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      “Wake up, son. This is your stop.”

      George Cartwright blinked at the elderly woman across the aisle of the coach car. Her crepey hand rested on his wrist.

      “Port Henry, dear.” She pointed out the window.

      George peered at the slowing landscape. Six long years since he’d seen the particular color of the Adirondack sky. Six years since he’d smelled the wind off Lake Champlain. Six years of tracing the ridge line of the Green Mountains in his memory, letting his mind’s eye drop just there—soaring into downtown Thornton and coming to rest on the front porch of the Gingerbread Victorian on Chapel Street that was his boyhood home.

      When George was a child, he dreamed of spaceships as often as he dreamed of anything. In the summer of 1939, when his little brother reverently smoothed the edges of new Superman comics, ten-year-old George nudged them aside on the nightstand to make room for his grandfather’s copy of Jules Verne’s From the Earth to the Moon. Stars and infinite blue sang him a siren song. His red Elgin Robin became a sleek ship, his pumping legs rockets, flying out County Road to help his Uncle Jed on his farm.

      For years George dreamed of shedding Thornton, Vermont. He dreamed of adventure and foreign worlds. He pedaled his imagination-fueled starship long after dreams of softer, sweeter adventures crowded the thoughts of the boys he knew from school.

      George’s father Oscar Cartwright owned Cartwright’s Mercantile, which sold everything from hunting rifles to three-piece suits, from household appliances to party dresses, and always had the current Montgomery-Ward catalog available for orders. His mother Eolia, a Boston Adams on her mother’s side, dreamed of an elder son who took up the family business and the political mantle of his imagined forebears, but the wide sky called to George in a way that commerce or legislation never could.

      Eolia was devastated when George enlisted in the Navy the day after he graduated from Thornton High School, eager to see the world, if not the impossible universe, aboard ship.

      He assured her the war was over; and surely the world was ready for peace?

      Six years later, his grandfather’s copy of From the Earth to the Moon lay wrapped in brown paper at the bottom of his Navy-issue duffel, and his elderly seat-mate woke him from dreams of the deadly, churning Sea of Japan off the coast of Korea.

      “Thank you, ma’am.” George nodded solemnly, gathered his duffel, and made his way off the train.

      He scanned the sparse crowd waiting at the station. His brother had been a scrawny fifteen-year-old kid with thick glasses and comic book ink on his fingers, but there was no one waiting who looked he might be a twenty-one-year-old Charlie Cartwright.

      George sat himself down in the shade and watched the cars pulling into the station.

      The Chevy Bel-Air cruised into the dusty lot like something out of the movies. Two shades of green; one the color of the fir forests he’d missed so badly, the other the color of the sea along Waikiki Beach. The car’s sparkling paint was nothing, though, to the pair of legs that swung out of the driver-side door.

      Those legs drew his eye over a curving hip and slim waist. Her cap-sleeved dress revealed slender arms and a smooth neck. Her hair was a raven reflection of Marilyn Monroe’s, but even Marilyn couldn’t hold a candle to this girl’s glossy red pout.

      She held a hand over her eyes to block the light and looked over the station yard. When her gaze stopped on him, his heart turned over in his chest.

      “George?” She called out to him as she walked to him. Her voice was low and warm, a smoky-bar saxophone. “George Cartwright? I’m Ginny Fletcher. Charlie sent me to get you. He had something come up at the store.”

      George stood, dusting off his khaki trousers and taking the outstretched hand she met him with. She smiled up at him and George’s fate was sealed. “The pleasure is all mine, Ginny Fletcher. How is it my brother has such a pretty secretary?”

      “Oh, I’m not Charlie’s secretary, George.” Her laugh, like her voice, was musical. She slipped her arm through his and steered him back towards the waiting Chevy. “I’m his fiancée.”

      Any words he might have spoken dried up on his tongue.

      “Here, sailor.” Ginny Fletcher tossed the key to the Bel Air to him. “You remember the way?”

      Between the key and the girl, George was out of his depth. Once Ginny was inside the car, he made his way around and into the driver’s seat. He eased the Chevy out onto the main road and made his way south towards the bridge.

      Ginny opened the lid of a curvy, boxy leather purse on the seat between them and fished around. She caught George’s glance. “Change for the toll. A hero shouldn’t have to pay his way across the last bridge home.”

      “So.” George cleared his throat. “How long have you and Charlie been engaged?” Ginny Fletcher hadn’t been in any of his mother’s letters.

      Ginny waved her left hand up. On her finger was his grandmother’s wedding ring, a Victorian diamond set into a golden buttercup. “Only a week or two. When you telephoned to say you were coming home, your mother was beside herself. Charlie asked me a few days later.” Her gaze lingered on the antique stone. “He wanted to have you home to celebrate with us.”

      “I feel like I missed him growing up,” George said wearily. He and his brother had shared an awkward parting hug, and then a handful of letters since George had been gone—all in his first glorious years away, when the world was his front yard, and the idea of going to war again seemed impossible. When there hadn’t been a need to come home to see your kid brother graduate, because you might not live to see him again.

      With the tollbooth behind them, George swept the car across the expanse of the bridge. “How is he?”

      “Swell,” Ginny laughed. “Your father keeps him busy at the store, and Charlie hopes—” She broke off and turned to watch Lake Champlain push south toward Mount Independence and Ticonderoga. She turned back to him, resting her hand on the door, fingers dragging in the wind through the open window. “Tell me what he was like as a kid.”

      “He loved Superman,” George began.
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      Eolia Cartwright was a predictable and unimaginative cook, but George found a kind of comfort in her dry turkey and beige vegetables. The quiet decorum of the dining room he found less comforting. The clink and scrape of forks and stilted attempts at conversation made him homesick for his rack and the boisterous camaraderie of the mess.

      Six years had changed nothing in the house on Chapel Street. His mother’s tastes were strictly anchored in the rich colors and heavy fabrics of her youth. Here in her sanctuary, the world held fast to a lifestyle a half-century past. George wasn’t sure why he’d thought that the coming of the nineteen-fifties would inspire his mother.

      She watched him with a zealous intensity, as though he were a project to be managed. His father concentrated on his food with the same single-minded determination he applied to the Mercantile’s inventory. Charlie wouldn’t meet his eyes.

      George scooped up a second helping of buttered turnips and attempted conversation. “So, Mom, you said Aunt Tory had another baby?”

      His mother had written to tell him that her sister Victoria, the youngest of Eolia’s eleven younger siblings, more than a decade younger than Eolia herself, had given birth to a third child since he’d been away. Three new cousins, this newest one young enough to be his own child.

      “His name is Walter, and he has the thickest head of hair I ever saw on a newborn.” Eolia smiled fondly. “Now that you’re home to stay, you’ll be able to get to know them.”

      His brother reached for his glass. “Are you really home to stay, George?” The question sounded hopeful, but there was something wrong with Charlie’s voice. “There’s a whole lot of world you haven’t seen yet.”

      “I’ve seen enough,” George said wearily.

      Charlie set the glass down on the table with an overloud thump. A slosh of milk rolled over the rim of the glass, spreading damply into the cream damask tablecloth. “When should I plan to be out of the office?” He glared at George over the centerpiece, his blue eyes hard beneath his fashionable Browline frames.

      George’s hand froze somewhere between his plate and his mouth, the scent of turnips settling uncomfortably in his nose. The pressure of his parents’ watchfulness was palpable. He summoned all of his patience to set his fork down gently. “What are you talking about?”

      “The Mercantile, George. Your birthright.” Spittle gathered in the corner of his little brother’s mouth.

      Relief pulled at the corner’s of George’s lips. “I don’t want the store, Charlie.”

      Charlie’s puffed-up anger deflated just as Oscar Cartwright’s knife toppled off the table, striking the hardwood and bouncing under the credenza. Both men blustered over one another.

      “The hell—"

      “You don’t?”

      Eolia reached towards him, but the dining table was too long for her fingers to make contact. “George!”

      He set his hands down on either side of his place setting and addressed the hideous oil painting of Ethan Allen and Benedict Arnold that hung over the fireplace. “I don’t want the store. I never did. I wanted to travel. And God knows, I’ve done that.”

      His father seemed to be mechanically chewing some forgotten mouthful of his dinner. Charlie was still, but his eyes were brittle. His mother’s reaching hand retreated to clutch at the pink faux pearls around her neck.

      “In fact, I was going to wait until after dinner to tell you all, but I’ve arranged to start at the college in a few weeks. The Dean feels that after officer training and my six years of service, I should be able to earn my degree in two years, but it will depend on my marks.”

      “Thornton College?” Eolia’s voice rose in surprise. George could almost see the plans swirling in his mother’s head when she asked, “What do you plan to study?”

      “English literature.” He picked up his cutlery and sliced a bite of turkey. Dragging it through the swiftly congealing gravy on his plate, he continued. “I plan to teach after I graduate. Hopefully somewhere nearby, but that will remain to be seen.”

      “No.”

      One word in his father’s gravelly baritone and the oxygen fled the room. George’s head swam.

      “No.” Oscar Cartwright was flushed, sweat stood out on his gaunt brow. His tone was flat, full of finality. “I did not shepherd the Mercantile through the Depression and the war years to have my son throw it away so he can bury his nose in stories.”

      “Dad,” George said, trying to grasp the truth of his father’s outburst, “Hasn’t Charlie been running things pretty nicely for you?”

      “Your brother,” Oscar said without looking at his younger son, “has been a valuable member of the staff, but the Mercantile has been handed from eldest Cartwright son to eldest Cartwright son since my great-grandfather came back from Gettysburg with half a leg and vision for this town’s future.”

      “Doesn’t it make more sense to pass it on to the son who wants it?”

      “You’re the eldest son, George.” For his father, the conversation was over.

      “Excuse me.” Charlie slid his chair back and left the room.

      George watched him go. Charlie’s gait was stiff, and there was a twitch in his cheek that betrayed his pain. George knew it well from years of fighting off the bigger boys who thought his skinny, awkward younger brother was fair game. Charlie Cartwright wasn’t a gangly kid anymore, that much was clear to George. His brother dressed smartly, held an enviable position at the Mercantile, and was engaged to the prettiest girl George had ever seen. Still, he clenched his jaw to push back tears.

      Underneath it all, Charlie was still his kid brother.

      As a courtesy to their mother, George sat and finished the food on his plate. He’d endured longer meals and faced things more fearful than his father’s rage. He cleared his mother’s plate in silence, then slipped out the back door into the velvet softness of an August night.

      The sunset was peach and azure, the mountains a dusky gray against the darker Eastern sky. From inside the house, the late Hank Williams crooned about a cheating heart.

      George hummed along while he walked around the garage, squeezing his now filled-out body between the siding and the hedge. The stack of extra bricks from the patio his father put in when they were kids still lined the back of the garage, and behind the bricks on the bottom left was the Uneeda Biscuit tin George was looking for.

      Inside was a six-year-old pack of Lucky Strikes—hidden there by a boy off on a heroic adventure, a boy who never assumed he’d see combat. George envied that boy his innocent secrets.

      Overhead, a thick canopy of blaze orange maple leaves filtered the waning sunlight. After six years of palms and scrub firs or endless, treeless skies at sea, their cool embraced him.

      The sulfuric snap of the match and the damp burn of the old cigarette filled his nose; the scent was almost enough until the first sweet draw of tobacco flooded his blood. He closed his eyes and fought the sudden urge to get back on the train in Port Henry and ride it wherever it was bound.

      “Shh, don’t tell.” The husky alto pulled him from his thoughts as quickly as soft fingers pulled the smoke from his grip.

      George opened his eyes to his cigarette between Ginny Fletcher’s perfect lips.

      She exhaled slowly and leaned back against the mossy bricks. “Charlie doesn’t like the smell, but I’m guessing that’s not what drove you out here.”

      George wished for a coat to lay between her polka-dot dress and the dirty wall. “How did you know I was back here?”

      She drew on the cigarette again before handing it back. “I didn’t know you were out here. I smelled the cigarette.” She dropped her gaze. “I was curious.”

      George stubbed out the glowing end and stared up at the faint winking of emerging stars. “I’ve been away a long time.”

      Ginny’s voice drifted alongside his. “Charlie says six years.”

      “I’m kind of surprised the Luckies survived.”

      The music in her laugh delighted him. He longed to be one of the funny guys, just to make her laugh all the time.

      “I’m picturing you sneaking out here for a smoke with your dad’s stolen pin up magazines.”

      George felt a hot flush up his neck. “I never saw one of those until basic training,” he muttered.

      “Changed your life, did it?” Ginny giggled.

      George couldn’t think of a single thing to say. The summer sky offered no assistance.

      “I’m sorry.” Her jazz voice was gentle now. “I embarrassed you.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      Ginny reached for his hand. “It’s not nothing. I made you uncomfortable. My mother always says, ‘Virginia, Charles will think you’re fast.’” She pursed her lips in mock disapproval. “I don’t think before I talk.”

      George could feel the pulse dancing under her skin where his thumb grazed her wrist, but he kept his gaze firmly on the heavens. “I don’t think that.” He waited for her to drop his hand.

      She let it rest there in hers. “What do you think?”  

      The question was almost whispered, and George finally turned to her. She had a smattering of pale freckles on the bridge of her nose and the tips of her dark eyelashes were blond. He could see himself reflected in her green eyes. Hair still Navy short, face more planed and angled than it had been the last time he’d smoked behind the garage, expression more guarded. George resisted threading their fingers together.

      “I think Charlie will be looking for his pretty fiancee.” George winced inwardly at the forced cheer. He pulled his hand back and pushed up from his slouch against the wall.

      Ginny took the hint and dusted her skirt off before leading him back around to the driveway. When George didn’t follow her up the front steps, she turned back. “You’re not coming in?”

      The front door opened and Charlie burst onto the porch. “Ginny, I was wondering where you were. I did promise you a root beer float.” He took note of George at the bottom of the steps and his lips turned down petulantly. “I didn’t realize you were still here, George.”

      Ginny laughed. “Your brother is charming, Charlie.”

      Charlie continued to scrutinize George; whatever he saw there, his expression cleared. He put out an arm for Ginny and ushered her down the stairs and past George. As her slim hand came to rest on Charlie’s forearm, Charlie bent to whisper some sweet nothing in her ear.

      She smiled tenderly up at his brother, and George felt a pang of pure envy. As they passed him, Charlie gave him a forced grin. “Don’t be getting too cozy with my girl.”

      Ginny glanced at him over her shoulder. George couldn’t read her eyes in the half-light.
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      Two weeks into September, George was questioning the wisdom of his collegiate plan. On the one hand, he kept extremely busy, writing papers to place out of lower level classes and attending his lectures. His mind was full to bursting with words—everyone from Shakespeare to the moderns. Even his beloved Jules Verne had found a place in his studies. On the other hand, his status fell somewhere between Freshman and Junior, and he was about four years and one war too old for carefree mixers and fraternity pledging.

      He’d opted to live at home, a situation which was quickly becoming untenable. His mother had decided that he was better suited for the law or medicine, and insisted on discussing those courses of study at every opportunity. Charlie regarded him with suspicion, and his father glowered silently in George’s presence.

      He’d taken to indulging in a secret cigarette every night after dinner. Though they hadn’t seen one another except in passing since the night he arrived home, George couldn’t stop thinking about Ginny. At least hiding out behind the garage with his new pack of Lucky Strikes, he could hope she might follow the telltale smoke to his side.

      George had pined for home during his years of service, but now that the green canopy above was tinting gold and the winter constellations leaped into the night sky, he realized he no longer belonged anywhere—neither here in the house on Chapel Street nor back on the Juneau—neither on the earth nor on the moon.

      He was craving that illicit smoke at noon on a bright Wednesday when he passed Ginny Fletcher coming out of Dawson’s Grocery. She looked like summer in a red skirt and white blouse, and her nearly black hair was smoothed back in a shiny tail. She was carrying a paper sack of groceries in her arms.

      “Ginny!” His greeting startled her; she nearly dropped the bag. George scooped it out of her hands. “What are you shopping for? Bricks?”

      She tugged on her ponytail and smoothed her skirt over her hips. “Just a few things for my mother.”

      “Can I carry them back for you?” George tried to tame the furious roar of blood in his ears. What was it about her that unraveled him?

      She tilted her head, and looked up at him from under lowered lashes. “I’d expect nothing less from my future brother-in-law.”

      Her words gonged in his head. Future brother-in-law. He stepped back to let her lead him. Dawson’s was on the same block of College Street as the Ben Franklin, three blocks down from Chapel Street, but George had no idea where Ginny’s family lived. “Where are we headed?”

      “Just there.” Ginny pointed down College Street to the Common. There was only one home on the Common, two of its sides were flanked with shops, the Congregational and Catholic Churches opposed one another, leaving the only remaining space to the imposing three-story, Mansard-style mansion which welcomed all comers to downtown Thornton.

      Even as George blurted, “You live there?” he was remembering his mother telling him that Marion Pettengill had passed away a few years back.

      “My father bought it two years ago and moved us all here. Basically, he made his fortune and now he intends to let his fortune take care of us.” She gave George what he assumed was meant to be a world-weary look. “Investments. Frankly, I think the house is too big and probably haunted.”

      “Haunted?” George looked at her closely. “Really?”

      Her giggle ended in a tiny snort and her ears blushed pink. “No. But it sounds better than ‘pretentious and empty.’” She was quiet a moment before asking, “How are your classes?”

      “Really great,” George said. “They’re the only thing I’m certain of right now, except—” Except that I think I’m falling in love with my brother’s girl.

      “Except?” Ginny’s eyebrows arched dramatically, and the corners of her smile turned down teasingly.

      “Except that…” He cast into his mind for a distraction and came up with the only other constant in his life. “I still love Jules Verne more than any other writer. Maybe even more than Shakespeare.” For the second time in as many conversations, George felt his face and neck burning with shame.

      “Let me guess,” Ginny began, pausing at the corner of College and Chapel. George took her arm with his free one and escorted her across the street. “20,000 Leagues is your favorite.”

      “No.” George grinned. No one ever guessed.

      “Five Weeks in a Balloon?”

      “No.” Another corner of George’s traitorous heart declared for Ginny. She knew Jules Verne.

      Ginny’s playful expression went serious as they walked over the grassy Common toward her family’s home. George’s pulse hammered. She took his measure deliberately while the sunlight dappled her hair. The green-tinted sunlight was too bright, the fresh-cut grass too sharp in his nose. The town common was suddenly as vast and foreign as the Pacific or the surface of the faraway moon.  

      “I’ve got it!” Ginny tugged on his arm. Her triumphant grin lit up the afternoon. “Around the World in 80 Days!”

      George laughed out loud. Her nose wrinkled when he shook his head; if it was possible for a girl like Ginny Fletcher to look like a schoolmarm, she did.

      Ginny narrowed her eyes. “Are you pulling my leg?”

      “No.” He hoisted the sack of groceries up a little.

      “What is it?”

      His next words slipped out before he could catch them. “You’re pretty when you’re flustered.”

      Her eyes widened at the compliment. For a heartbeat, her fluttering lashes and teasing mouth were still. She composed herself and flashed him a steely glance, softened by playful humor in her emerald eyes. “I’ll figure it out, you know.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      They had reached the front porch of the Pettengill House—the Fletcher House now, he supposed.

      Ginny reached out for the groceries. “Thank you for walking me home, George.”

      He brushed her bare arms handing over the paper bag and shivered at the feel of her sun-warm skin. Her lips parted over a quick indrawn breath and George was undone.

      “My pleasure, Ginny.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek. If his lips lingered too long, too close to the tempting corner of her lips, neither of them gave breath to the thought.

      Ginny left him with a Mona Lisa smile, the front door closing softly between them.

      He was halfway back across the Common before his feet touched the ground.
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      A cocktail of guilt and desire fizzed in George’s blood through the darkening days of autumn. The foliage burned from amber to crimson, leaving an ashy grayness over November. In the hopes of securing a room of his own somewhere for the second semester, he took a job as a farmhand at his aunt and uncle’s dairy. It was cold, exhausting, early morning work, and in combination with the endless reading and writing for his degree, George found he could keep improper thoughts of Ginny Fletcher at bay, though he saw her regularly enough.

      She came to Sunday dinner every week, and every week Eolia seated her to George’s left, safely across the table from Charlie, in an effort to maintain an antique decorum. George barely tasted these meals; the entire force of his being was concentrated on not betraying his deepening feelings for his brother’s fiancée.

      He would take note of Charlie and Ginny’s presence around town with a stunted smile and some inane pleasantry.

      George was the only one in the family actually relieved that Ginny’s parents had accepted Oscar and Eolia’s invitation to join them for Thanksgiving dinner. Knowing he wouldn’t be the only one eating under unbearable strain gave him a grim satisfaction.

      The conversation around the holiday table happened in hands like a card game. Oscar and Alfred Fletcher would discuss business, stocks, weather, and war for a few moments. Eolia would attempt to engage Bea Fletcher in some gossip to diffuse the heated male topics. Bea, who didn’t tend to mingle much, would nod while Eolia floundered. Ginny would praise Charlie’s innovations at the Mercantile or ask George about his courses at Thornton to relieve her mother, and the older men would steamroll over the young men’s answers, bringing the whole farce round again.

      George wanted a cigarette. Badly.

      Eolia was about to get up for the coffee service when Charlie stood. The scraping of his chair on the hardwood startled Oscar and Alfred Fletcher into silence.

      Eolia sat again. “Charlie?”

      Charlie looked at Ginny across the table. Her expression was guarded.

      “Ginny and I have set a date for the wedding.”

      Eolia beamed. “When, dears?”

      The Fletchers watched Charlie very carefully. George wanted to sink through the floor.

      “June 11, 1955.”

      Eolia’s face crumpled. Seeing Charlie and Ginny’s dismay and the bland acceptance on the Fletchers’ faces, she pasted her smile back on quickly. “Why such a long engagement, Charlie?”

      Ginny jumped in to save Charlie. “We’re going to wait until Mr. Cartwright retires and Charlie has enough put by for a house of our own.”

      “Did I say I was retiring in 1955, Charles?” Oscar’s voice was deadly quiet, and though he addressed Charlie, it was George he looked at.

      “Sure, Dad,” Charlie blustered. “You told Ed Pease you were going to retire in two years. At the Memorial Day barbecue.”

      Oscar held the table still with his silence. His eyes never left George, who stared back, waiting for his father to speak.

      “I did tell Ed Pease I was going to retire in two years.” He paused to let the statement sink in. “When George had had enough time to take over the business.”

      “Jesus Christ, Dad!” Charlie exploded. “George doesn’t even want the business!” His chair clattered to the floor in his rush to escape the dining room.

      Ginny set her napkin on the table. “Excuse me, Mrs. Cartwright.” She ran out in Charlie’s wake.

      George said nothing, holding his father’s gaze.

      Bea Fletcher cleared her throat. Her flutey voice piped up uncertainly. “Fred, dear, I think we should excuse ourselves. Eolia, dinner was lovely. Thank you so much for having us.”

      Alfred pulled her chair out for her and they, too, vanished into the hall.

      “George,” Oscar began, but Eolia interrupted.

      “Surely this can wait, Oscar?”

      George’s father snapped at his wife, but George intervened. “No, Mother. It needs to be said now.” He stood, speaking formally to his father.

      “Dad, I am going to finish my degree and take a teaching position. I have no plans to join the business. Charlie loves the Mercantile, and by all evidence, he’s going to do well by it. You need to stop this. I’m going to excuse myself.” He leaned over the corner of the table to kiss his mother’s cheek. “Mother, thank you for dinner.”

      George didn’t expect to find Ginny behind the garage with his Lucky Strikes, but that didn’t dampen his disappointment when she wasn’t there.

      He leaned and smoked in the damp afternoon chill. The day was drizzly and overcast, the high somewhere in the forties. He hadn’t thought to stop for his coat, so the relatively mild weather was a blessing. When his father’s car started up two slow cigarettes later, George assumed Oscar was headed to the American Legion Post for Scotch and soda and commiseration.

      Thinking the coast was clear, George slipped in the kitchen door, thinking to help his mother in the kitchen. Instead, he found Charlie, alone with a bottle. The condensation from his highball glass pooled on the faded linoleum tabletop. The leftovers congealed quietly on the counters, hip to shoulder with stacks of the family’s good china and silver.

      “You should just take it,” Charlie whimpered into his whiskey on the rocks. “He’ll die before he lets me have it. No matter that we’ve made more money since I started working there than we did for years before that.”

      “I don’t want it, Charlie.” George took a second highball glass from the cabinet and poured himself a splash of his brother’s Canadian blend, neat. “I want you to have it. I told Dad after you walked out, I’m not coming into the business.”

      Charlie was well nigh onto drunk. “Doesn’t matter that I talked Fred Fletcher into backing the expansion into television sets or that Fred’s connections have secured some better prices from some of our major suppliers.” He downed his drink and poured another in rapid succession. “Doesn’t mean a damn thing that I come in early and stay late every day.” He looked up with bleary eyes. “Doesn’t matter that when Fred and Bea Fletcher die I’ll be the heir to all their money. I’m marrying the Mercantile’s insurance policy and our old man doesn’t give a shit.”

      George’s head spun from revelation and liquor; nicotine and dry turkey twisted in his gut and he worried he might toss the whole mess up. He took the bottle from Charlie’s hand. “You’re pretty drunk, Charlie.”

      “Not too drunk to see how you look at her, brother.”

      George stood, taking the whiskey bottle with him. “Go to bed, Charlie.”

      Charlie stumbled up, leaning hard on the door jamb. “I see how you look at her.”
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      Christmas was a broken affair.

      It snowed on Christmas Eve, blanketing Thornton overnight in four inches of sparkling white. The Cartwrights attended services in the morning and dutifully gathered around the tinseled tree afterwards to celebrate.

      Eolia bought and wrapped gifts from each of her sons to their father, and from Oscar to his sons. As was their custom, Oscar and Eolia exchanged token gifts from the Mercantile’s inventory. For Eolia, a bottle of Yardley English Lavender, for Oscar a new pair of black leather gloves.

      George had brought back gifts from his last stopover in Honolulu, but the gesture fell flat amongst his family’s silent war. His mother let him clasp a bracelet of Hawaiian pearls around her wrist with a wistful sigh. He’d brought Charlie home a tiki idol, guaranteed by the weathered carver to bring luck to the recipient. Charlie said thank you, but George heard the doubt in his brother’s voice.

      His father grunted in his general direction at the carefully selected koa-wood box George had envisioned on his father’s desk in the Mercantile’s office.

      They ate gray roast beef and soggy Yorkshire pudding in miserable silence, after which George excused himself from yet another holiday table.

      He fled on foot down Chapel Street, turning right without a glance across the street at Cartwright’s Mercantile, standing dark on the opposite corner. He stopped on the stone bridge which spanned the spot where the Thorn River bisected downtown and dropped over the falls, spilling and foaming on its way north towards Lake Champlain. College Street was quiet save for the small crowd entering the Congregational Church on that side of the Common.

      George stood for a long time, watching the water tumble past the ice that formed on the stone legs of the bridge, feeling the spray sting his cheeks. When he looked up, it was snowing again.

      “Merry Christmas, George!” Ginny was running down the sidewalk, feet sure in sturdy snow boots.

      Warmth bloomed in his chest; there was nothing he could do to stop it. Ginny wore a bright blue wool coat and a yellow knit tam and scarf. Her dark hair and scarlet lips brought out the green in her eyes and the flush on her cheeks. She shone like a string of Christmas lights, haloed by swirling flurries. In her gloved hands was a small package wrapped in festive printed paper.

      One look at the despair in George’s eyes and she reached up to touch his face. “What is it?”

      He leaned into her palm, savoring her heat through the wool gloves. “It’s everything, Ginny. And it’s nothing.”

      “It’s not Charlie’s fault,” she said gently.

      “I know,” he replied. “I think.”

      Ginny pressed the package into his hands. “I saw you while I was out with the carolers. I ran home to get this for you. I’ll give Charlie his gift when he comes for dinner—”

      George was delighted and terribly embarrassed. “You got me a Christmas gift?”

      “I figured you out. I told you I would.” The smile she gave him was playful and knowing. “Open it.”

      “Here?”

      “Yes.”

      George untied the ribbon and stuffed it in his coat pocket, then tore through the wrapping. Inside was the vanilla-and-history smell of old books. Around the Moon, by Jules Verne. Ginny opened the cover. Lying against the frontispiece was a note on her stationery.

      
        
        Dearest George,

        Your favorite is From the Earth to the Moon. I should have known all along. You are a dreamer, a traveler, a man of words.

        I always wanted to know what happened to the moon adventurers, but I’d never read the sequel.

        I know you don’t have this edition in your collection. I asked your mother.

        Merry Christmas, Ginny

        

      

      He looked at the publishing page. A first edition of the English translation. “Ginny, it’s wonderful. Thank you.”

      She wrapped her hands around his, holding the book between them. She had to tip her head to look up at him. “You’re very welcome.”

      A recklessness grew in his chest. “Do you love him?”

      Ginny blinked. Something dark flashed in her eyes and she hesitated. Snowflakes landed on her cheeks and eyelashes. “Your brother’s a good man. I made him promises, George.”

      He held tight to her hands, wishing there weren’t two thick layers between them. “I love you, Ginny. I love you.”

      Tears welled in her eyes, washing the snow away as they fell. “Oh, George.”

      Before he could second-guess himself, he tugged her gently closer, both of them still clutching the book. When his lips touched hers, he swore he heard music. Her mouth stiffened in shock, then softened briefly against his.

      Every kiss George had known before went up in flames. For those heartbeats, the world spun around Ginny Fletcher, and he knew he’d never love another girl the same way.

      He felt her pull back. George kept his eyes closed; he simply couldn’t bear to see her walk away.

      When he opened his eyes, Ginny was gone, absorbed into the group of carolers spilling out of the church.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      George returned to classes in January determined to banish Ginny from his heart. To that end, he went to the mixers with friends from his classes. He shed his fear of being the old guy and asked a girl to the movies. On his best days, it almost worked.

      At the end of the month, he came home to find Ginny’s bright blue coat on the hall tree. The memory of their kiss in the snow scattered his carefully constructed resolve and he strained to hear her voice.

      From the sounds of it, she was having late-afternoon coffee and cookies with his mother.  George could hear Eolia prattle on about Ginny’s trousseau while he divested himself of his winter clothes in the front hall.

      Ginny blushed over her cup when George answered his mother’s summons to the parlor.

      “There’s a letter for you in the kitchen, dear.”

      The letter was from Bert Napoli, a sailor he’d come up through basic with. There was a Boston postmark.

      
        
        Dear George,

        I hope this finds you well. I should have written sooner, but I’ve been on the road since I dropped you at the train station. I made my way to Boston these last six months doing some odd jobs for my uncle. I am staying with some cousins with business concerns here in Massachusetts and thinking I may stay on. If you ever come to Boston, they know how to have a good time.

        Which brings me to why I’m writing. It’s a small world, George. Last week I was with my cousin Gianni at a party and I met a guy named Charlie Cartwright from Vermont. I overheard him telling Gianni about his brother George coming home from the Navy, and I knew he had to mean you. Your sister-in-law is a firecracker. If Loretta has any sisters, I’m coming up there instead. Who knew they grew girls like that in cow land?

        I hope you’ve got one like her to keep you warm. These New England winters are no joke.

        Best, Bert

        

      

      His sister-in-law? Loretta?

      George’s first reaction was that Bert must have met another Charlie Cartwright with a brother George in the Navy, but the uglier truth kept asserting itself.

      Charlie had been in Boston on store business the previous week; he’d even mentioned going to a party. He hadn’t mentioned Bert Napoli, but Bert had always been able to fade out of sight when he wanted to. George folded the letter carefully and slipped it into his shirt pocket, then went back out to the front hall for his coat and boots.

      He found Charlie in the smaller office off the store room in the basement. Their father’s office was on the main floor of the Mercantile, with his door open to the store and in full view of the front counter.

      George didn’t knock. “Who’s Loretta?”

      Charlie dropped his pen, but gathered it up deliberately before meeting George’s glare. “She’s nobody. A good-time girl I see sometimes when I’m in Boston. She spends my money on cocktails and cigarettes and she does things in bed girls like Ginny won’t ever even know exist.”

      George felt sucker-punched. “Does she know you’re engaged?”

      Charlie laughed, but it was a bitter, hollow sound. “She knows. Doesn’t give a damn. I’m not her steady guy or anything. She’s probably got a dozen guys like me on a line.” He shuffled a stack of papers. “Loretta’s got nothing to do with me and Ginny. Got it?”

      “Jesus, Charlie. Ginny thinks the world of you.”

      “Let’s just keep it that way, okay?” Charlie got up from behind the cramped desk, nearly banging his head on the hanging lamp. He closed in on George. “Ginny and the Fletchers are the best thing I’ve got, my only shot at making something of myself.” He punched George harder than playfully in the arm. “Since the old man doesn’t exactly support me around here.”

      “What happened to you, Charlie?”

      Charlie pushed his glasses up on his nose, a nervous gesture George knew well from their childhood. “My big brother ran off to be a hero, and I had to grow up fast.” He brushed past George, pausing at the office door. “Don’t mess with me and Ginny, George. I’m not letting her go.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Just over two weeks later, George waited in the lobby of the women’s residence for Jeannie Snow. He’d had a haircut and picked up a rose corsage. After Bert’s letter and his conversation with Charlie, he’d doubled his resolve to forget his brother’s fiancée, complete the semester at Thornton College, and transfer to another school to finish his degree. He needed to get out of his hometown before he spoiled everything.

      Taking Jeannie to the American Legion Valentine’s Day Dance was mostly for show, to prove to his brother he didn’t want to rock the boat. She was a nice girl, a sophomore from New Jersey majoring in French. George tried to ignore that if you caught her out of the corner of your eye, her dark hair and slim form bore some resemblance to Ginny Fletcher.

      Jeannie accepted her flower with coquettish eyelashes and filled the walk through downtown to the Legion Hall with easy chatter about their classmates and her French classes. He knew there were guys who were jealous of Jeannie’s interest in him, guys who would gladly fill his shoes once he eventually told her she was sweet, but that he wasn’t looking for a steady thing.

      The hall was festooned in pink and red hearts and flowers. George had a grim chuckle at his father’s expense. Oscar would loathe the use of the Legion Hall for a dance like this, but the sales from tickets and cups of frothy pink punch, thick with halved strawberries, orange slices, and lemon sherbet, funded the post’s costs.

      Jeannie kept him on his toes, literally. The four-piece band only played old standards, but Jeannie didn’t care. She loved to dance, and had the ability to make him feel like a less awkward leader than he was.

      George barely managed to keep from watching his brother’s fiancée laugh and twirl in Charlie’s arms. Charlie’s table was full of a changing crowd of admirers. George suspected he was spiking their punch. Ginny wore red that matched her lipstick, with poppies in her hair that Charlie had bought for her at the florist.

      For one brief moment, she’d felt the weight of his regard. She caught his gaze from underneath lowered lashes, and her eyes flicked towards the dance floor. George sighed and shook his head imperceptibly.

      When Jeannie felt his attention wane, she dragged him back onto the dance floor, coaxing out his smile with her easy humor. As the dance wound down, George was almost surprised to realize he’d enjoyed himself.

      He walked Jeannie back to her dormitory, down College Street and over the Thorn River. He kissed Jeannie’s cheek at the door and waited until she blinked the desk lamp in her window before he turned back for town. Her cheek had been cold against his still glove-warm palm, but when he reached back into his pocket for his gloves, they were tangled in a length of red ribbon, and Ginny was right there in his thoughts again.

      When he saw the blue coat on the bridge, he cursed himself for a fool. There was no way to avoid her without crossing the street in full view and walking around her. George dropped his chin into the folds of his scarf and pushed his hands down deep into his coat pockets.

      “Ginny,” he said politely, passing her with a nod.

      “George?” The questioning tilt of her head dropped a curled lock of hair against her cheek. “You’re not going to talk to me?”

      He stopped a few feet past her and turned back. “It’s late.”

      “And you don’t have a curfew.” Her brow knotted. “Keep me company a bit, George. It’s the least you can do after ignoring me all evening at the Legion Hall.”

      He took a single step in her direction. “You and Charlie were having a fine time.”

      Ginny shifted so they were closer. “So were you, with that coed.”

      The sky was clear overhead, the river below bubbling under skims and floes of ice, save where its static whisper whooshed over the falls. George gave up and pulled her into his arms.

      “Ginny, you know how I feel about you. Don’t toy with me. Tell Charlie you love me, too, and we’ll get out of here. We’ll get married and go somewhere new.”

      For one mad heartbeat he saw yes in her eyes. He saw the whole future spin out, fleeing town on a Greyhound bus and starting out fresh. Sadness shuttered Ginny’s expression again, and George knew it had passed. He released her, but she didn’t step back.

      “I made promises, George. I believe in those promises.” She didn’t reach for him this time. There was too much at stake. “Someday you’ll think of me as a sister, and we’ll laugh about this madness.”

      “Damn it, Ginny,” he growled, dragging her up against him and locking his arms around her. “I’ll never think of you like a sister.”

      His mouth closed over hers and he tasted lemon sherbet from the Legion Hall. She made a small sound in the back of her throat and clung to him, lips curving and yielding. She wound her gloved fingers into his hair and kissed him back. He poured his longing into that kiss, cherishing her even as he took his pleasure.

      They came apart breathing hard. Ginny backed away from him, wide-eyed and flushed, and the reality of how far over the line he’d gone crashed down on him.

      He turned on his heel and rushed through the slush for the house on Chapel Street.
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      In the spring, his Aunt Tory and Uncle Jed offered him their spare bedroom and two meals a day instead of cash in exchange for his work at the farm. George missed the pocket money, but the relief of leaving the house on Chapel Street was palpable. He picked up a shift at the college library to pay for his lunches and the occasional date. He bought a used bicycle and rode it daily, save when the snow was bad.

      The drudgery seemed a fitting penance for his sins, and his new home outside of town meant fewer opportunities to run into Ginny.

      His grades, always strong, improved even further, launching him to the top of his classes.

      Spring bloomed, and with it came the news that the Dean approved George’s plan to finish his degree a semester early. George was over the moon. Jeannie Snow, whom he’d been dating when his schedule allowed, insisted they go see a movie and get a celebratory milkshake.

      When he dropped her off at the residence hall, he was feeling oddly melancholy. Jeannie was happy for him and proud of his hard work. She’d told everyone at the diner about his advancement, even getting the patrons to raise a toast, but the victory felt hollow. His earlier resolve to leave town would be wasted, given that he could get the degree faster if he stayed put, but what to do afterwards?

      George suspected that Jeannie was starting to have opinions about his future. That feeling lodged like a stone in his chest.

      The woman he most wanted to share his news with was the last woman in the world he should go anywhere near, but his traitorous feet took him straight to her door the very next afternoon. He hadn’t meant to, but he’d come into town in the Fuller’s pickup truck to fetch some aspirin for little Walter’s chest cold, and the Pettengill—Fletcher—House had called to him from its place on the Common.

      He rang the bell with his heart in his throat and his hat in his hands. Bea Fletcher answered the door.

      “Oh, hello George,” she said.

      He clasped the Fedora behind his back to hold himself still. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Fletcher. Is Ginny home?”

      Bea’s face fell. “Oh, no, dear. Ginny’s gone up to Burlington with her father to see about a proper church for the wedding. Fred and I just think we won’t be able to fit everyone in the church here. And there’s nowhere for a reception…” Mrs. Fletcher’s train of thought petered out. “Shall I tell her you called?”

      “No, ma’am. I’ll catch up with her another time.” He replaced the hat, tipped the brim, and trotted down the porch steps. Walking across the Common in May sunshine, George decided to pay his mother a visit. She would at least pretend to be proud of him.

      He was surprised to hear shouting when he turned the corner onto Chapel Street. He was even more surprised when the shouting was coming through the open windows of his parents’ front parlor.

      His father was home, and roaring like a wounded bear. “You’ll marry her, Charles, or you’ll never set foot in my store again.”

      George slipped up the front steps and through the front door, pausing in the doorway when he heard the wet sniffle of a crying female.

      “Young lady,” his mother’s voice now, but cold and purposeful, “are you absolutely certain?”

      A ringing honk into a hankie, and a coarse, broad-voweled reply, “I’m not that kind of girl, Mrs. Cartwright. Charlie told me he loved me.”

      “Dad, she’s lying. She’s known the whole time I was going to marry Ginny.”

      The crying woman started sobbing. Oscar Cartwright bellowed and George heard something glass shatter inside the parlor. “How does that make it acceptable, what you’ve done?” When there was no reply from his younger son Oscar spoke more measuredly. George was frozen in place, waiting to see what would happen.

      “You’ll marry Loretta in the morning, Charles. I’ll see to it with Reverend Beacham, and you’ll move into one of the apartments over the store. You’ll continue to manage the daily running of the store, but there won’t be any more trips. I’ll handle that myself. You can’t be trusted.”

      “Dad—” Charlie’s voice sounded strangled.

      “Furthermore, you’ll march yourself over to the Fletchers’ house this very evening and explain what you’ve done. If you’re lucky,” his father dropped his voice to a horrible menacing growl, “Fred Fletcher will shoot you and this whole mess will be over for all of us.”

      George’s stomach clenched when Loretta wailed in misery. Their father had Charlie pinned. He wouldn’t walk away from the store; he’d marry his good-time girl and her baby would be a Cartwright. George knew that in his bones.

      Oh, Ginny. His heart hoped and ached for her.

      He backed out of the door, twisting the knob so the door would snug into the frame silently. The last thing his little brother needed was the further humiliation of knowing George had heard the whole thing. When the locked snicked imperceptibly shut, George released a breath he hadn’t been aware of holding.

      He turned to face Ginny, who stood on the porch, fingers clenched around the back of a wooden rocking chair. Her lips were white, her skin bleached, eyes sparkling with pain.

      “Ginny.”

      She bolted, skirts swishing around her calves. George started after her, but Charlie’s voice stopped him cold.

      “Don’t you dare.”

      George spun around. “You’re in no position to stop me.”

      A blond in a pencil skirt and tottering heels with a voice like bubble gum clattered out behind Charlie. “Chas?”

      George stepped down onto the walkway. The rest of his life opened up beyond the front gate of the house on Chapel Street. He just needed to find Ginny.

      “I love her, Charlie. I love her, and I’m going after her.”

      George caught up with Ginny on the bridge. He grabbed her hand and she stumbled around and into his arms. Her eyes were red-rimmed from crying, her makeup smeared. The bright, overcast sky intensified the colors around them, and the falls underneath roared in his ears.

      Passersby dodged them. He heard the beginnings of whispers as they passed.

      He couldn’t have said what he expected to find in her face, but anger wasn’t it.

      “Did you know?” Her voice broke over the words, but she held herself together.

      George thought of the letter from Bert, folded into his copy of Around the Moon, stacked on the tiny desk in his room at the Fullers’. Ginny heard the truth in his silence.

      “You knew. You knew he had some girl on the side.” She shoved him away, grief twisting her features. “You told me you loved me, George.”

      “I do.” His hands fell to his side. “God knows I do.”

      “How could you let him do this to me?” She was pleading with him. “To us?”

      “Us?” Under the shame and the guilt, a spark kindled.

      Ginny edged away, gripping the wall. “How long?”

      “I don’t know. Long enough,” George muttered.

      “No.” She spoke without looking at him. “How long have you known?”

      The spark guttered. “Since January.”

      Truth and betrayal spiraled out over the river. The future he’d felt blossoming was tumbling into the thrashing waters of the Thorn River. He was losing her.

      “Ginny.” He laid his hand over hers, clasping her fingers. George held her hand in silence until he felt a slight give in her bones. Gently he turned her to face him. “Virginia Fletcher, I love you. I have since the moment you stepped out of your father’s Bel Air in Port Henry, and I’ll never love another girl this way as long as I live.”

      He dropped to his knees on the sidewalk. There were tears streaming over her cheeks, pooling in the soft corners of her lips and tracing the curve of her chin and jaw.

      “I wanted to tell you everything, but you’d made it so clear, that you were going to be with my brother. I didn’t think it was my place, especially when everything I knew was hearsay.” He paused for a breath. Her tears hadn’t slowed, but like the sun behind a rain cloud, there was light in her eyes. “I’ll explain everything, but Ginny, I have to know.”

      His heart slammed in his chest. Hope waited like a mine in his chest.

      “Do you love me?”

      She wrapped his arms around her waist, and he laid his cheek against the pleats of her skirt. “I do love you, George.”

      He leaned back to see her face, streaked with weeping and mascara, and never more beautiful. He stood, slowly becoming aware of the crowd building around them as his hope exploded into joy.

      “I love you, George.” She threw herself into his arms, whispering through her tears. “From the earth to the moon.”
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      When Walt Fuller’s father dropped dead repairing a pasture fence a week before Thanksgiving, his mother went into a period of mourning that lasted until the day she died. Jed’s broad-chested, bull-headed life had been the center of hers, and when his light went out, Tory Fuller switched hers off as well.

      Walt missed his Pop something fierce, but his grief was overshadowed by the sheer size of his mother’s pain.

      Within a day, the three bedroom farmhouse on the Fuller’s dairy farm was full to brimming with funereal closeness. His oldest sister Patty came up from Connecticut with her husband and the babies and set up camp in the spare room. Uncles, aunts, cousins, and friends poured in; the house swelled up with grief and goodwill. His brother was sleeping in his camper in the driveway, but he still came in to eat and use the toilet.

      Walt couldn’t say for sure if Joe was showering at all.

      He lasted three days among the mourners before taking his Pop’s truck west on County Road and driving until he could breathe again. A few yards shy of the Lake Champlain bridge, the truck ran out of gas. Cursing both the rare impulse and his father’s unexpected death, Walt hopped out of the truck to hitch a ride home.

      If his fingers hadn’t been nearly frozen in the pockets of his Levis, the snow-scented wind off Lake Champlain would have made him smile. Walt relished the anticipation of long, dark Vermont winters. The dormant silence of a frozen pasture at dawn eased him in a way even the calving and greening of spring never could. The bovine warmth of the twilight barns comforted him like the drafty farmhouse never had.

      He was contemplating the far-distant top of the Crown Point light house memorial when a blue Beetle honked and pulled onto the gravel shoulder. The girl who pushed out of the car had hair the color of cinnamon that curled out of her wool cap, and curves her bell-bottoms and a fair-isle ski sweater did nothing to hide. She came around the backside of the bug and leaned a hip against the rear hatch.

      “Need a ride?” Her clear blue eyes were sparkling with suppressed laughter, taking in his truck and lack of a jacket.

      The driver waved her hand. She was singing along with ABBA’s “Dancing Queen,” drumming delicately on the steering wheel of the VW.

      Cinnamon Girl grinned, returned to the open passenger side door, and pushed her seat forward to open up the back. “By the way, that’s Jane, and I’m Molly.”

      Walt arranged his limbs in the back of Jane’s bug. The car was cramped, and his knees pressed into the seats. He rested one arm on one of about a half dozen paper bags crammed in with him.

      “Where to?” Molly shifted in her seat to crane her neck. Her eyes crinkled when she smiled.

      “Fuller Farm. It’’s just—“

      “Up County Road another coupl’a miles,” Jane said. She half-turned to Molly as she eased the VW back onto the road. “You must be Walt.”

      He blinked at the girl driving. She was blonde-haired, blue-eyed, pretty in a catalog kind of way. “Ayuh.”

      He heard his father in the old-timer response, and his chest squeezed.

      Molly giggled, still twisted around to watch him. “Jane’s mom works at Town Hall. She knows everyone.”

      Jane’s gaze flicked to Walt in the rearview mirror. “I’m sorry about your father.”

      A cloud of concern passed across Molly’s face. “Oh, I—“

      He cut off Molly’s sympathy. “Thanks.”

      Molly reached out an arm, laying her slightly freckled hand on his knee. He felt the warmth of that touch through his flannel-lined denim. “Really. I’m sorry, too.”

      Her crinkly eyes were wide with sympathy. It was too much. “So, where were you heading? Before you rescued me?”

      “Jane came to get me for Thanksgiving break,” Molly said. “I’m doing my last semester at Empire State in Saratoga Springs.”

      “We’re cousins.” Jane’s eyes stayed on the road.

      The bags in the backseat made a little more sense. “Do you always pack in grocery sacks?”

      Molly’s answering laugh was deep and true; Walt wanted to make her laugh again.

      Jane sighed. “She’s hopeless.”

      Molly wrapped her arms around the headrest and laid her cheek on the seat with a helpless grin. “My laundry bag ripped.”

      Jane slowed the car, turning into the driveway at the farm. He caught her slightly narrowed glance at his brother’s derelict camper, huddled amongst a jumble of cars, and felt an answering stain rise up the back of his neck. As soon as the car stopped, he leaned forward in anticipation of escaping.

      Molly opened her door and climbed out, flipping the lever to release the passenger seat as she did. Walt pushed it forward and crawled out of the little blue car. He turned, ducking down to address Jane. “Thanks for the ride.”

      Jane gave him a pitying half-smile. When he straightened, Molly’s gaze was waiting. “I’ll be home all week. Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      He pushed his bare hands deep into his pockets. He meant to say, “Going to be busy with all this family, the funeral…” What came out sounded a lot like, “Maybe.”
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      Jed Fuller was laid to rest the Sunday after Thanksgiving.

      Nearly everyone in Thornton was there at the burial ground on Fuller Creek Road. To Molly it seemed half of Vermont was huddled there by the half-frozen creek, heads bowed around the Fuller family stone while Reverend Shutter prayed for Jed’s immortal soul, though his body would wait in the crypt until spring.

      Jane shivered next to her, immaculately turned out in a black dress and what Molly thought of as her Sunday coat, though she’d decided on her snow boots. For her own part, Molly had squeezed into something borrowed from her mother, and covered it up with her parka after the service in town.

      Walt stood between his mother and a slightly older young woman Molly assumed was his sister. Jane had given her a primer on the family before they’d come, even while she’d tried to talk Molly out of it. “We don’t even know him,” she’d said.

      “He needs friends,” was all Molly could think to reply. Watching him shoulder a corner of his father’s casket, a clutch of idle snowflakes sticking to his lashes, Molly stood by her assessment.

      The half-hearted snow swirled into a squall just as Reverend Shutter concluded his prayers, and Walt looked up. She smiled at him through the rioting snow, but wasn’t sure he saw.

      At the farm, Jane found Bobby’s parents, who drew her into their circle of friends. Molly drifted past the dining room table, stopping to take a cider donut and a cup of coffee. She paused to say hello to some neighbors, but it was Walt she sought out while they spoke.

      She found him sitting on the stairs, his coat still folded in his lap. “Hi,” she said. “How are you holding up?”

      “All right, I guess.” He blinked at her, and Molly was painfully aware of the fact that they’d only just met. “How did you know about the funeral?”

      “Jane.” Molly broke the donut in half and offered him a piece. “She drove, too. I hope it’s okay.”

      Walt took the donut; their fingers brushed, and her insides went warm. For a moment, though, he only held it, staring at a point on the wall just beyond her.

      She finished the donut to fill the awkward silence, but then there was cinnamon sugar on her fingertips, and she’d forgotten to bring a napkin. In desperation, she licked her fingertips, then grinned at her own foolishness. She didn’t have a napkin. “I’m sorry. I’m intruding.”

      “You’re not—“ he began. A tentative smile played around his mouth—probably at her expense, but she’d take it—then his sister’s voice rang out, challenging his assertion.

      “Walter? Where are you? Sal and Rachel are getting ready to leave.”

      Walt’s eyes followed the sound of his sister’s voice to the front hall, where an elderly couple were bundling up. He shook his head just a tiny bit, blushing a little when she caught it and gave him an answering wry smile.

      “I am,” she said stepping back to let him by. As he passed she brushed his hand with hers. “See you around.”

      Jane was easy to find; she was even easier to convince to leave.

      Molly shed her jacket and tossed it in the back of Jane’s car.  “He’s like a lost puppy.”

      Jane sighed as Molly’s coat tumbled off the seat, then turned the car around and pulled away. “He’s a dairy farmer, Moll. Don’t you want something nicer?”

      “Don’t be a snob.” Molly reached for the radio dial. “You’re only doing secretarial training so you can work for Bobby’s dad and save up for a house faster.”

      Jane’s disapproving frown flipped, and she flexed her left hand. The light caught the small diamond solitaire Bobby Thompson had put on her finger three months before. She looked up at Molly sharply. “So, why did you bother to do four years of college?”

      “It’s 1977, Janey. I want to learn things, just to learn them. I want to figure out where I belong. You know?” Molly glanced in the rearview mirror at the receding farm. “In case you didn’t notice, I’ve hardly been a man-magnet in Saratoga Springs.”

      “At least Walt Fuller has the good sense to think you’re pretty,” Jane conceded.

      A happy shiver coursed down Molly’s spine. “Do you think so?”

      “Don’t be stupid. I saw how he looked at you that day on the bridge.”

      Molly sighed. With her long, thick blonde hair and blue eyes, Jane Starr was the kind of girl guys just noticed. Molly’s not-quite-red unruly waves that curled near her face, her curves, and her earnest face were more sidekick than leading lady.

      The way he’d looked at her that day by the bridge had made her feel like the leading lady. She’d liked his eyes—serious and gray-hazel--and the appreciation in them.

      “You know, Moll,” Jane said, pulling the car into Molly’s driveway. “Walt Fuller has something going for him.”

      “Yeah?” Molly reached for her coat.

      Jane shrugged. “He’s probably got a house already.”
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      “Patty, why are we doing this again?” Walt trudged through the rows of blue spruce with his sister while his niece and nephew covered one another in snow and fallen needles.

      Patty grinned. “Because Mom’s not home to remind you, I’m leaving in three days, and we’ll be with Gary’s family for Christmas, and Joe will probably forget what day it is. If we don’t get you a Christmas tree now, you won’t have one at all, and that’s just sad.” She stopped, hands on her hips, and peered through the row at an eight footer a few feet away. “That one.”

      Walt followed the line of her gaze and approached the tree in question. “This one?”

      “Yes.” One of the kids squealed from somewhere behind them, and Patty hollered back without looking. “Leave your sister alone.”

      Walt knelt under the tree, shaking some of the snow off the boughs before he notched the hand saw into the bark. “You know mom’s going to stay with Aunt Yolie. There’s no point in a tree at the farm.”

      His sister was uncharacteristically silent. He heard her boots crunching through the snow toward him. Her voice, when she spoke, was gentle. “Mom can’t hide herself away with at Yolie’s for the rest of her life.”

      Walt finished notching the tree, then eased out from underneath it to hand the saw to Patty. “Hold that.”

      Patty took the saw. “Okay, fine. Mom probably will stay with Yolie in town.”

      Walt took the saw back and crawled under on the other side of the trunk to finish the job.

      “You could always invite that pretty redhead from the funeral over to help you trim your tree.”

      Walt’s head snapped up and he thwacked it on a low branch, muttering a curse in Patty’s direction as the remaining snow in the boughs fell on him with a soft whump.

      Patty and the kids laughed; Walt couldn’t help grinning at himself. “Thanks, Sissy. I needed that.”

      “The laugh or the tree?” Patty asked, nudging her kids back into the snow to play.

      Walt looked between the kids wrestling in the dirty track and his sister standing over the fallen fir, and channeled the memory of his Pop—intentionally this time. “Ayuh.”

      Patty’s eyes misted over. “Let’s get this tree back to the truck.” She brushed away the emotion and hollered again at the kids. “Ellen, Alex, back to the truck!”

      Walt grabbed the tree by a lower branch and dragged it along. When he caught up to Patty, she gave him a sly look.

      “Who is the redhead anyhow?”

      His cold-stung cheeks warmed a bit. “Molly Sanders.”

      “She’s pretty. How’d you meet?”

      “You remember the day I stranded the truck out by the bridge?” He paused; Patty nodded. “Molly and her cousin Jane picked me up and brought me back to the farm.”

      Patty rounded on him. “You met that girl last week?”

      Walt stopped. “Yeah, why?”

      “Not every girl shows up at a family funeral for a second look. Unless you were slipping out at night to meet her after Thanksgiving?”

      “Patty.” They’d eaten the holiday meal around the kitchen table, too sad and tired to put much into it.

      Patty clicked her tongue. “You’re a goner.”

      “Uncle Walt! Look!” Alex, six, came barreling back to them, holding a robin’s nest in his mittened hands.

      “Hold onto that,” Patty said. “They’re good luck in a Christmas tree, and your uncle’s going to need it.”

      Walt shook his head, but he didn’t argue. Patty started walking again, but stopped after a few steps to turn back to him. “Invite her over to trim the tree.”

      He didn’t have the heart to tell his sister that Molly Sanders was probably back at her college in Saratoga Springs, and not likely to waste much more time on a homebody like him.
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      Molly dialed the number inked on an empty page in her composition notebook. The payphone cord was too short to sit down on the industrial carpeting, so she leaned against the wall with the receiver tucked between her shoulder and her ear, tapping the page with her pen while it rang.

      She’d looked the farm’s number up in the phone book in her parents’ kitchen before heading back to school, and there it stayed through the week’s classes. The more days passed, the more she doubted herself. After one brief car ride and an awkward exchange at his father’s funeral, what was the likelihood he was still thinking about her?

      “Fuller Dairy.” The voice on the other end of the line was the same soft, gruff delivery she’d liked so much three weeks before.

      “Walt?”

      There was a tentative pause before he responded. “This is Walter.”

      Molly’s pulse jumped; he was adorably serious. “It’s Molly Sanders. From Thornton. I’m glad you picked up.”

      “Molly? Oh, hey.”

      She was glad he couldn’t see the fiery blush on her cheeks. “Forgot me so soon?”

      “No, I…” He cleared his throat. “I didn’t expect you to call, is all.”

      Molly inhaled deeply and went for convincing. Walt didn’t have to know that she would stay in Saratoga Springs if he said no. “It looks like I’m going to be home this weekend, and I wondered if you wanted to hang out on Saturday, maybe I could make you dinner?”

      “Well, I—“ His voice dropped away so suddenly Molly was sure he’d hung up. “My sister bullied me into getting a Christmas tree. Maybe you could help me decorate it?”

      Molly sucked in
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