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Chapter One

 

 

December 1890

 

Hugh Barnes hid behind the winter skeleton of an oak tree near the rundown house on Kelsey Street and watched a shadowy figure creep up the porch steps. By the dull beam of the cloud-covered moon, he distinguished more movement than features. He needed no light to discern who skulked outside the widow’s clapboard house. According to local accounts, he was witnessing a visit by the one known only as The Yuletide Angel.

After opening the front door and leaving a flour sack bulging with good will, the angel tiptoed away. At the road, she turned and swept back toward town, her dark skirts swaying with her quick, bold steps.

Hugh blew a warm breath on his cold hands and stepped out from behind the tree. He kept his distance, but made certain the town’s Christmas-season Samaritan remained in sight as she delivered food to someone else in need. He frowned as the crisp, December air bit his face. A bout of insomnia had led him to his bedroom window in time to see her leave her home well after midnight. Curiosity caused him to follow.

Violet Madison, his shy neighbor, was The Yuletide Angel. He could scarcely take it in. What a beautiful woman. Perhaps not in the conventional, physical sense. However, she was not unattractive. Her black hair glimmered in sunlight despite being pinned into a tight ball at the nape of her neck. Her full and genuine smile, something she displayed too seldom, never failed to lift his spirits and change her countenance from sullen to striking. But, no, her greatest asset was not physical. She possessed a beautiful heart.

And a reckless streak.

Didn’t she realize the risk she took by wandering the streets alone in the middle of the night? If he could follow her unseen, so could someone with an evil intent. What prevented one of the drunken sots at the tavern from accosting her—someone with his brother’s character?

Fortunately, the last he’d heard, Kit lived in Pittsburgh, over a hundred miles north. Not so far it was likely Hugh would never see him again, but far enough to make it difficult for his ne’er-do-well brother to betray him a second time.

Following Violet in secret meant dodging between large trees and evergreens and ducking around sheds and the corners of houses. He never imagined he’d creep across the lawns of his friends and neighbors in the frosty darkness to protect a woman who insisted her deeds remain anonymous.

Not long ago, he and Violet had talked about The Yuletide Angel. In her soft and timid manner, she insisted the person went to great lengths to safeguard his identity. She even quoted the words of Jesus when He urged His followers not to let the left hand know what the right was doing lest they lose their reward.

Hugh stuffed his hands in his coat pockets and his quiet grunt sounded hollow in the night air. How dense of him not to have guessed the truth before now, especially considering the excess goods she’d purchased from him store in recent weeks.

For the past hour, Violet had taken the Savior’s warning to extremes. She should be safe and warm in her own home, not wandering around in the dark, tempting danger in a way that tripled his heartbeat.

Finally, Violet entered the front gate of the home she shared with her brother, and Hugh breathed easier. When she twisted to glance in all directions, he hid behind a shed and waited for her to slip inside her house.

Hugh entered his own home next door. As far as he was aware, only he knew the identity of the person they called The Yuletide Angel.

For now, it would remain his secret.

 

***

 

Violet edged forward on the parlor chair and glanced at the stately woman standing at her brother’s side. She lowered her chin. “Isn’t your decision to marry rather sudden, Charles?”

“Sudden? Not at all. Lila agreed to wait a proper time for us to mourn Papa’s death. That time has passed.”

Violet pulled at the tatted lace border of the handkerchief in her hand until it ripped away from the cotton square. “It’s only been eight months.”

While Violet extended the outer sign of mourning past its requirement, Charles had waited only as long as the barest propriety dictated to abandon the somber attire and armband. Who could blame him? Why should he live a life of mourning the dead when he had a lively and colorful flower such as Lila?

Her brother reached down and clasped her hands in his. “It’s time we get on with our lives. Be happy for us, Violet.”

“Certainly, I’m ...” The words stuck in her throat, too big to move past the swollen emotions. She gulped and forced the corners of her lips to rise. “I’m happy for you both.”

What about her? What life did she have to get on with? She was twenty-seven and with no prospects. Why hadn’t Papa accepted the truth and provided for her? No man of her acquaintance wanted a shy and unappealing spinster-in-the-making with little more to her name than a small, monthly allowance.

The face of Hugh Barnes, the grocer from next door, flashed in her mind. Laugh lines curved at the corners of his mouth and etched the skin around his indigo eyes. His friendliness and humor lit any room he graced.

If only ...

Yes, they had forged a friendship Violet treasured, but why should a handsome man consider marriage to a dowdy woman like her? Besides, Mr. Barnes made no secret of his commitment to remaining a bachelor.

“It will be the three of us living here. Nothing needs to change, dear.” Lila spoke in a placating tone, as if reassuring a child, even though she was a good five years younger.

Violet freed her hands from her brother’s hold. “Thank you.” She might as well get used to saying those words.

Lila gazed at her beau. “Marriage to Charles will be the best Christmas gift I have ever received.”

Christmas? Violet twisted the handkerchief into a knot. “You intend to marry at Christmastime?”

“On the twentieth.” Lila leaned into Charles as he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “We want to spend the holiday as man and wife.”

“That’s not even three weeks. Are you sure it allows enough time to make arrangements?”

“This woman is a wonder.” Charles—the smitten ninny—grinned at his beloved. “We’ll marry here, right in this room.”

Violet glanced around the parlor. Though she had come to think of it as hers, it belonged to Charles. With the exception of the piano, the chair in which she sat, and a few mementos, the whole house belonged to Charles. Soon, Lila would lay claim to it too.

Violet rose from her seat. “There’s so much to do and, apparently, little time.”

Lila shook her head. “Please don’t go to any trouble. It will be a simple ceremony.”

“She’s already arranged everything. There’s nothing for you to do.” Charles patted Violet’s back.

Her spine stiffened. He didn’t need her now or in the future.

“There is one thing.” Lila turned to Violet. “Will you be so kind as to make the wedding cake? I so enjoy your baking.”

The compliment took her aback. She’d had no idea her future sister-in-law paid a whit of thought to the desserts she’d made. “Of course. Berta has the day off, so if you’ll excuse me, I’ll bring tea.” She scuttled toward the hall, her footsteps light and her heart heavy.

In the kitchen, Violet set the kettle on the stove lid and covered her face with her hands. Would she become like a faithful mutt, tolerated and occasionally patted on the head—or back? And what about when children began to arrive and space was needed? How long would it be before Charles asked her leave? Where would she go and how would she fend for herself on the meager amount she received each month? And what about the charity that gave her such pleasure?

She sighed and lowered her hands. While preparing the tea and arranging ginger cookies on plates, she mulled over Lila’s request. It wasn’t the first compliment she had received on her baking ability. The heads of various committees at church and around town regularly appealed to her to contribute cakes or pies for their fundraisers, and they sold well.

Violet’s heart rate sped. Was it possible to supplement her allowance, thereby supporting herself by selling bakery items? She backed up to the kitchen counter and crossed her arms. For years, she had dreamed of owning such a business, but never dared mention it to anyone. The world was almost one full year into the decade of the 1890s. Better opportunities for women existed, but few in Meadowmead owned businesses, and certainly no one in the circles in which the Madisons traveled.

Reality set in, bearing down on her shoulders like a boulder. Opening a bakery meant renting a storefront and purchasing equipment. Charles would never approve of her idea, nor would he provide the funds to help her. Add to her predicament her pathetic skills in dealing with people. How silly of her to entertain the thought. She placed the tea items on a large tray and carried them down the hall.

“Charles, I believe this room would look more open and cheerful with the sofa nearer the window and the wallpaper changed to something brighter. Don’t you?”

Lila’s words jerked Violet to a stop outside the room, rattling the cups and saucers.

“Whatever you want, darling.”

Already, her brother’s fiancée planned changes to the Madison home. Regardless of Lila’s earlier proclamation, what did she have in mind for Violet?

She had heard a story once of a spinster faced with a similar circumstance. Eventually, the wife grew tired of having the woman underfoot and gave her husband an ultimatum. The penniless spinster soon found herself living in a room above a storefront and eating scraps from a nearby restaurant.

Though her offerings for the unfortunate were given year-round, Violet believed God had used the woman’s story to spark the anonymous Christmastime forays last year. He had
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