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Sliding Doors means that this story has two storylines in one.  Begin with Chapter 1- then follow each sister on her quest.  Read only chapters pertaining to one sister- or read them both! Each sister has her own unique relationships and journey towards her Happily Ever After! Just because this is a country version of the Phantom of the Opera doesn’t mean it is not just as intense. Enjoy! 

How It All Began

The Kansas sky stretched endlessly over the Musgate farm, forming a canvas of blue dotted conspicuously with the golden hues of sunflowers. Emma Musgate, a country girl and the eldest of three sisters, stood at the edge of the sunflower field. It was her favorite place to meditate. The tall flowers, with their bright faces turned toward the sun, mirrored her own optimism and unwavering gratitude. Shielding her from the sun's harsh rays, the tumultuous winds, and the ever present danger of a downpour, these flowers were her bouquet to revel in.  What they could not shield her from was the bitterroot that threatened to permanently ground her.

Emma was blessed to have a fourteen year old sister, Maren. Maren understood her and looked up to her the way the sunflowers reached for the sky, unknowingly.  The burden of caring for Maren was nothing compared to the joy her sister brought into her life.  Emma, realizing her contemplation, plucked a grainy stalk from the field.  She perched the spritely flower into the brim of her hat, so it sprang forth just slightly.  Her mother would be proud of the way the girls had grown up.  Innocence and devotion ruled their days, and not one was squandered.  

Her father, Earl, brought her here to live after he retired from the military.  She was only three and used to living in town, so coming down an old gravel road was a nightmare to her.  Earl was a proud man who had a fierce love for his family, but no one could have predicted the twisted hand fate was about to deal him.  Soon after arriving on the dusty property, her mother went into contractions in their new Ford F150.  She was not able to make it into the house when she went into labor. She died giving birth to Emma’s youngest sister, Lilly in the back. Emma was left traumatized, and she spent most evenings gazing into the warm sunset dreaming of what she would say to her mother. Today, though, she had to get going.  

As she tromped down the pebbled dirt road back to her family’s farmhouse, a sense of sentiment and nostalgia almost tangled her footing, knocking her off balance and to the ground. Maren came running up behind her worried,  causing her to lose her train of thought almost permanently.  Nothing, and I mean NOTHING, upset Emma more than this tiny offense on her inner peace. Maren loved seeing Emma in her awkward moments, and she joyfully ran ahead, her hair flowing in the breeze behind her.  Emma picked herself up and followed behind closely.  

Emma’s childhood was one of simplicity and discipline, molded by the strict upbringing of her father, a former General in Afghanistan. Earl believed in his missions to the point where he came back scarred and weathered, yet unbelievably more humble.  He believed in hard work, faith, and the power of a strong moral compass. Each day began with the crowing of roosters and ended with a tired herd of cows mooing in the distance, a rhythm as reliable as the seasons. Emma wanted for nothing as she slammed the screen door behind her.  

“Get going, Maren.  We have to get the biscuits ready.”  She said haphazardly to her sister, throwing an apron on and getting her hands greasy.  She intended to save some for their small pack of labradoodles.  Smiling, she was interrupted by Maren’s response. 

“Ok, I will!  What is the rush anyhow?”  Maren asked as she sprang around the kitchen island, careful to avoid Emma.  She put a crisp fresh salad and milk onto the patterned tablecloth as she headed for the back room, ready to spring into action just as Emma’s flower had.  

“I am excited to tell you about a new song I wrote!”  Emma exclaimed.  

Emma got dinner started by taking a new sourdough starter out of the fridge and she happily kneaded the bread on the counter.  As she worked, she kept an eye on Maren and also got lost deep in thought. It was a shame that Lilly never knew Sarah, their mother.  Sarah was a petite woman with rounded soft arms and long blond hair the color of the cornfields the little women played in. Looking over the kitchen island at an elated Maren,  Emma regained her composure and continued kneading.  

Emma shouldered the responsibility of cooking, cleaning, and caring for her sisters.  At seventeen, she was blessed with the talent to sing and play the guitar. Every evening ended with the singing of cicadas and hooting of owls, and her coming up with a new jingle or ditty. The girls knew what to expect at this point.  As she walked into the backroom to get kitchen supplies for that night’s dinner, Maren came up with an amazing plan.  She would become a world famous singer and put her sister’s talent to shame. Maren had always looked up to Emma, but deep down she was envious and jealous most of the time.  Her temper came out when Lilly pointed this fact out.

Lilly was growing up fast, making her observations regarding Maren’s temperament almost a daily occurrence. Maren wasn’t sure how much longer she could go on like this.  She innocently grabbed a bag of rags to use for kitchen towels, and turned back to the kitchen with a smile on her face. Her blond ponytail wagging behind her.

That night, as the girls were fresh from the tub, Maren asked Emma with purity brimming through her cornsilk blue eyes and a carefully crafted maturity, “Now, where did you learn to play like that?”  Shifting in her seat and adjusting the guitar on her lap, Emma simply said, “Grandpa Musgate.”  Maren’s attention peaked, but she relaxed, not wanting to upset Lilly, who was lying on her lap.  “I’ll tell you later.”  Emma said casually before she began playing a beautiful rendition of Somewhere Over the Rainbow for her sisters.

Lilly could hardly keep her eyes open, and her bare feet dangled off of the white comforter.  Lilly looked up at the spirals on the ceiling and pretended to play along to the song. Emma burst out in smiles.  

Emma and Lilly had always shared a special bond, one that was often highlighted in the cozy upstairs room of their family's farmhouse. The room was a bunkhouse haven of warmth and security, its sloped ceilings and wooden beams giving it a rustic charm that felt both timeless and comforting. As the moonlight filtered through the small, lace-curtained window, it cast a soft glow over the three sisters lying in the creaky old bed they had shared since childhood.

Emma, clean and squeaky from her evening bath, was perched at the edge of the bed, strumming her guitar softly. Her long auburn hair still damp, clung to her back, and her fresh, rosy cheeks glowed with a contented warmth. Beside her, Lilly lay nestled under the covers, her curly blond hair splayed out on the pillow like a golden halo. She wore her favorite pink pajamas, the ones with little white stars that twinkled in the dim light. Her soft, even breaths quietly bellowed a steady rhythm, almost perfectly in sync with the melody Emma was creating. Each snore was a gentle hum, a sweet accompaniment to the notes that floated through the room. Emma looked down at her sister, knowing she would sleep soundly.  

Emma glanced over at her sister, a small smile playing on her lips as she watched Lilly sleep so peacefully. The sight was both endearing and amusing, and she couldn't help but feel a surge of affection for her little sister. The room was filled with a sense of serenity, a quiet magic that made the farmhouse feel like the only place in the world.

Yet, amidst this tranquility, Emma's eyes drifted to Maren, who was lost in thought. Maren was the middle sister, a figure of ambiguity and transformation in their lives. She was staring out at the night sky, her expression pensive and distant, as if she were searching for answers in the stars. Her dark blond hair braided over her shoulder, and her hands, delicate and graceful, rested on her lap. Emma kept a close watch on her sister, knowing her fickle ways and deep-rooted desire to start her own journey. 

Emma's curiosity gnawed at her. She desperately wanted to know what was going through Maren's head, what thoughts could be so absorbing that they pulled her away from the cozy warmth of their shared space. Emma strummed the final chords of her song, letting the last note linger in the air before setting the guitar down gently.

"Hey, Maren," Emma whispered, careful not to wake Lilly. "What are you thinking about?"

Maren turned slowly, her eyes meeting Emma's with a soft, almost melancholic smile. She sighed, the weight of her thoughts evident in the slight furrow of her brow.

"I was just thinking about how quickly time passes," Maren said quietly. "How everything changes so fast. One moment, we're kids playing in the fields, and the next, we're here, wondering how we are going to make it in life.  You have a beautiful voice.”  Maren’s angelic face smiled up adoringly at her sister.  

Emma nodded, feeling a pang of understanding. She knew Maren was up to something, and she knew she would most likely be the one who paid for it.  "I guess I'm just a little worried," Maren continued, her voice barely above a whisper. "About what the future holds for us, for this farm, for everything we've ever known."

Emma reached out, her hand finding Maren's and giving it a reassuring squeeze. "We'll figure it out together," she said firmly. "No matter what happens, we have each other. And as long as we do, we'll be okay."

Maren's eyes glistened with unshed tears as she returned Emma's squeeze, not knowing what all Emma’s omnipotent tone implied. "You're right," she said softly. She kept her tongue out of respect and fear of her sister.  Emma gave a half-grin at her sister, knowing she was going to make it. 

As the night deepened, the sisters settled into the comfort of their togetherness. Emma put her beautiful white guitar, a gift from her father, in the corner. She climbed back into bed, pulling the covers up to her chin. Falling asleep, Emma embraced her responsibilities and relished the sense of expression she only got when she was singing.  She was guided by the lessons her father instilled in her: to be kind, stay strong, and have faith that everything will work out.  

Allowing herself to be lulled to sleep as well, Maren drifted off into a colorful dreamworld where she was the star of her own creation.  Lilly had fallen asleep an hour ago. Just then, a loud crack was heard in the driveway.  Emma sat straight up in the late summer air. She glanced out the window,  and down at the front of the house. After more careful inspection, she also noticed a huge bull chasing him.  “Call your Grandpa!”  Earl yelled up at Emma.  Frightened, Emma ran down the narrow staircase into the kitchen.  The farmhouse still had an old dial up phone.  Slightly cursing her situation and the sticky fingerprints on the receiver, she quickly picked it up and dialed her grandfather’s number.  

The Musgate home was a modest farmhouse, its whitewashed walls adorned with family photographs and religious pictures. Pictures of Earl in his military uniform hung proudly alongside images of Sarah's parents and grandparents, a testament to the family's rich history and deep roots in Kansas. Crosses and rosaries added a spiritual touch to the home, providing comfort and a reminder of their faith.

Grandpa Musgate, came ambling over from the neighboring farm. His gait was slow but steady, a result of years spent working the land and living a life of hard but satisfying labor. He tipped his hat to Emma, who was watching from the screened front door, her eyes darting nervously toward the barn.

"Evenin', Emma," Grandpa Musgate called out, his voice a low rumble. "Heard you got some trouble with that bull of yours." Emma nodded, her heart racing. "He's out again, Grandpa. Dad’s trying to get him back in the barn, but he's being as stubborn as ever. I'm just hoping he won't wake the girls."

Grandpa Musgate chuckled softly, his weathered face breaking into a warm smile. "Don't you worry, Emma. We'll get him sorted out." Earl was already in the pasture, a rope in hand, cautiously approaching the bull. The animal, a massive beast with a dark, glossy coat, snorted and pawed at the ground, clearly agitated. Soon, Grandpa Musgate joined Earl, the two men exchanging a nod of understanding.

With practiced skill and ease, Grandpa Musgate approached the bull from one side while Earl took the other. They moved slowly, speaking in low, soothing tones to avoid spooking the animal. The bull's ears flicked, and it watched them warily as flies buzzed about, but their combined experience and calm demeanor began to have a soothing effect. 

After what felt like an eternity, Grandpa Musgate managed to slip a halter over the bull's head while Earl secured the rope. Together, they led the bull back toward the huge wooden barn, the animal finally relenting and following their lead. As they passed by the farmhouse, Emma let out a sigh of relief, her silent prayers answered.

Their cowboy boots did a small tango in the dirt as they finally got the bull lassoed and guided back to his stall.  As they closed the door, Grandpa Musgate said, “See, that was a cinch.”  As he patted his dirty hands on the rear of his jeans, a small cascade of dirt shimmied off and clouded around him.  The two men, tired but not defeated, went back to the house.  

Emma watched anxiously from the door, her hands clasped in silent prayer. She gazed in awe at the beauty of seeing the two men walk stride for stride in mysterious glints of moonlight towards her.  Grandpa Musgate clapped Earl on the back. "Good work, son. That bull's a handful, but you handled him well."

Earl smiled, wiping the sweat from his brow. "Couldn't have done it without you, dad."

The two men walked back to the farmhouse, where Emma met them at the door with a pitcher of lemonade she had taken out of the fridge at the last minute. She had a grateful smile. "Thank you, Grandpa. I was so worried." 

"Anytime, Emma," Grandpa Musgate replied, taking a glass and sipping the cool drink. "We're family. We look out for each other." He put his mud-caked gloves in his back pocket as he gave her a knowing grin.  She smiled.  After what felt like ages, they parted ways and Emma went back to bed.  

At dawn, the men were outside tending to the farm.  Earl had a quick cup of coffee, grits, a stack of pancakes, and bacon before heading out into the day.  He loved his new career on the farm, however, his wife’s death added an eerie veil over everything the light touched.  Emma, the first of the sisters to rouse, always pitied seeing her father this way.  As if lost in a trance, he went about his duties in complete silence.  

Emma sat at the table, waiting for the rest of the gang to arrive, she sipped an orange juice and had a mint.  In front of her was a CD of old hymns.  She flipped it over in her hands as she read the names of the songs.  Intrigued, she got up and put it in the CD player her grandpa left near the radio.  It created a peaceful environment, but as soon as she thought it Maren and Lilly came barreling downstairs, their momentum not allowing for polite pleasantries. 

Emma sat terrified.  Was she raising behemoths or was she raising proper women?  The younger girls’ indifference and rushed temperaments left Emma feeling disillusioned and a bit jaded.  Shaking her head at them, she got up and walked outside, careful not to let the screen door slam behind her. 

The girls foraged over the leftovers, and as usual they settled in for a morning of cleaning up and starting their schoolwork.  Emma’s job was to coach Lilly in her studies while making sure Maren stayed on track.  That particular morning, Emma opted for managing virtually from the barn.  She carried her grandpa’s radio with her. 

She eagerly climbed the ladder in their barn and jumped onto the hay bales that were covered in afghan blankets and fairy lights.  Her father would not let her turn them on out of fear of her burning down the barn, but she loved them just the same. She relaxed and put in her earbuds.  A  tune bursting with country twang and bang met her eardrums with delight.  The guitars, drums, and cowbells were reminiscent of the farm and gave her hope.  

Emma was old enough to have a boyfriend, and there was an Irish boy a few farms down that she went to dances with, Corbin.  He loved country music just like she did, only Corbin was the type of guy who had an ambition no one could sequester.  Emma loved the way his eyes glowed when he hit the high notes, and the way his long red beard grazed the microphone as he sang along to Czech-polka music he knew nothing about.  This added an air of eclecticism to his genre of country.  Minutes turned to hours as Emma fell asleep listening to Lorretta Faye, Paige Warner, and Claw Parton. Soon, Maren ran out to the barn. It was as if Maren had a detection device that could sense precisely the moment that Emma was content. 

“Emma!  Lilly really needs you to help her with her math.  I don’t have time!” Maren yelled up at the loft.  Feet dangling down, Emma replied:

“Alright!  I am coming!”  

Standing up and stretching her legs from the saddle that was sitting in the loft, Emma clambered down the ladder almost clumsily. The two sisters walked back to the house together, not exactly hand in hand.  They discussed strategies on getting Lilly to resituate herself for her studies and then they walked in as a united force of nature. 

Later, the afternoon sun cast long shadows across the Musgate farm, its golden rays bathing the fields in a warm, inviting glow. Corbin strode up the dusty path leading to the farmhouse, his red hair tousled and glinting like copper in the sunlight. His shirt, streaked with dirt from a day's hard labor in the fields, clung to his broad shoulders. In his hand, he clutched a small box filled with little chocolate roses, a sweet treat he knew the Musgate girls would appreciate.

Corbin didn’t have any sisters of his own, and he loved Emma wholeheartedly.  Her sisters were cute and a bit menacing, but nothing a bit of care couldn’t manage.  As Corbin approached the porch, he could hear the lively chatter of the Musgate sisters. Emma, the eldest, was seated on the porch swing, her long brown hair tied back in a neat braid. He knew the two older girls loved country music, and he envisioned them singing something beautiful.  Then there was Lilly, chasing a butterfly- her laughter ringing through the air like a sweet melody.

Corbin cleared his throat, and all three girls looked up. Emma's eyes sparkled with surprise and something else—a shyness that made her cheeks flush a delicate pink. Maren's face lit up with a bright smile, and Lilly ran over, her curiosity piqued.

"Afternoon, ladies," Corbin said, his voice warm and rich. He held out the box of chocolate roses. "I brought you a little something."

Emma stood up, smoothing her dress nervously. "Well, thank you, Corbin. That's very kind of you." She reached out to take the box, their fingers brushing briefly. The touch sent a jolt of excitement through both of them, and they exchanged shy smiles.

"How's the field work going?" Maren asked, her eyes wide with interest.

Corbin shrugged, glancing down at his dirt-streaked clothes. "It's hard work, but satisfying. Keeps me busy." Corbin was the new kid on the block.  His parents were rich and dabbled in farming the way some dabble in painting or poetry. Lilly giggled, her eyes darting from Corbin to her sisters. He sounded just like their father, only not as disciplined.  "Are you going to the County Fair, Corbin? We’re all excited about it!"

Corbin nodded, leaning casually against the porch railing. "I wouldn’t miss it. Are you girls planning to bring any livestock this year?" Emma took a deep breath, trying to steady her nerves. "We are. Maren's bringing her prize-winning sheep, Sunrise, and Lilly's entering her chickens in the poultry competition. They are plucking amaze-balls."

"And what about you, Emma?" Corbin asked, his eyes twinkling. "What are you bringing to the Fair?"

Emma blushed, looking down at her hands. "I’m bringing our best dairy cow. She's won a few ribbons before, and I’m hoping she'll do well again this year." Emma hated showing the cows, but she knew this was the last stop before graduation.  

“What about you, Corbin? What are you bringing?" She adoringly asked.

"I’m bringing my horse, Storm. He’s strong and fast—hoping he'll do well in the races," Corbin said proudly.

Maren’s eyes lit up with excitement. "Oh, I love watching the races! Do you think Storm has a good chance of winning?" Emma nudged her, a bit more than playfully. 

Corbin looked thoughtful for a moment. "I reckon he does. He’s been training hard, just like me."

Lilly giggled again, her youthful energy infectious. "It sounds like it's going to be a great Fair! I can’t wait to see Storm race!" Corbin laughed, his eyes crinkling at the corners. "I’m looking forward to it, too. You will be the star of the show, Lilly.”  Corbin said encouragingly. 

Emma and Corbin exchanged another shy smile, their connection growing stronger with each passing moment. Maren, glowing with interest, asked Corbin more about his horse, and Lilly, unable to contain her excitement, peppered him with questions about the Fair.

As the sun dipped lower in the sky, the Musgate girls and Corbin continued their lively conversation. The air was filled with laughter and light-hearted banter, the perfect prelude to the excitement of the County Fair. And as Corbin finally took his leave, promising to see them soon, Emma couldn’t help but feel a flutter of anticipation in her heart, knowing that the Fair would bring more than just ribbons and prizes—it might bring the promise of something new and wonderful.

“He is cute!”  Maren exclaimed as they ran inside after their hunky neighbor sauntered off.

“You are way too young for him.”  Emma insisted as she began dinner.  She could see Corbin’s competitive nature from a mile away. She could sense he was going to try and dominate them all, and she was not going to allow that to happen, no sir. 

“He’s YOUR boyfriend, Emma. You should invite him to your graduation.” Maren implored.  

Emma looked down at the lasagna she was constructing, and then back up at Maren.  “You know what, Maren?  I haven’t thought at all about what I want to do for my birthday this weekend.”  Emma smiled weakly. 

“Maybe you are just meant to stay right here.”  Maren assured her.  Irritated by Maren’s lack of creativity, Emma ignored her the rest of meal prep.

The Musgate kitchen was warm and inviting, filled with the savory aroma of lasagna baking in the oven. The large wooden table, polished to a soft gleam from years of use, was set with mismatched plates and sturdy, Wanda Jane utensils. Emma, Maren, and Lilly bustled around, setting out the last of the dishes as the lasagna cooled on the counter, its cheesy, golden crust beckoning.

The door creaked open, and Earl Musgate, tall and rugged with a perpetual tan from working the fields, stepped inside, followed closely by Grandpa Musgate. Grandpa Musgate, though older and slower, had a twinkle in his eye and a wit that kept everyone on their toes. His hands, gnarled and calloused, were a promise to a better future. 

"Evening, girls," Earl greeted, his voice a deep rumble. He hung his hat on the peg by the door and washed his hands at the sink. Grandpa Musgate did the same, his movements deliberate but steady.

"Evening, dad, Grandpa," Emma replied, smiling warmly. "Dinner's ready."

The men took their seats at the table, their eyes lighting up at the sight of the lasagna. Earl took a deep breath, savoring the scent. "Smells delicious, Emma."

Maren brought over a large bowl of fresh salad, and Lilly placed a basket of warm, crusty bread on the table. They all settled into their seats, and Emma served generous portions of lasagna to everyone. Earl and Grandpa Musgate dug in with gusto, their appetites always a source of amazement for the girls. The conversation naturally drifted to the upcoming County Fair.

"I can’t wait to show my sheep," Maren said, her sweet face lighting up with enthusiasm. "I think Sunrise has a real chance of winning this year."

Lilly, ever the chatterbox, piped up. "And my chickens are going to do great too! I’ve been taking extra good care of them." Earl nodded approvingly. "You girls have worked hard. I’m proud of you both. And Emma, how’s the preparation with the cow going?"

Emma looked up from her plate, a smile tugging at her lips. "She’s doing well.  I think she’s in the best shape she’s ever been.  I took the heart-shaped hair pattern on her chest and gelled it."

Grandpa Musgate, always one for a good story, launched into a tale about the County Fair from years past. "Well now, girls," he began, his voice rich with nostalgia, "let me tell you about the time I was just a young lad at the fair myself. It was the summer of '42, and I was about your age, Maren."

Maren's eyes widened with curiosity, and she leaned in closer, eager to hear the tale. The other girls did the same, captivated by their grandfather's storytelling.

"Back then, the fair was the biggest event of the year. Everyone in town looked forward to it for months. My best friend Jimmy and I decided we were going to enter the pie-eating contest. Now, Jimmy was always a bit of a show-off, and he bet me that he could eat more pies than anyone else in the county."

Grandpa Musgate chuckled, his laughter a deep, hearty sound that filled the kitchen. "We got to the fair, and sure enough, there was a big crowd gathered around the contest tent. The tables were loaded with pies of all kinds—apple, cherry, blueberry, you name it. Jimmy and I took our places, and the contest began."

Earl, shaking his head with a smile, added, "I remember hearing about that contest. You two were quite the sight."

Grandpa Musgate nodded, grinning. "Oh, we were. Jimmy was shoveling pies into his mouth like there was no tomorrow. I was doing my best to keep up, but it wasn't long before I started feeling a bit queasy. And that’s when things started to go down- downhill that is."

He paused for dramatic effect, and the girls leaned in even closer, their eyes wide with anticipation.

"Jimmy had just started on his seventh pie when he suddenly stopped, his face turning a peculiar shade of green. Before anyone knew what was happening, he jumped up from the table and made a mad dash for the nearest trash can. But in his revelry, he tripped over a loose board and went sprawling headfirst into a mud puddle full of horse dung.”

The girls burst into laughter, and Grandpa Musgate chuckled along with them. "Oh, it was a sight to see, I tell you. There he was, covered in mud and bits of pie, looking like a human pooper scooper.”

"A couple of the older boys helped Jimmy up and got him cleaned off. The contest was over, and needless to say, neither of us won. But the story of Jimmy and the pie-eating contest became legendary in our town. Folks still talk about it to this day." Grandpa looked over at Earl with fatherly pride, as a big smile crossed his regal features. 

Lilly giggled, her eyes twinkling with delight. "Did Jimmy ever enter another contest?"

Grandpa Musgate shook his head, smiling. "Oh yeah, he was the biggest mouth in all the land, that one!”

Maren, still giggling, chimed in, "Did you enter any other contests, Grandpa?"

Grandpa Musgate nodded thoughtfully. "You know, I really wasn’t cut out for it, but you could be.” 

Earl chuckled, shaking his head. "I remember that Fair. It’s amazing how much fun we used to have."

Grandpa Musgate's face softened with fond memories. "It sure was. Those were good times, and it’s nice to see you girls carrying on the tradition. The County Fair is something special, and it's about more than just winning ribbons. It's about community and creating memories."

Emma, Maren, and Lilly exchanged smiles, feeling the warmth of their grandfather's words. The County Fair was indeed a cherished part of their lives, filled with laughter, friendly competition, and unforgettable moments. The group became solemn as they watched Grandpa Musgate’s gray head bow down reverently to pray over them.  

As they quietly finished their dinner, the conversation shifted to Emma's upcoming birthday. Lilly, unable to contain her excitement, blurted out, "Emma, do you think Corbin will come to your birthday party?"

Earl raised an eyebrow, giving Emma an inquisitive look. "Corbin, huh? What's this about him and your birthday?"

Emma’s cheeks turned a bright shade of pink, and she looked down at her plate, suddenly shy. "Oh, it's nothing. We’re just friends." Earl looked at her with a slight sadness in his eye.

Grandpa Musgate, sensing Emma's discomfort, steered the conversation in a different direction. "So, what kind of cake are we having for your birthday, Emma? I remember when you were little, you loved chocolate cake with sprinkles."

Emma, grateful for the change in topic, smiled. "I still do, Grandpa. I think I’ll bake one myself this year. I might even add a cream-filled center."

“Smart girl, that one.”  Grandpa looked admiringly at Emma.

Lilly grinned. "Can I help? I want to decorate it with lots of sprinkles!"

"Of course, Lilly," Emma replied, her smile widening. "We’ll make it a family project." Emma smiled again, stood up, and cleared her setting.

As dinner came to an end, the girls began clearing the table, working together seamlessly. Emma washed the dishes, Maren dried, and Lilly put them away, their movements a well-practiced routine. Earl and Grandpa Musgate retired to the living room, their laughter echoing back into the kitchen as they settled in to relax.

The kitchen was soon tidy again, and the girls joined their father and grandfather in the living room, the warm glow of the evening light filling the room. As everyone relaxed, Earl announced, "I'll go get cleaned up first. Been a long day in the fields." He rose from his seat and headed towards the bathroom. Flashbacks haunted his nights and loneliness gnawed at him.  He hurried to the shower, chasing off the memories with a smile. 

The girls, now seated on the floor, had pulled out their crocheting supplies. Emma was working on a delicate lace doily, Maren was making a bright, colorful scarf, and Lilly, though still learning, was proudly creating a simple yet charming pot holder. Their fingers moved deftly, the rhythmic motions a soothing backdrop to their conversation.

After a few moments, Earl returned, looking refreshed. "Your turn, Pa," he said to Grandpa Musgate, who groaned playfully as he heaved himself out of the rocking chair and made his way to the bathroom.

With Grandpa Musgate in the shower, the conversation drifted to more serious topics. Earl, a retired General, began recounting his experiences from his time in Afghanistan. The girls listened intently, their crocheting slowing as they became absorbed in his stories.

"Afghanistan was a place of vivid contrasts," Earl began, his voice taking on a reflective tone. "Beautiful landscapes but also harsh and unforgiving. I remember one mission where we were in the mountains, and the weather turned on us. We were caught in a snowstorm, and my right hand man was vigilant and esteemed.  He guided us through with no difficulties.  Only later did I learn that he had a stroke when we got back to the barracks.”

Maren looked up, her blue eyes wide with concern. "That sounds terrifying, dad."

"It was," Earl admitted, "but we had a strong team. We looked out for each other, and that made all the difference. The local people, despite the turmoil, were resilient and kind. I learned a lot from them about endurance and hope."

As Earl smiled at them warmly,  their curiosity mingled with admiration for their father's bravery and wisdom. Eventually, Grandpa Musgate returned, clean and refreshed. "Alright, who's next?" he asked with a grin.

"I'll go," said Maren, setting aside her crocheting, hiding her jubilation for not having to listen to her father’s war stories. She disappeared into the bathroom, leaving the living room filled with the quiet sounds of the fire.  The older Musgates began discussing Maren.  She was more artistic than the rest of the family, and they were not sure how best to discipline her.  

Earl leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, and sighed. "Maren's got big dreams, that’s for sure. Wants to be a famous singer. But she’s also got a lot of energy and a stubborn streak a mile wide."

Grandpa Musgate nodded, his expression thoughtful. "Reminds me a lot of her mother at that age. Full of fire and determination. It's a good thing, but it needs guidance."

Emma, who had been quietly listening, chimed in. "She’s really talented, dad. She’s got a voice that can make you stop in your tracks. But she needs to focus on her schoolwork, too. It’s a tough balance."

Earl rubbed his chin, considering his daughter’s words. "You're right, Emma. She’s got potential, but she needs to understand that it’s not just about talent. Hard work, discipline, and education are just as important. We need to help her see that."

Grandpa Musgate leaned back in his chair, a glimmer of wisdom in his eyes. "Maren’s passion for singing can be her strength, but it can also be a distraction if not channeled properly. We need to support her dreams while making sure she stays grounded. Maybe we can find a mentor or a music teacher who can guide her and give her the professional perspective she needs."

Emma nodded eagerly. "That’s a great idea, Grandpa. Someone who’s been in the industry can give her real advice and help her understand the hard work it takes."

Earl smiled, feeling a sense of relief at the direction the conversation was taking. "We also need to set some ground rules. If she wants to pursue singing seriously, she has to keep up with her schoolwork and help out around the farm. Responsibility is key."

Grandpa Musgate added, "And we should encourage her to perform locally—church events, school functions, County Fairs. It'll give her experience and help build her confidence."

Emma's eyes sparkled with excitement. "’I’m not sure she will need all of that. I can help her with that! I’ll talk to my friends and see if we can get her some small gigs. And I’ll make sure she practices regularly. It can be our sister project."

Earl and Grandpa Musgate exchanged a glance, both feeling grateful for Emma's enthusiasm and support. "That sounds perfect, Emma," Earl said. "With your help, I think we can keep Maren on the right track."

Grandpa Musgate chuckled softly. "And remember, it’s not just about managing her dreams. It’s also about nurturing her spirit. She needs to know we believe in her and are proud of her, no matter what."

Emma smiled warmly. "She knows, Grandpa. We just have to keep showing her."

The conversation continued, filled with plans and strategies to help Maren navigate her teenage years and chase her dreams. They discussed finding a balance between her singing ambitions and her responsibilities, making sure she understood the importance of education and hard work.

Suddenly, the radio in the corner crackled to life, and a familiar tune began to play. It was Neil Bankman's latest hit, a soulful country song that had captured Emma's heart: "Sing once again with me our strange duet. My power over yours grows stronger yet." As the handsome country singer's voice filled the room, Emma's eyes lit up, and a dreamy smile spread across her face. Maren came back in, suspicious as to what had transpired in her absence.  She took a seat next to her sisters.

Lilly noticed Emma’s reaction to Neil Bankman and nudged Maren. "Look at Emma," Lilly whispered with a giggle. "She's forgotten all about Corbin."

Emma, lost in the music, barely noticed her sisters' teasing. Neil Bankman's rich voice seemed to wrap around her, pulling her into a world where she was the star of one of his heartfelt ballads. For those few minutes, her thoughts of Corbin faded away, replaced by the allure of the handsome singer and his romantic lyrics.

Grandpa Musgate chuckled, his eyes alight with amusement. "I remember when I was young and had a crush on a singer. Makes you forget everything else for a while."

Earl, noticing his daughter's infatuation, smiled knowingly. "Neil Bankman, huh? He's got a good voice. But remember, Emma, it's the real people in your life that matter most."

Emma blushed, snapping out of her reverie. "I know, dad.  But a girl can dream, can't she?"

Earl sat back in his seat and shook his head. The room filled with laughter, the warmth of family and the simple pleasures of life creating a perfect end to the evening. As the last strains of Neil Bankman's song faded, Grandpa sent them off to bed.

“Get going, dears.  Tomorrow is going to be a great day!”  They all smiled together as they parted ways.

The sun had yet to rise when Emma stirred from her sleep, the faint chirping of birds the only sound breaking the stillness of dawn. She slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Maren and Lilly, and dressed quietly. The wooden floors creaked under her as she made her way downstairs to the kitchen. The smell of coffee and the soft mechanical gyration of the old refrigerator greeted her.

Smiling to herself as she knew her mother must be doing from Heaven right now, Emma grabbed a piece of toast, daydreaming the entire time about meeting Neil Bankman in person.  Word on the rodeo circuit was that he would be performing at the County Fair this year.  Envisioning his illustrious black hair dripping with sweat and gatorade as he finished his latest crooning session, she finished making her cinnamon toast and ate it as she slammed the screen door.  She enjoyed the fresh scenery and cleared her senses as she went out to the field.  The air was cool and crisp, a gentle reminder of the day's work ahead. She started with the chickens, scattering feed and collecting eggs with practiced ease. 

Next, she moved to the barn, where the cows waited to be milked. The rhythmic motion of milking was almost meditative, a task she had performed countless times but never found tedious. Their udders were depleted when she made her way out to the cornfield where the husking began. There, she slowly and efficiently peeled the shaft, tendrils and all.  

So much had been accomplished by the time the sun met the horizon, that Emma was thoroughly convinced nothing else of any importance would occur that day.  She knelt to inspect the soil, feeling its dampness between her fingers. Satisfied, she stood up, and she stretched her muscles while taking time to pray. She stood gazing out at the endless rows of sunflowers. They seemed to reach for eternity, their bulbs turning towards the sun automatically. 

As the morning progressed, Maren, almost lazily in comparison to Emma, made breakfast for herself and Lilly before joining Emma in the fields.  Her presence was magnificent, and all of the creatures of the earth glady sang her praises.  Emma laughed as she watched Maren perform her duties with theatrical enthusiasm.  

The two sisters worked side by side, their laughter mingling with the rustling of the corn stalks. They sang together, their voices harmonizing beautifully as they moved through the rows.

"I had the strangest dream last night," Maren said, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

"Really? What was it about?" Emma asked, curiosity piqued.

"We were on stage with Neil Bankman, singing a duet. The crowd was going wild!" Maren laughed, the sound like a bell in the quiet morning.

Emma smiled, imagining the scene. "Maybe one day," Maren said, her voice tinged with hope.

“Oh, Maren.  You can do better than that!” Emma mused. Finally, Emma’s wonderment was erased when Lilly appeared from the shadows of the morning sun. 

Lilly, always the last to rise, eventually joined her sisters, her wild curls bouncing as she ran through the fields. She twirled and danced among the sunflowers, her laughter infectious. "Look at them, Emma! They're dancing with me!" Lilly exclaimed, her imagination painting a magical picture.

Emma watched her younger sister, a smile spreading across her face. The day passed in a blur of activity, the chores never-ending but fulfilling. Corbin didn’t stop by, but the girls happily went to the barn where they got the show animals ready.

The sun was just beginning to rise over the rolling hills of the Kansas countryside, casting a warm, golden light across the family farm. In the big red barn, the girls were busy getting the animals ready for “CF” as they lovingly referred to the County Fair.  The air was filled with the sounds of animals stirring, the rustling of hay, and the girls' cheerful chatter.

Lilly, the youngest of the group, was having the time of her life. At eight years old, she loved nothing more than getting her hands
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