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  Chapter One

Timber Coulee, Idaho. October 1920


The blaring trumpet that jolted me from sleep at one thirty-seven a.m. was not part of my usual routine. I bolted upright, heart hammering against my ribs, as syncopated rhythms and wailing saxophones assaulted me from downstairs. 
Had I fallen asleep in a speakeasy? Not that Timber Coulee had any speakeasies—none that I knew of, anyway, though I suspected something sketchy might be going on behind the cheerful striped awnings of the ice cream parlor. Despite the store's earnest advertisements, some of the men I'd seen lurking around there didn't strike me as the type to get excited about cherry phosphates.
Bewildered, I fumbled in the dark for my robe, stumbled downstairs, and found Molly in the brightly lit kitchen, still in her Nile-green party dress, conducting an invisible orchestra with a butter knife. In the parlor, Moxie, the orange tabby, perched above the secondhand gramophone, batting at it with a delicate paw.
I marched to the infernal machine and twisted the volume down to a civilized level. A grinning reptile on the record label mocked my displeasure.
"Oh! I didn't hear you come down," Molly said when I returned to the kitchen. 
"I should think not." I reached for the steaming teakettle. "Honestly. The Midnight Serpents? You realize their name doesn't dictate the hour you must listen to them?"
She buttered what appeared to be her third piece of toast, judging from the crusts on her plate. At twenty-two, my niece could eat like a farmhand while maintaining a Gloria Swanson figure—a talent I'd lost around my thirtieth birthday. 
"Sorry. I didn't realize it was that loud." She plunged her knife into the jam jar.
I poured myself a cup of tea, grateful for the warmth. Then I joined her at the table. Moxie jumped onto my lap, happy for the unexpected company. "Did you have fun at Myrtle's birthday party?"
"And how! It was the bee's knees. Myrt has a swell collection of jazz records, and we really cut a rug. And guess what everyone's talking about? The concert this weekend! Think of it. The Midnight Serpents right here in Timber Coulee. Can you imagine anything more ripping?"
I could indeed, but didn't say so. "It's been a while since a good traveling show came to town. Not since before the war."
Her expression radiated pity for my lack of rippingness. "The Midnight Serpents are innovative artists," she said with exaggerated patience. Then she set her toast on a plate. "We simply must invite them to dinner when they arrive. Please say yes."
I nearly choked on my tea. "The entire band? This cottage is hardly suitable—"
"That's exactly why we should! They're probably tired of restaurant food. A home-cooked meal would be such a kindness."
"Sweetie, we don't even know these men. It would hardly be proper to—"
"But I do know one of them! Norman Walsh—the saxophonist. We were at the conservatory together." Her eyes shone. "He's the berries! So talented and such a gentleman."
This was news to me. "You never mentioned knowing anyone in the band."
"I only just realized from the posters." She grew wistful. "He probably thinks I'm terribly provincial, giving up my education to work in a small-town music shop. If he's thought of me at all."
"Your choices have been perfectly sensible."
"Norm's living the artistic life I abandoned. All the more reason to show him small-town life has its rewards! A home-cooked dinner, good conversation, friendly hospitality."
I looked around our modest kitchen. "These musicians are probably accustomed to fine hotels—"
"That's why they'd appreciate something authentic. Think how copacetic it would be for them to experience the Real McCoy."
Copacetic, indeed. Her enthusiasm was infectious, but I clung to practicality. "How many band members?"
"Five, I think."
"Five! We'd have to use the parlor and kitchen, and even then, we could scarcely seat nine people—you, me, James, Clarence, and five musicians." We could hardly leave our gentlemen friends out in the cold.
"We could borrow chairs from the church. Oh, and I could make Grandma Parrish's roast! Musicians appreciate good grub like anyone else."
"Are you certain Norman would remember you fondly enough to accept?"
"Of course! We were quite good friends." Her cheeks pinked. "Not romantically—just fellow students who shared a love of music. But he respected my abilities."
My niece's excitement seemed in danger of overshadowing even her upcoming wedding preparations. "This means a great deal to you, doesn't it?"
"It's a chance to show Norman that leaving the conservatory doesn't mean I've given up on music. I could tell him I teach violin, in addition to working at Mountain Melodies."
Something in my chest fluttered at her obvious admiration for this man, and concern for what he thought, but I dismissed it as natural nostalgia. After all, she was happily engaged to Clarence Butterworth. The wedding was set for early December, less than two months away.
Curiosity about this Norman fellow won over my objections. "I suppose we could extend the invitation. Though don't be disappointed if they decline."
"They'll accept," Molly said with absolute confidence. "Artists appreciate homespun hospitality."
I stifled a yawn, pushed Moxie from my lap, and set my teacup in the sink. "Much as I love these late-night talks, sweetie, we both have work tomorrow."
"I'm too excited to sleep. This will be such fun!"
I smiled at her enthusiasm, even if I didn't quite share it. Something about her eagerness troubled me in a way I couldn't quite define.






  
  Chapter Two


Afew hours later, the morning sun peeked through the kitchen windows as I cracked eggs into the skillet. Moxie lapped water from his dish on the floor. Molly sat at the table in her blue bathrobe. 
I slid scrambled eggs onto her plate. "After dancing until all hours, you need proper nourishment."
"I had trouble sleeping." She stabbed at the fluffy yellow curds with her fork. "I've been thinking about jazz. I think it's good for Timber Coulee to be shaken up a little by an avant-garde art form."
"Is that what we're calling it?"
Before she could retort, three sharp raps echoed from the front door. We exchanged glances. Nobody called this early unless something was wrong.
"I'll get it." I wiped my hands and hurried through the parlor.
My older sister, Kathleen, stood on the porch in her navy wool traveling coat, gripping a worn carpetbag in one hand and a leather valise in the other. Her sun-bronzed skin and silver-streaked brown hair looked severe beneath a black hat.
Confusion jolted my core. "Kathleen! What are you doing here? What's happened? Is Homer—"
"Homer's fine, though he near pitched a fit when I told him I was coming early." She swept past me into the parlor and set down her valise with a decided thunk. Moxie sauntered over and sniffed it while Kathleen tugged off her gloves, her hands showing the evidence of years of farm work—capable, callused, strong.
I kissed her cheek, cool from the autumn chill. "We weren't expecting you until Thanksgiving."
"Plans change." She removed her hat and coat and hung them on the coat rack.
"Mother?" Molly appeared in the kitchen doorway, still clutching her fork. Her brown curls had escaped their pins, creating a halo around her face. "Is Dad with you?"
Kathleen's sturdy arms wrapped her daughter in a hug. "No, he's home attending to the farm. He'll come along later. But I couldn't wait another minute."
"Wait for what?"
"My dear, you're so thin! Doesn't Amanda feed you?" Before I could protest, Kathleen gripped Molly's shoulders and stepped back. "Good heavens, child. Past seven and you're still in your nightclothes? A wife rises before her husband to ensure his day begins properly." She marched to the kitchen, with Molly and me trailing in her wake like chastened schoolchildren.
Trying to reassert some control in my own home, I pulled out a chair. "Sit. Would you care for eggs?"
"No, thank you. Ate on the train."
She examined the cluttered counter—eggshells, abandoned butter knife, coffee grounds. Her lips pursed tighter with each discovery.
"This confirms my worst fears. I see I haven't arrived a moment too soon."
"Too soon for what?" I asked. 
"That girl needs proper instruction before taking a husband." She pointed at Molly. "A woman who can't manage a household has no business getting married. From what I've read between the lines in her letters, she couldn't boil water without burning it."
As Molly stood open-mouthed, I rushed to defend her. "It's not as bad as all that." True, my niece had heretofore shown little interest in the domestic arts. But she did like to cook on occasion, and could follow a recipe. "In fact, she's gotten quite good at Mama's pot roast."
Kathleen waved aside my spirited defense. "Not your fault, Amanda."
I hadn't said that it was. 
She barreled on. "A lifelong spinster couldn't be expected to teach a girl the finer points of running a home. No doubt you spend more time down at that little shop of yours than you do here in the kitchen."
A sharp response formed in my throat, but I swallowed it down. Her statement wasn't inaccurate.
"You've been living like a pampered guest, Miss Molly Mulroney. I'm here to provide proper domestic training. We'll start with cleaning and laundry, move to cooking, then household management." Kathleen rolled up her sleeves as if intending to launch the first lesson at that very moment.
"But I have to go to work," Molly protested.
The clock on the wall agreed. "She's right. We have a busy day."
"The home is your work now." Kathleen's eyes locked on Molly's. "Clarence Butterworth deserves a wife who won't disgrace his name."
Molly's jaw jutted forward—a sure signal of rising temper. 
I touched her shoulder. "Run upstairs and get dressed, sweetie. We'd best be on our way. Callan mentioned instruments from the marching band that need repair before Saturday's football game."
When she'd bolted upstairs, I faced my sister. "Happy as we are to see you, I wish you'd given advance notice."
Kathleen gave a dismissive wave. "Family doesn't wait for an invitation. Besides, a well-run home is always fit for company."
"How much time are we talking about for these, er, lessons?" My voice came out meeker than intended.
"However long it takes. Only seven weeks until the wedding."
Seven weeks. A sense of panic seasoned with guilt rose in my chest. Guilt won. Her words about family not needing an invitation nagged at me. You do for family, our mother always said. This was my sister, after all.
I hoisted her valise. "You'll have to bunk with me. Molly's room is too small." I led the way, cringing at my unmade bed, and shoved my clothing aside in the closet.
"You can hang things here. I'll clear a dresser drawer after work. I'm sure you'd like to rest after your journey."
But Kathleen had already pulled out an apron. "I'm not a bit tired, and I aim to make myself useful."
"We'll be home shortly after six." I paused at the doorway. "I hate to leave you alone after you've just arrived."
"Don't worry about me," she said. "I'll have plenty to keep me busy."
Sure, she did. That's what made me nervous.






  
  Chapter Three


The crisp autumn air nipped at our cheeks as Molly and I stepped onto Elm Street, our breath forming small clouds in the morning chill. I pulled my wool jacket tighter, grateful for the warm gloves she'd knitted me the previous Christmas. See? I thought to Kathleen. The girl's not completely undomesticated.
Moxie strolled ahead, ready to put in a full day of sunbeam-lounging. Trudging beside me, Molly was uncharacteristically silent.
"Well, this is an unexpected turn of events," I said as cheerfully as I could.
"I won't let her spoil things."
"What things?"
"This weekend. The concert. The dinner with the Serpents. Everything."
In the confusion, I'd forgotten about Friday's potential guests. "We haven't asked them yet," I ventured with caution, not wanting to upset her further. "And they haven't accepted."
"Of course they'll come." She kicked at a pile of leaves. "It'll be the cat's meow to see Norman again. His life turned out so much more exciting than mine, stuck in boring old Timber Coulee."
I bit back a retort. Molly was far from stuck—she'd chosen to be here. "You ought to telephone Clarence and invite him to supper tonight. He and your mother should get reacquainted before the wedding."
Molly's lack of response spoke volumes. Or maybe it didn't.
Either way, I didn't like it.
As we turned onto Main Street, Callan MacTavish stood beneath Mountain Melodies' awning, hunched over a wooden crate. The telltale tremor in his hands reminded me of the war that never quite left him.
"Good morning, Callan."
He smiled, relief flashing in his eyes. "'Mornin'. I've got these horns from the school. Young Dooley dented his trumpet somethin' fierce, and there's a French horn that sounds like a dyin' moose." His brogue had strengthened during his years serving in the war on behalf of his native Scotland. 
"Here, let me get the door." I fished in my handbag for my keys. 
"Much obliged." He shifted the crate in his arms. "Cannae manage both the crate and the lock, I fear."
The familiar scent of wood polish and brass cleaner greeted us—the music shop that had been mine for over a decade.
Moxie dashed in first, then Callan stepped through with the crate, followed by me, then by Molly, who let the door slam. The sharp crack made Callan jump so violently he nearly dropped the crate.
"Sorry!" Molly rushed to steady it. "I didn't mean to let it slam."
"No harm done," he said quickly, but his hands shook as he set the crate down. "Just caught me off guard, is all."
I hung up my coat and hat, put on my smock, and busied myself with the mail, giving him a moment to compose himself. These episodes were becoming more frequent—sudden noises sending him into states of nervous agitation.
I brought him up to speed on Kathleen's arrival.
"Quite the disruption, I ken," he sympathized. "But family's family."
"As we work," Molly interjected, "could we listen to those new Victrola records? There's some jazz that's simply the gnat's eyebrows—"
"Jazz," Callan muttered darkly. "More o' that din."
Molly's face fell. I intervened, ever the diplomat. "Music is a matter of personal taste."
Callan shook his head. "Ach, are ye deef?  'Tisn't proper music. Music should hae structure, harmony, beauty. No' this chaotic bangin' about."
"It's not chaotic!" Molly protested. "Jazz is, well, modern. It has its own patterns and rhythms—"
"Modern." He spat the word. "Everythin' has to be modern these days, eh? What was wrong wi' the way thin's were before the war?"
As the conversation veered toward dangerous territory, I placed a hand on his forearm. "The world does seem to be changing rapidly. But perhaps some changes aren't necessarily bad."
When Callan got worked up about modernization, it led to dark moods lasting days. Molly wisely stayed quiet the rest of the morning.
Toward midmorning, Rose MacTavish entered with five-year-old Emil. Her kind eyes gave her husband a quick, assessing glance.
"Good morning. I hope Callan hasn't been working you too hard."
After favoring Moxie with a pat on the head, Emil stood on tiptoe to peer over the counter. "Papa's fixing the horn. Can I help?"
Callan's demeanor softened. "Maybe later, lad."
"I came to walk you home for lunch," Rose said, though it was barely ten. "Emil's been asking for you all morning."
I recognized the gentle subterfuge. "Since things are quiet, why don't you take the afternoon off? Molly and I can handle the shop, and you could spend time with Emil."
"I dinna need coddlin'."
"Of course not," Rose soothed, "but Emil has been so looking forward to helping you. And I'm teaching a violin lesson this afternoon."
"Besides," I added, "you can return the favor by covering tomorrow when we leave early to host dinner guests." I avoided mentioning who those guests might be, not wanting to prod the serpent, as it were.
Rose caught my eye with that meaningful look between women who cared about the same troubled man—gratitude and a plea for continued patience.
The remainder of the day passed with exhausting tension. Molly telephoned Clarence, inviting him to dinner. I telephoned Kathleen.
"Of course he should come. I'm dying to meet my future son-in-law properly. We've only exchanged letters."
"I'm thinking we'll have the chops that are in the icebox."
"Don't worry about a thing. Supper will be ready when you get home."
Maybe having my take-charge sister around wouldn't be so bad, after all.


      [image: ]Standing in my kitchen at half-past five, watching Kathleen commandeer my stove with the confidence of someone who cooked for threshing crews, I heard Molly answering the doorbell.
"That will be Clarence," I said.
"Right on time. Shows respect." She glanced at me. "Is James coming?"
"He's on duty tonight."
"Have you two moved closer to settling down? Neither of you is getting younger."
"If I wanted advice on the subject, I'd—oh, never mind." I took the spoon from her hand. "Go say hello. I'll be right there."
"Mrs. Mulroney, thank you for having me." Clarence's voice carried from the parlor. "I brought these for you."
I emerged to see him presenting Kathleen with late-season roses, but his gaze returned to Molly. The look that passed between them—warm and steady—made my chest tighten with recognition. Was that what James and I looked like when no one was watching?
"Well, aren't these pretty." Kathleen accepted the bouquet with obvious pleasure. "Amanda, have you got something to put these in?"
I found a crystal vase and arranged the flowers on the table. Clarence navigated the parlor like a man making the right impression. He positioned himself near Molly, not quite touching, but close enough that the air between them seemed charged.
"Please, sit." Kathleen gestured to a chair. "Molly tells me you're working at the bank while teaching music?"
"I'm an assistant clerk at Timber Coulee Bank, ma'am. The music teaching is on the side—private lessons in trumpet and theory. The bank provides steady income, and teaching is more a passion. I hope to teach full time someday." He glanced at Molly, his expression soft. "Though I've learned that the real music in life comes from finding the right harmony with someone else. Everything else is just practice."
Molly's cheeks colored, and she looked down at her hands, a smile playing at her lips. Clearly I needn't have worried that Norman the Sophisticated Saxophonist might outshine Clarence in her eyes.
"Steady income—that's important." Kathleen studied him with the frankness of someone used to judging livestock. "You're a bit thin. Do you eat regular meals?"
"I sometimes forget when I'm busy at work, ma'am."
"Well, we'll fix that tonight. I've made pork chops with potatoes and carrots, and there's a chocolate icebox cake for after. You'll have seconds of everything, or I'll want to know why."
As we moved to the dining table, Clarence's hand found the small of Molly's back, guiding her to her chair. It was such a natural gesture, so quietly possessive and protective, that I wondered if he even realized he'd done it.
The conversation hit a lull as we started in on the meal Kathleen had prepared. For all her quirks, my sister was one talented cook. Molly would do well by learning from her—as would I.
"Everything's delicious, Mrs. Mulroney." Clarence valiantly kept pace with the hearty portions Kathleen dished out. "I haven't had a home-cooked meal like this in months." 
This in spite of the fact that he planted his sizeable feet under our table at least once a week. But, considering he had a future mother-in-law to impress, I let it pass.
"A man needs proper food. Molly, you're paying attention to how I've seasoned the chops, aren't you? This is the kind of thing you'll need to know."
"Yes, Mother." Molly's voice was neutral, but her hand moved toward Clarence. His fingers found hers immediately, as if drawn by instinct, and they held on.
The conversation flowed more easily as the meal progressed. Kathleen regaled Clarence with farm stories, making farm work sound both impossibly difficult and deeply satisfying.
"It's hard work, but honest work." Her fond gaze fell upon Molly. "I know our girl wasn't cut out for farm life, but I'm glad she learned the value of hard work. I'm relieved she's found a good man to marry. A woman needs that security, that partnership." She smiled at Clarence. "Her father and I are both looking forward to your wedding. Is the music all planned?"
Clarence's ears reddened, but when he looked at Molly, his expression held such open affection that even Kathleen's stern features softened for a moment.
"I just want whatever makes Molly happy, ma'am."
Molly, who'd been quieter than usual, sat up straighter at his words. She squeezed his hand once more before releasing it. 
"Since you've asked, Mother, I've been thinking about the music. I'd like to invite the Midnight Serpents to perform."
The silence was profound. Even the mantel clock seemed to pause.
"The... who?"
"The Midnight Serpents. They're a jazz ensemble. Very accomplished."
"Jazz?" Kathleen set down her fork with deliberate care. "You want jazz music at your wedding?"
"At the reception, yes."
"I hear they're quite good—" I ventured. Jazz might not have been my favorite musical style, but Molly was my favorite, and only, niece.
"I'm sure they're good at making noise." Kathleen's voice was firm but not harsh. "Molly, this is the most important day of your life so far. Why would you want that kind of racket?"
"It's not racket! It's beautiful music—exciting and alive—"
"It's the kind they play in speakeasies," Kathleen said bluntly. "In those illegal drinking establishments. I may live on a farm, but I know what jazz is associated with. What will people think?"
"I don't care what people think."
"Well, you should. Reputation matters. You're going to be a music teacher's wife. Clarence will have students—families who trust him."
Clarence shifted in his seat, conflicting emotions playing across his face. He seemed to be struggling for words.
 "Mrs. Mulroney," he began, with a swift side glance at Molly, "I have to admit, I'm not personally fond of jazz music myself."
The hurt that flashed across Molly's face was quickly masked, but not quickly enough. 
"However," he continued, his voice gaining strength, "what matters to me isn't the style of music. What matters is that Molly cares about it deeply." He fixed his earnest gaze on Kathleen. "Your daughter has exquisite taste in music. It's one of the things I admire most about her. And I've learned that when Molly believes in something this strongly, there's usually good reason for it."
Kathleen looked too startled to come up with a reply.
"I trust her judgment, ma'am," Clarence continued, "even when it takes me to unfamiliar territory. Isn't that what marriage is—two people learning to appreciate one another's worlds?"
Molly looked at him with gratitude in her eyes. She reached for his hand again.
"You really don't like jazz?" Her voice was small.
"I don't understand it," he admitted. "The rhythm feels strange to me. But I'd like to learn. If it matters to you, then it matters."
Kathleen's lips pressed into a thin line. "At least the boy's honest. That's worth something."
"You'll see for yourself," Molly said. "The whole band is coming here for dinner tomorrow night."
"We're going to invite them," I corrected. "It's not a certainty yet."
Molly turned to Clarence. "You'll come too, won't you?"
"Wherever you are, that's where I want to be." His thumb brushed across her knuckles.
Kathleen began clearing plates with decisive movements. "I still maintain that proper wedding music comes from an organ, not from whatever it is they play in gin joints. What was wrong with the pretty music you were learning at the conservatory? That was easier on the ears. Or even a folk band."
Molly threw down her napkin. "Oh, Mother, this isn't a barn dance where you can have a fiddler and a caller and someone with a harmonica."
Time to attempt diplomacy. "Perhaps we could compromise," I broke in. "Different kinds of music at different parts of the reception? Traditional for the ceremony and dinner, then something more lively for dancing?"
All three turned to look at me, as if I'd suggested we climb up on the roof to take our dessert and coffee.
"Amanda. This is a wedding reception." Kathleen oozed patient exasperation. "It should have dignity."
"But it might work," I continued. "Older guests would appreciate traditional music, younger ones something modern—"
"If the modern portion were very brief," Clarence offered.
"And properly supervised," Kathleen added. "No wild carrying on."
Molly looked from her mother to her fiancé. "So I could have the Serpents play, but only if you both dictate how and when?"
The question exposed the problem with my diplomatic solution.
Molly pushed back from the table. "I think I need some air."
She walked out to the porch, leaving us in uncomfortable silence. Through the window, I could see her slight figure under the porch light, arms wrapped around herself.
Kathleen reached for her coffee. "She's got her father's stubborn streak. Once she gets an idea, she won't let go easily."
"Perhaps she just needs time to think it through." Clarence stood. "I'll go talk to her. Thank you both for a wonderful meal."
As Kathleen and I washed dishes, we spoke little. I couldn't help thinking how easy everything had been before her arrival, and how trouble now seemed to be swirling like dust before a storm.
***
Later that night as we crawled into bed, Kathleen confided, "I don't mind telling you, Amanda. I was disappointed when Molly left the conservatory. Not because of the music—I never understood all that, to be honest. But she'd started something. A girl needs to learn to finish what she starts."
"She's twenty-two now. Much more settled."
"I can see that, and thank the Lord for it." Kathleen turned her rag-rolled head to face me. "Working in your shop has been good for her, I'll grant you that. But when she wrote to say she was engaged—well, that's when I knew she'd found her calling. Being a wife, raising a family, making a proper home—that's what matters." She paused. "I just hope she's prepared. All that time learning scales, but can she make decent bread? Manage a household budget? That's what I'm here to teach."
"She'll be a music teacher's wife, not a farmer's wife."
"A wife is a wife. Doesn't matter if her husband teaches music or farms corn. She'll still need to know how to cook and clean and mend and manage." She gave me a look that was part concern, part subtle criticism. "I mean no offense, but you've been on your own all these years. You've never had to care for a husband, run a household, raise children. I'm not sure you'd be the one to teach Molly what she needs to know."
The words stung, though she didn't mean them unkindly. She was simply stating what she saw as fact.
"Molly's been helping me run the shop very capably."
"I'm sure. You always had a good head for business. But that's different from keeping house. I've got six weeks before Homer arrives, seven weeks until the wedding, and I plan to use every bit getting Molly ready for married life. She'll thank me later."
Moxie jumped onto the bed and began kneading the covers. Kathleen raised an eyebrow. "If you ask me, cats belong in the barn, catching mice." But she didn't shoo him away.
I switched off the lamp. But it was quite a while before I fell asleep.






  
  Chapter Four


The next afternoon, the train whistle echoed through the valley like a siren's call, drawing half the town—mostly the younger half—to the depot platform. Some students must have cut class, eager to greet the Midnight Serpents arriving mere blocks from the high school. 
Molly, Clarence, and I stood near the station house, watching curious faces emerge from shops and homes. Kathleen had insisted on staying behind to prepare dinner. I was to telephone as soon as the band accepted our invitation.
"Ten people," I'd fretted that morning. "How will I seat ten people around our little table?"
Molly had waved away my concerns. "We'll make it a picnic! Everyone can eat off plates on their laps. Cozy and informal—it'll be copacetic."
"Your mother may have opinions about guests holding plates on laps," I'd warned.
"Mother will adapt. She always does."
Now, standing on the platform, my nerves still jangled. Beside me, Clarence shifted his trumpet case from one hand to the other with obvious discomfort.
"I don't understand why we need to witness this spectacle. Surely a simple introduction before the concert would suffice."
"Don't be such a stuffed shirt," Molly's teasing carried an anxious edge. "It's a momentous occasion!"
The train rounded the bend with huffing steam and squealing brakes. The collective intake of breath was palpable. As passenger car doors opened, several ordinary travelers stepped down—a businessman with a sample case, a young man carrying a book bag. 
Then the musicians began to emerge.
First came a tall, husky young man with sandy hair and kind eyes, carrying a black instrument case. He looked around with obvious curiosity. Beside me, Molly gasped.
"Norman? Norman Walsh?"
The young man's face broke into a delighted grin. "Molly Mulroney! Well, I'll be hanged! What are the odds?" He strode over, setting down his case to give Molly a warm, brotherly embrace. "Look at you—more beautiful than ever! Mountain air must agree with you."
"Norman, this is my aunt, Amanda Parrish. Aunt Amanda, this is Norman Walsh from the conservatory."
"Miss Parrish, such a pleasure." Norman's handshake was firm and sincere. "If I recall, Molly told me you own a music shop."
"Indeed—right here in Timber Coulee."
"Well, I'll be hanged," he repeated. "What are the odds?"
"And this is my fiancé, Clarence Butterworth."
Norman extended his hand warmly. "Congratulations, sir. You're getting quite a treasure in Molly—best sight-reader in our class and twice as musical as any of us."
Clarence responded with a noncommittal grunt and brief handshake, clearly on guard despite Norman's friendliness.
Three more musicians approached—a stocky, cheerful man with enormous brown eyes; a dark-skinned, lanky fellow with an instrument case slung over his shoulder; and a slight young man with wire-rimmed spectacles, clutching a worn satchel.
"Let me introduce my bandmates," Norman said. "Sal Benedetti, our drummer—best rhythm man this side of Chicago." The stocky man tipped his hat with a warm smile. "And this tall drink of water is Sweet Lou Lancaster, our trombone player."
"Ladies, gentlemen," Sweet Lou drawled pleasantly. "Pleasure to make your acquaintance."
"And our piano man, Frank Dobrowski—we call him 'Fingers.'" Norman gestured to the wiry young man, who gave a shy nod, his fingers unconsciously flexing as if practicing scales.
"Is there—would it be possible to visit the theater soon? I'd like to test the piano—"
"There'll be plenty of time, Frank. Now where's our fearless leader?" Norman looked back toward the train, irritation flashing across his features.
The crowd held its collective breath. Then Joey "Snake" Serpentine emerged from the first-class car with fluid grace, as if he'd waited for the perfect moment. He was devastatingly handsome in a way that spelled trouble for respectable young women—dark hair slicked back with pomade, piercing eyes that took in everything, and a smile promising secrets and adventures. His charcoal suit was expertly tailored, probably costing more than most folks in Timber Coulee made in six months.
Beside me, Molly's sharp intake of breath was audible, and Clarence's jaw tightened.
Joey surveyed the crowd, his smile widening. While other band members collected their luggage and gear, Joey simply stood on the platform like a king surveying his domain.
"Ladies and gentlemen of Timber Coulee!" His slightly nasal, working-class accent carried with practiced projection. "The Midnight Serpents have arrived, and we're real happy to be here in your beautiful town."
Judith Hensley, the middle-aged dress shop owner, giggled like a schoolgirl. My
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