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PROLOGUE


 


 


December 27, 1916


Hoboken, New Jersey


 


By the time the taxi arrived at Hoboken Pier, Amara Müller had never been so thankful for
a pair of simple woolen gloves. For without them, her fingernails would have
surely been bitten to the quick. 


Instead, she twisted her
ashen-brunette plait between her fingers and tried not to dwell over her
inevitable return to a war-torn homeland she barely recognized. Worse yet would
be watching her only brother and closest cousin then march away to fight for
the militant Deutsches Heer.


The two men currently occupied
either end of the taxi’s rear seat and she wedged between them, their troubled
expressions only contributing to her overall unease. Her brother, Peter Müller,
held his black derby between clenched fingers, his sandy-blond hair a
near-identical shade to their cousin, Siegfried Rohrbaugh’s rumpled locks.
Siegfried tapped one finger against his knee in time with the thump-thump of
the motorcar’s tires, and Amara could only wonder at his thoughts. There was a
time, back as children in Bayern, when she would have understood his emotions
with just a single look. Unfortunately, she hadn’t been quick enough to
decipher that those emotions would eventually leave them at the end of a broken
engagement and her with a dismantled heart.


The taxi eased to a stop behind a
line of identical black motorcars, several closed carriages, and wagons piled
high with steamer trunks ready for loading onto the waiting steamship. The
driver opened their door and stood back, one hand on the motorcar’s polished
handle while Peter exited, then turned back to offer her his hand. Accepting,
Amara stepped from the vehicle, overwhelmed by a gust of frost-bitten ocean
wind and the immediacy of a journey she never planned to take again in her
life.


Double steamship funnels drove up
into the bleak December sky, the vessel’s bow jutting out into space beyond the
reach of the pier. It reminded her of Höllenfeuer, the ship that brought
her to this very pier from Germany nearly five
years ago. Only sixteen then, she had known nothing about life or war or
hardship. She had believed she would join her brother in Iowa, marry Siegfried,
have a slew of babies, and be happy always. How naïve she was then; how often
she longed for the simplicity of those days again.


Especially now. Depending on the
way Europe’s great war ended, she very well may
never return to her American life. It was enough to make anyone catch their
breath, even without winter’s bitter sting.


“What’s taking you all across the
waters?” the driver asked. He returned to the sidewalk with Siegfried after
assisting him from the taxi on the opposite side. “Doesn’t seem safe with those
U-boats terrorizing all over the place.”


“Our grandfather’s ill,” Siegfried
said gruffly. Folding his arms, he squinted up at the steamship. “Let us hope
that rowboat gets us there before he’s too far gone.”


“Yes, let us hope,” Peter agreed,
although Amara remained silent. Their last remaining grandfather passed on
years before her birth, while both boys stood hardly more than toddlers. But
they couldn’t very well tell the driver they were traveling to Germany, a country whose
navy repeatedly sunk passenger ships containing American lives.


When the driver reached to unstrap
their luggage from the taxi, Peter was there first, one hand splayed against
the buckle. “Sir, I do apologize, but I’m rather cautious of my belongings
being handled by strangers. Would you be so kind as to wait in the vehicle?”


The driver’s eyebrows raised. “I’m
not about to steal your things. I handled everything just fine when we left the
hotel, didn’t I?”


“You did, sir. A fine job.”
Removing his billfold from his overcoat pocket, Peter slid the driver a one
dollar bill with a throaty chuckle. “Please indulge a young traveler’s
peculiarities.”


Amara could only stare. One whole
dollar? For the driver to do nothing? Had Peter completely lost his senses?


The driver’s expression seemed to
imply he thought so as well. But given the prospect of an easy dollar placed
before him, he wasn’t about to argue. With a brief nod, he pocketed the cash
and returned to the driver’s seat.


“Foolish,” Siegfried griped.
Tapping a cigarette from his usual pack of smokes, he tucked it between his
lips and reached for the lighter. “Utter foolishness, Peter. You’re wasting our
money.”


“What’s this, Zeke?” Peter asked,
using their cousin’s self-established “American” nickname. “We stop being
business partners and you don’t trust me anymore?”


“Of course not.” Siegfried cupped
his hand around the cigarette lighter’s flickering flame. “Although, I’ll trust
you a lot more once we make it there alive.”


“We’ll make it there just fine, as
long as we keep to the plan.”


The plan, as Peter had explained
it, involved traveling into port at Copenhagen, then exiting Denmark via Germany’s northern
border. Rumor had it that many of the Danes secretly sided with the German
cause, making it easy to pass any border patrols without suspicion.


Amara trusted her brother. Despite
her trepidation, she could only hope him to be right.


“Would you please head to the ship
and check on our boarding procedures?” Peter asked Siegfried. He tossed him a
couple coins. “Something for the docker. See if he can’t acquire us early
boarding.”


“Ja, I’ll see what I can
do.” With a nod, Siegfried palmed the coins and headed for the pier, waves of
smoke drifting behind him.


Peter waited until he was halfway
to the steamship before he placed a gentle grip to Amara’s forearm. “You’re not
coming,” he said firmly.


“What do you mean? Of course I
am.”


His expression grew serious, bushy
brows knit close together. “Your friend, Maggie Frye, still lives in St. Louis, no?”


“Yes, of course.” She and Maggie met
while cabinmates on the steamship, Höllenfeuer, and exchanged letters
between Missouri and Iowa for nearly five
years now. Unfortunately, the time had never been right for either of them to
visit in person.


Casting another glance towards
their cousin, now lost within the bustle of the crowded pier, Peter slid an
envelope from his inner pocket and handed it to her. “Here’s a one-way rail
fare to St. Louis. I already left
instructions with the station master to have your trunk transferred to the
correct line rather than the pier. You’ll switch trains in Chicago.”


“But why—”


“I want you to live with the Fryes
until this war is over. There’s a chance I may not return and you need someone
who can care for you. It isn’t safe where I’ll be.”


Perhaps it was being raised the
only son in a family of five daughters which caused him to constantly hover
over her safety. More likely it was her diminutive four-foot-ten-inch stature
and their seven year age difference which made him worry like an overprotective
father. Whatever the reason, for once she didn’t know whether to be angry or
grateful for his smothering nature. The pounding of her heart indicated some
emotion she couldn’t understand. She looked from the rail ticket in her hands
to the waiting steamship then back to her brother and said nothing.


“You need to trust me, Amara,”
Peter said. “Our people—the Germans—they won’t stop. They have their U-boats
and their impressive weapons and they won’t be satisfied until they’ve taken
everything. Even America won’t be spared.”


She took a step back, clutching
the rail ticket between trembling fingers. “Why are you saying these things?
You’re scaring me, Peter.”


His gloved palm scuffed his
jawline. “I am sorry for that, but you should be scared. We all should. I’m
heading to join a war and I don’t believe I’m even fighting for the right side.
Don’t you think I’m scared too?”


“Then don’t go. You’re a feed
merchant, not a soldier.” It had been the sale of Müller & Rohrbaugh’s
which purchased them all second class passage back to Germany. That store had
been Peter and Siegfried’s hard-fought struggle to make something of themselves
in America’s great melting
pot, and they succeeded, despite the odds. Now, all that remained of their
youthful dreams were memories.


“Amara, you know I have to.” She
didn’t need to ask him why again. It was all in the letter from Papa, received
only weeks ago. You have avoided your military duty long enough. You must
serve Germany for our family. Two sentences
were all it took for Peter to book passage on the first available steamship.
Family loyalty above all else.


“Sir?” called the taxi driver. His
door stood partially ajar, one foot down on the sidewalk. “Are you certain you
do not require assistance with your luggage? It is my job after all.”


“No, thank you. The lady, however,
will require a ride to the rail station momentarily.” Peter flipped him another
coin, then drew a fresh pack of cigarettes from his inner jacket pocket. Cigarettes?
Amara wondered. Her brother didn’t smoke. Never had. Why would he need them
now?


Then Peter tossed the pack to the
driver. “I thank you for your patience, sir,” he said. With a nod of
understanding, the driver tucked the cigarettes into his coat and again closed
the door.


Oh, she thought. That’s
why.


Peter turned back to her,
continuing their conversation as though he never left it, while Amara reeled
inwardly from a side of her brother she had never seen. “America will
enter the war, Amara,” he said gently. “You can bet on it. And when she does,
she won’t be on Germany’s side. The
States will pledge allegiance to the Allies and everyone opposite will be the
enemy. Including me. Including you.”


“Then why am I not coming with
you? If it isn’t safe here—”


“It is. If you keep your
head down. Show them you’re a tried-and-true, loyal to the last American. It
shouldn’t be too difficult; you already love it here.”


It was true; most days she loved
living here. Every Independence Day, she waved her flag alongside the parade
with everyone else. She laughed beside the ladies at their church socials and
celebrated Thanksgiving with a turkey supper in the town hall. The nation
certainly had its troubles, and her personal life may not always reflect her
once-hoped-for dreams, but America was by and large
a land she would miss. Until today, she always thought Peter felt the same.


“Didn’t you love it too?” she
asked. “At least a little? I know the past year hasn’t been ideal, but this
country practically raised you.” It had been ten
years since he made his way to this country as a determined eighteen-year-old
and five years since she joined him at only sixteen. In a way, America had raised them
both.


“I did,” Peter said quietly.
Turning away, he unhooked the straps holding their traveling cases to the rear
of the taxi. “I do. But you know it isn’t that simple anymore.” He kept his
gaze averted, intent on the strap’s buckles. “How does the name Amy Miller
sound? Close enough to the truth, yet far enough from it.”


She willed herself to fight back
raw emotions. Only Peter had ever called her Amy and even then, he hadn’t done
so in over a decade. Not since she was ten, watching her elder brother sail
away on his fantastic American adventure.


Peter hefted his traveling case
then Siegfried’s off the pile and set them on the sidewalk. He must have
finally noticed her pained expression because he gave her a gentle smile.
“Listen, I know how difficult this is, but the name will not matter much after
you marry, which you must do and soon. You need to wed another American
citizen, so when it comes to war here, no one will question your allegiance. No
one will lock you up or send you away.”


“Our situation can surely not be
so desperate,” she insisted, even as her heart knocked against her ribs with
Peter’s words. True, she had thought of little else except marriage those first
months in America and often
desired it since. She always hoped she would find it one day, although
frequently wondered if she would. Surely such a sacrament should not be rushed
into out of fear. “Besides,” she argued, “Maggie will never stand for that.
She’ll say she can protect me, that I don’t need an impromptu husband—”


“You can’t tell her the truth,” he
replied in alarm, fingers halfway through re-securing her traveling case to the
taxi. He yanked the strap tight like he might the girth on one of their
father’s horses. “She already knows where you come from, and that can’t be
helped, but you can choose the rest of your story. Say whatever you must so she
allows you to stay, anything at all except for where Zeke and I have actually
gone. Your life depends on it.”


Her life depended on this mission
he ordered her to undertake? As though she were the soldier instead. But it
wouldn’t be the first time she stayed silent for the sake of her life’s worth.


Far down the pier, Siegfried made
his way back towards them, the cigarette pressed between his lips barely a
stub. With a final draw, he flicked the end out into the lapping waves. This
very well might be the last time she would ever see him and couldn’t decide if
it was a sadness or a comfort.


Peter followed her line of vision
and conveniently positioned his body to derail her thoughts. “I’ll never
understand why you ended it when I see how you still love him. But I suspect I
should be thankful now that you did. I’ll do my best to keep him safe.”


All those years before, when he
and Siegfried first left her behind in Bayern, her heart grieved while watching
their ship sail away like a ghost disappearing into the mist. Now sending them off
to battle, likely not on the side of right; that was another ache entirely.
“No, Peter,” she said. “Keep both of you safe. Ich habe dich lieb.”


“That’s the last of our language
you should ever speak.” Kissing her cheek, he wrapped her petite form into his
full embrace. “Don’t give them a reason. Don’t let them doubt which side of the
line you stand on. Stay safe ... Amy.” He helped her back into the taxi,
winter’s chill sweeping in as he closed the door. For the briefest moment, they
locked eyes through the glass, then the motorcar jolted forward and the window
reflected only strangers. She twisted to kneel on the seat, clinging to the
leather back in order to locate her brother, watching him watching her.


Siegfried caught up to Peter then
and when Amara’s eyes met his through the rear window, she recognized something
far worse than his usual hostility. As he lurched after the taxi, Peter
snatched at his coat to restrain him, but in a rage, Zeke shoved him back
directly into the path of oncoming traffic.


“Peter!” she cried as a motorcar
swerved, narrowly avoiding collision with a merchant wagon. Peter dove away,
landing hard upon the sidewalk, his derby blowing idle amidst the onlookers.


Zeke sprinted down the walk after
Amara, his arms pumping as he yelled incomprehensible words. Her ears could
still hear them though, the sound of his irate insults more familiar to her
than any other. Memory gripped her like the April afternoon they dissolved
their engagement, the feel of pavement slamming against her side when he threw
her down like so much refuse. Only two days after her arrival in the States and
to this day, Peter never knew how quickly America left her
scarred.


“Miss?” asked the taxi driver
worriedly, not understanding what had caused her to cry out. “Shall I stop?”


She spun forward in her seat,
breathing heavily, unshed tears blinding her vision. She palmed them away, the
tender muscles in her left arm pulling from fresh bruises inflicted by Zeke
only days ago.


As much as she missed her family,
returning to Germany wouldn’t bring
her a future. Following her brother towards conflict wouldn’t ensure either of
their protection. It only held painful reminders of a misled love.


“No,” she said, in little more
than a whisper. “Keep driving.”
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ONE


 


 


December 31, 1916 – Four Days
Later


St. Louis, Missouri


 


“Halt! Police! I
told you to halt, you filthy creep!—Holy mother of Moses!”


Emil Kisch’s polished loafers slipped
on an ice patch in the city sidewalk, nearly sending him headlong into the
congested city street. He grabbed a nearby lamp post to steady himself as
Jonathan Earhart, his friend and fellow morality squad partner, leapt over the
ice and raced past him. Nine o’clock on a Sunday
morning and they were already chasing down criminals and causing bundled-up
churchgoers to gasp with their foul language.


“Morality squad detective” had not
been Emil’s first choice of employment. After all, arresting others for wanton
dancing and public intoxication made him more of a hypocrite than anything
else, since those were two of his favorite pastimes on any given Friday night.
But Earhart smooth-talked him into it, or rather, harassed him repeatedly,
until Emil finally agreed that it would be easier to maintain their outrageous
lifestyle as part of the squad rather than avoiding them.


In some peculiar connection of
people—Earhart’s father’s friend was acquainted with someone’s brother, who
knew the chief of the Forest Park mounted patrol, who used to work alongside
morality squad captain, Hess Alberts—Earhart secured a position and in turn
finagled one for his friend. Despite Emil barely being nineteen at the time,
his facial features and slicked-over platinum-blond locks carried maturity five
years his senior, so when he told the captain he was already the required age,
Alberts never once questioned the claim.


Besides, another thirteen days
from now, he would be twenty-one and meet the age requirement fair and square.


Ducking between a couple stepping
onto the streetcar, he ignored the man’s objections and put on extra speed,
struggling to catch his breath through the crisp morning air. Half a block
ahead, he caught sight of Howard Beal’s windswept hair as the saloon owner
shoved a scraggly newsboy aside and turned the corner. 


With his six-foot-two-inch height,
Emil was quick to catch up to his squad partner. “Cripes,” he muttered to
Earhart. “We’ve been chasing this fool for five blocks. Where does he think
he’s going to run? He owns the saloon; why don’t we just go back and wait
there?”


“Because we’ve got a ball game to
play in—” Earhart extracted his pocket watch, nearly bowling that same newsboy
over as they rounded the corner. He raced on without apology. “—less than four
hours. So, let’s finish the job, toss this crook in jail, and go about our own
personal celebration.”


An unexpected—and rather
irksome—nag poked Emil’s conscience then, due to their celebration of
uncensored imbibing being in part exactly what they were chasing this man for.
Up ahead the saloon owner tripped on a crack, allowing the detectives to nearly
close the distance. “You know this will ruin Mr. Beal’s business,” he told
Earhart. “He’ll have to close up shop for at least two years, more if our full
inspection draws anything of consequence.”


Earhart barely glanced over his
shoulder, but Emil caught his eye roll anyway. “Good grief, Emil. If our lead
was accurate, Beal’s got about twelve different ordinance violations on his
name, least of all selling alcohol outside of legal hours on a Sunday. He’ll
deserve whatever he gets, and we’ll make out like heroes.” He grinned. “The
ladies always love a hero.”


Yes, Emil admitted,
certainly ill-timed alcohol distribution was not the least of Howard Beal’s worries.
In fact, their search warrant wasn’t even related to the Sunday liquor laws.
Rather, their lead ratted Beal out on charges of unregulated opium sales, the
saloon owner no doubt attempting to skirt cumbersome taxation. The detectives
had planned their confrontation with Beal for Sunday morning under the
assumption that the establishment would be closed, allowing for a calm arrest
and no clientele around to cause a scene.


However, despite their best
intentions, they arrived to a barroom chock full of laborers, their faces
streaked with soot and sweat stains visible underneath rolled-up shirt sleeves.
Probably having just finished the night shift at the factories or early morning
unloading down at the Mississippi riverfront. From
behind the bar, Howard Beal set down a full ale in front of a customer, foam
dripping down the glass, and folded his arms, unmoving while he watched them
enter. Although the detectives wore civilian clothing, their starched winter
overcoats and black-polished shoes still stood out like two bruised and
bleeding thumbs.


“He can tell something’s off about
us,” Emil whispered. He doubted anyone could hear his comment over the clinking
of glasses on wood tabletops and raucous laughter, but he wouldn’t take any
chances. He pulled his gaze away from Mr. Beal, swinging it back to his
partner. “We should come back later.”


“You’re a real drag sometimes, you
know that?” Earhart gave a firm shake of his head and nudged Emil into the room
so the door swung closed behind them. “Now, you know as well as I that we
haven’t nabbed anyone in two weeks. The captain will start to suspect we aren’t
doing our jobs.”


Emil stood his ground, refusing to
venture any farther into the room. “You know as well as I that’s because we
were too busy crashing parties every night over Christmas to do so.”


“Hey,” Earhart smirked, “when
you’re offered an invitation to free hors d'oeuvres, champagne, and a few
dolled up socialites, who in their right—or any—mind is going to refuse?”


“It wasn’t free, Jonathan, and ask
anyone, but showing up at the athletic club pretending to be a French
bronze-medal-winning war refugee isn’t considered an invitation.”


“Come down off your high horse,
Emil. You enjoyed yourself as much as I did, so please leave the condescension
to your brother.” Earhart raised his hand with a grin at Mr. Beal who now
openly grimaced at them from behind the bar. “If we do it quietly, we can take
him in without anyone noticing.”


“Hogwash. You know we don’t do
quiet. It’s loud and rowdy or nothing.” Honestly, making a scene and not
getting arrested for it was one of Emil’s favorite parts about being on the
squad. In this particular instance though, he could only picture that scene
involving an entire bar of angry men beating them bloody. Sure, he carried a police-issued
pistol; however, he would rather not make today the first time he used it. And
yet, he had just been compared to his pretentious, rule-abiding,
obnoxious-as-the-day-is-long brother, Friedrich, and Earhart knew there was no
more surefire way to make Emil see red.


“Well, then, mate—” Earhart’s lips
twitched with a disreputable grin.“—let’s make a morning of it, shall we?”


He approached the nearest table
occupied by a group of cardsharps and pressed a hand to either of two occupied
chair backs. The players’ eyes simultaneously rolled up in the middle of
placing bets and from the size of the cash pile, the stakes were high. The man
to Earhart’s left stabbed his cigarette into an ashtray, taking a long glance
down Earhart’s sophisticated wardrobe then at Emil. He turned back to his cards
with a grunt. “This table’s closed.”


“Been playing a while?” Emil
asked. “That’s a pretty rich pot for only nine a.m.”


Across the table, another man with
grime-streaked hands rearranged his cards, his own cigarette dangling from
between his fingers as smoke rose to the ceiling. “We’ve been up since two this
morning working on the riverboats. This is how we unwind.”


“Do you unwind here often?”
Earhart asked.


The man acknowledged them through
hooded lids. “Often enough.” He laid his cards on the table. Two pair, kings
high.


“Not bad, mate,” Emil noted.


“Won’t trump this though, that’s
for sure.” The next player slapped his cards on the table and with a crooked
grin, picked up a lowball glass of something near the color of filthy river
sludge. “Full House. Read ‘em and weep, men.” The third player immediately
folded without comment.


“Don’t bother, Higgins.” The first
man to Earhart’s left held up a hand before the final player could reveal his
own. One card slapped the table at a time, five to nine, all diamonds. The man
reached both hands towards the pot while the others around the table groaned.


“Wait,” Earhart cut in again.
“This round isn’t over yet. I have a hand none of you can beat.”


“Told ya, this table’s closed,” the
poker winner snapped back even as the grimy-fingered man said, “How do you
figure that, newcomer? You ain’t even dealt in.”


Earhart leaned in
conspiratorially. “Ah, yes, but I can place a bet you’ll never match. I
guarantee it.”


Stacking his coins, the winner
snorted. “Unless you’ve got gemstones in that coat, I guarantee we can match
it.” He narrowed his eyes with double meaning. “One way or another.”


“For pity’s sake, can we drag this
out any more?” Emil interrupted. He shouldered his way between Earhart and the
man with the winning hand and tossed his police badge in the center of the
table. It landed with a clunk, the engraved St. Louis City P.D. nice and
shiny from polishing it that morning for this express purpose. Five sets of
eyes bulged as they stared down at it.


Emil shrugged. “Sorry, I didn’t
bring enough cash. Will this do? You could probably melt it down, ask a
blacksmith to smelt it into a couple of nails.”


Three words from Earhart: “Game’s
over, men,” and the entire group leapt from their seats.


Two players abandoned their
winnings and immediately dashed for the door while the other three attempted to
scoop up their claim and shove it into their pockets. Emil merely reached
across the table to retrieve his badge, calmly returning it to his jacket
pocket. “Oi!” he called as other patrons caught wind of the raid and raced for
the door. “Why you all blimey running? The fun just got started!”


The poker winner pushed up on the
table edge, sending the cards and remaining change flying before he, Higgins,
and the unnamed man abandoned their remaining cash and split the scene. All
around the saloon, patrons scampered by in various states of sobriety, choosing
any means of escape, including for some deranged reason up the second-floor
staircase. Emil ignored them all and sidled up to Howard Beal, pegging him with
a nasty grimace from behind the bar.


“Good morning, Mr. Beal. I believe
you’re familiar with section 6550 of Missouri’s state
statutes, aren’t you? ‘No license shall be granted to any person to keep a
dramshop in any building used for the purpose of prostitution, ill-fame, or a
gambling house.’” He propped himself on the edge of a barstool directly across
from the saloon owner and laid his badge face up between them. “‘If,’” he
continued, “‘after a dramshop license is granted, the building in which the
dramshop is located shall be used for the above-mentioned purposes, or any of
them, then the license granted shall be revoked by the excise commissioner.’”


“Furthermore,” Earhart
interjected, claiming the next stool over. “‘It shall be the duty of the police
authorities to prevent any person carrying on the business of dramshop keeper
without having a license for that purpose.’”


Emil flicked a finger against his
badge, spinning it on the bar top, then slapped his palm down, stopping its
path. “Unfortunately for you, Mr. Beal, you haven’t requested, nor would you
have been granted, a license to include gambling at this establishment.”


In a single obnoxious curse,
Harold Beal hurtled the bar and profoundly misjudged the distance, rolling off
the other side and directly into Earhart. His barstool toppled, landing the two
men in a mess of flying appendages. Beal shoved him off and was out the front
door, leaving both detectives to give chase.


Which brought them to the here and
now, sliding across ice patches on a crowded street as Mr. Beal continued to
draw away from them.


“Not on my watch, you swine!”
Earhart shouted. He shoved a hand into his jacket, withdrawing his pistol.


“What the devil are you doing?”
Emil grabbed his partner’s wrist, dislodging the firearm into his opposite
hand, then stashed it into his overcoat where Earhart couldn’t reach. “You were
not seriously going to shoot him, were you?”


“Only in the leg. Calm down,
Kisch. I wouldn’t murder the guy.” Earhart shoved him away and continued
running, leaving Emil to nearly fall again in his haste to keep up.


“He runs a shady saloon, Jonathan,
not an assassin league; I don’t think he needs to be shot at all.”


“Then, by all means, you sprint on
up there and tackle him to the ground.”


“Not necessary.” Bending over,
Emil tugged off his shoe and with a final burst of speed, wound up and chucked
it forward. With an audible crack, Beal hit the pavement.










 


 


 


TWO


 


 


Five hours later, the saloon
owner sat in a jail cell, paperwork signed and filed, and Emil stood on the
packed dirt sidelines of the Benton Park baseball field, preparing himself for
his turn at bat.


He tugged on his woolen driving gloves,
not caring that they would make his grip on the bat all the more difficult to
manage. A bracing wind whipped across the open playing field, the chilly
morning having turned to a frigid afternoon. The air’s scent teased of snow,
while the clear blue sky assured of no such thing. Either way, the cold
pinched, his bare finger joints stiff after pitching eight innings straight,
the mitt on his left hand pretty well worthless after so long in near-freezing
temperatures.


Through no fault of his own superb
pitching, the Brewmasters were down by four; however, their catcher, Stanley
Leonard, currently stood on second base with zero outs, so possibly they did
have a chance. Hoping too soon, Emil groaned as their center fielder, Avery,
went one-two-three in a row. Strikeout.


“Well, that was less than
promising,” Reuben Radford muttered from beside him. He removed his flat cap
and smoothed back his damp russet hair before replacing it, then buried his own
gloved hands in his armpits. With Reuben having been best mates with Emil’s
eldest brother, Charles, the boys had known each other practically all their
lives, but it wasn’t until three years ago that they formed the local baseball
team. Through Reuben’s inspiration, the New Year’s Eve matchup between the Benton
Park Brewmasters and a neighboring team, the South City Rivermen, became a
running tradition, setting the tone for the upcoming city league season. The
idea had been sound at the time, but in hindsight, Emil’s wind-nipped skin
thought the timing could have been better executed.


From the edge of the foul line,
Earhart slammed his mitt into the dirt and stalked over to them. “Goodness
Moses, just when I think our team can’t get any worse, they do. Carter had
better bat Leonard in or I may just scrap this entire team and begin again.”


“Being first baseman still doesn’t
make you the captain,” said Reuben, probably regretting for the fortieth time
offering their friend one of the most important positions on the team. It had
made Earhart’s already inflated ego blow through the ceiling, and he made
certain to let everyone know it. “We make decisions as a team, Jonathan. If we
desired a monarchy, Emil and I would have stayed in England.”


“Maybe that’s what this team
needs,” Earhart countered. “Even when Emil’s pitching is top-notch—”


“When it is?” Emil
interrupted as he rubbed his hands together, fairly certain he would never feel
his fingertips again. “I think you mean despite the fact that my pitching is
always top-notch. Our losses have zero to do with my ability.”


Reuben shoved between them and sat
down on the single bench. “Enough with both your inflated egos. I’m beginning
to regret ever forming this team. I—yes! Run!” he shouted, bounding back up in
excitement. Carter hustled towards first base with Stanley rounding third as
South City’s right fielder bobbled the ball in an effort to toss it back
infield. Even with Stanley’s somewhat
portly frame, the delay was enough to bring him home and secure Carter at
second.


“Brilliant!” shouted Emil. He
pointed a fist towards the field. “Take that Rivermen! Only four runs to go!”


Dark curls bouncing against his
scalp, Stanley jogged towards
them, passing their left fielder, Hartman, on his way to bat. With his standard
goofy grin, Stanley accepted slaps
on the back from his teammates and with no small amount of flourish, ran up the
wooden bleachers to offer his girlfriend, Luella, a kiss. In temperatures such
as today’s, she was one of only a few spectators, but her smile and applause
were easily the most ecstatic.


“When do you think Lee’s finally
going to settle down with her?” Reuben asked. He and Stanley met as journalists
for the Mid-Mississippi Daily, the newspaper where Stanley was still a
features writer on the homicide beat. Luella, along with Earhart’s wife,
Rosalea, and Reuben’s former girl, Hazel, all worked as typists there before
Reuben ever came into the picture, making it nearly seven years since Stanley
and Luella became acquainted, including four years of courtship.


“Devil if I know,” Emil replied.
“Bloke clearly can’t commit.”


“Gee willy, gentlemen, are we
wearing dresses?” Earhart cut in. “Because this is not something men discuss. That
was a ball!” he screamed at the lone umpire who held up his hands in quick
agreement. He turned back to his friend with a broad grin. “The real question
we need to be asking is if you’re both coming to the New Year’s Eve festivities
tonight. Because I’ve made big plans to say farewell to 1916. Big plans!”


“Same plans as last year?” Emil
asked.


“That is outrageous! This year will
be far different.”


“So, it won’t involve us sitting
around getting half-smashed, eating Rosalea’s treats, then running the streets
shouting and exploding firecrackers?”


“Oh, shut up, now I have to think
of something really good. Honestly, ump, do I need to do your job for you?”
Earhart shouted. He pointed a threatening finger across the field, although the
umpire didn’t appear concerned in the slightest. With a morose shake of his
head, he muttered, “dimwit,” then addressed Reuben instead, “You’ll be there
tonight, right?”


Reuben pulled his coat lapels
closer to his neck. “Afraid not. Tena has been feeling poorly, so we’ll
probably stay home tonight.” He turned to Emil. “Guess that means we’re absent
for dinner as well.”


Emil jolted. “Did you tell my mum?
You know she always makes food for a thousand.”


“I’ll drop by after the game.
Also, Maggie and Hugo won’t be there either.”


“Why the devil not?” He felt his
annoyance rising. “I don’t care if Maggie is expecting again, she still needs
to eat.” This was Maggie Frye’s third baby in only five years and each one made
her more and more emotionally obnoxious. Then add the strain of caring for her
husband’s three children with his late wife. If Hugo shoved another one in her
after this, Emil would need to have a talk with the man, because clearly he had
no bloomin’ idea how babies were made. This wasn’t rural Missouri; none of them
needed a dozen farmhands to tend the fields.


Reuben shrugged. “It has nothing
to do with pregnancy pains. Turns out her cabinmate from our voyage on Höllenfeuer
turned up yesterday with no advance notice. Sounds like she might stay on with
them for a while.”


Emil had heard minimal stories
about the German girl who roomed with Maggie on her voyage over from England after she and
Reuben unexpectedly—and luckily—missed their original passage on Titanic.
The same passage which ultimately claimed Emil’s eldest brother Charles’s life.
While his death remained a tragedy Emil avoided thinking about, it left
Charles’s fiancée and Maggie’s sister, Tena, to eventually fall in love with
and marry Reuben.


Emil selected a bat, ready to go
to plate after Hartman undoubtedly struck out in about a minute. “So,” he said
to Reuben, “you mean to tell me that I’ll be at dinner with only my parents and
Winnie and Fred?” It had literally been years since his immediate family
conversed without the security of a nine-person buffer to suppress any
potential arguments. Not since before he moved out two years ago—and what a day
that had been. His father, Karl’s face had gone so red, it rivaled the tomatoes
in his mother’s garden. Then he dragged Emil’s steamer trunk down from the
attic, the same one he used on their move to Missouri from Fontaine,
Hampshire.


“Now you can carry it all in one
trip,” his father had growled before stomping off down the stairs. Emil’s
mother, Elsa, chased after him, pleading for her husband to make things right
between father and son. They were still family; family had to mean something.
“Not to him,” Karl shot back before the front door slammed.


From Emil’s upstairs bedroom
window, he had watched his father crank the engine on his Rambler and speed
away in the opposite direction of the tobacconist shop they owned. A dream
business begun fifteen years ago when they first moved to England from Germany before finally
making their way to his parents’ end goal of life in America. It was supposed
to be the chance of a lifetime for all of them. And it might have been if not
for circumstance.


“Why must you always fight?” His
then fourteen-year-old sister, Winnie, stood in the doorway, hands on her
skinny hips and straight, nearly-white blonde hair almost hitting her
shoulders. She had chopped it off with their mother’s sewing scissors when
their father refused her permission to attend a suffragette function. Although
Emil agreed on account of her being too young and the suffragettes too
rambunctious, he had defended his sister anyway, complimenting her short hair
even though he actually hated it.


“You’re one to talk,” he replied
as he opened the steamer trunk and began tossing clothes in haphazardly. “You
and Papa are constantly quibbling.”


Winnie bounced down on the bed,
pulling her legs up to sit cross-legged under her skirt. “Yes, but I know when
to stop.”


“Ha,” he snorted. “You do not. But
you’re a girl, and you’re spoiled. He would never toss out his only daughter,
even if you sheared your head completely bald.”


“That’s probably true.” She
fingered the uneven edges of her once beautiful locks, watching as Emil yanked
out a dresser drawer and dumped its entire contents into the trunk. “You know,”
she said softly, “it will probably break Mama’s heart if you leave.”


Probably, he thought. But
that’s what happened in this house. People left and broke each others’ hearts.
Reuben did it when he stayed for a spell the months right after arriving from England. He just up and
left without a word or a reason to anyone, only a short note to Tena and even
that had no valid explanation. In return, Tena blamed Maggie for his departure
and literally threw her sister’s traveling case out on the front lawn,
demanding her immediate eviction. At the time, Emil offered Maggie pardon,
convinced Tena to allow her sister one week to find a new residence, and even
concealed the real story from his parents to spare them all. But times were
different then. The shock of Charles’s death was fresh and grief still held
them together. Soon enough though reality set in and that grief turned ugly.
Despite their mother’s objections, his second oldest brother, Fred, moved out to
become some pompous legal assistant, leaving Emil to carry the brunt of their
father’s expectations.


The biggest twist would have been
his answer if anyone asked him his feelings the day before Charles died.
If tragedy befell their family tomorrow, would the Kisches all lose their minds
and be at each other’s throats? Emil would have told that person they had
surely lost their mind. The Kisches were solid as a rock, and anyone who
said otherwise was bloomin’ mental.


He returned the dresser drawer to
its place and removed the next one down. “It probably will crush Mama,” he
agreed as he upended everything into the trunk. “But trust me, Winnie, it won’t
be good for anyone if I stay.”


Someone nudged Emil’s shoulder
then, kicking him back from the unpleasant memory. He turned to find Ollie
Cleveland, their team’s second baseman giving him the stink eye. “You’re up to
bat, man. Get out there.”


Emil turned back to Reuben, fixing
him with the same grimace Ollie had just given. “You cannot make me eat Sunday
night dinner alone with my family. You have to come.”


“I told you,” Reuben said. “Tena
doesn’t feel well. If she’s better by tonight, we’ll try to make an appearance
at the Earharts’.”


“Forget the Earharts’ party!” Emil
cried. “I don’t care if Tena is spewing green from every orifice—”


Ollie prodded Emil’s shoulder
again. “Kisch, seriously, you’re up to bat.”


Emil pointed his bat at home
plate. “Why don’t you bat instead, Ollie? You’re on deck anyway. With only one
out left, you should be able to clinch a loss for us pretty darn quick.”


Ollie glared at him but didn’t say
anything as he walked the foul line to home plate.


“You know,” Emil said, “maybe I’ll
just do this next year instead, and avoid every Sunday night dinner.” He
watched Ollie square up with the world’s worst stance then rotate the bat over
his shoulder like a madman. They were so doomed.


“Do what?” Stanley asked as he
lumbered over from the stands where Luella still stood watching him all
dewy-eyed.


“When are you ever going to nail
that one down?” Reuben asked with a nod at Luella.


Stanley flipped a couple
dark curls out of his eyes. “Do what?” he asked Emil again.


Emil gestured at the field as
Ollie swung at empty air, two strikes remaining until a miserable loss. “Play
baseball. I should quit the morality squad and try out for the Cardinals.”


“Sure, dare to dream, Kisch,”
Earhart sniggered.


“I’m serious. Roger Hornsby joined
the Cards at nineteen; that’s two years younger than I will be next
month. Last year he earned two thousand dollars. That’s no small amount.”


“Yeah, mate,” Reuben said, failing
to disguise his own patronizing grin, “but you only earn that if you’re good.”


“I am good. My pitching
average was spectacular last season.” Emil felt a tick in his temple as Ollie
delivered another strike.


“Then why don’t we win more?” Stanley asked.


Because, Emil thought, none
of you can field worth a dime. “Fine,” he countered. “If you think I’m so
lousy at baseball, then maybe I’ll go back across the pond and play cricket
instead.” Cricket had always been a pursuit of his in England, and he quickly
transitioned to baseball the summer after arriving in the States. While there
were many differences between the two, their essence was the same—you toss a
ball, someone hits it, people run, you score points to win.


“Either way, what kind of life
would that be?” Reuben said. “Either you’re in the States traveling all the
time or you’re overseas a thousand miles from your family. Not to mention,
there’s a war on over there. Have you really thought this through?”


He hadn’t, but things in his life
weren’t getting any better and his family situation was only destined to get
worse. Especially if he had to sit with his father at dinner and formulate
something resembling common decency and politeness. He loved baseball; it was
the one thing he looked forward to every March through September before the
bleak and bleary winter months set in. Maybe if that was all he did, the times
when he was home with his family would be more friendly.


At home plate, Ollie managed a
ball and the other team groaned. “Maybe not,” Emil admitted, “but your life’s
ambition isn’t working at my father’s tobacconist either, is it, Reuben? You
used to write for newspapers—and you were blimey good—so why don’t you go back
to it?”


“I’m still writing for newspapers.
Three, as you well know.”


Emil wished eye rolls made a
sound, because his would have been thunderous. “Yeah, blimey fluff pieces.
Poems and short stories and nonsense. You were the youngest features writer at
the Fontaine Gazette back in England, covering real
headlines and important stories.”


Reuben’s returned eye roll could
have countered the annoyance in Emil’s. “You’ve heard of nepotism, haven’t you?
I was the chief editor’s son. There’s no way a seventeen-year-old like me would
have earned that job otherwise.”


“Who cares how you got it? Combine
that experience with your time at the Mid-Mississippi and some promising
references and you have a shot at something, don’t you?”


Reuben opened his mouth at the
same time the rest of their team started shouting. Ollie had slammed a hit
clear across the field, knocking the ball inches inside the foul line, where it
rolled across the street into the brick wall of an apartment building. By the
time the other team relayed it back to home plate, Ollie had rounded the bases,
driving Hartman in and an extra run with him. Now they were only down by one.


Ollie dropped the bat at Emil’s
feet with a satisfied grin. “Eat your words, Kisch. Now you can be the
one to lose us the game.”


“Forget that!” Earhart said,
yanking the bat from Emil’s hands. “We’re only two away from winning and I will
not lose because your batting lacks. You’re out of the lineup.”


“What?” Emil lunged for the bat,
but Earhart hopped out of reach and danced off to home plate.


Stanley’s hand rested on
Emil’s shoulder. “Aww, don’t take it too hard, Kisch,” he said with a laugh.
“But here’s a life lesson for someone who thinks he has enough talent for the
majors. Pitching is only half the game. No one wants to play with someone who
can’t hit what he dishes out.”
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South of Benton
Park,
in a newly built two-story overlooking the rushing Mississippi River, Amara
tossed her bedcovers off and stepped onto the cold hardwood floor of an
unfamiliar bedroom. Padding her way to the window, she drew the curtains open,
allowing in the warm December’s light. Outside her second-story window, the
Fryes’ expansive yard extended from the red-brick portico down the dirt drive
to the half-height limestone wall at the property’s western edge. Spindly elm
branches stretched out over South Broadway, creating patterned shadows beside
the road’s streetcar rail.


No snow here. Not like in Iowa, where she had
called home the past five years. Winter there seemed to never end, but at least
it brought beauty. When she crossed the footbridge each morning on her way to
help Mrs. Wilson with her darning and embroidery requests, the sun sparkled off
the icy lake and glittered like a thousand tiny diamonds. It always made her
feel as though, no matter how unfortunate the day before had been, the next one
would be better.


Just as today would, she decided.
Even without the lovely flutter of snowflakes, the sun’s warmth still offered
an invitation to make the most of her brother’s unusual commission. Peter never
made any decisions without thinking them carefully through first. Especially
not one as monumental as sending her to an unfamiliar city and encouraging
marriage without his prior approval. Peter would never take such action if he
didn’t truly believe it to be the best course. Knowing him, the moral dilemma
would have stolen sleep these past weeks, although nothing about his outward
appearance had indicated such exhaustion. He had become a proficient liar,
another attribute she would never have labeled him before that day at Hoboken
Pier.


Still, Peter trusted her to make
sensible, wise decisions regarding her future, the same carefully thought-out
choices he had planned for her. Her time here was not a punishment but an
opportunity if she chose to consider it as such. An opportunity to finally
reclaim the life she stifled under the mantle of her ex-fiancé—not able to
marry Zeke, but never quite able to let him go. If Peter trusted her, she only
needed to trust herself.


“I am Amy Miller,” she said aloud,
fresh determination poured into her newly-fabricated American accent. Having
learned most of her English from books and family friends while still in
Bayern, her accent had retained most of its natural inflections even after
several years in Iowa. Once delighted
to keep the tie to her homeland, she now wished she had waited to learn. Peter
and Siegfried arrived in the States without knowing more than a few handfuls of
English then enlisted a native-born Iowan to tutor them. As such, they both
spoke English with nearly flawless Midwest accents, while
she was left trying to match speech patterns from memory.


A slight knock sounded at the
bedroom door, and she turned from the window, the sun’s warmth now against her
back. “Who is it?” she called.


“It’s Maggie. May I come in?”


“Yes.”


Maggie’s pregnant stomach entered
the room before she did. Amara couldn’t believe she was having a third of her
own blood, plus serving as stepmother to her husband’s three children. This
behavior from the woman who during their voyage together on Höllenfeuer
championed loudly for her choice never to have a family.


There’s too much
possibility for heartache, Maggie told her one night while they lay in their
bunks. It isn’t worth the pain. Yet, years later, her letters told of a
woman now very much in love with her life.


Amara supposed life never dealt
you the hand you planned on. She should understand that sentiment better than
most.


“Good morning,” Maggie said with a
smile, although her eyes creased with concern. “I trust you slept well?” She
lowered herself onto the foot of the bed, resting one hand upon her stomach.
The other brushed an errant brunette curl off her neck. “You were asleep for
nearly fifteen hours.”


Had it been so long? The dresser
clock indicated five after one. She had missed breakfast, no doubt the midday meal as well, and slept clear through Sunday mass.


Reaching for her dressing gown,
Amara tightened the sash and folded her arms across her chest. “Why did you
allow me to sleep so late?”


“You were near hysterics when you
arrived yesterday. We figured you needed rest.”


“I was not hysterical.”


One well-manicured eyebrow raised.
“You arrived at our door with no advanced word, no notice, nothing, and begged
to stay until the war was over. You wouldn’t give me a suitable reason,
demanded we call you Amy, and then went straight to bed. Maybe now you’ll be
inclined to explain what you’re doing here?”


Turning from her friend, Amara set
her traveling case on the floor and unlatched the steamer trunk beneath it.
“There isn’t much to tell.” Or not much I wish to share anyway, she
thought. Her friend remembered her as the jovial sixteen-year-old who constantly
tried to force her English cabinmate into an optimistic attitude. Much had
changed for Amara since then, and nearly all of it unshared in her letters.
Worries she never imagined could exist on her first day in America. She certainly
never pictured herself distanced so many thousand miles from Peter or that her
mild-mannered brother would soon hold a military-issued weapon.


“War is a necessary evil, Amara,”
he told her when they received Papa’s letter ordering him to return home. “I
will do what I must.”


“It isn’t worth it!” she had
yelled back, tears brimming in her eyes. “How will you forgive yourself if you
kill someone? Or if you are the one who is killed?”


He turned from her then, still
clutching the letter in his fingers. “War is a necessary evil,” he repeated,
his voice low and unsure. Even then, he knew his decision lay in realms of
grey. But he would go; of course he would. Their four much elder sisters had
already been left behind in Bayern while their husbands served in the militant Deutsches
Heer. Peter was Jürgen and Lea Müller’s only blood son. He would fight for
family honor if nothing else.


Some awful desperation had clung
to her like a second skin, like the touch of Zeke’s grip against her arms. “You
cannot leave me here alone with him,” she gasped before she knew what she was
saying.


Peter’s shoulders visibly
stiffened. “Why? What has he done?”


Amara nearly bit her tongue.
“Nothing,” she lied. “I simply do not wish to be left behind like a child
requiring protection.”


“Zeke is coming with me. As are
you. He will join in the fight and you will stay secure with Mama and Papa. We
all go together—”


“Or we do not go at all?” she
finished hopefully.


Peter had frowned and refolded
their father’s letter, carefully returning it to his pocket. “We all go
together,” he repeated. He walked past her to the apartment door, pausing with
his hand on the latch. He didn’t turn around again. “Pack your trunk, Amara.
For this is the last we will speak of it.”


Now plastering on what might pass
for her prior girlish enthusiasm, Amara turned to face Maggie. Her friend’s
expression was all patient expectation, but behind it lurked determination. Her
days of inappropriate manipulation might be long behind her; nevertheless, her
inherent desire to meddle appeared to be as strong as ever. Perhaps several
partial truths would be enough to earn her confidence.


“My brother has gone overseas to
fight. With such discriminatory threats against the German-Americans, he
believed it safest for me to remain with friends until he returned. That’s why
I changed my name to something more ordinary. I fear enough for my brother’s
safety, should I also need fear for my own?”


Maggie’s suspiciously raised
eyebrows didn’t lower. “I hardly think it matters if people here know where
you’re from. My husband already knows how we met as do Reuben, Tena, and the
Kisches. Would you have me swear them all to silence?”


She sucked in an involuntary
breath. So many already knew. This endeavor could be more challenging than
expected ... and likely require more deception than anticipated. “Then swear
them to silence,” she insisted. “Outside of your family, all anyone else need
know is I’m your friend from Iowa and we met on a
ship home from England.”


“Oh, very well,” Maggie huffed.
“Can I at least explain why you’re here?”


Amara startled. Her hands began to
tremble and she slyly laced them behind her back lest Maggie notice. “Why ...
why would anyone need to know that?”


“Because it would help your case,
would it not? If it’s well known that your family serves the Allies, no one
will give much thought to questioning anything else.”


It made sense, Amara thought. So
much so, she was surprised she hadn’t considered it herself. With the United States apt to join the
war soon, people would automatically assume any enlistment at this point to be
sided with the Allies. Maggie could spin a perfect story of Allied loyalty to
all her friends and Amara simply wouldn’t refute her.


“Yes, exactly,” she agreed. “It
would help my case immensely.”


Another knock sounded at the door
then and without waiting for permission, a short-statured boy with fiery
crimson hair entered the room: Henry, the oldest of the Frye children. Upon
Amara’s arrival, he and his four younger sisters had crowded around, anxious
for a peek at the strange visitor, gaping like little codfish. Meanwhile their
father, Hugo, stood by in silence, no doubt also anxious over another potential
mouth to feed.


Frowning at Amara, Henry stalked
across the room to snatch a cloth bag off the dresser. Glass marbles clinked
together inside as he turned on his heel to stalk right back the way he came.
“Enjoy the room,” he muttered, then disappeared.


It was then she finally noticed
the school books on the corner chair, model cars lined up along the window
sill, and half-size boots poking out from under the bed. Little touches here
and there that should have indicated a young boy’s room, rather than one meant
for guests. In her preoccupation the night before, she hadn’t even noticed.


“I’ve stolen your son’s room!” she
cried. “I’ve been so absorbed in my own concerns, I didn’t think how my being
here would upend you. Why didn’t you dismiss me for being so selfish?”


“Amara,” Maggie laughed. “We’re
happy to have you, so make nothing of it, please.”


“But—”


“Heavens, would you cease your
worrying?” She waved her away with another smile. “Henry’s secretly thrilled to
lose his room. We’re adding proper accommodations to the attic, so he’ll have a
space that runs the full length of the house, far larger than this room. It’s
about time we added a guest room anyways.”


“Are you certain?”


Maggie nodded. “Quite certain.
Allow me to buy my son’s affections while I still can. He’s a delightful child
for eleven but nearing that stage when he’s certain to become defiant again. I
suppose he’s the punishment for my own rebellious youth.” Without waiting for a
response, she raised herself to stand. “Now, let’s make this room a little less
boyish, shall we?”


She flounced over to the closet—or
as much as a woman five months along could flounce—and proceeded to remove
hangers of adolescent clothing from the rack. “I am so glad Hugo decided to add
closets when we built the new house. Much more efficient than those massive
wardrobes.” She laid a stack of clothing over the back of the corner chair and
returned to the closet. The clanking of hangers commenced.


Amara moved to the dresser and
knelt to pull out the bottom drawer. Boys pajama sets and a pair of slippers
stared back at her, wadded into place rather than folded, their dimensions
hardly smaller than her own. They reminded her of laundry day with her sisters
back in Bayern, scrubbing and folding dozens of miniature outfits for their
little ones, chasing her nieces and nephews through sun-dried bed sheets, and
changing more starched diapers than she could count. For years, she even
pictured her own children running across her father’s fields with their
cousins, but then Zeke happened and what started as a fond dream, now tasted
bitter.


“Do you think there will be more
after this one?” she asked her friend.


“More children?” Maggie said as
she emerged breathless from the closet. She dropped another pile of clothing
onto the bed and sat on its edge. “Heavens, I certainly hope not. Although—”
She gave a saucy grin. “I certainly do take pleasure in my husband’s methods
for creating them.”


Certain her blush extended clear
down to her toes, Amara angled her forearms to remove all of Henry’s pajamas
from the drawer in a single sweep. “It must be nice,” she said as she dropped
the pile on the bed, “to have someone who makes you feel that way.”


Maggie stared as Amara returned to
empty the second drawer. “Why don’t you?”


“Why don’t I what?”


“Don’t act coy; you know what I’m
referring to. All those letters and you never once mentioned Siegfried left
you. In fact, you scarcely mentioned him at all.” She cast her stare pointedly
at Amara’s bare left hand. “He has left you, hasn’t he? Else I assume
you would be with him now.”


Amara followed Maggie’s gaze past
her empty finger to her bitten fingernails. The habit found her the first week
in Iowa between
sleepless nights and her tear-soaked quilt. Although she had been able to
destroy her nails, she never could chew away the feeling of her missing
engagement ring. Not even after all these years.


“We never married,” she said
simply. “He is now overseas with my brother, and I’ve chosen not to dwell over
decisions long past.” Opportunity, she reminded
herself. Make this an opportunity. “Besides,” she continued as she unloaded
the next dresser drawer. “Sixteen was far too young to be married. You even
said so yourself.”


Maggie took the stack of trousers
Amara handed her and laid them on the bed. “I know what I said; however, you
seemed so certain about Siegfried. It feels uncharacteristic then that you
would completely change your mind.”


“Well, didn’t you?”


“Didn’t I what?”


“Now who’s being coy? When we
parted in New York, you were
engaged to Reuben. Then a few months later, you wrote to say you married Hugo
and were having his child instead. That’s a mighty abrupt change of mind, is it
not?” From Amara’s brief encounter with Hugo upon arrival, Maggie’s husband was
nothing like she expected. He was short and stocky with crimson hair that
seemed impossible to manage and a personality as seemingly tame as Maggie’s was
impulsive. Or at least how Amara remembered her to be.


Maggie shrugged her off, rising
from the bed once more with an amused shake of her head. Her eyes lifted to the
ceiling. “The world is full of stranger fascinations than my erratic
sensibilities, I assure you. Someday I may even take you to visit the circus.
For now, however, let us see what we can manage about tonight.” Her hands went
immediately to Amara’s open trunk, rummaging for who only knew what, undergarments
and skirts cast in a heap on the floor. “You’ll need something nice, not overly
embellished, yet leaves an impression. I’ll admit, these people are not always
my favorite, but you’ll still want to make a good front.”


“Are we going somewhere?”


“There’s a party this evening
hosted by some of my sister’s friends. A New Year’s Eve tradition with them I’m
afraid. Normally I despise these socials at the Earharts’, but it does mean a
rare child-free evening. With five children, soon to be six, there aren’t many
opportunities for Hugo and me to simply be ourselves.”
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