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Chapter 1 
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Sitka, Alaska 
January 1906 

Britta Lindquist awoke suddenly from the grasp of her dream and sat straight up in bed, breathing heavily. She let her eyes adjust to the dim light and relaxed as she recognized her surroundings. After a six-year absence, she was home again—as if she’d never gone away.

Favorite childhood books lined the shelf where she’d left them. Dolls were arranged upon her dresser. In the corner, an ornately carved hope chest held years of dreaming—dreams that could never come true. Mother had once told her that if one dream seemed to be unobtainable, a person could always dream a new dream. And Britta had tried. God alone knew how much she wanted to clear her head and heart of the old and welcome in the new. Still, it seemed no matter how far she journeyed from home, no matter what new challenge she tried, nothing diminished her longing.

“Britta? Britta, are you awake?” a tentative voice whispered.

“Come in, Kay.”

The door opened only enough to allow a dark-haired woman to peek inside. Kalage, or Kay, as Lydia had nicknamed her, had been with the Lindquist family for the past fifteen years. Orphaned at the age of thirteen, Kay had been called “a child of the beach” by her mother’s people, though it was by no means a term of endearment. The Tlingits had shunned Kay’s mother for her disgraceful behavior as a prostitute, and her white father had long since deserted them. By the time Kalage had been born, all ties to her family heritage had been severed. The shame of her mother was upon Kay as surely as if she’d acted against the Tlingits herself. Britta’s family had taken Kay into their home when Aunt Zee found the child half dead from starvation.

“I thought I heard you. Is everything all right?”

Britta nodded. “I had a bad dream. You must have heard me tossing and turning. It was really nothing.”

Kay slipped into the room and closed the door behind her. She studied Britta for a moment. “You in trouble?”

Kay’s astute observations never failed to amaze Britta. She’d always felt close to the woman, who was only three years her senior. “I’m not in trouble,” Britta assured her.

Kay, however, refused to let the matter drop. “Then what’s wrong? I could see from the look in your eyes last night that you carry a heavy burden.”

Britta looked up and shook her head. “I can’t really talk about it just yet.”

Kay went to the window and opened the drapes to let in the light. “It’s almost ten. You don’t always sleep this late, do you?” 

Britta laughed and got to her feet. “No, though I will say I was rather spoiled when I went abroad. Europeans never seem to have the same sense of urgency that we Americans embrace. While in England and Germany, I sometimes slept late. However, we were often up well into the wee hours of the morning after a concert.” 

Approaching the wardrobe, Britta continued to direct the conversation away from Kay’s concerns. “California was quite lovely. I think you’d like it there. It’s very beautiful, and there is always something blooming. Speaking of blooms, I was in Holland last spring and could scarcely believe the fields of tulips. I wish you could have seen them. They took up positively acres and acres.” 

She fingered several of her dresses, glad that she’d left her more elegant pieces in San Francisco. They would hardly serve her well here. Sitka’s climate might remain mild most of the year, but the lightweight muslins and silks were not appropriate for daily life. She decided on a wool jumper and cream-colored gown. “This should keep me warm.” Glancing to where Kay stood, Britta quickly ascertained the woman wasn’t at all interested in travel comments or fashion choices.

Britta stopped and sobered. “I can’t really talk about everything just yet. In time, I promise I will take you into my confidence, but for now I need time to consider things on my own.” 

“You have come home to make a decision?”

With a sigh, Britta nodded. “That is all I will say for the moment. Will you help me dress?”

Kay came forward and reached for the garments. “I will pray for you.”

Her words touched Britta’s heart. How long had it been since someone had offered to help in that way? “Thank you.”
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“It’s so good to have you home,” Britta’s mother told her. “You seem awfully thin, though. Have you not been feeling well?” Lydia Lindquist had always worried over her children, but as the youngest, Britta found that she received more than her share of attention. Especially now, after such a long absence.

“I’m fine, truly I am.” Britta reached for another piece of toasted bread as if to assure her mother. “I eat as much as Dalton.” The reference to her brother gave Britta the perfect excuse to change the subject. “Speaking of Dalton, I understand that his boat business has expanded considerably in the last few years. In fact, Lindquist boats are all the rage in California.”

“Your brother has a good eye for design. Not only that, but he’s acquired some very talented employees. Most are Tlingit and were trained at the Sheldon Jackson school,” her mother replied.

“What about Father? Is he working with Dalton, too?”

“Oh, on occasion he assists if there’s a need. He sometimes will help with a building project, but mostly he just takes care of this place. I’ve encouraged him to relax more.” She smiled. “But of course he isn’t much inclined to sit idle.”

“I can imagine. I know Dalton said they sometimes deliver boats together.”

“That’s right. In fact, they’re going to deliver one to San Francisco together in March.”

“How nice for them. Dalton really seems to enjoy Father’s company, and his life here in Sitka. He seems both happy and content. Phoebe, too. And gracious, but I hardly recognized the children.”

“Gordon will be fifteen next month,” Britta’s mother offered. “And Rachel, well she’s all but grown up at the age of eleven. She never hesitates to remind me that her birthday in April will be her twelfth. Somehow, that seems to be a magic number for her.”

Britta laughed. “She is quite pretty. She’ll break many hearts, I’m sure.”

Her mother nodded and poured Britta another cup of tea. “Alex is just like Dalton. He’s not even eight years old, but he walks and talks just like his father.”

“He was hardly doing either one the last time I saw him,” Britta said. “And little Connie wasn’t even born before I left. I feel as though I’ve missed out on a great deal.”

“Time has a way of doing that,” her mother said with a smile.

“How is Kjerstin? Does she still enjoy nursing?” Britta asked between bites of toast. “Any nieces or nephews on the way?”

Lydia shook her head. “No. Your sister is worried that perhaps she can’t conceive—they’ve been married over five years—but Matthew tells her not to fret. As a doctor, he thinks her perfectly healthy and figures the good Lord will give them children in due time. They love working with the natives in Kodiak, and the people seem to love them a great deal.”

Britta considered her sister’s life for a moment, then shrugged. “Sometimes it seems that life has gone on for everyone but me.” 

“But you’ve experienced an entire world that you might not otherwise have known while you traveled and attended school.” Lydia smiled at her youngest. “I hope it was everything you wanted it to be.”

Britta hoped her smile would reassure her mother. “I could never have had the same education in music had I remained here in Sitka. My time spent under the tutelage of gifted teachers and as a part of several orchestras was truly a dream come true.”

“I can hardly wait to hear you play the violin for me,” her mother said proudly.

Britta had taken up the violin mainly to please her mother and follow in her musical footsteps. But as the years passed, Britta found the violin to be an extension of her own soul. When she pulled the bow across the strings, it seemed as though the music came from somewhere deep within Britta’s own heart.

“We shall have a wonderful time playing together,” Britta replied. “Just like we did in the old days.”

“The old days?” her mother questioned with a raised brow. “You speak as if you’re a little old woman instead of a beautiful twenty-four-year-old.”

Britta pushed back her empty plate and reached for the teacup. “Sometimes I feel old—almost as if I’ve lived a hundred years in the last six.”

Lydia’s tender expression almost drew a confession of purpose from Britta’s lips. Her mother’s love was evident, and Britta didn’t wish to keep anything from her. Still, now was not the time to explain. There were too many issues at hand. Too many ghosts that needed to be dispelled.

A knock at the front door caused mother and daughter to pause in conversation. Lydia got up and went to see who it might be while Britta gathered her wits. There was no sense in pouring out her heart. Especially when she couldn’t quite figure out what her heart wanted.

That’s not true. I know very well what my heart longs for. I simply cannot have it. She took herself to task silently and waited for her mother to return.

“That was one of the Masterson boys. Caleb, in fact,” her mother declared as she hurried back into the room. “You remember him, don’t you? I think he’s nearly sixteen. Anyway, he’d just come from the Belikov place.”

Britta felt as if a knife had been run through her heart. “Yuri’s house?”

“Yes. Marsha is about to give birth and needs my help. I sent Caleb on to fetch the doctor, but I could use your assistance, if you can spare the time. Their little Laura is only three and will be terrified to witness her mother going through labor.”

The years seemed to drop away at the mention of Yuri’s family. Britta stiffened. “I’ll do what I can.”

“Good. I’ll gather my things and then we can go.”

“Should I get the wagon?” Britta asked.

“No. Yuri’s cabin isn’t all that far. It’s just half a mile or so down the coast road. It won’t take us long to get there on foot.”

Britta said nothing. Her stomach churned, and she wished she’d not eaten that last piece of bread. The thought of Yuri and his wife left her sad in a way that Britta could not ever admit to her mother. Yuri’s marriage had been the reason Britta had packed her things and left Sitka back in 1900. Seeing him with another woman was more than Britta could bear. Discovering he’d been tricked into marriage with a prostitute was even more difficult.

She wondered what he would look like now. She remembered blond hair that begged her touch and blue eyes that seemed full of mischief and passion. How unfair that the one man she had loved since childhood should belong to someone else. Someone who didn’t even love him, to hear her brother tell it.

“I’m ready now. Grab your coat and let’s be on our way,” her mother announced, coming back into the room.

Britta had second thoughts about going. “Won’t Yuri be there to help?”

Mother cast a sidelong glance as she pulled on her wool cape. “Yuri hasn’t been around for a long time. I can’t even remember the last time we heard from him.”

“What do you mean?” Britta asked, retrieving her fur-trimmed coat.

Her mother frowned. “I feel bad in saying this, but Yuri has very little to do with his family. He . . . well . . . suffice it to say, he hasn’t been much of a father or husband. Dalton says it’s probably for the best, as he drinks too much and has little patience for anyone.”

This was the first Britta had heard of Yuri’s behavior. She knew he liked to have a drink from time to time when they were younger. She had even heard that he was given to drunkenness on occasion. But she’d always excused it by telling herself that this was the way of many a good man. Still, to hear that he had deserted his family . . . Britta pushed aside her thoughts and followed her mother out the door.

They could hear Marsha Belikov’s screams as they neared the worn-down cabin. The building had never been much of a house, even in its conception, but now the sorry-looking collection of weathered logs looked ready to collapse at the first good wind.

Britta followed her mother into the place, wrinkling her nose at the odors. There was barely room to turn around, and no matter where Britta cast her glance, she saw stacks of dirty dishes, liquor bottles, and other piles of filth.

“Marsha?” Britta heard her mother call. She waited as her mother looked into the back room. “We’ve come to help.”

“Help by getting this brat out of me.” The woman’s harsh tone took Britta by surprise. How could anyone speak of a baby in such a way? Much less Yuri’s baby?

“And bring me some more whiskey. My head is killing me.” 

Mother stepped back just a bit. “Britta, take Laura into the front room, please.”

Unsure where the child was, Britta looked about, puzzled. Lydia pointed to the corner, where a tiny girl in a filthy gown sat cowering on a blanket. The child’s matted blond hair hid her face, but Britta knew she was watching them.

“Who is that?” Marsha asked before giving out a scream of pain and a rant of obscenities.

Britta was startled by the woman’s expletives. She had never heard a lady curse in such a manner. Yet from the comments she’d heard about her background, Britta knew that Marsha wasn’t much of a lady. She cast a quick glance at the haggard woman. Stringy brown hair spilled out around Marsha’s shoulders. She looked much older than Britta had imagined.

“This is my youngest daughter, Britta. She’s going to take care of Laura while I help you deliver this baby. Britta, take Laura and then get some water heating on the stove.”

“There’s a pot going already,” Marsha told her. “I put it on when I sent Caleb for you. Figured we’d need it.”

Britta’s mother nodded. “That was wise. Now, let me check you to see how far along you are.”

Uncertain how to handle the situation with the little girl, Britta moved slowly to the opposite side of the room. Kneeling, she did the only thing that seemed natural and extended her arms and smiled.

“Would you like to come play with me?”

To her surprise, the child practically leaped into her embrace. Without a word, Britta rose and carried Laura from the room just as Marsha began screaming again.

Laura reached up and patted Britta’s face. “Who are you?”

Smiling, Britta glanced around to see where she might seat the child. Laura, however, had no intention of being put down and clung to Britta fiercely.

“I’m Britta, and I know you are Laura.”

The child pulled back just enough to nod. “I’m hungry.”

Britta lost her heart to Yuri’s daughter. She looked just like him. “Let’s see if we can find you something to eat.” Laura tightened her grip and Britta realized there would be no putting her down. Easing her to one side, Britta freed up her right arm and began opening cupboards to see what she might find.

There was really very little. A tin of crackers and a can of sardines seemed hardly the appropriate meal for a child, but that was the best that Britta could do for the moment. She offered Laura a cracker and was trying to figure out what to do about opening the sardines when her mother appeared.

“She’s having a rough time of it.” Her voice was barely audible.

“Is something wrong?”

“I don’t know. She’s complaining of such horrible pain in her head. She’s been in labor for some time now, however, and the baby is very close to being born.”

“What is to be done?”

“There isn’t much I can do. Hopefully the doctor will arrive soon. She’s asking for whiskey to ease her pain. Have you seen any?”

Britta shook her head. “Just empty bottles.” Britta bit her lip and looked at the child in her arms. “Yuri should know what is happening.”

Her mother searched through the same cupboards Britta had just explored. “No one knows where he is. As I said, he’s not been here in some time.”

“Perhaps Dalton has heard from him?” she asked hopefully. 


“If he has, he’s said nothing about it to me,” her mother replied.

Just then, a knock sounded on the door. Relief washed over Mother’s face. “That will be the doctor.”

She hurried to let him in while Britta continued to hold Laura. The child munched on her cracker and seemed no more interested in her mother’s condition than she did in who might be at the door.

The doctor conversed for a moment with Lydia, and then both of them crossed the room without a word. Britta couldn’t help but wonder at the seriousness of the situation. Women had babies every day. Why should this delivery be any different? But despite the fact that they’d entered a new century, full of modern wonders, women continued to die giving life to their offspring. Perhaps Marsha Belikov would die and free Yuri from the misery of their marriage.

As soon as the thought came to mind, however, Britta immediately felt guilty. She might not like that Yuri had put himself into a loveless marriage, but she couldn’t wish his wife dead.

“More,” Laura said, drawing Britta from her thoughts.

She handed the child another cracker and waited to see what the next few minutes might bring. She heard Marsha scream and shivered at the sound. It was unlike anything she’d ever heard. This cry sounded like something unnatural—something dark and disturbing.

When Lydia came rushing from the room, Britta couldn’t help but ask, “What is happening?”

“Marsha has fainted. It’s to her benefit. I must get some water.”

Britta watched as her mother paid little heed to the clutter and pulled a dirty pan from beneath a stack of dishes. She quickly discarded it, however, and took up a towel and grabbed the entire pot off the stove. Hurrying back to aid the doctor, Lydia offered no other word of explanation.

Seconds seemed to creep by, but Britta busied herself with Laura and pretended not to notice. When a baby’s cry filled the cabin, Britta exhaled a heavy breath of relief.

“Baby’s crying,” Laura said, as though Britta might have missed it.

“Yes. That will be your new brother or sister,” she told the child.

“Sister,” Laura echoed.

Britta smiled. The little girl was quite charming, but so poorly cared for. Even now she was shivering. “Let’s see if we can get you something warm to wear.”

A search of the cabin revealed little. Britta finally gave up, figuring that whatever clothes the child might have were probably in the bedroom. She wrapped Laura up in her own wool coat and placed her on a crude stool. “Sit here while I see how your mama is doing.”

Laura was none too happy to be discarded and sat in a quiet pout. Britta went to the doorway and could see from the expression on the doctor’s face that things were not going well. The baby had been wrapped securely in a blanket but placed aside to cry while the doctor and Britta’s mother were bent over Marsha’s still body.

The doctor straightened. “There’s no pulse.”

“Is there nothing we can do?” Lydia questioned.

“I’m afraid not. My guess is that she burst something in her head. The pain she felt was so intense, it must have been an aneurysm.” He reached for his stethoscope and bent to listen to the woman’s heartbeat. He didn’t tarry there long. “She’s gone.”

“That quickly?” Britta spoke the question without meaning to.

Her mother cast a glance her way. The sorrow in her expression left little doubt. “She passed just as the baby was born. The doctor had to work to clear the baby’s airway to get her breathing on her own. By the time we turned our attention back to Marsha, she was gone.”

The doctor pulled the sheet up over the woman. “I’ll see to the child now.”

Britta had never seen death up close. She hadn’t even been home when her great-aunt Zerelda had passed away. “The baby . . . is the baby all right?” she asked her mother.

“Seems to be. It’s another little girl.”

Lydia came to where Britta stood. Together, the women waited for the doctor to speak. It seemed that he took forever to examine the baby.

“The child appears quite healthy. For all her delay in the birth canal, she doesn’t seem to have suffered much more than a bit of skull deformity, which will pass in time,” the doctor announced. He looked to Britta’s mother. “Who is to care for them?”

“There isn’t any family. The father . . . well, you know Yuri.”

He nodded in a most somber manner. “I’ll arrange for them to go to the orphanage.”

“No!” Britta declared. The doctor and her mother both looked at her in surprise, but she didn’t care. These were Yuri’s children. She couldn’t let them go to an orphanage without first trying to find their father. “I could take care of them.”

The doctor appeared skeptical, but her mother grew thoughtful. “We could take them to the house. We certainly have the room. Britta could care for them there until we are able to locate Yuri.” She searched her daughter’s face for a moment. “This will require a great deal from you. Are you sure you want the responsibility?”

“I must at least try,” Britta said. “I could not forgive myself if Yuri returned to find his children gone and then learned that I did nothing to help them.”

Her mother seemed to understand, and for this, Britta was relieved. She had no idea how she might have fought such a battle without her mother’s approval.

“Very well,” the doctor said, finishing his exam of the baby. “You know how to care for an infant, Lydia. I’ll leave the situation to you.”

Britta felt her pulse quicken as the full impact of her decision began to sink in. Had she made a terrible mistake? Glancing at the form of Yuri’s dead wife, she felt a wave of guilt wash over her. Was it wrong to be glad that such a woman had passed from the earth? To imagine that she might yet have the chance to win Yuri’s affection for herself?

Of course it’s wrong! She hated herself for even thinking such thoughts. What kind of woman am I that I would covet a dead woman’s husband while she’s not yet in the grave? A terrible and awful person—that’s what. She stiffened and turned away from the room. She couldn’t stand to face the scene any longer. Worse still, she could hardly bear her own conscience.



Chapter 2 
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Yuri Belikov tossed back the last of his whiskey and lurched to his feet. The room swayed for a moment, and he clutched at the table to keep from falling over.

“Come on, time to get you home,” someone said, coming alongside him.

Yuri recognized one of the men he worked with at the gold mine. Blinking hard in an attempt to focus, he shook his head. “Don’t need help, Murphy.”

The man laughed and aimed Yuri toward the door. “Of course you don’t, but I do. Come on.” They made their way outside and staggered toward a run-down stretch of buildings that edged up the mountain.
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He couldn’t remember how Murphy had gotten him into bed, but when Yuri awoke a few hours later, his head was splitting in pain. No matter how hard he tried to drink himself into an unconscious state, it never lasted long enough. Getting up, Yuri went to the chest at the end of his bed and fetched a half-empty bottle of liquor. He downed a generous portion, letting the bottle linger at his lips as he felt the liquid burn down his throat. He took another long drink, then sealed the bottle once again and placed it gently in the trunk.

“My consolation,” he murmured, stumbling back to bed.

The wind had picked up and the chill in the room was enough to send Yuri under the covers without delay. He thought of how nice it might be to have a woman at his side with whom he could share the warmth. Unbidden memories of the wife he’d left in Sitka flooded his mind.

Marsha had been nice enough when he’d met her working at one of the local drinking houses, but that soon ended after she tricked him into marriage. Yuri often thought back to the morning he’d opened his eyes to find himself legally wed to the woman he’d only known on a professional basis.

“What do you mean, calling me husband?” he’d asked.

She had laughed harshly at his question. “You don’t remember, do you?” She held up her hand to show him a small gold band. “We were hitched last night. You said it was the perfect way to celebrate a new century.”

Yuri sat up and stared at the woman as if she’d lost her mind. “I wouldn’t marry you. I wouldn’t marry anybody.”

She only laughed at him. “My cousin did us the honors last night. If you even try to annul this, he’ll see you thrown in jail.”

“On what grounds?” Yuri asked, trying desperately to clear his mind.

“On the grounds that I’m having your baby,” she told him with a smug smile.

“You’re pregnant?” He looked at her in disbelief. “Given your line of work, how in the world can you be sure it’s mine?”

Pushing back her wavy brown hair, she shrugged. “One father is as good as another. You very well could be the father, and I will swear in a court of law that you are. That’s all that matters.”

Yuri stared up in the darkness as the memories faded. Nothing had ever been the same after that. Instead of moving on to Nome as he’d planned, Yuri found himself strapped with a wife and little else. She wasn’t even grateful that he was willing to take care of her. There was no kindness in her, and she wouldn’t let him so much as touch her.

When Marsha suffered a miscarriage a couple of months later, Yuri suggested they go their separate ways. That quickly changed her attitude; she poured on the sweetness, telling Yuri how much she loved him—how sorry she’d been for the way she’d treated him. She went out of her way to entice him to her bed, but Yuri wasn’t interested and made no pretense of being so.

Still, it wasn’t long before the demon in him turned to liquor and Marsha’s seductions worked. But much to Marsha’s frustration, she didn’t conceive until nearly two years later, and when she made the announcement, Yuri was still not convinced the baby was his.

They left Dawson City and headed to Sitka. Yuri hadn’t wanted to return to his hometown, but given their situation, he desperately needed to make a living. Dalton had promised him there would always be a job for him, and true to his word, he’d hired Yuri on the spot. No questions asked.

That had been at least a million years ago, Yuri thought. Nothing about that time had been pleasant or good. Well, there had been Phoebe, Dalton’s wife. She had encouraged Yuri to be a faithful and loving husband to Marsha. Phoebe had even insisted on having them to dinner at least once a week, and despite the fact that Marsha was always obnoxious and insulting, Phoebe continued to extend such gracious invitations.

When Laura was born at the first part of December in 1902, Yuri had marveled that anything so beautiful could be a part of him. At least he hoped she was a part of him. Given Marsha’s tendency toward promiscuous behavior, he couldn’t be sure. The infant managed to captivate him despite her hateful mother. Still, Marsha found a way to ruin that, as well.

Yuri rolled over and punched down the pillow. He hated himself for having deserted them, but he’d had no choice. There was something downright destructive in Marsha’s nature, and he didn’t like the person he became when he was with her. Marsha’s harsh tongue and insulting tirades always drove him back to the bottle, and it wasn’t long before he couldn’t keep up with his job and Dalton had to constantly search for him.

Then there was the issue of Laura. Marsha held her like a trump card. She’d ignore the baby and treat her miserably, but when Yuri showed the child the slightest bit of attention, Marsha would put an end to it. She had no desire to be a mother to Laura, but neither did she want Yuri being a loving father.

It baffled him, but not enough to make him stick around. Yuri figured, like everything else in his life, if he dared to love he would only come up on the short end of things. With that in mind, he left. He left Marsha and Laura, Dalton and Sitka, and struck out for no place in particular. He’d been wandering ever since.

A nagging voice told him he should go home—that he should try to make the marriage work. But that seemed more impossible than striking it rich from the gold fields. He didn’t love Marsha. He never had, and he had forced himself not to love Laura, either. Sometimes he even told himself that she wasn’t really his child at all—that Marsha had never been faithful to him. That always managed to ease his conscience just a little. 

The thing he hated the most, however, was letting Dalton down once again. Throughout their lives, Dalton had been the only constant Yuri had known. Even his parents had moved away—returning to Russia to care for aging family members. Dalton had remained, however. No matter how often Yuri turned to the bottle—no matter how many times he failed to keep his promises to stay sober, Dalton had forgiven Yuri and given him another chance.

Just as he’d put Laura from his heart and mind, Yuri had worked with meticulous care to remove the memories he shared with his best friend. But some things couldn’t be forgotten.

“I’m worthless,” he whispered in the chilled air. The pain in his head was fading, and Yuri found himself falling back to sleep. “I’m not worthy of love or friendship. Not now—not ever.”
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Britta stared at the run-down shack and shook her head. Her fourteen-year-old nephew stood at her side. “Isn’t much of a place, is it?” she murmured.

“Looks like it could fall down around us. You sure you want to go inside?” Gordon asked.

“I have to. I need to find clothes for Laura and see if Marsha had anything set aside for the baby.”

Britta drew a deep breath and headed into the cabin. She had left the children with her mother and Kay, hoping that a trip to the Belikov house might reveal some much-needed supplies. Gordon had accompanied her at Lydia’s request, telling him that she didn’t want Britta to be alone. Who knew what kind of trouble might await her? The doctor had arranged the previous day for the undertaker to come for Marsha’s body, and folks would know that the place was now deserted. It wouldn’t take long for some squatter or renter to take over.

Britta left the door open, despite the cold, and walked to the only window. Pushing back the dirty draperies, she allowed light to spill into the house.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Gordon told her. “How could anyone live like this?”

“I don’t know,” she replied. “I felt the same way when I first saw it. Now it seems even worse.” She began picking through the clutter, looking for anything that might be of use for Laura or the baby. She spied a small traveling case in the corner of the room.

“If you don’t mind, Gordon, check in the other room and see if you can find any of Laura’s clothes. Look for baby things, as well. I’m going to open this trunk to see if there might be something kept in here.” She went to the small chest and pushed aside an array of trash upon it. Tin cans fell to the floor along with wadded-up paper and moldy crusts of bread.

She knelt beside the piece and reached for the top. The trunk latches were broken, so Britta had no trouble lifting the lid. Inside she found little that would be helpful. There was an old satin gown, hopelessly stained from spills and wear. The material all but fell apart as Britta lifted it out of its resting place. Below was a stack of envelopes that bore barely legible writing but were carefully tied together. How strange. It seemed odd that anyone should have saved these things so carefully in a house that was such an abomination.

“ ‘Marsha Belikov,’ ” Britta read. “ ‘Sitka, Alaska.’ ” She felt an odd sensation as she opened the first of the letters. She told herself it was necessary to look inside in order to ascertain whether Marsha might have had family that no one knew about. Perhaps the children had grandparents who would want to care for them.

As she read the letter, she felt her heart skip a beat. “ ‘Here is money for you and Laura. Yuri.’ ” There was nothing more.

Opening the other envelopes, Britta found the same brief statement in each. So he hadn’t deserted them entirely, she thought. It touched her to know that despite his leaving, Yuri had managed to continue sending money back to his family.

“This is all I can find,” Gordon said, returning with one small dress in hand. “There’s nothing else I can see that would be useful.”

Britta put the letters back and placed the satin gown on top before closing the trunk. “Nothing here, either. I suppose I shall simply buy Laura and the baby what they need. Mother will no doubt want to help.” She got to her feet. “I suppose the kindest thing that could happen to this place would be a good fire.”

Gordon nodded. “I wouldn’t want to have to clean it up.”

“Neither would I,” she said, but her thoughts went to Yuri. 

They walked back to the house, not even bothering to bring the tattered dress that Gordon had found. Britta had deemed the piece too hopeless to be of any use to them. She was pondering what all she would need to purchase from the store as they rounded the bend and headed up the drive toward the house. These thoughts quickly fled, however, as she heard Laura crying at the top of her lungs.

Britta picked up her pace and all but ran the last hundred yards to the house. She burst through the door to find her mother trying unsuccessfully to soothe the child.

“What’s wrong? Is she sick?”

Mother looked up in frustration. “She keeps asking for her mama.”

Laura broke free from Lydia and rushed to Britta. “Mama,” she cried and wrapped her arms around Britta’s legs.

Lifting Laura in her arms, Britta pushed back the child’s clean blond hair. “Your mama had to go away.” She didn’t know how else to speak of Marsha’s death to the young girl.

“You my mama,” Laura said, placing her tiny hands upon Britta’s face. With tears still dampening her cheeks, Laura smiled. “You Mama.”

Britta looked at her mother and Kay, trying to convey her need for help. No one said a word, however. “No, Laura. I’m Britta,” she finally told the child.

“No,” the little girl said in an insistent tone. “Mama.”

She wrapped her arms around Britta’s neck and settled down. Britta didn’t know what to do or say. “Has she been crying for long?”

“Ever since you left,” Kay said. “We didn’t know she wanted you ’cause she kept asking for her mother.”

“Apparently she has adopted you,” Britta’s mother said.

Britta wanted to say something to protest such thinking, but at the same time, she couldn’t deny that she rather liked the way that Laura made her feel. She was needed and wanted in a way that she’d never experienced before.

“I suppose it’s because I let her sleep with me last night,” Britta began, “and with the shock of losing her real mother, maybe she is just pretending for now.”

“Perhaps,” Lydia replied. She seemed to sense Britta’s discomfort. “Did you find any clothes for her or the baby?”

“No. Not a thing.”

“You know, Mother probably has some of Connie’s old things that would work,” Gordon offered. “She saves everything. There are whole crates of old clothes in the shed.”

“That’s a wonderful idea, Gordon,” Lydia replied. “Why don’t you and I go see her right now? You can get the wagon hitched up for me.”

Gordon nodded and hurried out of the house. Lydia went to Britta and gently touched her cheek. “You comfort her. Don’t feel guilty or bad for that. It’s obvious the child is starved for love.” 

Britta met her mother’s eyes. “But what if we both get too attached? That might be dangerous.”

“Love often is,” her mother said with a smile.

The baby began to fuss, and Kay went to lift her from the cradle that had once held Britta and her siblings. “This little one is hungry, no doubt. I’ve fixed a bottle for her. Would you and Laura like to feed her?”

Britta tapped Laura’s shoulder. “Shall we feed your baby sister?”

Laura lifted her head. “I feed the baby.”

“You must sit over here, and I will bring her,” Britta instructed, putting Laura on the couch. She waited patiently while Britta went to take the baby from Kay.

The tiny infant continued to fuss. “Well, I obviously don’t have the same effect on her that I do on Laura.”

Lydia laughed. “Give it time. Babies need to bond. By the way, have you thought of what we should call her?”

Britta nodded. “I thought Darya, after Yuri’s mother, might be nice. Even if he wants to change it or call her something else, at least we’ll have something to call her for now.”

“I think that’s a wonderful idea. Darya it is.”

Settling down beside Laura, Britta took the bottle that Kay offered and held it out. “Here, you can help me feed her.” She gently guided the child’s hand so that the bottle nipple came in contact with the baby’s mouth.

Laura squealed with delight. “She’s eating it.”

Britta laughed. “Well, not exactly. She’s sucking the milk from it. Baby Darya is too little to eat, but she can drink her milk.”

“I drink milk, too,” Laura said, nodding.

“Indeed, you do,” Lydia said as she took a seat in her favorite rocker. “You are a big girl and you need lots of milk.”

Britta felt herself relax and enjoy the moment. There was something so comforting about holding the baby in her arms and having Laura beside her. A warning went off in her head, but Britta ignored it. Loving these babies couldn’t possibly be the wrong thing. If Britta got hurt in the process . . . well, that was just the way it would be.

“I’ll talk to Dalton while I’m there,” her mother said, breaking Britta’s concentration.

She looked at Mother in confusion. “What?”

“I’ll talk to Dalton about Yuri. There has to be a way to locate him.”

“I found some letters at the cabin,” Britta told her. “Apparently, Yuri has been sending Marsha money for her and Laura.”

Lydia smiled. “I guess we misjudged him.”

“I don’t understand how he could just leave them. I know people said that Marsha treated him badly, but there was Laura to consider.”

“Sometimes the burden of life is just too much to face. Dalton confided in me that Yuri could not overcome his drinking and that, combined with Marsha’s bad attitude and relentless complaining, made him feel violent. He never hit her, at least according to what he told Dalton—but he wanted to.”

Britta frowned. The thought of Yuri hurting a woman seemed impossible. “He’s a good man. I suppose leaving was the only way to keep from becoming something he didn’t want to be.”

“Wagon’s ready, Grandma,” Gordon announced from the door.

Lydia got to her feet once again. “I’ll be back soon,” she promised. “I’ll talk to Dalton about finding Yuri. He might have some ideas—something we wouldn’t know to think of.”

Britta said nothing but was more than a little aware of Kay coming to take her mother’s place in the rocker. Her friend stared at her for several minutes.

“You ready to talk about why you came home?” Kay asked. 

“I don’t think so,” Britta said. Not once in the past two days had she given her own situation any real consideration. The children had absorbed her attention and time.

“I don’t like it,” Kay said, shaking her head. “I don’t like secrets.”

“This isn’t really a secret,” Britta said firmly. “It’s just a decision I have to make.” She looked down at the children and felt her chest tighten. A decision that had just become a whole lot more complicated.

She glanced up at Kay and could see the look of disapproval in her eyes. Britta didn’t ask if her thoughts were of Britta’s refusal to speak or of the obvious attachment she was forming for Yuri’s children. Either way, she didn’t think she wanted to hear Kay’s comments. But Kay was never one to remain silent. The dark-eyed woman crossed her arms and leaned back in the rocker.

“You’re still in love with him.”

Britta’s eyes widened at the bold statement. She looked down, unable to meet Kay’s accusing expression, only to find baby Darya watching her with great intensity.

“You’re going to get your heart broken again,” Kay chided. “You just wait and see.”

Britta drew a deep breath and raised her head. “It can’t be broken again,” she told her solemnly. “It was never made whole after the first time.”



Chapter 3 
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March 1906 

Nearly two months had passed since Darya’s birth, and still no word from Yuri. Britta found herself in a comfortable routine with the children, but not a day passed without her wondering if this would be the day Yuri would be found. And once he was found, what would happen then? Would he return to Sitka and take the girls away with him? Would he refuse to come home and designate that the children go to an orphanage?

Britta couldn’t bear the thought of losing her place in Laura and Darya’s lives. The children seemed so happy. Laura was not only starting to talk to others around her but was allowing others to care for her for short periods of time during the day. She still slept next to Britta at night, however. It had been impossible to convince the little girl to sleep in the trundle bed beside Britta, much less to sleep across the room. Baby Darya, however, was the one who seemed the happiest. She was an easygoing infant, satisfied and content with the variety of hands that cared for her.

Phoebe had been able to provide most everything Britta needed for the girls, from tiny flannels for diapers to gowns and blankets. For Laura, there had been several perfectly sized dresses. Connie had seemed a bit hesitant to part with things she recognized, but in due time, that had fallen by the wayside and Connie had become a perfect companion for Laura. The two girls enjoyed each other’s company and played well together. Life was very nearly perfect—except for the uncertainty about Yuri.

“You ever gonna talk to me?” Kay asked as she joined Britta in what had become the nursery.

“I’ve been talking to you ever since I came home,” Britta countered, watching Laura play with a couple of hand-me-down dolls.

“You know what I mean,” Kay replied. She took a seat on a wooden chair and pushed back her black hair. “You said you’d tell me about coming here and the decision you had to make.”

Britta shrugged. “I guess in taking on the girls, I haven’t really given it a lot of thought. I need to, however. I’m supposed to deliver an answer by June.”

“It’s nearly April now. That leaves just two months. What are you trying to decide?” Kay fixed her with a stare that told Britta she might as well be forthcoming with the information.

“I’ve been asked to join a new orchestra that a prestigious conductor is starting. I would be given the first chair in the violin section. I would have a great deal of responsibility. I might even be allowed to step in and lead the orchestra when the conductor is unable to serve.”

“So why couldn’t you have just said this when you first came?”

Why indeed? Britta got up on the pretense of checking Darya. She knew if she looked Kay in the eye, her friend would easily be able to see that there was something more.

“I guess I didn’t want to worry Mother,” Britta replied, gently tucking a blanket around the sleeping infant.

“Worry me about what?” Lydia asked from the nursery door.

Britta nearly jumped out of her skin. She turned and faced her curious mother. “Well . . . Kay was just asking me about the reasons I came home.”

“And what were they?” her mother questioned with a raised brow. “I think we’d all like to have the answer to that.”

“I was asked to take the first-chair violin position in a brand-new orchestra.”

“That’s wonderful news!” Mother declared as she crossed the room. She reached out to hug Britta. “You should have said something immediately. When will you begin?”

“I haven’t . . . well, that is to say . . . I don’t know that I’m accepting the position.”

“But why?” Lydia cast a glance at the sleeping baby. “Because of the children?”

Of course the girls were impacting her decision. Still, how could she tell her mother and Kay the essence of her dilemma? How could she explain her return to Sitka served only to remind her of Yuri and the days she’d spent loving him from afar?

Now she was caring for his daughters and losing her heart to them. The orchestra and all that went with it seemed nominal at best, compared to the possibility that she could accomplish her first lifelong dream—to marry Yuri Belikov.

“Sit down and tell me everything,” her mother said, taking hold of Britta’s arm. “I want to know all about this orchestra.”

“You really shouldn’t get so excited,” Britta told her. “There are complications that have nothing to do with the children.” At least that much was true. She wasn’t yet ready to reveal all of the facts related to the matter, but she could at least discuss it in part.

She sat in the rocker and Lydia pulled up a chair. “What kind of complications?”

Britta folded her hands and looked first to Kay and then to her mother. “The orchestra is in England.”

“England?” her mother questioned.

“I’m afraid so.” Britta lowered her gaze to her hands. “That’s why it wasn’t so easy to decide.”

“I can understand now,” her mother said. “England is so far away.”

“And the orchestra would keep me very busy. I couldn’t say when I might make it home again.” Britta glanced up. “I thought in coming here, the decision would be clear, but instead . . .”

“Instead you have only found it more difficult.” Her mother smiled sympathetically. “Goodness, but you’ve always had a way of choosing complicated paths for your life.”

That’s putting it mildly, Britta thought. Kay got to her feet. The expression on her face made it clear to Britta that she knew there was more involved than what was being said.

“I have to go check the baking.” Kay turned to Laura. “You want to go see if the cake is done? I might let you have a piece while it’s warm.”

Laura looked to Britta. “You come with us.”

“I’ll come down in just a few minutes. You go ahead.”

The girl seemed to consider this for a moment—weighing the importance of warm cake against her need for Britta to be nearby. “I’ll go.” She put one of the dolls down and clutched the other one to her breast. “Darya go, too.” Laura had named her favorite doll after her baby sister.

After she and Kay headed downstairs, Britta turned to her mother. “I don’t think I can make a decision until I know what will happen to them.”

“But they aren’t yours to worry about,” her mother reminded her. “Once Yuri is found, it will be up to him to decide.”

“But who’s to know when that may be? I’m confident that Marsha had no other relatives. After searching through her cabin, the only correspondence I found was from Yuri sending money to her for their care. He said nothing of where he was—probably because he didn’t want her to know.”

“I understand, Britta. But you should understand that if we can’t find Yuri, the children will most likely have to go to the orphanage.”

“Why? Why can’t I continue to care for them?” she asked. 

“Britta, be realistic. You have no way of providing for these children on your own.”

“And you would turn us out?” she questioned.

Mother shook her head. “You know that we wouldn’t. My point is that you would never be allowed to adopt them. You aren’t married, and you have no income of your own. You don’t even have a home of your own.”

“I could take the first-chair position and . . .” She fell silent, afraid if she said anything more, she might reveal too much.

“You have to think of what is best for the children,” her mother said gently.

“But I am. Laura is attached to me and Darya is thriving, as well,” Britta replied. “It’s obvious that Marsha showed Laura little, if any, love. I know I’m dependent upon you and Father, but I can be useful to you, as well as to them.”

“Britta, it’s never been an issue of whether or not you could be useful to us. You always manage to earn your keep in one way or another,” Mother said with a grin. “Not that you need to. But still, these children would be better off in a family with a mother and father who could love them and see to their needs.”

“But who would possibly want to take them?”

Lydia shrugged. “Perhaps Phoebe and Dalton would be willing.”

“But I want them,” Britta replied much too quickly.

Her mother frowned. “That’s what worries me. You have grown so attached to these children that you are going to be severely disappointed when they are taken from you. Look, I know you care about Yuri. Your love for him has always been evident.”

Britta was shocked. “It has?”

“Yes,” her mother said matter-of-factly. “But Yuri has so many problems, Britta. You cannot hope to fix him or the problems. Only God and Yuri can do that.”

She didn’t know what to say. Britta wanted to tell her mother that she was confident her love for him could overcome any obstacle and heal any hurt.

“If Yuri can be found,” her mother continued, “there’s no way to know if he would ever be competent enough to care for the children. He would still need to earn a living, and two little girls—one of them an infant—would need more attention than he’d be able to give.”

“But I could care for them while he worked,” Britta replied. “That’s reasonable enough. Yuri knows me. He knows I care about him, and once he returns, he’ll see how much I care for the children and how they need me.”

“If he returns,” her mother countered.
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Yuri opened his eyes to incredible pain. The last thing he remembered was a loud explosion. The ringing in his ears made him wonder if he’d ruptured his eardrums. He moved his hand to cup it around his right ear and drew it back, covered in blood. 

“Just stay still, Yuri,” Murphy told him in what seemed like a whisper.

Yuri tried to move, but every part of his body hurt. He glanced to his right and saw that men were being laid out beside him. He realized for the first time that he was outside of the mine. What had happened? He reached up painfully to grab hold of Murphy’s shirt.

“Murph, what’s going on?”

“Joe drilled into a loaded hole.”

Yuri could barely hear the words above the ringing. A loaded hole made sense. When the miners were ready to dynamite, they would pack drilled holes with dynamite and fuses. Often the fuses would be connected and several holes were set off at the same time. Sometimes the dynamite didn’t blow, however, and when another man came along to tamp or drill again, he’d set off the uncharged stick with a mere spark.

Closing his eyes, Yuri knew the situation wasn’t good. He must have dozed off, because when he opened his eyes again, Murphy and another man were preparing to load him on a stretcher.

“I can walk,” he told them and struggled to sit up. Everything went black for a moment, and Yuri fell back. He fought to remain conscious.

“You ought not to do that,” Murphy told him. “You’ve got a bad head wound and probably a broken arm. No telling if there’s injuries elsewhere.”

Yuri said nothing as the men lifted him onto the stretcher. He wondered if anyone else was injured. Joe, he knew, was probably dead. Most men didn’t make it through an accident like that. Yuri had been working about six or eight feet away from Joe. At least that’s what Yuri thought he remembered.

They carried him to a waiting cart, where Murphy instructed the driver that he could go. “There’s no one else.”

What did he mean by that? Yuri wondered. Was no one else injured or was no one else alive? He didn’t consider the question long as the world once again faded to shades of gray and then nothing.

Yuri heard someone talking but couldn’t make out the words. He fought to open his eyes and found an older black man standing over him. The man smiled and gave Yuri’s chest a pat.

“You just rest easy, young man. Don’t get up on my account.”

The ringing had subsided, and as Yuri’s mind cleared, he could see that he was now on a bed in a small but well-lit room.

“Where am I?” he asked, his throat aching from all the dust he’d swallowed.

“You’re at my place,” the man replied. “I’m Morris James. Doc asked me to look after you. Seems you’re doin’ rather poorly.”

Yuri nodded and felt white-hot pain streak through his head and down his neck. He moaned and closed his eyes. “What about the others?” he managed to ask.

“You’re the lucky one. Doc tried to save one, but the man didn’t make it. Four total died. You got your own problems to be sure, but Doc thinks you’ll live.”

He wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. Yuri’s life didn’t really amount to much, and death might very well be the answer to all of his problems. Still, he said nothing about his thoughts. What he really wanted was a drink.

“You got any liquor?”

The man laughed and Yuri opened his eyes. “Something funny?”

“Seems strange to me that a man is laying there not so far from the pearly gates, and he asks for a drink.”

“Nothing strange at all.” Yuri began to feel a tingling pain down his left arm and tried to readjust it. His body seemed to protest any movement whatsoever. “I hurt.”

“I’m not doubtin’ it, son. The doc has something here for you to take. It ain’t liquor, but I think it’ll help you, just the same.” 

Yuri let out a groan. “I want whiskey. I have some money. Couldn’t you just go buy me a bottle?”

Morris shook his head. “Liquor ain’t gonna help what’s ailing you.”

“It’ll numb the pain.”

This time the man gave a chuckle, and Yuri couldn’t help but frown. “You sure laugh a lot.”

“ ‘A merry heart doeth good like a medicine,’ ” Morris said, pouring some liquid from a bottle onto a spoon. “The doc stitched up your head and said your arm ain’t broke. The shoulder was dislocated, but not broke. Here, take this.” He eased a well-muscled arm behind Yuri’s neck and guided the spoon into his mouth.

Strangling on a groan of pain as Morris placed him back down, Yuri waited for the medicine to offer some effect. “What was that stuff?”

“Not sure. Doc said it would help with the pain, though.” Morris secured a cork back in the bottle. “Still, seems to me you got yourself pains that no medicine can touch.”

Yuri’s eyes narrowed. “Why would you say that?”

Morris pulled up a chair and sat down. Yuri could see that he was dressed in old, worn clothes, but the man was meticulously well groomed and clean. The garments had even been neatly pressed.

“I been prayin’ for you since they brought you down from the mine. God’s given me thoughts about you being a man who’s in trouble. Trouble of the spirit. He wants me to help you.”

This time it was Yuri who let out a bitter laugh. “You’re mistaken. God doesn’t care about me.”

“I’m often wrong about things, but not this time. God’s made this too clear. You’re in trouble, and you need help.”

“Even if I did, there’s nothing you can do,” he said, feeling his limbs grow heavy. Apparently the medicine was working. It felt wonderful to let the sensation wash over him. “Nothing anybody can do,” he murmured. “I’ve made too many mistakes. Disappointed too many people, and now it’s too late.”

“So long as you got breath, it ain’t too late where God’s concerned,” Morris told him. “But for now, you just rest easy. Me and the good Lord will watch over you. Just don’t go dying on me. We got a lot of work to do.”

Yuri closed his eyes and smiled. “You don’t know the half of it.”





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/TwilightsSerenade_cover.jpg
“Twiligl ight’s 0

Serenade

LR AGEES
BETERS O'N





OEBPS/images/30.jpg





OEBPS/images/20.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/9781441211965_interior_0003_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441211965_interior_0003_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/10.jpg





