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      “You must admit I do make the best lemonade,” Sue Cayden, a lively girl of seventeen, said as she pranced across the room, almost tripping on a bit of the rug but righting herself just in time. She was holding a pitcher in one hand and two glasses in the other, but the shape of the pitcher made it impossible for the contents to spill out through its narrow neck, though it did splash inside like a tiny hurricane.

      “Be careful, sweetie,” Delfinia said, standing up halfway and leaning forward to put both hands out under the glasses and pitcher in case they slipped from her friend’s hands.

      Delfinia Yates had finally turned eighteen. Two months ago, her best friend Annabelle had also turned eighteen and shortly after had left the orphanage where she, Delfinia, Sue, and the fourth member of their group, Henri O’Malley, had been living for years.

      It was customary for orphans who’d reached the adult age of eighteen to vacate the bed they were occupying and go out into the world to seek their fortune and live as happily as they can. It wasn’t an easy task, but it was made a little easier by Mrs. Saunders, the woman who cared for the children in the orphanage. She was like a mother to most and relished that title. She’d never been able to have children of her own, so any child coming through the orphanage instantly became her new baby. Even if they were in their teen years.

      Sue put the glasses down on the small table in the middle of the three chairs. They were still waiting for Henri, as she’d taken on the extra task of hanging the laundry to dry because the child whose chore it was had become ill.

      “This is the time to leave Cedarville,” Sue remarked in a somber voice. “I heard Kevin is sick, too, and I’m planning on staying in my room and not coming out until this passes. It’s kind of scary.”

      Delfinia nodded. She was as nervous about the sick children as Sue was. Delfinia was rarely sick, but still, she was glad to be leaving when it seemed to be making the rounds through the children of the orphanage.

      “I think that’s a wise decision on your part, Sue,” she said, nodding. She took a sip of the lemonade and was refreshed by the tangy sweet beverage. “You’re right, too. You do make the best lemonade. I will have to get you come to Deepwater just to make it for me.”

      Sue laughed, throwing her head back a bit and tilting it to the side. “How sweet. Maybe Annabelle will find me a job there, too, and we’ll all live in Deepwater. I bet we could do that. We could get Henri there, too.”

      Delfinia had always loved Sue’s positive outlook on everything. She was somewhat naïve and innocent, but it worked for her.

      Annabelle had secured a job for Delfinia in Deepwater, Texas, which was the sister town to Cedarville, Nevada, where the girls had lived in the orphanage for years, becoming as close as sisters. A long, hard winter had joined the two towns when a single family with relatives in both places discovered a clear path between both that would allow them to transport goods back and forth. That terrible time was still fresh in the memories of most residents in both towns, creating a bond that stood strong through the dozen or so years since.

      Delfinia was looking forward to the change and thought about what it would mean as she stared out the window at the clear summer sky. She could see a couple of kids running up the side of the street, slapping a rolling hoop with a stick and cheering as it rolled along the dirt road. School was out, and they were ready to have fun from dawn till dusk. She’d run after a hoop like that back when she was small. She could barely remember it because everything changed sometime near her sixth birthday. It was hard for her to recall the exact details. At such a young age, all she could remember was seeing her big brother, four years her senior, always taking care of her and teaching her everything he knew about everything, smiling and laughing and playing with her.

      She still felt secure when she remembered Alexander. Like she was still protected by his love. Sometimes she told herself she was and that Alexander and the parents she’d lost when their wagon toppled over the side of a mountain while traveling were looking after her from Heaven, protecting her whenever they could.

      Her life had been fairly peaceful since then. Mrs. Saunders had tried her best to help the little girl heal, and Delfinia thought she’d done a good job. She was grateful. Her memories of her family now were all good.

      She hadn’t seen the accident happen, so it took a while for her to feel like they were really gone and wouldn’t ever come home again.

      The sale of the house, land, and property of her parents had brought in quite a small fortune, which Mrs. Saunders had put in the bank for security over the years, refusing to take any for herself for her troubles through the years. She said Delfinia would need that money, and her parents would roll over in their graves if they thought Mrs. Saunders had taken any of it.

      Delfinia already planned to send the good woman some of it through the post or find a way to repay Mrs. Saunders for her years of kindness. In a way where the lady wouldn’t be able to refuse.

      “There she is,” Delfinia said, spotting Henri coming around the corner of the house with an empty laundry basket propped against her hip. “Get another glass. She looks hot and will need a refreshing drink.”
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      Delfinia looked down the tracks, anxious to see the train. She’d worked herself up and now was so excited about going to Deepwater she was experiencing a constant tingly sensation. The smile on her face had to reflect how she was feeling.

      “I can’t believe I have another three months before I get to do this,” Sue murmured. She looked as excited as Delfinia.

      “I can wait,” Henri put in, also staring down the empty tracks at the flat horizon in the distance. “I like where I am. I don’t want to leave Mrs. Saunders.”

      “You could always try to get a job at the Home,” Sue said. “Maybe Mrs. Saunders could use an assistant.”

      Henri had a friendly smile on her face when she replied, “No, I would still need a bed and a place to stay, and that’s the whole reason I’m leaving. To let another orphan use my bed.”

      Sue sighed. “That’s true,” she said softly as she let it out.

      To Delfinia’s joy, she saw a puff of steam in the distance. She heard the sound of the locomotive heading toward them and was sure she could even feel the rumbling of the approaching train under her feet.

      “Here it comes…” Sue practically sang the words, hopping in place and clapping her hands. She turned to Delfinia and grabbed her arm. “Oh, I’m so excited for you! You’re going to have such a wonderful time, I just know it. And you’ll tell Annabelle hello for us, won’t you? And that we miss her and love her? And can’t wait to see her if we get to come to Deepwater, too?”

      “Oh, Sue,” Henri admonished her friend lightly. “We won’t be able to go there, too. That’s just too much of a coincidence.”

      “Well, it could happen,” Sue responded in a high-pitched tone. She stuck out the tip of her tongue, scrunching up her nose, a look that made Henri laugh.

      “I’ll tell her, Sue,” Delfinia said, her heart beginning to pound. The closer the train came to the station, the more anxious she got. Did she have everything? Would her bags make it to Deepwater with her? Would things really be as wonderful as Annabelle said they would be? She’d had such a successful three months there herself, it would be a deep shame if Delfinia was to find herself miserable.

      Of course, her situation would be different. Keith was a widower with small children she was expected to care for. She wasn’t there for him, not really. Annabelle had also said, though, that Keith was a good man but very sad, that he’d only moved to Deepwater the year before. He’d fit in right away, making friends with the townsfolk. To Annabelle, he was still a stranger, someone she was only acquainted with, like most of the people there. She’d only been in the town a little over three months.

      Ira, Annabelle’s husband, did know Keith. He was one of the first men to meet and work with the newcomer. Based on his review, Annabelle told Delfinia she would be a fine fit in the household.

      That was enough for Delfinia. She was ready to go, and by the time the train pulled in, she was standing near the edge of the platform, ready to board.

      “Oh, I will miss you two!” she cried out, suddenly turning to them and throwing her arms out wide. Her two friends rushed to give her a warm hug back, Sue sniffing back tears.

      “I know it won’t be long till I see you again,” she said, “but I can’t help missing you already. It was so different with Annabelle gone. Now you, too.” She shook her head. “Everything is changing.”

      “That happens when we get older,” Delfinia said. “We’re adults now and have to take on the responsibilities of being an adult.”

      “I don’t wanna,” Sue replied with a grin.

      “Oh, Sue,” Henri was the one who replied, rolling her eyes.

      All three girls laughed as the train pulled to a stop in front of them.

      “I’ll make sure to write and let you know everything I discover when I get there, girls,” Delfinia said, giving each a final hug.

      A few seconds later, the doors of the train opened, and attendants stepped out.

      Delfinia stayed where she was while the other passengers swarmed out. She grinned, thinking that the half-dozen people who’d come to Cedarville were hardly “swarming” the platform. Only one had gotten off from the door she planned to enter. Her ticket was a general pass, so she could sit anywhere she wanted. Since this was where she was standing, she planned to sit immediately in the seats very near that door.

      Her heart pounding like mad, Delfinia pressed her lips together and prepared herself. It would be a new adventure for her. Maybe something would happen that would spice up her life and make it exciting to live. She might meet a man and end up falling in love. She could be having children of her own in the next few years.

      In the meantime, she would stick to writing her poems and doing her best to take good care of the children she would be a nanny to.

      “All aboard that’s goin’ aboard!” an attendant yelled from very nearby, causing Delfinia to jump. Her blood raced through her veins, and she pulled in a deep, calming breath.

      Sue grabbed both her hands and looked her in the eyes. “Will you be okay?”

      Delfinia tried to give her friend a smile. “I don’t have a choice, do I? I have to do this. But yes, I think I will be okay. I think Annabelle will make sure I’m all right.”

      Sue’s eyes turned soft. “I do hope I can come to Deepwater for a position, too. It’s so different from here, but with the two of you there, I would be so much more comfortable.” She glanced at Henri. “It could happen, and I think Henri could even join us, too. We’re sister towns with Deepwater. They should welcome us there.”

      Delfinia didn’t think the fact that the two towns had claimed sisterhood some decades ago during a harsh winter when there was much starvation and death had much to do with where the orphan girls were going to work. But she did like the idea of having Sue and Henri join her and Annabelle.

      “All aboard!”

      Was the attendant looking directly at her when he screamed that from four feet away? Probably. She and two other people were getting on the train, and the other two had already boarded. Delfinia stifled a giggle and went up the short steps to the landing. She turned and waved at the girls.

      “Be careful and safe, and we love you,” Sue called out.

      “Bye, Delfinia! Write to us, and we’ll write you back!” Henri added with an exuberant wave and a huge smile. Sue didn’t look as happy. She looked a little scared.

      “I’ll be fine. You will be, too. I’ll write, I promise!”

      She turned away from them, feeling a jittery nervousness take over. She had never been out of Cedarville. Her family had been moving to the small town when the accident happened. The coach she and her family were riding in had run off the side of a ledge in slippery mud. Delfinia, six years old, had been pitched out through a window. She’d flown through the air, she’d been told, about sixty feet and landed gently in a pile of soft moss, completely unhurt.

      But she’d watched the coach her parents and brother were in go right over the side of the edge, sliding down the side of the mountain. Now, twelve years later, she’d blocked out most of the memory. But at the time, she had recalled every minute to those who came to help, describing the screams as her family plummeted to the bottom of the deep ravine, along with three other passengers she didn’t know. The driver had jumped from his seat but fallen badly, breaking several bones. He was alive, though, and he was thankful for that.

      He was the one who had told the authorities what really happened. From Delfinia’s childish point of view, it had all just been a nightmare of sounds that would resonate through her mind for the rest of her life.

      Delfinia found a seat right away on the side of the train that would let her see her friends as she left. They were right there, some six feet away from her, waving, crying, blowing kisses.

      “Goodbye…” she whispered, knowing they couldn’t hear her. She waved one hand and blew them both a kiss. “Goodbye.”
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      Delfinia spotted Annabelle as soon as the train came into the station in Deepwater, Texas. She pondered for a moment whether she wanted to walk through the train and come out the door in front of her friend or depart from where she was and go through the crowd of people to get to them. Annabelle was with her husband, Ira, a tall man with a kind face.

      She left the train at the nearest door, feeling like she could get to Annabelle faster that way. When her friend saw her, she would likely run at her, which would save Delfinia some steps.

      Giggling at the level of analysis she gave the decision, Delfinia grabbed the one bag she’d brought on the train with her. She ran to the open door nearest her and vaulted herself down the few steps to the wooden platform beyond. She grabbed her skirt in one hand and clutched the handle of her bag with the other, taking off toward Annabelle, screaming her name.

      It took only a second for Annabelle to do the same, a huge smile on her face as she ran. “Delfinia! Oh my Lord, it is good to see you!”

      They came together in a warm hug, laughing and hopping up and down like small children. It wasn’t until they were finished with their greeting that Delfinia even attempted to compose herself. “You look absolutely wonderful, my girl,” Annabelle said, stepping back and eyeing Delfinia.

      “You two are silly,” Annabelle’s husband spoke up, coming up behind Annabelle, having chosen not to run to greet Delfinia. “You just saw each other three months ago. Not three years.”

      “You hush,” Annabelle told him affectionately. “This is my best friend. Three months is three years when you’re best friends.”

      Delfinia was overwhelmed by Annabelle’s tenderness. “I am so glad to be here, Annabelle,” she gushed. “I can’t wait to start living on my own. Well… you know what I mean. I won’t be alone, but… this Keith…” She looked at Ira. “Keith Hall. That’s his name, right?”

      “That’s right,” Ira replied, nodding.

      “He’s expecting me?”

      Ira grinned wide. It comforted her, which was unexpected. She smiled back.

      “Yes. You don’t have to worry about a thing.” His dark blue eyes twinkled at her. “I’m Ira, by the way. We’ve never been formally introduced.”

      He held out his hand.

      Delfinia couldn’t help getting a good feeling from this man. He looked good next to Annabelle. She was happy for her friend, seeing the love in Ira’s eyes when he even so much as glanced in Annabelle’s direction. And that was only in the first minute or two of their meeting.

      “I will trust you,” she said, taking his hand and shaking it. His grip was firm, but not aggressively so. Delfinia hoped the man she’d be working for gave her the same feeling of welcome and security.

      “I’m glad of that,” Ira replied in a hearty voice. He plunged one hand through his dark blond hair before plopping his hat back on his head. Holding out the same hand toward the door of the station building, he continued, “Shall we get your luggage and head on out? The plan is for you to come to our house and stay tonight. In the morning, we’ll take you to Keith. You have been writing to him, haven’t you?”

      Delfinia felt funny inside, as if she’d done something wrong. “I wrote him one letter after his offer of employment to accept the job and thank him. I didn’t say anything else, and his next correspondence contained the ticket to get here. Nothing else has been said.”

      The three walked into the station, and Annabelle quietly took her ticket stub to retrieve the luggage, which was only two medium-sized trunks. Delfinia realized her friend was leaving them so they could talk about Keith. She was aware Annabelle didn’t know the man well.

      “What do you know about him and his family?” Ira asked in a gentle voice.

      “I know that he is a widower and has two small children that need taking care of. I believe she died last year? I’m not exactly sure how long it’s been since her death. He said nothing personal in his letter offering the job. I told him very little about myself, as well, but I guess I didn’t need to. He said you gave me a high recommendation.” She renewed her friendly smile. “Thank you for that. I don’t know you, but he said you said I’d be perfect for the job.”

      “I was only going based on what Annabelle says,” Ira replied, lifting both hands up in a surrendering motion. “I trust her judgment. No one who is her best friend could be a bad person.”

      “Well, thank you, and I’ll make sure to thank her. She and I and our two other friends at the orphanage are like sisters. We want to take care of each other, even now.”

      Ira nodded. “I understand. If there had been a position at Black Branch, I would have recommended you there. But there’s nothing open right now. It’s hard for people to get hired on there. No one ever leaves. You have to wait for someone to die.”

      “Well, that could take a lifetime,” Delfinia quipped. She was delighted when Ira let out an amused laugh.

      “I do want you to know,” Ira continued after his brief laugh, “that Keith is struggling with depression. He is still distraught over the death of Laura, his wife. She gave him a son, Charlie, and a little girl, Beth. Charlie is five, and Bethany is three. They are delightful children and should give you no trouble at all.”

      Delfinia was relieved to hear it, but a little wary of the situation. “Why has he not found someone to stay and care for them yet?”

      Ira chewed on his lip, looking as if he was searching for the right words. “Well, I think he just didn’t want to admit he couldn’t do it on his own before. He did have several maids, one at a time, you know, and they would just come and go. None of them stayed longer than a month.”

      “But why did they leave?” A tingle of fear slipped through Delfinia, causing goosebumps to rise on the back of her neck. What could have driven those other women out? Were the children only good when they were in public? Was Keith a violent drunk in his depressed state?

      “I don’t know why they didn’t stay, not all of them,” Ira replied. His voice, which had been so amused moments ago, was now dark and solemn. “I did have a chance to talk to one of them a while ago and asked her what happened.” He stopped, and Delfinia found herself waiting anxiously for the woman’s answer. Ira sighed first before continuing, “She said she really wanted to stay, but she couldn’t do it anymore. The children were no problem, but… well, Keith was distant. Quiet. He withdrew into himself and hasn’t come out yet. I reckon the sadness just got overwhelming.”

      Delfinia pondered that for a moment. Did she want to go into a home and try to take care of a man who was
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