was the most beautiful woman Charlotte had ever seen. And almost eighteen years after her death, she still was the most beautiful woman Charlotte had ever seen. Mama had a way of just being, but she died before she imparted that gift to Charlotte.


  Shouts invaded Charlotte’s memorial moment with Mama. Bidders and buyers moved in and out from under the auction tent spread across the side lawn.


  Shading her eyes from the angled sunlight, Charlotte stood in the breeze, watching, deciding what to do. Go back home or walk the grounds? She didn’t need or want anything that might be under that tent. Didn’t have the money to buy even if she did.


  What she needed was to think throughpray abouther recent tensions with Tim’s family. His sister-in-law Katherine specifically. The whole mess challenged her to reconsider the leap she was about to make.


  As Charlotte turned toward her car, the wind bumped her again and she glanced back. Through the trees and beyond the tent, the second-floor windows of the Ludlow stone-and-glass mansion shone with the golden morning light and appeared to be watching over the proceedings on the ground.


  Then the wind shifted the light, a shadow passed over the window, and the house seemed to wink at her. Come and see . . .


  “Hey there.” A lofty woman’s voice caused Charlotte to turn around. “You’re not leaving already, are you?” She lugged up the slope of the lawn with a box in her hands.


  Charlotte recognized her. Not by name or face, but by aura. One of the classic Southern women that populated Birmingham. Ones with dewy skin, pressed slacks, cotton tops, and a modest string of pearls. She stopped by Charlotte, breathless.


  “You’ve not even gone up to the auction tent. I saw you pull in, sweetie. Now, come on, we’ve beautiful items for auction. Is this your first time here?” She dipped into the box and pulled out a catalog. “Had to run to my car to get more. We’re busy, busy this year. Well, you can see that by the cars. Remember now, all the proceeds go to the Ludlow Foundation. We give millions in grants and scholarships around the city.”


  “I’ve admired the foundation for quite a while.” Charlotte flipped through the catalog.


  “I’m Cleo Favorite, president of the Ludlow Foundation.” She offered Charlotte her hand. “You’re Charlotte Malone.”


  Charlotte regarded Cleo for a moment, slowly shaking the woman’s hand. “Should I be impressed you know me or run screaming back to my car?”


  Cleo smiled. Her teeth matched her pearls. “My niece was married last year.”


  “I see. She bought her dress from my shop?”


  “She did, and for a while, I believed she was more excited about working with you than marrying her fiancé. Quite a business you have there.”


  “I’ve been very fortunate.” More than any poor, orphaned girl dreamed. “Who is your niece?”


  “Elizabeth Gunter. She married Dylan Huntington.” Cleo started toward the tent. Charlotte followed so as not to be rude.


  “Of course, I remember Elizabeth. She was a beautiful bride.”


  “And she wanted the whole wide world to know it.” Cleo laughed with a pop of her hand against the breeze. “She darn near sent my brother to the poorhouse. But you only get married once, right?”


  “I hear that’s the idea.” Charlotte touched her thumb to the shank of her engagement ringthe reason she’d driven up here today. She paused at the edge of the tent.


  “So, Charlotte, are you looking for any particular item? Something for your shop?” Cleo dropped the box of catalogs on a table and started down the main aisle as if she expected Charlotte would follow. “We have some beautiful wardrobes for sale. The catalog tells you the lot number, when and where to bid. The auctioneer just moves to the piece. We found that to be easier thanwell, what does any of that matter? It’s a great auction and it runs smoothly. Tell me, what are you looking for?” Cleo tipped her head to one side and clasped her hands together at her waist.


  Charlotte stepped under the tent’s shade. “Actually, Cleo,”I came up here to think“my bridal shop is strictly contemporary.” Charlotte rolled the catalog in her hand. “But I guess browsing is always fun.” She could walk the aisles to think and pray, right?


  “Why sure it is. You’re bound to find something you like as you . . . browse.” Cleo winked. “It works best if you go ahead and give yourself permission to spend some of your hard-earned money.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  Cleo trotted off and Charlotte picked a side aisle to wander, examining the pieces as if the answer she longed for might be lurking among the ancients and the antiques.


  Maybe she’d hear, He’s the one, as she passed a twentieth-century breakfront or a nineteenth-century wardrobe.


  But probably not. Answers didn’t often just appear to her out of the ethereal realm. Or drop on her suddenly. She worked for her life answers. Just rolled up her sleeves, evaluated the situation, calculated costs, and decided. She’d have never opened Malone & Co. otherwise.


  Charlotte paused in front of a dark wood foyer table and traced her fingers over the surface. Gert had one like this in her foyer. Wonder what ever happened to it? Charlotte bent to see if the underside had been marked with a red magic marker.


  It hadn’t. Charlotte moved on. That table wasn’t Gert’s. Oh, she’d been so mad when she discovered her niece had run amuck with that red pen.


  At the end of the aisle, Charlotte halted with a sigh. She should head back down to the city. Her hair appointment was in a few hours anyway.


  Instead, she started down the next aisle, let her thoughts wander to Tim and the struggle in her heart.


  Four months ago she’d been perfectly ensconced in her steady, predictable, comfortable day-to-day life. Then the contractor who remodeled her shop harangued her into accepting his Christmas dinner invitation. He seated her next to Tim Rose and changed Charlotte’s life.


  A dull, tired rolltop desk caught her eye. Charlotte stopped in front of it and smoothed her hand along the surface. If the grain could talk, what stories would it tell?


  Of a husband figuring the family finances? Or of a child working through a homework problem? Of a mama writing a letter to the folks back home?


  How many men and women sat at this desk? One or hundreds? What were their hopes and dreams?


  One piece of furniture surviving time. Was that what she wanted? To survive, to be a part of something important?


  She wanted to feel like she belonged to the Rose family. Katherine certainly didn’t make Charlotte feel like a part of the gregarious collection of siblings, aunts, uncles, cousins, and lifelong friends.


  On their first date when Tim told Charlotte he had four brothers, she couldn’t even imagine what that felt like. It sounded thrilling. She drilled him with question after question. Charlotte only had Mama. Then old Gert when Mama died.


  She’d never lived with a sibling, let alone four of them. Let alone a boy.


  Was that why she accepted Tim Rose’s proposal after two months? Fascination? At the moment, she wasn’t sure her reason was love. She wasn’t even sure it was to be part of a big family.


  Charlotte glanced down at the one-carat diamond filigree and platinum engagement ring that had belonged to Tim’s grandmother.


  But the ring had no answers. She had no answers.


  “Charlotte Malone?” A round, pleasant-looking woman approached her from the other side of a dining table. “I read about you in Southern Weddings. You look like your picture.”


  “I hope that’s a good thing.” Charlotte smiled.


  “Oh, it is. Your shop sounds magical. Made me wish I was getting married again.”


  “We hit a lucky break with that piece.” When the editor called last fall, it was the last in a wash of fortunate waves breaking Charlotte’s way.


  “I’ve been married thirty-two years and I read Southern Weddings about as religiously as the Good Book. I just love weddings, don’t you?”


  “I certainly love wedding dresses,” Charlotte said.


  “I suppose you do.” The woman’s laugh lingered in the air as she said good-bye and moved on, touching Charlotte’s arm gently as she passed.


  She did love wedding dresses. Since she was a girl, the satin and sheen of white gowns practically made her giddy. She loved the way a bride’s face changed when she slipped on the perfect gown, the way her hopes and dreams swam in her eyes.


  In fact, she was on the verge of her own transformationslipping on the perfect gown, hopes and dreams swimming in her eyes.


  So what was the problem? Why the holdout? She’d considered fifteen dresses, tried on none. June 23 would be here before she knew it.


  A year ago February, she was barely getting by, investing all her capital in inventory while duct-taping her shopa 1920s Mountain Brook cottagetogether.


  Then an anonymous bank check to the tune of a hundred thousand dollars landed in her account. After weeks of panicked elation trying to find out who would give her so much money, Charlotte redeemed her gift and finally, finally remodeled her shop. And everything changed.


  Tawny Boswell, Miss Alabama, became a client and put her on the map. Southern Weddings called. Then, as if to put a bow on the year, Charlotte attended the Christmas dinner and sat next to a handsome man who charmed everyone in the room. By the time she’d finished her first course of oyster soup, Tim Rose had captured her heart too.


  The feathery kiss of destiny sent a shiver over her soul as the breeze rushing over the mountaintop tapped her legs. Did she smell rain? Dipping her head to see beyond the lip of the tent, Charlotte saw nothing but the glorious sun possessing a crystal blue sky. Not one vanilla cloud in sight.


  She started down the next aisle and her phone buzzed from her jeans pocket. Dixie.


  “Hey, Dix, everything okay at the shop?”


  “Quiet. But Tawny called. She wants to meet with you tomorrow at three.”


  Sunday? “Is everything all right? Did she sound okay? Like she was still happy with us?” Charlotte had spent months trying to find the perfect gown for Miss Alabama, lying awake at night, whispering to the God of love to help her fulfill Tawny’s dreams.


  Then she discovered a new, small designer out of Paris and Charlotte knew she’d found her own brand of white-silk gold. “Call her back and tell her tomorrow is fine. Do we have crackers and cheese in the refreshment bar? Coffee, tea, water, and soda?”


  “We’re all stocked. Tawny seemed enthusiastic, so I don’t think she’s going to tell you she’s going with another shop.”


  “How long have we been working in the bridal gown business together, Dix?”


  “Five years, ever since you opened this place.” Dix, forever pragmatic and calm.


  “And how many times have we lost a customer at the last minute?” Even after countless hours of scouring designers to find the perfect gown.


  “We didn’t know what we were doing then. We’re the experts now,” Dixie said.


  “You know very well it has nothing to do with us. Listen, I’ll call Tawny and tell her we’d be happy to see her tomorrow.”


  “Already told her. Didn’t think you’d want to turn her down.” Dixie’s voice always carried the weight of confidence. She was a godsend. Support beams for Charlotte’s dream. “So, where are you anyway, Char?”


  “Up on Red Mountain. At the Ludlow estate. I came up here to think but ran into the annual auction crowd. I’m wandering among the antiques as we speak.”


  “People or things?”


  Charlotte grinned, scanning the gray heads among the aisles. “A little of both.” She paused in front of a locked glass of jewels. Unique pieces were the perfect accent for her brides. Charlotte maintained an inventory of one-of-a-kind necklaces, earrings, bracelets, and tiaras. It was the small things that helped seal her success.


  “Speaking of weddings,” Dixie said low and slow.


  “Were we?”


  “Aren’t we always? Your wedding invitations are still on the storeroom desk, Charlotte. Do you want me to bring them home tonight?” Dix and her husband, Jared, Dr. Hotstuff as she called him, lived in the Homewood loft next door to Charlotte.


  “Wait . . . really? They’re still on the storeroom desk? I thought I took them home.”


  “If you did, they walked back.”


  “Ha, ha, funny girl you are, Dixie. Yeah, sure, bring them home. I can work on them tomorrow after church. I need to see if Mrs. Rose has a guest list for Tim’s side”


  “You’re meeting with Tawny at three.”


  “Right, okay, after I meet with her. Or I can work on them Monday night. I don’t think I have anything Monday night.”


  “Charlotte, can I ask you something?”


  “No”


  “You’re getting married in two months and”


  “I’ve just been busy, Dixie, that’s all.” Charlotte knew where her friend was going with her inquiry. Charlotte had been asking herself the same questions for weeks now, and the need for answers drove her up the mountain today. “I’ve got time.”


  “But it’s running out.”


  She knew. She knew. “We should’ve picked a fall wedding date. Fast engagement, fast wedding . . . it has me spinning.”


  “Tim is an amazing man, Charlotte.”


  She knew. She knew. But was he amazing for her? “Listen, I’d better go. I need to get back down the mountain in a few minutes so I can get my hair done. Call you later.”


  “Have fun tonight, Charlotte. Don’t let Katherine get to you. Tell her to bug off. Just be there with Tim. Remember why you fell in love in the first place.”


  “I’ll try.” Charlotte hung up, Dixie’s advice settling in her thoughts. Remember why you fell in love in the first place.


  It’d all been heart pounding and romantic. She wasn’t sure she could identify a real, solid reason out of the whirlwind. As Charlotte made her way down the aisle to leave the tent, she found herself herded to one side by a gathering crowd.


  She smiled at the man beside her and tried to step around him. “Excuse me.” He didn’t budge, but remained planted, staring pointedly at the item about to be auctioned.


  “Pardon me, but if you could let me through, I’ll be out of your way. Are you bidding on that” Charlotte looked over her shoulder. “Trunk?” That ugly trunk?


  “Gather around, everybody.” The auctioneer jumped onto the riser next to the trunk. The crowd of fifteen or twenty surged forward, taking Charlotte with them. She stumbled back, losing her clog in the process. “We’re about to start bidding.”


  Fishing around for her shoe, Charlotte decided to wait it out. The bidders on this item seemed determined. How long could the auction be? Ten minutes? Might be kind of fun to see the whole process up close.


  Twenty bucks. The trunk didn’t look like it was worth more than that. Charlotte peeked around to see who she thought might be willing to shell out money for a dull, battered, and scarred box of wood with frayed and cracked leather straps.


  The auctioneer was a man with nothing distinguishable about him. Average height and weight. Hair that might have once been brown but was now . . . gray? Ash?


  Yet he wore a brilliant purple shirt tucked into charcoal gray trousers that he held up with leather suspenders. He bounced on the risers with his very clean and white Nike runners.


  Charlotte grinned. She liked him, though when he looked at her, the blue blaze of his eyes made her spirit churn. She took a step back but remained hemmed in on all sides.


  “This is lot number zero,” the auctioneer said, and his bass voice sank through Charlotte like a warm pearl.


  Lot number zero? She fanned the pages of her catalog. There wasn’t a lot number zero. She cross-referenced with the itemized listing in the back. But no trunk, or chest, or luggage, or steamer was listed.


  “This item was rescued from a house just minutes before it was torn down. The trunk was made in 1912.” He leaned over the crowd. “It was made for a bride.”


  His gaze landed on Charlotte and she jerked back with a gasp. Why was he looking at her? She tucked her ring hand behind her back.


  “It’s one hundred years old. A century. The hardware and leather are original and the entire piece is in good but thirsty condition.”


  “What happened to the lock?” The man on Charlotte’s left pointed with his rolled-up catalog at the gnarled brass locking the lid in place.


  “Well, that’s a tale in and of itself. It got welded shut, you see.” The auctioneer leaned farther toward his audience. Again, his roaming, fiery blue eyes stopped on Charlotte. He wiggled his bushy gray eyebrows. “By a gal with a broken heart.”


  The women in the group “Ooh’d” and angled for a better look at the trunk while Charlotte took another step back. Why was he directing his attention toward her? She pressed her hand against the heat crackling between her ribs.


  “But to the one willing, there’s great treasure inside.”


  He scanned the crowd that seemed to grow thicker and winked. Laughter peppered the air and the auctioneer seemed satisfied he’d drawn everyone in.


  Okay, Charlotte got it. There wasn’t really a great treasure inside. He just wanted them to believe there could be. He was quite the salesman. Kudos.


  “Let’s start the bidding at five,” he said.


  Several from the crowd peeled away, releasing the pressure Charlotte felt to stay penned in. The swirl of cool air around her legs felt good.


  “Do I have five?” he said again.


  Charlotte checked the faces of those who remained. Come on, someone, bid five dollars. Now that the trunk had a price and had endured laughter, her sympathies were aroused. Hearing a bit of its story changed its dismal appearance.


  Everyone, everything, needed love.


  Another few seconds ticked by. Bid someone, please. “I’ll bid five.” Charlotte raised her rolled catalog. She could donate the trunk to the children’s ministry at church. They were always looking for items to store toys or to pack with mission trip necessities.


  “I have five hundred.” The auctioneer held up his hand, wiggling his fingers. “Do I have five-fifty?”


  “Five hundred?” She balked. “No, no, I bid five dollars.”


  “But the price was five hundred.” The auctioneer nodded at her. “Always consider the cost, little lady. Now you know the price. Do I have five-fifty?”


  Please, someone, bid five-fifty. How could she have been so stupid? The innocent-old-man routine fooled her.


  The man next to Charlotte raised his catalog. “I’ll go five-fifty.”


  Charlotte exhaled, pressing her hand to her chest. Thank you, kind sir. She flipped through the catalog pages again, searching for a description, some information, anything on the trunk. But it was flat not listed.


  “Five-fifty, do I have six? Six hundred dollars.” The auctioneer’s eyes were animated, speaking, and his cheeks glistened red even though the mountain air under the tent was cool for April.


  The woman next to Charlotte raised her hand. “Six.”


  Three more bidders peeled away. Charlotte regarded the trunk through narrow slits, thinking she should just take this time to be on her way too. She’d experienced enough of the bidding process.


  Besides, she wanted to grab a bite of lunch before her appointment. By the time she left the salon, she’d have just time enough to go home and change before Tim picked her up at six.


  “Six, do I have six-fifty?” The auctioneer’s voice bobbed with each syllable.


  “Six-fifty.” The man on her left. “I can use it for replacement parts on a steamer I’m restoring.”


  “Seven hundred,” Charlotte said, the words bursting from her lips. She cleared her throat and faced the auctioneer. Used for parts? Never. Something inside her rebelled at the thought of tearing the trunk apart. “This trunk deserves its own tender, loving care.”


  “That it does, young lady. I rescued it myself. And what I rescue is never destroyed.” The auctioneer’s eyes radiated blue with each word and sent a burning chill through Charlotte. “Do I have seven-fifty?”


  The woman next to her lifted her hand.


  “Eight.” Charlotte didn’t even wait for him to up the bid. “Hundred. Eight hundred.”


  Run! Get out of here! Charlotte tried to turn, but her legs refused to move and her feet remained planted on the Ludlow lawn. A blunt brush of the April breeze cooled the flash of perspiration on her forehead.


  She didn’t want this trunk. She didn’t need this trunk. Her loft was contemporary, small, and so far, clutter-free. The way she liked it.


  Malone & Co. was an upscale, classy, exquisitely contemporary boutique. Where would she put a beat-up old trunk? Never mind that she’d spent her windfall money on the remodel. Every last dime. And her personal bank account had just enough to foot the expense of a small wedding. Eight hundred dollars for a trunk was not in the budget. If she was going to blow that much cash, she’d buy a pair of Christian Louboutin shoes.


  “It calls to you, doesn’t it?” The man in purple leaned toward Charlotte with a swoosh up of his bushy brows.


  “Unfortunately, yes.” Tim would have a fit if she brought that thing home.


  Charlotte regarded the trunk. Who was the man or woman who owned the trunk in days gone by? What about the bride the auctioneer spoke of from 1912wouldn’t she want a home for this battered old piece?


  “Eight-fifty.” The second man on Charlotte’s left made a bid.


  “One thousand dollars.” Charlotte clapped her hand over her mouth. But it was too late. She’d made the bid.


  Oh, she’d have to explain this to Tim.


  “Sold.” The auctioneer smacked his palms together and pulled a slip of paper out of his pocket. “This trunk belongs to you.”


  Charlotte read the preprinted slip. Redeemed. $1,000. She whirled around. “Wait, sir, excuse me, but how did you know . . .”


  But he was gone. Along with the crowd and the hum of voices. Charlotte stood completely alone except for the battered trunk and the glittering swirl in the air.


  Chapter Two


  Charlotte leaned into Tim as they watched his parents’ anniversary party from their table. A bluish amber hue fell over their dinner plates as the party lights chased around the ballroom.


  “Dinner was good, wasn’t it?” she said. Come on, Tim. It’s only money.


  “It was great.”


  Charlotte looked over at him. He was picture-perfect to her. If she could use such a word. His straight nose aligned over full lips and an even, square chin. His long, sandy hair fell in a soft sheen against his sculpted cheek.


  But at the moment his normally vibrant, charming countenance was brooding.


  Oh, why didn’t she wait to tell him until the ride home? Now the familyKatherinewould blame Charlotte for Tim’s lack of participation.


  “Do you want to dance? Look, Jack keeps waving at us.”


  Jack was Tim’s younger brother, the one right after him in the line of five boys. David, Tim, Jack, Chase, and Rudy.


  “In a minute.” Tim gestured for Jack to hold on.


  Every guest at this fortieth wedding anniversary celebration was on the floor jukin’ and jivin’, singing “celebrate good times, come on” at the top of their lungs.


  Everyone except Tim and Charlotte.


  “Come on, Tim, it’s not that big of a deal. Let’s dance.” Charlotte stood, smoothing her hands over her skirt. She’d determined to have a good time tonight, forget her Red Mountain mission that went bust and let her inner extrovert rule the night. She had a long talk with that girl this afternoon while sitting in the chair getting her hair and nails done.


  She’d worn a new party dress, a navy number with a fitted bodice and short, flared skirt. And a matching pair of Jimmy Choo Mary Janes she’d bought on sale.


  The night was going so well. Tim couldn’t keep his eyes off of her and for the first time, Charlotte actually felt like she was a part of the inner-Rose circle.


  Then, fifteen minutes ago, Charlotte leaned into her man and said, “Oh, Tim, I forgot to tell you, but I ended up at an auction today up on Red Mountain and bought a trunk. For a thousand dollars.” There now, that wasn’t so bad.


  Then she noticed the light dimming in his eyes. “A thousand dollars?” Tim kept the wedding budget and had every penny accounted for until June 23.


  After that, they whispered harshly to each other over dinner about why and how she could’ve spent that much money without talking to him. The muffled debate concluded as dessert arrived.


  “I hope you didn’t buy that five-thousand-dollar dress you wanted because we can’t afford that now.”


  “No, I haven’t,” Charlotte said with a bit of sass. “I haven’t bought my dress yet.”


  The confession hung between them and dimmed the last bit of merry light from Tim’s eyes. “We’re getting married in two months, Charlotte. You own a bridal shop.”


  “I know, I know.” When would she learn to keep her mouth shut? Her timing missed by a country mile.


  They ate their carrot cake in relative silence.


  “Sure you don’t want to dance?” Charlotte tugged on his elbow.


  Tim shoved away from the table, standing. “I’m going for some air.”


  “O-okay.” Charlotte watched him go through watery eyes. “Tim?”


  He turned, gazing down at her.


  “Sorry about the money.”


  “I know, Char.” He brushed his fingers lightly over her neck and relieved her fears. “It’s okay. Promise. I’ll be back in a minute.”


  In the four months she’d known Tim, she’d learned that he needed time to process. He rarely made snap decisions. Which was another reason to contemplate this whole wedding ordeal.


  He never did anything impulsivelyso why the marriage proposal so quickly? Was it a moment of romantic weakness? She wasn’t sure he even wanted to marry her. What made him drop to one knee two months after they’d met and slip a ring on her finger?


  Did she want to marry him? Charlotte might have to drive back up to Red Mountain in the morning.


  But oh, his proposal was perfect and romantic. Charlotte blurted yes without thinking. She led with her heart. At least that’s what Gert always told her.


  The band brought down the music and the dance-floor lights dimmed. Couples stepped together and swayed in time to “I Only Have Eyes for You.”


  Charlotte grabbed her clutch and headed for the ladies’ room. If she sat there any longer, someone would inquire about Tim.


  Shoving through the door, Charlotte was grateful to be alone. She leaned against the vanity counter and studied her reflection in the mirror, ducking under the glare of the unkind lights.


  The strands of hair that had slipped from her updo curled around her neck. Pressing her finger under her eye, she dabbed away a spot of mascara. As she opened her clutch for her lipstick, a voice crawled over her shoulder.


  “You look beautiful tonight, Charlotte.”


  Charlotte glanced in the mirror. Katherine, older brother David’s wife, stood behind her. “As do you. I love your dress.”


  Katherine moved to the vanity and leaned toward the mirror, checking her hair and makeup. She was the first and only daughter-in-law in Marshall and Blanch Rose’s family. A distinction she took seriously and guarded jealously.


  “Are you having a good time?” Katherine’s smile was stiff and forced as she fished a tube of lipstick from her clutch. “You and Tim have a fight? You were whispering to each other all through dinner. It’s a good thing Blanch couldn’t see you directly.” She smoothed red color over her lips. “Tim’s usually the first on the floor and he’s not been out there yet. He never misses ‘Celebrate.’”


  “I’m having a lovely time, Katherine, thank you.” Charlotte sidestepped the woman’s hunt for information. Her conversation with Tim wasn’t any of his sister-in-law’s business. “Forty years of marriage is quite a milestone.”


  “You know, Charlotte”Katherine tore a tissue from the box“if you’re going to be a Rose, you should start trying to act like a Rose. You keep dragging Tim to dark corners and holding personal conversations like he’s not allowed to associate with his own family. It’s not going to sit well with everyone if this keeps up.” She dabbed the corners of her red lips with the white tissue.


  “That shade works well with your complexion,” Charlotte said, unwilling to go on the defensive and debate the Rose family with Katherine. It would be futile. She’d rather stay on her turf. Home field advantage. “My assistant Dixie does makeup for our brides and she’s using soft pinks on the brides with fair complexions.”


  Katherine tossed her lipstick back into her clutch. “Well, it was recommended by the girl at the Saks sales counter. But don’t change the subject, Charlotte.”


  “Is there a subject?” It felt more like an inquisition. Charlotte clicked her clutch closed and reached for a tissue. She needed a distraction. Bolting for the door would only incite the bee in Katherine’s bonnet.


  “Let me tell you a story, Charlotte. I lived next door to the Roses from the time I was three until my freshman year in high school.” Katherine wadded the tissue and tossed it in the trash bin. “David walked me to first grade. Yep, he did. He was the older man, a second grader. Then the summer before seventh grade, my dad moved us across town to a mansion in an exclusive, gated community. We had a pool, tennis courts.” Katherine folded her arms and leaned against the vanity. “But my parents had to work eighty-hour weeks to keep us in the life of luxury, and it tore the family apart. My parents settled their divorce the day after I got my driver’s license.” She stared at her hands. “I felt pretty lost so I drove over to the old neighborhood. To the last place we were happy. Dave and Tim were raking the fall leaves into piles for Jack, Chase, and Rudy to jump in. It was like time stood still at the Rose place except David had turned into this tall, filled-out, gorgeous boy. He saw me and waved. I pulled into the driveway, in so many ways, and never left.”


  Charlotte regarded her in the mirror for a moment, their eyes clashing. “I’m not very good at reading between the lines, Katherine.” She held her voice low and steady. “What is it you’re trying to say?” Charlotte walked to the sink to wash her hands, to break the laser line of Katherine’s gaze.


  “I’m just going to let out the clutch and speak my mind.”


  “Please do.” Charlotte turned off the water and reached for the hand towels, and with an inhale, tightened her ribs around her heart.


  “I don’t think you two belong together, Charlotte. You don’t fit in with the family. It’s not that you can’t, but you won’t. What’s going to happen once you’re married? It’d kill Dad and Mom Rose if Tim drifted away from us.”


  “Why . . . why would he drift away from the family? Katherine, you’re making up stuff that isn’t there. When has Tim missed a family event, or Sunday dinner, or birthday party since we’ve been together? Not one.”


  “Charlotte, Tim proposed to you with his grandmother’s ring after knowing you for two months.” Katherine flashed her fingers at Charlotte. Two. “It took him that long to ask out his last girlfriend for the first time. He prayed, talked to her after church, got to know her a bit, talked to people who knew her to see what she was like. They dated for six months and we thought she might be the one because Tim didn’t waste time dating a woman if he didn’t think it was going anywhere. Then, out of the blue, he meets you at a Christmas dinner and we didn’t see him for almost two weeks. We thought he’d lost his mind. Mom Rose feared he’d miss Christmas day with us.”


  “The relationship took us both by surprise,” Charlotte said, propping her shoulder against the opposite wall. By the door. “But he is right for me. I’m right for him.” Isn’t he?


  Charlotte had never met anyone like Tim. Never felt the way he made her feel. Never been this far in love. And despite the terror of free-falling and her drive up to the ridge this morning to shut out the city’s noise and hear God, Charlotte desperately wanted Tim to be her forty-year man. The love of her life.


  Katherine squinted at her. “David tells me he and Tim haven’t picked out their tuxes yet.”


  “There’s still time.” Charlotte tried to read Katherine. Where was she taking this inquisition?


  “I’ve not seen an invitation or save-the-date card.”


  “Invitations are at my house. Katherine, is any of this your business? Tim and I are getting married.” If only the conviction in her voice would boomerang around to her heart. “And we’ll do it our way. Rest assured, we have no plans to break away from his parents or his brothers.” Charlotte started for the door.


  But Katherine smacked it shut with her hand. “Oh, it is my business. This family is my business. Tim is closer to me than my own brother. I won’t see him hurt or this family torn apart. I’m raising three children as Roses and I want them raised like their dad, not the mess I had to endure with my parents.”


  Charlotte grabbed the door handle and jerked hard. As she did, Lauren, Rudy’s date for the evening, burst into the ladies’ room. “Charlotte, there you are. Tim’s looking all over for you. Hey, Katherine.”


  “Lauren.”


  Charlotte left without a final glance back. Tim stood in the hall, against the wall, his hands tucked in his pockets.


  “Hey,” he said.


  “Hey.” Charlotte fell against him, letting his presence warm away Katherine’s cold confrontation. “I’m really sorry about the trunk money, Tim.”


  “Forget it. I just had to cool down.” He hooked his finger under her chin. “I’m sorry for what I said about your dress. You can buy whatever you want. We’ll find a way.”


  Charlotte kissed him, and Tim slipped his hands around her back and held her close.


  “Want to dance?” she said.


  “I thought you’d never ask.”


  On the dance floor, Tim curled Charlotte into him and peered into her eyes as the singer crooned about “the house that built me.”


  “What happened in there?”


  “Nothing.” Charlotte swayed side to side, round and round with him. “Ladies’ room privilege.”


  “But you’re upset. Nothing is that sacred.” Tim craned his neck in an obvious effort to see who exited the restroom alcove. “It was Katherine.”


  “You should’ve warned me she was a pit bull.”


  “Didn’t think she’d go after you.” Tim gently held Charlotte’s head between his hands. “Her bark is worse than her bite.”


  “Have you ever been bitten by her?” Charlotte made a face, almost smiling, the tension of her exchange with Katherine thinning. “She seems to think she has dibs on you. On the whole family. If we lived in biblical times and something happened to David”


  Tim’s kiss landed on Charlotte’s lips, clipping her thought, and they moved to the rhythm of the melancholy music.


  “The most beautiful girl in the room is in my arms,” Tim whispered in her ear, “so if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather not talk about my brother’s wife.”


  When he kissed her again, Charlotte slipped her arms around his neck and let her burden go.
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  A little after eleven, Tim drove Charlotte home and walked her up the four flights to her loft, slipping his hand into hers, loosening his tie, and unbuttoning the top of his shirt.


  “We’re thinking of taking the bikes out tomorrow, going to the dirt track.” Tim leaned against the wall as Charlotte unlocked the heavy steel loft door. Tim was a passionate, amateur motocross racer. “Paul and Artie haven’t been racing since they moved to Texas.” Tonight Charlotte learned Paul and Artie were cousins on his mother’s Buchanan side. “Come with us. I’ve even talked Dave and Jack into coming.”


  “I have an appointment with Tawny.” Charlotte flipped on the entryway light and leaned against the doorjamb.


  “You have an appointment on Sunday?” Tim slipped his hand around her and pulled her close to him.


  “You’re racing? On Sunday? ” She arched her brow, grinning, mimicking his inflection.


  “We’re not racing, we’re riding.”


  “It’ll be a race the moment you start the engines.” She reached up to lace her fingers through his hair. “Want to come in?”


  “You think you know me so well?” His quick kiss was playful as he stepped past her into the loft.


  Did she? His competitive nature and passion for all things extreme weren’t hard to see. Tim carried those on the surface. But she didn’t have long to contemplate. Tim hooked her away from the door, letting it slam behind him, and drew her tight.


  As he did, her heels crashed into something hard and she stumbled backward, falling out of his embrace.


  Tim snatched her hand before she hit the floor. “Char, are you okay?”


  “I’m fine . . . What’s this box?” Charlotte bent down to fold back the flaps and peer inside. “Ohour wedding invitations.”


  “What are they doing in the hall?” Tim carried the box to the polished tamburil wood slab coffee table. Charlotte had saved for a year to buy the pieceher first real furniture purchase.


  “Dixie brought them home from the shop.”


  Tim squinted at her. “Do we need to have a wedding meeting? Figure out where we are?”


  Charlotte exhaled. “Yes. This week, Tim. It’s already the middle of April.” She worked her way past him to the dining table where she’d left her iPad.


  “Monday night?” Tim tapped his phone’s screen. “No, I’ve got a city council meeting.” He peered at Charlotte. “Looks like Dave and I are going to get the downtown refurbishing job.”


  “Tim, really? That’s great. Tuesday I have a consult with the mayor’s daughter.”


  “Mayor’s daughter?” He arched his brow. “That’s my girl. I’m impressed.”


  “She read about Tawny in the paper and figured if we could make Miss Alabama happy, maybe we could do the same for her.”


  “By all means, let’s give the mayor’s daughter the Charlotte Malone treatment. How about Wednesday?” Tim walked around the sofa toward the dining table. “I’m free. Dinner, then wedding business?”


  “Perfect.”


  Tim tapped on his phone’s screen, then gathered Charlotte for a long, slow kiss. “I’d better go because I don’t want to go.”


  “See you in the morning.” Charlotte exhaled, eyes closed, breathing in the scent of his skin. Then she watched him leave, bracing for the door to click closed behind him. That sound always stirred the phantom fear of being alone. All alone.


  Ever since Mama died, Charlotte kept uneasy company with aloneness. She was one of one. Gert used to play an old record, something about one being the loneliest number. Charlotte hated the song and left the house when Gert put it on.


  Charlotte Malone ended up being her own island, formed from the landscape of her familyby birth and by death.


  Kicking off her shoes, she wandered into the kitchen for a water. Twisting off the cap, she paused by her window and gazed toward the distant orange glow of Birmingham, examining her thoughts and separating her emotions.


  She jumped when someone pounded on the door. “Tim?”


  “I have a delivery from the Ludlow Estate for Charlotte Malone. A trunk.”


  Charlotte pressed her nose to the door and eyeballed the man on the other side of the peephole. “It’s kind of late,” she said. When she paid for the trunk to be delivered, she expected it to be next week. Not at a quarter ’til midnight.


  “You’re telling me. Just need you to sign and I’m gone.”


  Charlotte unlocked the door and a skinny man in dirty jeans sporting a Fu Manchu hoisted the trunk into the loft. “It don’t weigh nothin’. Hope you got your money’s worth.” He held out the clipboard. “Sign here.”


  When he’d gone, Charlotte shoved the trunk to the center of the loft and knelt in front of the welded lock. “Well now, my new friend. Do you know what trouble you caused me today?”


  Chapter Three


  Emily

  



  August 1912

  Birmingham

  



  She was late. Again. Emily took the corner toward Highland, cutting across Mrs. Schell’s yard, walking fast, reining in her desire to run, shoving her hair into place by securing the loose pins. She willed the hot August air to stir, to breathe. Perspiration trickled across her neck, beneath her high collar and down her back.


  Mother would be irritated. Father, amused. But the suffrage meeting ran long. So many opinions and voices. It made her head ache.


  Emily sprinted up the walk and around the house to the servants’ kitchen entrance, her skirt flapping against her ankles, her heels clip-clomping on the pavement.


  Well, if Mother scolded her for being tardy, Emily could blame Phillip. He’d intercepted her as she was leaving the meeting. Just the very memory of his kisses in the back of his carriage made Emily’s temperature rise.


  If only he’d intercepted her before the meeting. They’d have had more time and she could have escaped Mrs. Daily’s deplorable speech. Her voice rose up, then down, up, then down.


  Mrs. Daily was certainly entertaining. Emily laughed softly, then just as she passed the large evergreen, a hand reached around, gripped her arm, and jerked her behind the tree.


  With a shout, Emily whirled around with her fist drawn back, ready to strike. Earl Donaldson, her neighbor and childhood friend, knew the power of her punch. He’d jumped out from behind a tree one too many times, and eventually she belted him.


  “Emily, simmer down, it’s me. It’s me.”


  She lowered her fists and gazed into the eyes of Daniel Ludlow. Her knees went limp. “Daniel, what are you doing here?” She threw herself against him, the thump beneath his chest loud and clear. It’d been so long, months, since she’d heard from him.


  “Looking for you, that’s what I’m doing, silly girl. Where have you been?”


  “Where have I been? Right here, where you found me. Where have you been?”


  “You know where I’ve been. Don’t tease me.” He grinned, shoving his ball cap back on his head, and her resolve to be angry with him jellied. “I looked for you when we were in town. How come you never came to any of our games?”


  “I had more pressing engagements.” Emily turned away from him, but only by a half step or so. Did he expect her to drop everything and run down to Rickwood Field just to watch him bat a ball?


  “What’s more important than baseball?” He scooped her up and twirled her around. “I missed you.” He pressed his cheek against hers, and Emily locked her arms around his neck.


  “Plenty of things are more important than baseball. Art, theater, education, suffrage, learning how to run a household from Mother.” Emily pushed away from him when he set her down, leaving his puckered lips to kiss the air. “If you missed me, why didn’t you write me? And there is such a thing as a telephone. You’ve heard of that invention, haven’t you?”


  “Come on, Em. I’m a poor ballplayer. I can’t afford phone calls.” Daniel fingered a strand of loose hair curling about her neck. She held her breath, tingling as his fingers brushed her skin. “And I did write you. Every week. The question here, young lady, is why didn’t you write me back?”


  Emily stepped away from his hand. He was confusing her, plying her with his charm. “Did you come up to Highlands to examine me? How come I didn’t attend your ball games? How come I didn’t write? You’re the one who boarded that jitney and drove off with fourteen smelly men to play a silly game. Imagine grown men running round all day in the dirt, chasing a small white ball.”


  “Em, it’s baseball. America’s pastime.” Daniel raised his arms, his expression foretelling his passion. “It’s the greatest game in the world. And it’s getting better, Em.” He stripped his cap from his head, combed his fingers through his thick bangs, then settled the hat in place again. It had a big B on it for his team. The Barons. “We’re getting new rules and more leagues. A good hitter or sacker can make a decent wage these days. Stars are being born. Cy Young, Nap Lajoie, Ty Cobb. Word is he’s making a pretty penny up there with the Tigers. Five thousand dollars.”


  Five or six thousand dollars a year? Father made that, or more, in a month. Phillip Saltonstall and his father, even more. They traveled in Oldsmobiles, not jitney buses, and lived in fine houses, not roadside motels.


  “I’m not concerned about Cy Young or Ty Cobb. I’m concerned, was concerned, about Daniel Ludlow. Did you come here to tell me you’re signing a professional contract worth thousands?”


  Emily stood back, folded her arms, and waited. She was definitely late for dinner now, but it was Daniel standing in front of her. Daniel.


  “No, as a matter of fact.” Daniel turned away, slipping his hands into his pockets. The chain of his gold watch glinted in the sun. “I’m not making thousands of dollars playing baseball. That’s why I quit. I love the game, and one day it would be swell if I could purchase my own team, but for now”a soft smolder beneath his brilliant blue eyes burned away every ounce of Emily’s ire“I’ve secured a position at Pollock Stephens Institute.”


  “My alma mater? Doing what? Teaching?” Daniel was coming home. “When did this transpire? I can’t believe you’re quitting the game you love. I declare it almost makes me not respect you. What would possess you to do such a thing?”


  “Don’t you know, Emily? You.”


  “Me?” She was helpless against his advances, and when he pulled her into his arms, she let her heart go. “But I heard nothing from you for five months. Not one letter. Not even a postal card.” He smelled of soap and warm, washed cotton.


  “I wrote you every day, I promise. Mailed them all myself too.” He caressed her shoulder and kissed her temple. Romantic flutters burst open in Emily’s belly. “What does it matter, sugar, I’m home now.”


  “I’ve missed you so much. I don’t have anyone to play croquet with me.” Emily snuggled against him. “Or try the new dances. Father and Phillip?” She pressed her lips together. Phillip. Daniel didn’t know about him.


  “Phillip?” Daniel touched her chin, dipping his face to see into her eyes, but Emily moved away.


  “So tell me, what made you decide to give up baseball?” She crossed her arms and closed her heart. She belonged to another man now.


  “Well,” Daniel began, slow and deliberate, his eyes on her face. “We lost to the Memphis Turtles in a doubleheader and the boys were pretty riled about it. They were smoking and swearing, drinking, and the jitney smelled like a sewer after a hot, rainless summer, and I had to ask myself, ‘Why do I prefer these lugheads over my favorite girl?’ Who’s Phillip, Emily?”


  “But you love baseball, Daniel. What about your chance at the plate, to swing the bat at whatever fancy pitch you choose, to ‘feel the thrill of wood cracking’ . . . Isn’t that what you told me you loved about the game?” Emily popped the air with a pretend bat, smiling, trying to sell Daniel on his own dream, trying to move him away from querying her further about Phillip. She’d not planned for this interaction today. Or tomorrow. Or ever, if she were honest. Oh, Daniel.


  “I didn’t think you were listening to me all those nights we walked the quad at school.”


  “I heard every word. I loved our evening walks.”


  “If I’d had money, I’d have taken you to a picture show or fancy dinner.” He turned his pockets inside out. “What’s a poor college boy to do with a beautiful girl like you? Baseball was all I had to make me sound important.”


  “You need not sound important to me. Walking the quad was a fine date, Daniel Ludlow. I still think of those times.”


  “So do I and that’s why I quit baseball, Emily. Playing didn’t make sense anymore when I thought of you. Which was all the time.” His breath thinned as his voice became thick. His eyes searched hers. “I don’t love baseball. I love you.”


  “Love me? How can you love me? I’ve not seen or heard from you since April.”


  “I mailed five or six letters every Saturday asking you to wait for me.” He regarded her from under the bill of his cap. “You really didn’t receive them?”


  “Would I say I didn’t if I did?” Emily walked around him, toward the swing hanging from the elm. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her Mother would be serving supper soon, but she couldn’t leave Daniel yet. She pushed her toes against the grass, setting the swing into motion. Daniel leaned against the trunk of the tree.


  “Would I say I wrote to you if I didn’t, Emily?” Daniel removed his cap, and his tangled mop of thick brown hair curled over his forehead and around his temples. Emily used to pull his curls free to tease him after he’d worked so hard to slick his hair into place. “I’d like to come calling later this evening if it’s all right with you.”


  Emily kicked her feet and raised the swing higher. The August evening hosted an array of colorspink, purple, orange, and blueand gave her no ideas on how to tell Daniel, dear Daniel, the news.


  Daniel watched her, smiling, but inquiring of her each time their eyes met. May I come calling? Finally he caught the swing and lowered his face to hers.


  “What are you not telling me?”


  “I didn’t receive your letters, Daniel.” Panic swirled in Emily’s chest and around her thoughts. She slid off the wide wooden seat, trying to press around Daniel into the open yard, but he trapped her in his arms.


  “But I’m home now. Letters or not, I feel the same. I’ve secured a job and a large apartment in the Ridley house . . . Emily, I want to speak to your father.”


  “Father?” Emily unlocked his arms from around her. “The Ridley?” Did he intend to propose marriage and bring her to live in the Ridley?


  “The Ridley is a fine apartment. Not a mansion like your father’s . . .” He waved the cap in his hand toward the large stone house where a cut of the blue day seemed to rest on the dark roof. “But it’s a good, fine place for couples in love to start out. I don’t plan to be a teacher forever, Emily. I have plans to”


  “Phillipthere’s the matter of Phillip, Daniel.”


  “W-what do you mean? Phillip who? I thought we had an understanding, Emily.” A sad confusion weighted his expression and his inquiry.


  “But you left.” Emily spun away from him. Oh blast, how could she tell him?


  “I’ve been gone five months, not five years.” Daniel touched Emily’s shoulder and gentled her around to face him. “You gave up on me so quickly?”


  “Daniel, we took a few turns around the campus quad, attended dances and fraternity socials, but . . . it was hardly an understanding.” Emily pressed her hands together. Did her words sound convincing? She’d spent the last five months telling herself what she had with Daniel was infatuation, not love. “Phillip and I became reacquainted at the Black and White Ball. In May.”


  “I see.” Daniel averted his gaze as he pressed his cap onto his head.


  Stinging tears washed Emily’s eyes when she saw the red tinge on the tip of Daniel’s nose. She covered her exhale and quivering lips with her hand.


  “Daniel, listen to me, be serious for a moment. Did you really believe we’d marry?” She stretched her hand to him but pulled back without touching him. “We were and always will be college friends. Nothing more.” Please agree, Daniel. Please agree.


  “No, we were much more. I believed we’d marry. That’s why I quit the Barons and returned home.”


  “But we made no real declarations. No promises.” No, she did not betray him.


  “How could I ask you to marry me when I was riding off in a jitney? But it was understood, Em. Wasn’t it? That we loved each other and wanted to be together?”


  “Phillip and I . . . we’re right for each other. Our families have been friends for years. We have the same”


  “Social connections? The same opulent wealth?” Daniel’s tender pleading about-faced to sour and snarly.


  “You knew when we met who I was, where I came from, and what expectations might be upon me.”


  “Yes, but I thought I met a girl with a mind and will of her own. One who would choose a life and husband she loved.”


  With mustered courage, Emily stepped into him. “That’s exactly what I’m doing. There’s more to marriage than college memories. More than rib-splitting laughter and juvenile affection.” Surely he knew a girl like Emily had to consider social standing, her privilege, wealth, and education. Her family.


  “Is that all we were? A good time? Tell me, are you in love with him?” Daniel’s voice wavered ever so slightly as he backed toward a tan and black mustang tied to Father’s hitching post. Father’s bay had poked her head out the stable window, curling her lip at Daniel’s pony, flirting.


  “Daniel, I” Emotion rose from some hidden room of her heart. “Yes, I love him, whatever that means. Love is a subjective sort of thing, wouldn’t you agree?”


  “No, I would not. It’s an action verb.” Daniel jerked forward, reaching up to slip his fingers along the curve of Emily’s face. “One I’m willing to do. Love you for the rest of your life. I’m willing to speak to your father right now, Emily. I’m a man he can trust with his daughter. I’ll prove myself more worthy than Saltonstall.”


  She stepped away from him, a cool ire mingling with her hot tears. “I can’t do that to him.”


  “But you can do it to me?” Daniel’s feelings displayed on his high cheeks and square jaw. Even a few paces away, she could see the rise of his chest, sense the beating of his heart.


  “You left me. I had no other choice but to move on or go crazy loving you.” Emily gritted her jaw and confessed, “It was the hardest thing I ever had to do.”


  “I’m here now.”


  “No, Daniel. We are over. Phillip is a wonderful man, kind and considerate, well-spoken and well-read, educated and respected in this city.”


  “Respected? Saltonstall?” He laughed, low and cold. “I tell you what he really is, Em. Phillip Saltonstall is a” Daniel halted, pressing his lips into a taut line. “He has many . . . he is quite the”


  “He’s quite the what?” Emily crossed her arms, the breeze cooling her skin but not her heart. “Say what you have to say, Daniel. You seem to know so much.”


  “I have nothing to say.” He backed away, one step, two steps, slowly at first, then faster. “Good-bye, Emily.”


  But instead of racing across the lawn, he surged forward, gripped her shoulders, and kissed her, passionate and tender.


  Hot emotion brewed on Emily’s lips and in her heart as she watched him sprint toward his mount and ride off. The clip-clop of hooves echoed in the hollow chambers of Emily’s heart . . . the places where she’d once believed love for Daniel Ludlow bloomed.


  She reached for the fir tree branches, bracing herself, not caring if the needles bit into her palm. “I’m sorry, Daniel,” she whispered, praying the wind would carry her words and comfort him. But he was too late. Emily had committed her affections, her mind, to marrying Phillip Saltonstall. It was all for the best, really.


  Daniel Ludlow was simply too late. Too late.


  Chapter Four


  Emily stood at the kitchen sink, pumping cool water over her fingers, the last of her tears dripping from the edge of her jaw into the sink and swirling down the drain.


  The five o’clock sun draped reddish-gold ribbons through the trees and left thin, dark shadows on the ground. A warm honeysuckle breeze blowing through the open window did a jig with the curtains.


  Splashing water on her face, Emily rubbed her eyes, washing away the heat of tears and the image of Daniel. How dare he come back and interrupt her life? Phillip was expected for dinner soon and she must compose herself.


  She snapped a towel from the bar below the sink and dabbed her face dry. If Daniel sent her letters, what happened to them? Where did they go?


  “Here ye are, miss.” Molly entered the kitchen from the outside, her apron loaded with tomatoes. “I’ve been searching for ye. Where’d you get off to after the meeting? What’d ye think? Are ye ready to march for the vote?”


  “I don’t know, Molly. It all seems rather . . . Has Mother been looking for me?” Emily kept her back to the kitchen maid and cook, composing herself. “It’s warm today, isn’t it?”


  “A broiler. Yes ma’am, a bee-roil-er. Umm hmmm.” Molly’s singsong words alerted Emily. The woman had a secret. “Yer mother’s not been looking for you.”


  “Molly, did you see me just now?” Emily folded the hand towel and draped it over the dowel rod.


  “Oh, I don’t know.” Molly dumped the tomatoes into the sink. “Do ye think I have time to stare out the window so’s I can catch you kissing a young man that ain’t Mr. Saltonstall?”


  “Oh, Molly, you did see.” Emily came around the worktable to face Molly. “He kissed me. I did not kiss him.”


  “Sure looked like you were kissing him to me.”


  “I wasn’t kissing him. He just . . . grabbed me.” Emily slapped her palm against the thick board where Molly worked. The woman was five years older, and at twenty-seven, she was more like a sister than a servant.


  Mother had hired Molly when she was sixteen, fresh from Ireland, with nothing more than a change of clothes in her valise. While shopping downtown one afternoon, Mother overheard Molly inquiring for a job and stood aghast as a transported Bostonian, who had no use for the Irish, mocked and cruelly rejected Molly. Mother hired her on the spot.


  That evening at dinner, Mother told Father, “A pretty girl like that would find herself in the dance halls. What would the good Lord charge against me if I let such a travesty happen when it was in my power to do good?”


  “Daniel kissed me, you hear.” Emily angled forward to grip the burnished-haired maid by the shoulders.


  “Saints and all the angels.” Molly pulled away from Emily, her hazel eyes snapping. “That was Daniel? Where’s he been keeping himself for these past five months, leaving you to wonder and weep in your pillow?”


  “I didn’t weep, Molly. Where do you get such ideas?”


  “I got ears, don’t I? And Big Mike can hear a bird chewing on a worm, don’t you know.” Molly took her knife to the first tomato, cutting it into quarters and tossing the slices into a bowl.


  Molly’s room was just below Emily’s. And Big Mike, Father’s liveryman, came into the stable one afternoon when she’d gone up to the loft to hide her tears in the hay.


  “He said he wrote letters,” Emily said, sinking slowly down to the kitchen stool. “He came here today to tell me he’d quit baseball and had secured a job and an apartment.”


  “Letters, you say? Ah, look at me mess.” Molly motioned to the soupy tomato juice on the cutting board as she added the slices to a bowl. “This knife must be dull as”


  “There’s nothing wrong with that knife, Molly.” Emily put her hand on the woman’s arm. “Don’t you get the mail every day?”


  “Miss, if you want a rundown of my household chores, speak to yer mother. I must be getting to this supper.” Molly averted her gaze, twisting her arm out from Emily’s hand. “What your father won’t say to me if his summer salad and tomato pie isn’t on the table.”


  “Molly, spill it.”


  She sliced another tomato with quick motion, her lips tight and pale.


  “What happened to Daniel’s letters?”


  Slice, slice, slice. “Ain’t nothing like a lovely salad on a hot summer evening. I ordered ice cream from the iceman for tonight. Mr. Saltonstall is coming to dinner, you know. In fact, I believe he”


  “Where are they, Molly?”


  Molly whacked the next poor innocent tomato.


  “Oh” Emily pressed her hand to her chest. “Father. Did hetell me he didn’t toss them into the incinerator?”


  Now Molly gazed at her, a bit of spit-and-vinegar in her eye. “Think of your father, Emily. Would he do such a thing?”


  “I’d think not, but then why did he take them in the first place? Or was it Mother?”


  “Blessed saints, no. Not your mother. She’ll be a saint one day for saving me.”


  Emily fussed with her slipping pompadour, removing the long hairpins, letting her hair fall free, controlling her ire at Father for hiding her personal property. It wasn’t like him. “Molly, the letters.”


  The kitchen door swung open and Father’s man, Jefferson, entered. “Miss Emily, there you are.” Jefferson wore a light-colored suit with a string tie. Perspiration dotted his limp white shirt and bled through his vest. “Your father is asking for you. He’s in his library.”


  Emily slid off the stool. “All right. What kind of mood is Father in, Jefferson?” She pinched a slice of tomato off the salad, eyeing Molly.


  “Quite jolly, Miss Emily. Has a spark in his eye.”


  “Good. I’ll be right there.” Emily turned to Molly as Jefferson backed out of the room with a bow. “I’m not done with you.”


  “Let it go, miss.” Molly clutched her arm. “It’s spilt milk. Think of Mr. Saltonstall.” Her tone waxed soft and dreamy. “He’s a fine, handsome man who is suited to you and your station. He adores you, clings to your every word. Mr. Ludlow is also fine, I’m sure, but your father worked hard to give you this life, the very best of everything. Why marry a common man like Daniel Ludlow when Phillip Saltonstall is after your affections? Love only lasts so long when there’s no food on the table or money in the bank and the children are crying. Trust me, I know.”


  Emily considered Molly’s words, reaching for the door. “It is better to marry Phillip, isn’t it? He’s kind and charming . . . educated.” As was Daniel, on all counts.


  “Educated at a fancy northern university too. Yale.”


  “Phillip is handsome and witty.” As was Daniel. But it helped to list Phillip’s wonderful attributes. What a short memory she had. “He’ll make an excellent father.” But Daniel, too, would be a strong, loving father. “Our parents adore one another.” Emily built her argument. “We’ll have his parents’ house up on Red Mountain.”


  “I think ye know what to do, miss.”


  Yes, yes, she did.


  Daniel’s mother had died when he was fifteen. His father was a police officer in Birmingham and often left Daniel and his brother to fend for themselves. But he’d done well. Gone to college, played baseball, secured a teaching position at the city’s most prestigious school, and now rented an apartment at the very reputable Ridley House.


  But Phillip was heir to the Saltonstall fortune. He’d be a captain of industry, a leader in Birmingham. Emily would be involved with the women’s league or whatever charity or cause she chose. She’d have her heart’s desire, including an estate up on Red Mountain the size of four or five Ridley house apartments.


  “Yes,” she said out loud. “Phillip is the logical choice. The best choice for overall harmony.”


  “Good, glad we cleared that up. Now, go see what your father be a-wanting and get out of my kitchen. You’re distracting me, and your mother will want to know why dinner is not ready.” Hazel tears glistened in Molly’s eyes. “I’m happy for you, miss.”


  At the hall mirror, Emily paused to smooth her hair over her shoulders and clip the stray hairpins to her waistband. She tucked in her shirtwaist and dusted her hands over her skirt, satisfied that the evidence of her tears was gone. After she visited Father, she’d wash and change for dinner.


  Molly’s weepy smile boomeranged in her mind. I’m happy for you, miss. But so much emotion over Emily deciding Phillip was the better choice? She had no time to ponder. She was at Father’s library door.


  “Afternoon, Father.” Emily entered the grand, cool room without knocking. Father spent his mornings at his exchange office, returning home in the afternoons to work in the comfort of his library. Beyond the large windows, a stand of cottonwoods shielded the windows from the sun’s setting summer rays.


  “Emily, my dear.” Father rose from his chair, but he was not alone in the room. Phillip also rose as Emily entered.


  “Phillip, you’re here.” She gathered her hair at the nape of her neck. She must look a sight. After seeing him in the city, she rode the dusty trolley home. “I didn’t expect you so soon.” She glared at Father. “Why didn’t you have Jefferson tell me?”


  “I arrived early to speak with your father.” Phillip was handsome and fragrant, poised and confident with a constant glint of merriment in his eyes. He crossed over to her and kissed her cheek in a gentlemanly fashionone he did not observe when they were in his carriage alone.


  Emily leaned into him, though Daniel’s soapy scent and brawny strength flashed across her mind. She lifted her head as her fingers squeezed Phillip’s narrow arms and cleared her throat. “You smell like the fancy perfume shops.”


  “A fragrance I bought when I was in Paris last year. Do you like it?”


  “It’s you, Phillip. Very rich.” Though she preferred the single clean scent of Daniel’s lye soap.


  “Well”Father cleared his throat and came from around his desk“I need to place a call to the office. Excuse me.”


  Emily watched Father leave, a sinking sensation dragging her heart through her stomach. Once the library door clapped closed, Phillip hooked Emily to him, tilting her chin up and kissing her lips. When he lifted his head, he nodded toward Father’s desk. “Shall we tell him the telephone is in here?”


  Emily squeezed his hand. “I think he knows.” What was going on? Father leaving her alone with Phillip. His ardent kiss . . .


  Leading her to the window seat, Phillip brushed his fingers lightly along Emily’s jaw. “You are so beautiful.”


  “I’m a sight. I planned to change my dress and redo my hair before you arrived.” She leaned away from his hand, which sent waves of shivers coursing through her. It was as if he knew, knew, how to touch her.


  “I like your hair down. You must wear it like that for me.” Phillip trailed his finger over her chin and down her neck, stoking the small flame he ignited. “I never asked you, how was the suffrage meeting?”


  “It was” Emily swallowed, scooting an inch away from his fingertip. What if Father returned to find her flushed and panting? Besides, all Phillip’s touching . . . kissing her nose . . . and the side of her lips. His movements were calculated and cunning.


  “The meeting was . . . splendid. Yes, splendid.” She jumped up, shoving the perspiration on her forehead into her hair. “It’s . . . it’s warm today, is it not?” If he continued touching her that way, she’d melt into a passion puddle on the floor.


  Mother had raised her to be a controlled, reserved gentlewoman. What would Phillip think of her if she surrendered so easily to his advances?


  “I’m sorry, I’m making you nervous.”


  “You’re terrifying me, Phillip. I’m trying to be a lady, but even a cultured Christian woman can only stand so much.”


  “And a man can only stand so much. ’Tis why I’ve come.” He reached for her and drew her back down to the bench seat, cupping her face, searching her eyes. “I’ve asked your father for your hand.” He bent down to one knee.


  “Oh, Phillip.” Emily pressed her hands to her chest, anticipation surging through her veins. “I’m wearing an ordinary day gown and”


  “I found this in a Paris shop last fall. The moment I laid eyes on it, I knew it would be for my intended. But I didn’t know who yet.” Phillip retrieved a small wooden box from his jacket pocket. “Then I escorted you to the Black and White Ball. By evening’s end, I knew I’d marry you.”


  Nestled in the silk bed was a square-cut solitaire surrounded by smaller diamonds. The setting was an intricate, sparkling lattice weave.


  “Platinum, my dear. The diamond is an Edwardian cut surrounded by solitaires.” Phillip held up the ring. The extravagant stones soaked up the light and splashed a rainbow against the wall. And over Emily’s heart.


  “I can barely breathe.”


  “Emily Canton, will you marry me?” Phillip slipped his ring of promise onto her finger.


  “Yes, oh yes, Phillip.” She fell against him, and when he lifted her up in his arms, all the doubts, all the memories of Daniel, escaped through her heart’s open door.
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  The grandfather clock in the foyer chimed the last moments of midnight. Emily leaned against the front door as it clicked closed, a bit of stardust in her eyes.


  She was engaged. To Phillip Saltonstall. He was so sweet and charming tonight, never leaving her side, sneaking kisses while Mother played the piano and sang, while Father glanced the other way.


  Then he danced with her on the front porch as the moon lit the sublime night, and when the clock chimed midnight, he held her face in his hands and kissed her good night. Could there be anything as grand?


  Emily raised her ring hand into the glow of the gaslight. It was exquisite. More than she ever imagined. My, wasn’t Father merry all evening? Mother, so gay and lighthearted.


  When the Saltonstalls arrived for a family celebration and dessert, Emily thought she might explode with happiness. This evening paled even her favorite Christmas when her brother, Howard Jr., returned home from his first year at Harvard.


  The Saltonstalls appeared content and proud. “Phillip chose well,” Mr. Saltonstall had boasted. “Very well.”


  An engagement party was already in the planning.


  But Father’s rolling laughter was Emily’s favorite sound of the evening. He showed his pleasure in the whole arrangement. Especially after he and Mr. Saltonstall vanished into the library, only to come out shaking hands. “Good to do business with family, Howard.”


  Father’s exchange company would benefit from a man like Cameron Saltonstall.


  Emily moseyed up the stairs just as a door creaked at the end of the hall. She leaned to see Molly tiptoeing out of the kitchen.


  “Molly, what are you doing up?” Emily laughed when the maid jumped, clutching her robe together at her throat. Her thick hair was tied up in rags that stuck out of her head every which way.


  “Checking on you, miss. I couldn’t sleep until he left.” Molly whispered her way toward Emily and the stairs. “Tell me, did he give you a beautiful ring?”


  “See for yourself.” Emily descended the stairs, holding our her hand. “He said he bought the ring when he was in Paris. After the Black and White Ball he knew the ring belonged to me.”


  “Saints and all the angels. I could buy a village back home with such a thing.” Molly peered at the ring, then Emily. “Perhaps he’ll take you to Paris for your honeymoon, miss.”


  “Yes, perhaps.” Emily drew her hand back, examining her diamond. “We’ll stay for a month.” She shifted her attention back to Molly. Their eyes locked for a long moment. “What? Tell me.”


  “The week of the Black and White you wept in your room over Daniel Ludlow.” Molly turned slowly for the kitchen.


  “I still loved him. But that’s changed.” Emily scurried after her. “What are you trying to say, you wicked maid?”


  “Just that I heard you weeping. Care for some milk, miss?” Molly popped open the icebox.


  “Milk? Why would I want milk?” Molly acted so strangely at times.


  “Are you sure you don’t care for milk?” Molly set the milk bottle on the worktable, then went to the cupboard for glasses.


  “If I wanted milk I’d get it myself. What are you up to, Molly? You don’t like milk. I’ve heard you say it a hundred times.”


  “But you like milk.”


  In the dark kitchen Emily could only perceive Molly’s expression in the pale light of the moon. “It’s Daniel’s letters. Where are they? In Father’s den?”


  “You certainly don’t think he’d hide them in here, do you?” Molly snickered into her glass but never took a drink.


  “Then where?”


  “He’s me boss, miss. Butters me bread, and I’m kinda likin’ the taste by now.” Molly held up the half-full glass of milk. “Sure you won’t be wanting a glass of milk? Milk is very good. I miss fresh milk from the cows. Remember when we had a cow, miss? Bessy. She’d moo at all hours of the day and night. Now we have a man delivering our milk on the ice cart. I tell you I don’t miss milking the old girl meself. Ah, she was a stubborn old broad, like me Grammy Killian.”


  “Molly, stop talking about” Emily jutted around the table, laying her hand on Molly’s arm so the milk in her glass sloshed up the sides. “The stable. Father hid the letters in the stable?”


  Molly eyed her over the rim of her glass. “I wouldn’t know what you’re talking about, letters and cows and nonsense. Nothing in that stable but smelly horses and a musty ole hayloft.”


  “The loft.” Emily darted to a drawer where Molly kept the matches. The lantern already waited by the door.


  “You’re not going now are you, miss?”


  “Why wait until the morning when Father might get it in his head to move them?” Emily lit the lamp, pausing at the door.


  “Careful, miss, the hay is dry. It’ll catch afire.”


  “Molly.” Emily raised the lamp. “How do you know the hay is dry?”


  “You’re not the only lass with a love in her heart, Emily. I had me an evening with the delivery man, Mr. Dawson.” She whistled her way back to her room.


  “Molly.”


  The maid’s door closed and Emily ran smiling across the lawn, striding against the narrow hem of her gown, the flame of the lamp swaying through the darkness. So, Molly and Mr. Dawson . . . they made a fine pair. Yes, sir. At the stable Emily unlatched the lock and slid open the door.


  Father’s stable was immaculate. Five stalls on the right, five stalls on the left, separated by a wide stone aisle. The horses raised their heads as Emily marched toward the loft ladder.


  “Hide my letters from me. What right has he?” At the ladder’s top, Emily cleared a place away for the oil lamp and surveyed the mound of yellow straw. Where would Father hide letters? She inspected the walls for a cupboard or hidden door. If she were hiding letters, she’d put them in a box or sack, then stash them in a corner and cover them with hay.


  Emily kicked her way to the back corner, then dropped to her knees, searching the hay. When her hands hit a wooden box, her breath caught. She’d not considered what she’d do if she actually found them.


  Carrying the box to the lamp, she sat dangling her legs over the loft’s edge. The hay clinging to her skirt shook free and drifted down into the stall below.


  The simple box was square, made of cedar, with a small brass lock. When she tried the lock, it wouldn’t spring. She’d have to take it inside. She tucked the box under her arm and, grabbing the lantern, hurried back to the house.


  She knew where to find the key. Father kept dozens of them in the middle drawer of his desk. She’d stay up all night to find the right one if need be.


  In the kitchen Emily set the lantern on the sideboard and prepared to blow out the flame when a small glint caught her eye. A key. A small lockbox key.


  Bless you, Molly, bless you.


  Emily unlocked the box, set the key on the table, snuffed out the lamp, and snuck along the back staircase to her room.
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