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Praise for
The Quilted Heart Series

“Like a warm breeze ripples across a lake, Dandelions on the Wind offers a gentle crossing in this first-in-a-series novel. Mona Hodgson gives readers characters we care about, a bit of intrigue, love, and a satisfying ending that promises more in the second series book. Well done!”

—JANE KIRKPATRICK, best-selling author of Where Lilacs Still Bloom

“Filled with true-to-life characters and fascinating historical details, Dandelions on the Wind is a heartwarming story of second chances in the turbulent days immediately after the Civil War. Don’t miss this, the first of Mona Hodgson’s The Quilted Heart trilogy. If you’re like me, you’ll be waiting eagerly for the second.”

—AMANDA CABOT, author of Waiting for Spring

“Dandelions on the Wind is a sweet tale about the merging of two hurting hearts. The characters drew me, and I can’t wait to read more about their lives … and their love!”

—TRICIA GOYER, best-selling author of thirty-three novels, including The Memory Jar

“In Dandelions on the Wind, Mona Hodgson weaves a tale of broken promises, wounded hearts … and the power of forgiveness—a heartwarming reminder that we walk by faith, not by sight. Maren is a heroine you’ll cheer for!”

—CAROL COX, author of Love in Disguise and Trouble in Store

“Mona Hodgson’s Bending Toward the Sun captures Saint Charles following the Civil War so well. Quaid returns home—a man changed by the war. Emilie is a delight—a young woman pursuing her education, who knows her own mind. And even though the war has changed so many things, this story reminds us that some things, like love, never change.”

—DORRIS KEEVEN-FRANKE, archivist, Saint Charles County Historical Society

“Mona Hodgson has written a warm, tender tale of family loyalties and forbidden love. When Emilie’s father objects to her seeing the handsome McFarland boy, recently returned from war, the couple struggles to do the right thing. But they are about to discover that God has another plan. Filled with charming characters and godly themes, this heartwarming story is pure delight.”

—MARGARET BROWNLEY, New York Times best-selling author of A Rocky Creek Romance Series and the Brides of Last Chance Ranch Series

“With believable characters, an historic setting, and a gripping love story, Mona Hodgson gives the reader an uplifting account of a time when our country was recovering from a dark period and looking forward to a brighter future.”

—MARTHA ROGERS, author of the Winds Across the Prairie Series and the best-selling Christmas at Holly Hill
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With love to my Aunt Marion, Aunt
Pauline, and Aunt Nellie May,
all living well with Retinitis Pigmentosa (RP)






Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path.

—PSALM 119:105
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Saint Charles, Missouri, 1865

Never mind that four months had passed since General Lee’s surrender. Maren never walked the apple orchard or the wheat field without careful watch for bushwhackers and jayhawkers. Four-year-old Gabi held tight to Maren’s hand while they followed Gabi’s grandmother to the field. When Mrs. Brantenberg’s walking stick sprung a branch in her path, the child’s gaze darted up the lane toward the orchard then back to the farmhouse and across the hillock to the five acres of wheat.

“Are they coming again, Miss Maren?” Dread strained Gabi’s voice.

Maren drew in a deep breath in the hopes it would remove any tension from her own voice. “The war is over, little one.” We should be safe. “God is with us. Like Oma said, ‘Fear is not of the Lord. We cannot live in fear. We must trust God.’ ”

Gabi gave a quick nod, then began swinging Maren’s hand at her side.

Fear is not of the Lord. We cannot live in fear. We must trust God.

Maren willed her shoulders to relax into the child’s playful arm swinging. Still, she’d heard too many stories about raiders from the women in the quilting circle to let down her guard. To believe the fighting would ever end. The memories of the Union jayhawkers traipsing through the orchard picking apples and taking the steer from the pastures remained fresh in her mind too. She glanced toward the cabin at the far corner of the property, past the orchard. Now empty. She’d only heard about the Confederate bushwhackers who had raided the farm last year, but little Gabi remembered.

Maren fanned the side of her bonnet against her ear to cool the onslaught of hot August air. Thankfully, she saw no sign of trespassers today. And if any outlaws did show their faces, Mrs. Brantenberg had her stick ready with a stack of sorrows backing it up.

Mrs. Brantenberg stopped at the edge of the field. This close, Maren could see that two women didn’t do as even a job of planting as she and her father had in the old country.

Gabi stepped up to the three-foot-high lawn, giggling. “They have whiskers like the cats do.” Her hands brushed the tips of the wheat stalks.

Bent, the widow plucked one head and rolled the grains between her fingers.

Maren did the same on the thinner area, where the stalks didn’t reach as high. The grain was soft and green inside. She didn’t need to taste it to know it’d be bitter. “Still a ways to go here.”

When a covey of bobwhites exploded from within the crop, Gabi cried out and fell to the ground.

Maren bent over the child. “Just thieving fly-by-nights. They learned their lesson, didn’t they?”

Gabi nodded. “They scared me.”

“Didn’t do my heart any good either.” Mrs. Brantenberg patted her chest. Then, smiling, she pressed the tip of her stick to the ground. “The wheat on the north end turned golden first. It’s more likely to be ready in just a few more days.”

Gabi’s little hand slid into Maren’s. Together, they tromped around the stand of shimmering stems, the whiskers tickling Maren’s arms.

This wasn’t the home Maren expected while traveling on the boat from Denmark four years ago. But back then, she’d still had more of her sight. Eight months ago, when the family that had taken her in gave up and moved away, Mrs. Brantenberg brought her out to the farm and provided her work in exchange for room and board. The widow, her granddaughter, and the quilting circle were Maren’s family here in America, but she missed her mum, her sister, and her little brother, left behind in the old country.

The promise to bring her family to America had disappeared, right along with Orvie Christensen. Lying in bed at night, all she thought about was going home to Denmark. But the only jobs she’d been able to find during the war barely covered her living expenses, with nothing left over to save for the cost of travel. Yet how could she stay not knowing how long she’d have vision enough to work on the farm? She needed to make the long passage home while she could see well enough not to be a burden.

About twenty yards from the north end, Mrs. Brantenberg stopped and they repeated the testing process. This time, when the grain separated between Maren’s fingers, she bit into a kernel and nodded to the widow.

Gabi stretched onto her tiptoes. “Is it sweet?’

Mrs. Brantenberg pulled another head from the stock and handed it to Gabi. “What do you think, Liebling?”

The little one rolled a kernel out of its sheath and bit into it like she’d seen Maren do. “Not sweet like Mr. Heinrich’s rock candy. Tastes like dirt.”

Mrs. Brantenberg tittered. “Well, most of us agree then—this section is nearly ready.” She waved along the northern edge. “Monday, the three of us will begin harvesting.”

Gabi’s stomach growled and she giggled. “The bear in my belly is hungry now.”

They all laughed. Even in the midst of work and careful watch, the child had a knack for easing their tension.

“It has been too long since breakfast. Gabi and I will fix us all an early supper while you tend the animals.”

“Yes ma’am.”

As the trio walked back toward the farmhouse and barn, the sinking sun began casting shadows on the path. Maren’s deteriorating sight robbed her of colors in low light, leaving everything tinted in gray. Now she knew the trouble her father had suffered in his blindness. Her own stomach growling, she picked up her pace, hoping to reach the familiar inner yard before there was too little light to define the path. They’d worked in the vegetable garden right through the noonday mealtime, and she had chores yet to do before she could settle into the house for supper.

At the arbor, Mrs. Brantenberg and Gabi headed toward the house while Maren continued to the chicken yard. She needed to find a job in town where she could earn enough money to start saving for her return to Denmark. But they had the wheat fields to harvest this month, and then the twenty acres of apples would be ripe a few weeks after that. How could she even think of leaving the widow and dear Gabi alone out here?

“Shoo. Shoo.” She spoke the words as much to her own thoughts as she did to the chickens pecking at her bootlaces. She reached into the scrap bucket hanging on a nail and tossed handfuls of potato peelings and grain in a wide arc. The cackling chickens scattered to be first to the bounty.

Inside the stifling hot coop, Maren dodged the roost and reached into the first of the five nests along the back wall. After all the eggs were gathered, she felt for the pole and ducked under it, taking the most direct route out of the smelly henhouse. Protecting her face with her hand, she stepped into the chicken yard, through the gate, and into the ruts leading to the barn. The parching wind stung her eyes and whipped her apron.

She folded one of the double-hinged barn doors and clamped it open, then stepped inside, squinting against the near darkness. The strong, sweet smell of the hay filled her nostrils. The cow scent was strong too, but not so sweet. Both reminded her of the farm her family had lost in Copenhagen. And the farm Orvie had promised her in his letters.

After Maren hung the basket of eggs by the door, she climbed the wooden steps to the hayloft. Cows bawled and horses whinnied below. Hay needed to be tugged from a stack and tossed over the edge into the swinging mangers at the stalls, then repeated on the other side. When she’d flung hay into Duden’s and Boone’s stalls, she dropped a couple forkfuls onto the center of the barn floor. At the top of the ladder, Maren brushed her hands together to dislodge any remaining hay stems from her woolen gloves before climbing down. Her plan was to feed the hogs and mules, milk the two cows, and then go inside for supper. She had planted her boots on the first two rungs of the ladder when a raspy baritone voice split the still air.

“Good day, ma’am.”

Maren jerked and her boot slipped, causing her chin to strike a step. Wincing, she released her grip and fell backward. Fear caught a scream in her throat. The fresh pile of hay on the floor broke her fall, but still she landed flat on her back. She fought to recover her breath and gather her wits. A staccato heartbeat pounded in her ears. She didn’t associate the deep voice with anyone who belonged on the farm.

Blinking, she willed her eyes to focus in her limited circle of vision. Brown curls swerved every which way on the head of a man she did not recognize. Scrambling to right herself, she edged toward the wall near the cow stall.

“Ma’am.” A Union accent. Not one of Mrs. Brantenberg’s German neighbors. “Are you well?”

“Yes.” She felt along the wall for a makeshift weapon. When she found the shovel, she lifted it off its nail and held it across herself.

“I mean you no harm.”

Holding the shovel steady, Maren widened her shoulders and raised her smarting chin.

“I apologize. I didn’t—”

“Didn’t what, sir?” This man may be harmless, but he was no less a nuisance. “You did not mean to burst into my barn and cause me to take a topple?”

“You’re not Mrs. Brantenberg.” It wasn’t a question.

Did he know Mrs. Brantenberg, or had someone in town told him to expect an older woman?

“I am Maren Jensen.” She couldn’t make out his facial features in the shadows, but she did see one arm in a sling. That could be a ruse. “And you are?” Silence ticked off the seconds.

He removed his cap and moved closer. “People call me Woolly.”

While repositioning her heavy weapon, Maren blinked to focus her vision. Her employer had never mentioned anyone named Woolly. If he wasn’t a troublemaker, he had to be a drifter looking for work. And with her own work to finish, she had no time to waste. “You’ll find Mrs. Brantenberg at the house.”

“Thank you.” His voice held a pleasant tone, although it sounded a bit gravelly, like he’d been out in the wind for a long spell. She should be nicer to the gentleman, but she couldn’t afford to be. Chores were obligatory. Niceties with strange men were not.

He turned to leave the barn and quickly faded into the darkness. Maren lowered the shovel and listened as the door closed behind him. If she ever did have a home of her own, it wouldn’t sit beside a well-traveled road. Especially not during or immediately following a war.
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Woolly felt like the prodigal son in the New Testament. Except it was his daughter, not his father, he was coming home to. He followed the path from the barn to the front of the brick Georgian-style plantation house. Its fluted porch columns needed whitewashing. The shutters framing the double-hung sash windows needed attention too. When the wind caught his kepi, he pulled the cap tight onto his forehead. The smell of fresh bread wafted on the breeze, taunting his hunger. He couldn’t say how long it’d been since he’d dined on anything but hardtack or bully soup.

Now that he was home, he had a lot to catch up on. But this wasn’t a Bible story, and he wasn’t a beloved son.

He stopped at the bottom of the steps. If nothing else, perhaps his mother-in-law would let him stay long enough to meet the little girl he and Gretchen had created on this very farm, and to make a few repairs around the place. He owed her that much. And more than he could ever repay. He couldn’t change the past four years. Not for Mother Brantenberg. Not for his daughter. Not for himself.

“Oma!”

The strained little voice drew his gaze to the window for a glimpse of sunny round cheeks framed in heaps of brown curls. Like his own. Tears stung his sleep-deprived eyes.

“A man, Oma.”

“Bleib hinter mir, Liebling. Behind me.” He recognized the voice, and the endearing term. Mother Brantenberg was protecting her little one. His little one.

He removed his cap, then spoke through the closed door. “Greetings, Mrs. Brantenberg.”

The door opened just wide enough for him to see the woman’s face. She gasped. “It is you.” Her color matched what was left of the whitewash on the door that stood between them, and her foot didn’t budge from its crossed position behind the door. Mother Brantenberg studied him, her gaze resting on the cloth that tethered his left arm to his neck. “You are hurt?”

“I got my arm caught in a rope whilst loading a barge and pulled my shoulder out of place.”

His mother-in-law opened the door, but she hadn’t spoken of his identity. He so desperately wanted the child hiding in the skirts to know her father had returned home. But at least for now, he was only a visitor. Inside, good smells and memories of happier times hit him, and his stomach rumbled while his heart wrenched.

He glanced from the woman to the child, who stepped out from behind her. He held out his right hand to her. “And who is this?”

The little one leaned against her grandmother, dipping her chin and peering up at him with wide eyes. “I am Gabi.”

Short for Gabrielle—the name he and Gretchen had discussed for a girl. Gabi’s face was a sweet miniature of her mother’s. “What a lovely name.” He hoped his smile hid the pain.

“Thank you.” Gabi curtsied like a princess, then pointed to the soiled cloth that cupped his elbow. “Does it hurt?”

“It isn’t so bad anymore. Thank you.” His daughter was already four years old, and so grown up. He turned to his mother-in-law. “The arm should be workable in another day or two. I can start on repairs soon. Harvest?”

His mother-in-law huffed. Wrinkles framed her face. She still wore her hair parted down the middle with a braid, now white, encircling her head. But her eyes had dulled.

“Mister.” Gabi’s sweet voice cut into his thought. “What’s your name?”

“Woolly.” Mrs. Brantenberg rested her hand on Gabi’s head. “His name is Woolly.”

That’s what Gretchen had called him the first time they’d met on her father’s farm.

Gabi swayed side-to-side like she had music in her. “Woolly like a lamb?”

“Yes.” He pointed at his head. “My hair is curly like lamb’s wool.”

“Mine too.” Gabi patted her hair.

Woolly nodded, afraid to speak, sure the truth would come out before Mother Brantenberg was ready to reclaim him as family.

Mother Brantenberg glanced toward the washstand at the top of the staircase. “It is time to wash for supper, Liebling.”

Gabi offered him a forlorn glance, and sighing, she marched up the stairs.

His mother-in-law studied him. “I did not expect your return.”

“I have come to see my daughter. I should never have left you.” He glimpsed the staircase and the little round cheeks pressed between the white oak spindles. The light in Gabi’s eyes pierced the darkness in his heart … until he returned his attention to his mother-in-law. Mrs. Brantenberg looked as if she’d just gulped camp coffee. A look that said he’d not be staying for supper.
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Maren sat on the stool with her hands under a cow, squirting milk into the bucket. She groaned and reached to touch her face. Her chin stung where she’d bumped the step. Her haystack landing had made a mess of her. All thanks to Mr. Woolly. But it wasn’t his fault she hadn’t seen him enter the barn. Although he smelled like a month on the road, he had been a gentleman, asking after her welfare and apologizing for the disruption.

Maren finished the evening milking and carried the pail and the basket of eggs to the house. By now Mrs. Brantenberg would’ve given the drifter a loaf of bread and a sausage and sent him on his way. She set the bucket of milk on a bench just inside the kitchen door. Facing the stove, she focused her thin vision. Mrs. Brantenberg scraped a tin spoon across a cast iron skillet. “Forgive my tardiness,” Maren said. “A man came looking for you and caused a stir in the barn. Did you speak to him?”

“He will have supper with us.” Her employer’s voice lacked its usual melodious quality.

Maren drew in a deep breath. The savory aroma of Mrs. Brantenberg’s gravy mingled with the smell of a-month-on-the-road clothing. He was there in the kitchen. Resisting an impulse to touch her sore chin, she placed the basket of eggs on the counter and turned toward the table.

He stood.

“Mr. Woolly.”

“Miss Maren.”

“You will surely enjoy Mrs. Brantenberg’s Schnitzel and Brötchen rolls.”

He nodded. “I have, thank you, and they’re indeed worthy of the long journey.”

He had? When?

Mrs. Brantenberg banged the spoon on the skillet. “Rutherford Wainwright has been here before.” Her voice remained emotionless.

Certainly not in the last eight months. Maren would have remembered him. But the name did sound familiar. When she’d learned the war had ended, she’d overheard Mrs. Brantenberg mention the name Rutherford to the shopkeeper in town. “Rutherford Wainwright.” Her son-in-law’s name. “He is Gabi’s PaPa?”

Mrs. Brantenberg blew out a long breath, which answered the question. Her son-in-law had returned.

“Mr. Woolly is my PaPa?”

Maren spun toward Gabi’s voice. When had the child come into the room? They hadn’t told Gabi her PaPa had returned from the war, and she’d blurted it out. If only the deafening silence could swallow her.

Mrs. Brantenberg nodded, silent.

The man took slow steps toward his daughter. “It’s true, Gabi. I’m your PaPa.” His voice held tenderness that made Maren’s heart ache. He knelt and lifted Gabi’s chin.

The child darted from the kitchen, leaving her PaPa on his knees.

“Liebling.” Mrs. Brantenberg’s call didn’t stop her, and soon the child’s footsteps on the stairs echoed throughout the house.

The man stood, his jaw slack.

Mrs. Brantenberg crossed her arms, rigid. “She is likely afraid of you. You look a fright, and you smell worse.”

Maren glanced toward the kitchen doorway. When neither of them uttered a word or showed any signs of budging, Maren slipped out of the kitchen and up the wooden staircase to the first door on the left. She tapped on the closed door, then opened it.

“Gabi.”

The child’s sobs pierced her heart. She prayed for guidance and walked toward Gabi’s bed. A little girl needed her PaPa. And unlike many fathers, Gabi’s had returned from the war. So why had the child run from him? Gabi had told her more times than Maren could count that her PaPa would one day come home. Now that he had, his daughter lay on her bed, curled in a ball. The man did look like a bear just come out of hibernation, but Maren had rarely witnessed fear in Gabi. Not even when thunder rattled their bedroom windows and frayed Maren’s nerves. Gabi only needed time to get to know her PaPa. But judging by Mrs. Brantenberg’s cold reception of the man, he may not be here long enough.

Tears threatened to clog her throat, but Maren eased onto the edge of the bed and rested her hand on Gabi’s quaking shoulder. “I am here, little one.”

Clutching her cloth doll, Gabi looked at her. “My PaPa came back.”

An ache gripped Maren’s chest. “Yes.” Remembering the comfort in her own mother’s tender touch, she stroked the child’s tear-dampened hair. “You said he would return, and he did.”

Gabi scooted to the edge of the bed beside Maren, her legs dangling over the side.

“Are you not happy your PaPa is here?”
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His daughter’s silence widened the ache in Woolly’s chest. He’d failed Gretchen. She’d died giving him a daughter, and he’d walked away. He wasn’t sure he could bear to stay, but he had to get to know Gabi. He drew in a deep breath and peeked into the room.

The young woman from the barn stroked his daughter’s curls. “A lot of men went away to fight in the war. Many did not come back,” she said.

“Like Miss Hattie’s PaPa.” Gabi’s voice quivered, causing his chest to tighten. He’d heard about Mr. Pemberton, and thousands of others.

“Yes. But your PaPa came home to you. You cannot forgive him for leaving you?”

Gabi covered her face with her hands. “I c-cannot.”

It wasn’t his mother-in-law who would turn him away, but his own child. He’d been foolish to hope anyone could forgive him.

Her shoulders quaking, Gabi threw the doll on the floor, then buried her face in the woman’s lap, sobbing. “He l-left ’cause of me. I killed my Mutter.”

His insides ripping, Woolly rushed into the room and knelt on the rag rug at his daughter’s knee. His hand trembling, he lifted her chin with his fingertip. Her moist blue eyes were heavy with sadness.

“Little one,” he said, “you didn’t kill your mother. It wasn’t your fault she died. Your mama loved you very much.” He patted the tears from her cheeks. “She would rub her big belly and sing to you. We both did.”

“Mutter liked music?”

“Yes, very much.” He swallowed hard against another painful memory. “God needed her in heaven. She couldn’t stay with you. With us.” He fought the lump forming in his throat. “She left you here as a good-bye gift.”

Gabi’s long lashes were clumped like new grass after a spring rain. “A gift from Mutter?”

He nodded. “Yes.” Gretchen hadn’t been given a choice in the matter. He had.

“Why did you leave me?”

He turned away from her pleading eyes. He’d been so shortsighted. Why had he abandoned his baby girl when she was all he had left?

“I was sad,” he said. “I didn’t think I could live here without your mother. I missed her so.”

Miss Jensen slipped her arm behind Gabi and looked him in the eye. “But you were happy Gabi was born?”

“Yes! We … I wanted a baby girl who looked like her mother.”

Gabi snuffled and peered at him. “I look like Mutter?”

“You have her sparkling blue eyes and her sweet nose.” He tapped its rounded tip. “When she died, I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to give you the care you needed. That’s why I left you with Oma. And why I went to fight in the war. I knew she would take good care of you. But I never stopped missing you.” He extended his free arm and his daughter fell against his chest, soothing the ache.

Miss Jensen brushed tears from her smooth face. “Oma is waiting.”

He scarcely had time to stand before Gabi’s small fingers wrapped around his. His daughter’s tender touch weakened his knees as she pulled him toward the door.

At the top step, he glanced back at Miss Jensen, now an angel in his eyes. “Thank you.”

He didn’t deserve to feel this good.
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Maren unfurled the napkin on her lap, then focused on the child seated across from her. Gabi’s smile had no room to grow on her sweet little face.

While Woolly seated himself to her right, Maren contemplated the man’s return to the farm. She didn’t want to like the child’s father. He had walked away from his newborn daughter. Away from his widowed mother-in-law. And so much bad had happened here since he left. His presence may not have changed the circumstances much for Mrs. Brantenberg, but she wouldn’t have had to face it alone.

Woolly knew the farm. He belonged here with his family. Maren understood Mrs. Brantenberg’s reserved reaction to his sudden homecoming, but still, she’d watched the man and his daughter find their way back to one another. Once his arm was healed he’d be of much greater help with the harvests than she would. And, with Gabi’s father at her side, the little one would no longer require Maren’s attention.

The fact remained that in his grief, he’d abandoned his mother-in-law … left her to mourn one loss atop another. Would Mrs. Brantenberg find it in her heart to forgive him and let him stay, or would she send him away?

Maren hoped he’d stay. For their sake, and for hers.

Woolly could very well be the answer to her prayers. His presence here would make leaving the farm easier, could free her to find a paying job in town. Allow her to dream anew of going home … to Denmark.

When Mrs. Brantenberg bowed her head, they all did the same. Thankfully, her blessing was brief. Maren set a hunk of hard bread on her plate, then handed the basket across to Mrs. Brantenberg.

“Butter for your bread, Miss Jensen?”

“Yes. Thank you.” Maren reached for the edge of the bowl. Instead, her hand plopped into the middle of the soft, warm butter. She should have taken the time to focus her vision before reaching for the dish. But she had placed too much trust in her peripheral vision in candlelight. Embarrassment seared her ears.

Gabi giggled.

Mrs. Brantenberg clicked her tongue, silencing her granddaughter.

Maren wiped her hand on her napkin.

“PaPa, did you know that Miss Maren’s eyes don’t work right? She uses her hands to see.”

She hadn’t used her hands on purpose.

“I didn’t know.”

The man must think her an idiot. She didn’t wish to know if he was staring at her, so she turned the other way.

When he brushed her forearm with the bowl, she focused her vision and scooped butter onto her plate and passed the bowl to Mrs. Brantenberg.

“Now I understand.”

Her stomach soured. What exactly did the man think he understood? Losing his sight, not being able to see a sunset? Pressing her tongue behind her front teeth, Maren smeared butter on her roll, then willed her eyes to focus on his whiskered face.

“I’m sorry.”

Now he was offering her condolences … pity? That was what drove Orvie away, wasn’t it? Pity. She smeared butter on the bread’s crusty surface. “It’s not your fault I cannot see.”

“No.” He raised his coffee cup to his mouth. “I meant to say I’m sorry I thought you were … uh, a bit touched.”

She straightened in the chair. “You thought me crazy?”

Woolly spooned potatoes onto his plate. “You could’ve told me.”

“You were the intruder, sir. I was alone in a barn with a stranger, and you would have me say I am going blind?” She set the butter knife on her plate too loudly and took the potato pan from him. “You didn’t tell me you belonged here.”

“You and PaPa are like the barn cats.” Gabi giggled.

“Liebling.” Mrs. Brantenberg reached for her coffee cup. “Eat your supper.”

“The cats sound like they are fighting when they play.”

The man’s chuckle stung Maren’s ears. She had only just met him, and in little more than an hour the situation had gone from bad to good, then to worse. She stood and set her wadded napkin on the chair. “Pardon me. This evening belongs to family.” And she had left what remained of hers in Denmark.
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Woolly stood. He couldn’t scold his daughter for her embarrassing statement. It wasn’t his place to reprimand her anyway. Not when he’d left her in his mother-in-law’s care. Furthermore, Gabi had drawn her conclusion in innocence.

Mrs. Brantenberg tapped her mug with her fork. “I cannot abide wasted food.”

The pink rounds on Miss Jensen’s cheeks had spread and deepened into a strawberry red. She slid into her chair.

Woolly sat just as quickly. No need to vex his mother-in-law any further.

When Mother Brantenberg scooped a spoonful of cut-up schnitzel onto the bread in the center of Gabi’s plate, his daughter picked up her fork and looked at him, a smile firmly planted on her sweet face. At least someone in the house was glad to see him.

Woolly bit through the crisp surface of the bread into the soft, aromatic center. He may not deserve Mother Brantenberg’s home-cooked meal, but he intended to enjoy every bite nonetheless. Scooping potatoes onto his fork, he glanced sideways at Miss Jensen. The young woman sipping her water seemed thousands of miles away. He’d recognized the Danish accent. She was obviously unmarried and living here. He’d seen evidence of that in Gabi’s bedchamber—a dressing gown in a size too generous for his daughter draped over a bedpost. Her understanding of English made it obvious her immigration hadn’t been recent. Good chance she was one of the countless war widows. Probably answered to Miss because of her familiarity with Gabi and Mother Brantenberg. His guess was that her thoughts were of Denmark.

Woolly savored another bite of Mother Brantenberg’s pork cutlet schnitzel, his mind whirling like windmill blades in a stiff breeze. The meal was as familiar as yesterday … as foreign as the unknown future.

Miss Jensen set her glass on the table, her brow creased. “Wherever will he sleep?”

Woolly straightened in the chair. He’d sleep anywhere but the cabin. He looked up at Mother Brantenberg. She was staring—not really at him, more like through him.

“I’d like to stay in the barn, if I may.” He hadn’t considered his mother-in-law would have someone here. Miss Jensen obviously lived in the house as part of their family. He was a man who’d come home to three females living in the house, and one of them was a single woman not related to him. A woman who assumed Mrs. Brantenberg would let him stay. He wasn’t so sure.

Her voice devoid of sentiment, his mother-in-law spoke over the rim of her coffee mug. “As you wish.”

“It stinks in the barn.” Gabi pinched her rounded nose, then smiled at him. “But Snowflake is all woolly and warm, and she lets you snuggle.”

He couldn’t help but chuckle. Somehow his daughter had managed to maintain a measure of innocence in the madness of the past four years.

“Thank you.” He’d happily spend the night in the barn. He’d seen the buckets and a wooden tub in there. He knew where to find the water pump, and he was well overdue for a bath.

“The Ransoms are gone.” Mother Brantenberg stared at him, her gray eyes laced with sadness.

He nodded and set his fork down. “I stopped at the empty cabin when I first reached the property.” His throat suddenly dry, he gripped his coffee cup.

“The bushwhackers came last year.” Mother Brantenberg rolled her lips. “You weren’t here. They drove the Ransoms away in the dark.” Her voice quivered.

His stomach knotted. He had taken part in night raids. The memories of families being rousted heaped more self-loathing on him.

“I couldn’t stop them.” Her shoulders sagged.

His arms on the table, Woolly made himself look her in the eye. “I’m sorry.”

So sorry, for more than he could ever say. For not listening to Gretchen. For his wife’s death. For selfish grief. For war. And acts of war. For thinking he could escape the worst of the pain by leaving. And now he regretted his return. Understandably, his mother-in-law hadn’t welcomed him home with open arms and even seemed sorry to see him. All he’d done was bring her anguish back to the surface.
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Less than thirty minutes later, Woolly carried a pillow and a woolen blanket tucked under his sling. A lantern dangled from the other hand, flickering in the moonless night, casting dim light on the whitewashed barn. A swirl of memories sped his steps. Stealing kisses from Gretchen out behind the barn. Her PaPa catching them and making him muck out the corral right then, under the heat of a lecture. A June wedding under a canopy of oak leaves. Then came the vise he felt in his gut the night his wife died. The fear he felt when he was sent to Arizona Territory to quash the Indian uprisings. The image of the Apache girl about Gabi’s age. Her black hair framed a face scarred by the horror of the raid on her village. On her family.

Woolly stepped into the muggy warmth of the barn and closed the door. The animals had bedded down for the night. The lantern illuminated the shovel Miss Jensen had wielded like a club when he’d startled her. The young woman had pluck. Had to have a hardy bit of it to cross the seas to America and work the farm, all the while losing her eyesight.

As he climbed the steps to the loft, new images filled his mind. A little girl with a big smile had hugged his neck, an aging woman who’d been like a mother to him served him a hot meal, and a woman who was going blind seemed able to see into his daughter’s heart.

But was he home?

He would try to accept responsibility for his family, if Mother Brantenberg would give him the chance. He’d sat at the familiar dining table with the mother-in-law who once loved him and the daughter who never knew him. All of that was far more than he deserved.
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Maren lowered herself onto the edge of Gabi’s bed, her mind filling with memories. The child’s sobs, her PaPa rushing into the room and kneeling at her bedside. His declaration that his daughter had been a gift; that he and his wife sang to their unborn child.

Her thoughts turned to Orvie as she pressed her hand to her empty midsection. She scolded herself for dwelling on the past and expectations that would never be fulfilled. She’d not heard a word from Orvie in four years. Didn’t even know if he still lived.

“Miss Maren?” Gabi pulled the quilt to her chin.

Maren brushed soft brown curls from Gabi’s forehead, then willed her eyes to focus on the child’s little round face. The lantern she had lit on the side table cast a golden light around bright blue eyes. “Yes, little one?”

Gabi worried her bottom lip. “Oma’s nose was red, like when she’s angry. Does she not like PaPa?”

Maren swallowed hard. To say the man hadn’t received a warm welcome from Mrs. Brantenberg would be an understatement. An indication that she didn’t like him. Not a suitable response to share with a four-year-old girl whose most fervent prayer had been answered. “Your Oma was surprised to see him. A lot of time has passed.”

“Four years.” Gabi pressed four fingertips to Maren’s arm.

“Yes.” Maren shifted, pressing her knee into the side of the horsehair mattress. “Your grandmother needs time to know how she feels.” She tucked the cotton-edged quilt at Gabi’s shoulders, hoping the action would tuck in the child’s thoughts for the night as well.

“Will she let PaPa stay?”

Maren met Gabi’s persistent gaze. “I don’t know, little one,” she said, “but tomorrow is a new day.” Neither did she know if Woolly intended to stay.

A yawn bunched Gabi’s cheeks. “Good night, Miss Maren.”

Maren brushed her lips against Gabi’s forehead and stood. “Sweet dreams.”

Surely the child’s dreams would be sweet, having been reunited with the father she had never met.

Maren whispered a prayer over Gabi and lifted the lantern off the table. A long list of questions circled her mind as she descended the staircase toward the kitchen. Dare she ask them?

Inside the kitchen, she hung the lantern on a hook and pulled a clean dishtowel from a shelf. She joined Mrs. Brantenberg at the cupboard. “She will sleep soon, if not already.”

“Danke.” Mrs. Brantenberg handed her a wet bowl.

Crickets chirped outside the open window. The plow horse nickered at the corral fence. All of them much quieter than the question tugging at Gabi’s heart and echoing in Maren’s head. She dragged the towel through the inside of the bowl.

A plate slipped from Mrs. Brantenberg’s hand and splashed into the dishpan. Instead of retrieving it, she looked at Maren, her lips pressed. “I should be thankful he is alive.” The woman’s words came out flat. “I should be happy Gabi has her PaPa.”

But she wasn’t?

“I am.” Mrs. Brantenberg sighed and turned toward the night outside the window. “I want to be.”

“God has given you the chance to be a family again.” Even as she said it, Maren knew it wasn’t the family any of them had imagined in the beginning. Mrs. Brantenberg didn’t have her daughter back. Gabi didn’t have the mother who had borne her. And Woolly was without the wife who had given him a beloved child.

“I loved him like my own son.” Mrs. Brantenberg brushed wisps of gray hair from her face with wet hands. “I lost my dear husband Christoph, Gretchen, and Rutherford—all three. Gabi was all I had left.”

Maren longed to say something to ease her employer’s anguish. But if the right words existed, she surely wasn’t acquainted with them. She had considered the newborn daughter without her father, but not the grandmother suddenly living without her daughter and without her son-in-law. With a baby to raise. Then her beloved friends and helpers had been run off under the cover of darkness. Mrs. Brantenberg had loved and lost so many. No wonder the man’s abrupt return was causing the dear woman such tumult.

Swallowing regret for all of them, Maren added the bowl to the stack. “And now that he has returned?”

“I do not know what to think, or feel. Or if I even can.” The widow handed Maren a wet coffee mug. “How could he have walked away? Tell me that.”

Maren lifted her shoulders and let them fall. She didn’t know what she would do in Mrs. Brantenberg’s stead. If Orvie returned after four years with a change of heart, could she forgive him and utter their postponed vows?

“If he wants to stay, will you let him?”

The widow’s chin quivered. “I should.”

As Maren wrapped her towel around the cup, another question wrapped itself around her heart. If Mrs. Brantenberg didn’t let Woolly stay, would he want to take his daughter with him?
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