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Chapter 1

The Valentine Bandit
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February 1840

Emmeline laughed as she read the article in the local newspaper. “Listen to this, sweetheart,” said Emmeline as she glanced up at her husband. “You’ll be so amused.”

When she had gotten his attention, Emmeline read the article to him with a bit of humor in her voice.

The Valentine Bandit has struck again. Each year he sneaks out of his hiding place and finds some poor unsuspecting widow to surprise. He is spreading happiness throughout the city of Willow Valley. Many a young girl wants to meet this bandit, but he is too sly to be caught. Reports say he has a black mask just like a bandit and is dressed all in black. Valentine’s Day is a day to show that we care about others, and this bandit is doing just that. 

Eleven-year-old Josie interrupted and asked, “Do you think anyone will ever catch the Valentine Bandit and find out who he is?”

Lucas shook his head. “I doubt it, sweetheart. He’s too clever.”

Emmeline smiled at Josie’s enthusiasm when the subject of the bandit was brought up. Turning back to the article, she continued reading.

Valentine’s Day is also a day to show your love for that certain someone. I discovered an article in The New York Courier, and it was written with such eloquence and humor that I have decided to share it with the people of Willow Valley.

The New York Courier wrote: “We have ascertained the fact that the bachelors are moving around the city and actually making preparations for the celebration of St. Valentine’s Day. They have positively crawled out of their flannels, trimmed their whiskers, shaved the growth of ages, straightened the vertebrae, and bound them up in cloaks ten yards wide to keep the cold weather at a distance during the approaching festival. We give the ladies fair warning to hold themselves in readiness. The picked youth of the city, such as will make loving husbands, are to be present, if God prosper them.”

“So... he was giving the ladies fair warning?” Lucas chuckled. “Well, Valentine’s Day and all its celebrations tend to be for the romantically inclined. It’s a time of romance.”

“Exactly!” she said triumphantly as she laid the newspaper down and picked up a fancy Valentine. “This is an invitation to a Valentine’s Ball held at Mrs. Young’s mansion. There will be music and dancing and...”

Lucas grinned as he interrupted, “And plenty of food. She has the most delectable foods at her celebrations.”

“Not only that, my dear. But plenty of bachelors! That’s what Felicity told me.”

He raised his brow curiously. “Bachelors?”

“That’s right. I’m going to take Charlotte to the ball with us. She’s lived such a sheltered life and I think she should get out and mingle a bit and meet some young men her age.”

“Are you thinking of introducing your cousin to a few bachelors?” he asked with skepticism.

“Of course. She’s shy and just needs a little encouragement. That’s all. A Valentine’s Ball is the perfect place for her to meet some eligible young men.”

“You can’t be serious. For your plan to work, a man has to be attracted to a young lady first.”

“I know what you’re thinking. She’s very plain, but I can fix that.”

“You can’t make a silk purse out of a...”

“Don’t say that! It’s rude.”

“I’m just saying that she isn’t very attractive, sweetheart. She pulls her hair tight on top of her head, which gives her a severe look. I’ve never seen her wear anything but very plain dull-colored gowns. And she doesn’t even look a person in the eyes when she talks to them.”

“That’s not her fault. Being raised by a strict clergyman wasn’t easy. I’ve got a few days before the ball, and I’m going to teach her some things... such as social etiquette, a few dance steps, and how to attract a man.”

“I’m not being rude, sweetheart,” said Lucas with a shake of his head. “I’m being honest. I don’t think it’ll work.”

With a sigh, she said, “You don’t understand. Charlotte needs to believe in herself. Self confidence is the secret.”

Lucas cleared his throat and gazed at her like she didn’t make sense. “What do you mean?”

“It’s all about self-esteem. A person will believe what he is told if it’s said enough. If he is treated as if he’s lazy and slovenly, he becomes that. If he is treated like he’s dull-witted, he believes it and acts accordingly. If my cousin is told her whole life that she is plain-looking, then she believes it.”

Folding his arms over his broad chest, he said matter-of-factly, “What you need is a miracle, my love.”

“Don’t you believe in miracles? Being a doctor, I’m sure you’ve seen a few of them.”

Lucas smiled and gave a nod. “But the Lord had a hand in those little miracles and I was guided to know what to do.”

Emmeline gave a knowing smile and didn’t say another word. She was going to help her cousin find a beau, and she was going to give her the confidence that she needed. Charlotte was going to believe in herself. 

As she thought about her cousin, she reminisced. In her youth, Charlotte was considered a tomboy. She could skip a rock across the river better than any boy. In fact, she could run faster than most and win at Stick-Pull when challenged. The girls were flirtatious and coy, but Charlotte wasn’t like that. They would scream at a rat that entered the school, but Charlotte was just amused by it. 

The girls wore colorful gowns with ruffles and lace, but Charlotte’s father only bought her plain simple ones for school. When Emmeline was visiting her cousin, Charlotte begged her father for a new stylish gown so she could fit in. 

With soberness, her father said, “Gowns with ruffles are expensive. We shouldn’t be prideful, girl. You don’t want to appear vain.” With that said, he quoted a verse to back up his decision. “Beauty is vain: but a woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised. Proverbs 31, verse 30.”

Emmeline was not amused with his answer. What did fearing the Lord have to do with wanting to look pretty? Since Charlotte’s father was from Scotland, he had old-fashioned ideas and wouldn’t relent. He was extremely frugal, and he had brought his traditions with him.

Another time when she was visiting her cousin, they wanted to take a walk down to the store to buy some sweets. But her father said she had chores to do. When she complained and said she could do her chores the following day, her father folded his arms over his chest and quoted a verse that surprised both of them. 

“Go to the ant, thou sluggard. Consider her ways and be wise. Proverbs 6, verse 6.”

Emmeline’s eyes widened with stunned surprise.

Not understanding her father, Charlotte asked, “What did you say, Papa?” 

“Listen to me, child. The ant has no ruler or overseer, but it gathereth her food in the harvest so it can have food for winter. In labor there is profit. Proverbs 14, verse 23.”

Emmeline didn’t understand what kind of profit he was talking about, but her cousin obeyed. And Emmeline helped her with her chores. As they worked together, they giggled and gossiped about anyone and anything. 

Her cousin was two years younger than Emmeline. At the age of twenty-eight, many felt she would never marry, because Charlotte wasn’t pretty like the young ladies around town. They always fixed their hair with ringlets and frills but not Charlotte. Pastor MacFarlane said it wasn’t comely for a pastor’s daughter. What was he afraid of? 

Glancing down at the Valentine in her hand, Emmeline smiled. She was going to make her cousin feel special. She was going to build up her self-esteem and let her know that she was a pretty woman. With a sly smile, she knew what she was going to do. Emmeline was going to give her cousin ringlets and frills. 

“After all,” she whispered to herself. “The way a person feels about themselves makes a whole lot of difference in their appearance.” With that in mind, she got to her feet and said with determination, “I want to go to Little Valley to visit Charlotte, sweetheart. Can you take care of the children for me? I’ll be staying over night then I’m bringing her back home with me.”

Cocking his head curiously, he said, “This must be very important to you.”

She nodded. “It is. And I don’t have much time to get Charlotte ready.”

Lucas gave a confident nod and said, “Don’t worry about a thing. The children are in good hands.”

* * *
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When a knock at the door was heard early the next morning, Charlotte placed the ladle on a dish and put a lid on the porridge to keep it warm. Taking her apron off, she hung it on a hook and hurried to answer the door. Stopping to peek in the mirror, she made sure she was presentable. Her blond tresses were neatly pulled into a bun at the back of her head and nothing was out of place. It was important to look professional. After all, she was the bookkeeper and financial accountant for her father’s ministry.

To her surprise, standing in front of her was her cousin, Emmeline Golden. 

Charlotte’s eyes brightened as she exclaimed, “Emma! Oh my goodness. Please, come in.”

She swung the door open, and Emmeline walked into Charlotte’s arms and gave her a hug.

“I’m so excited to see you,” said Charlotte. “It’s been much too long.”

“When I told Lucas how much I missed my cousin, he said he would watch the children. He felt he could handle little Benjamin.”

Pulling her cousin inside the house, Charlotte closed the door and led her to the front room. “You came just in time for breakfast.”

“What are you having?”

“Papa’s favorite. Scottish porridge. He says it sticks to your ribs.”

Emmeline laughed. “No, thank you. I’ve had my share of porridge. Besides, I already ate before I left.” Her eyes brightened, as they took a seat on the sofa. She took Charlotte’s hand in hers and gave it a loving squeeze. “I would like to invite you to a Valentine’s Celebration as my guest.”

Charlotte’s brow rose curiously. “Really?  I would love to attend.”

“Good! We are going to have so much fun together.”

“Don’t we always?” Charlotte laughed. “What kind of celebration is it?”

“We were invited to a ball at Mrs. Young’s mansion. There’s going to be music and dancing and food.”

“Dancing?” said Charlotte as she bit her lip. “I... I only know the dances I learned at grade school. Things have changed since then.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll teach you some new steps. It’ll be fun.”

“But who would ask me to dance?”

“You would be surprised, my sweet cousin. We have much to discuss. Let’s go shopping after you eat breakfast and find a gown for you. My husband gave me some money to help out.” 

“Shopping? For a gown?” asked Charlotte with stunned surprise. 

“Exactly. Let’s pick out one that has ruffles and lace and bows.”

Charlotte laughed. “You’re not serious, are you? I don’t think this is a good idea.”

Cocking her head curiously, Emmeline said, “There’s nothing wrong with attending a celebration and enjoying yourself. Haven’t you ever longed to attend a ball before?”

Charlotte nodded. “Of course. But I’ve never been in those kind of social circles to be invited.”

“Well, it’s about time.” 

As Charlotte thought about her cousin’s invitation, she smiled. She had always longed to shop for a gown that had ruffles and lace, but she never had an occasion to wear such a gown. Besides, her father would probably remind her to not be frivolous. 

Since her father was giving her an allowance for being his bookkeeper, she had money saved up but she never dreamed of getting a fancy gown.

Emmeline smoothed her hand over Charlotte’s golden hair and smiled. “I’ve got a style in mind that will complement the shape of your face. A few ringlets would be perfect.”

“Ringlets?” Charlotte laughed. “What would Papa say?”

“That you are a very pretty woman and you look a lot like your mother.”

Charlotte pulled her cousin into her arms and hugged her tight. “I’m so glad you came to visit. You always cheer me up.” 

Just at that moment, Pastor MacFarlane walked into the front room from the kitchen. Stopping in midstride, he smiled and said, “Well now... what a grand surprise this is to see the likes of you, my dear. What is the special occasion?”

“I told my husband that I wanted to visit my cousin.”

“What a treat this will be! Let’s have a chat,” he said as he took a seat. “Since you got married, we hardly ever see you.”

Emmeline sighed. “I know. I’m sorry about that. With Lucas’ medical practice, it keeps us busy.”

“You married well and I’m glad of it. You will never want for anything being the wife of a doctor. Of course, you are very accomplished yourself and that is an asset. Teaching piano lessons is a gift. I believe it is a blessing to be musically inclined.” Glancing at his daughter, he said, “I gave Charlotte lessons but she wasn’t interested. She fumbled and complained, so I asked her what she wanted to do. At the age of twelve, she joined the community choir and I finally realized where her talents lay. She’s my little songbird.”

“Oh yes, Charlotte has such a lovely voice.” Biting her lip, Emmeline glanced at her cousin then turned to the pastor. In all soberness, she said, “Uncle, I have a favor to ask.”

“Then ask away, my dear!”

“We’re having a Valentine’s celebration, and I was hoping to take Charlotte back with me tomorrow so she can celebrate with me. You know how close we are. I hope that is all right with you.”

Pastor MacFarlane shrugged his shoulders. “I see no harm in it. You two haven’t seen each other for so long and my dear departed wife would be happy that you two are spending time together.” With a smile playing at the corners of his lips, he said teasingly, “Now you two behave! When you get together, you tend to get into mischief.”

“Mischief?” asked Emmeline in all innocence. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Do you remember the day you gave a sermon in my chapel.”

“Won’t you ever forget that?”

The pastor shook his head. “Never. It was priceless. When I caught you standing at the pulpit and lecturing to a half dozen children about being kind and not making fun of others, I had to laugh. You had spunk, little Miss Emmeline.” Rising to his feet, he gave a sigh. “Well, I must hurry. I have to see a widow who needs some comfort. Let all your things be done with charity. 1 Corinthians 16, verse 14.”

With that, he gave a wave and took off.

As Emmeline followed Charlotte into the kitchen, she asked, “What are the residents of Little Valley doing for Valentine’s Day?”

“Not much. We’re such a small community. Most everyone goes to Willow Valley to attend socials or shop.” With laughter in her voice, Charlotte said, “Have you read about the Valentine Bandit in the paper? He’s been leaving Valentine’s on the doors of businesses and a food item at the doors of widows with a Valentine attached to it.”

“Oh yes,” said Emmeline with laughter in her voice. “Everyone is talking about him. He even stopped off at the school and tossed treats to all the children. Sam and Josie came home excited and told me all about it.”

“How fun!” exclaimed Charlotte as she dished herself some porridge. 

“Oh, but that’s not all. Just yesterday my husband told me that one of his patients received a Valentine with money attached to it, saying: This should pay for your next doctor bill.”

“What?” gasped Charlotte as she almost dropped her spoon in her porridge. “Are you serious?”

As Emmeline took a seat at the table, she said, “The woman has been seeing my husband for an ailment that has been lingering on for months, and she’s been in a great deal of pain. His gift really uplifted her and raised her spirits because someone cared. She said it was signed: The Valentine Bandit.”

“Oh my! He must be well off to do such a thing. I read in the paper that he now has a new name,” said Charlotte with amusement, as she set her bowl of porridge on the table and took a seat. “I just read about it this morning. When a little five-year-old girl caught him leaving a food package at her grandmother’s door, guess what he did?”

“What did he do?”

“He said: Happy Valentine’s Day. Then he picked her up and gave her a kiss on the cheek. After sitting her down on the porch, he went on his merry way.” Charlotte laughed. “After her grandmother reported what had happened to Simon Morgan, he wrote an article in the Willow Valley News, reporting that the Valentine Bandit now has a new name. He is being called the Kissing Bandit.”

Both of them broke into laughter at the thought of a kind soul who was spreading happiness around town, and he was doing it in very interesting ways.

Charlotte bit her lip as she imagined being kissed by such a sweet man who was spreading joy to the elderly, those in pain, and to a surprised little girl. Such dreams were for the young. That would never happen to her. 

“Hurry and eat! We’re going shopping,” said Emmeline. “But first, I’m going to fluff your hair up a little. It’s too tight and restricting.”

Charlotte laughed. They were going to have such fun together.
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Chapter 2
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Charlotte sat in front of a mirror in her bedroom, as Emmeline unraveled her tight bun. She parted her hair in the center with a comb then took about three inches on each side of her face and separated it from the rest. 

Taking the scissors in hand, Emmeline looked at her cousin in the mirror and saw the worried look in her eyes. “Now don’t panic, my dearest cousin. Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

With a slight nod, Charlotte closed her eyes and said with a moan, “I’m ready.”

Emmeline laughed at her cousin’s dramatics. Taking the strands of hair that she had separated, she cut them short so she could create cute little curls beside her cheeks. 

When she was done, Emmeline said, “You can open your eyes now.”

Biting her lip, Charlotte stared at her hair, as if wondering why she had allowed her cousin to have scissors in her hands. 

“Don’t worry. These strands are going to be so cute, hugging your cheeks in little ringlets. It’ll complement your features. I think short curls are cuter, than long ones. Do you understand?”

Charlotte nodded. “I think so.”

Taking some bandoline that she had brought from home, Emmeline dipped her fingers in the liquid and moistened some strands of hair. After curling it around her finger, she pinned it to Charlotte’s head. Bandoline was a clear gum solution she had purchased at a perfume store, which helped to set the curls. 

When she was done, Emmeline allowed the curls to dry while she styled the rest of Charlotte’s hair, giving it a lighter look than Charlotte had ever had before. After creating a soft bun at the crown of her head, she pinned violet silk flowers around the bun. By the time she was done, the curls were dry.

As she unpinned each ringlet, Emmeline carefully arranged it around Charlotte’s face. Then she rubbed her cheeks and gave them a pinch, which made a rosy glow appear.

Cocking her head, Emmeline asked, “Are you pleased?”

Charlotte nodded and bit her lip, as she stared at herself in the mirror. It seemed as if she was speechless and couldn’t think of a thing to say.

Opening her overnight bag, Emmeline pulled out a violet-flowered gown and held it up. “You’re going to wear this to town. We must look our best while shopping. What if we come upon the Valentine Bandit?”

Without hesitation, the two of them broke into laughter. 

As she helped her cousin take off her gown, Emmeline asked, “Why have you hidden behind such bland colors all these years? Why not venture out and try something cheerful?”

As Charlotte pulled on the gown, she said, “That’s what Papa prefers. He says I must be the epitome of a refined and modest woman. After all, I’m a preacher’s daughter.”

“Ah, fiddle-de-dee! Nothing’s wrong with color. He’s old fashioned.” After buttoning up the gown, Emmeline turned her cousin toward the mirror and said, “Look at yourself! You are absolutely radiant. Your cheeks are rosy, your eyes are sparkling...” She stopped in midsentence. “Oh my! Are they sparkling with tears? You mustn’t do that. You’ll end up with red eyes. And we have to go to town.” Handing her a handkerchief, she asked, “Why the tears?”

Her cousin shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Is it because you can see a very pretty lady staring back at you in the mirror? Because that is exactly what I see.” 

Instantly, Charlotte wrapped her arms around Emmeline and said, “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

Emmeline laughed. “We mustn’t waste time. We have shopping to do.”

After drying her eyes, Charlotte took Emmeline’s arm and they walked downstairs to the front room. Gathering their shawls, they headed outside for a day of fun. Emmeline knew that Little Valley didn’t have much when it came to fancy clothes, so she decided to take her cousin to Willow Valley to do their shopping. It was only a twenty-minute drive.

After arriving in town, they decided to do some window-shopping first. As they strolled down the walkway, they talked and laughed about days gone by. Every now and then a gentleman would smile at her cousin, giving a nod and tipping his hat to her. A few times someone bid them a good day. Emmeline was glad that Charlotte was getting noticed because she needed to know that she was attractive. 

“Such cheerful young ladies,” a gentleman said as he tipped his hat. “Happy Valentine’s Day to the both of you.”

When Charlotte noticed the attention she was receiving, she turned to Emmeline and said, “I don’t understand.”

“You’re happy and it shows. Happy women look much prettier than sober ones. Their eyes light up and they smile. People enjoy seeing a happy person. I think you’re much too sober for your own good.”

Charlotte laughed. “I know. I’ve got a sober job, doing my father’s accounts and taking care of the household duties.”

“That shouldn’t stop you from enjoying life. Cheerful people can do a lot of good in the world. It just takes a smile or a greeting.”

Charlotte cocked her head. “What do you mean?”

“Watch!” exclaimed Emmeline.

As an elderly gentleman approached with a serious expression, Emmeline smiled at him and said cheerfully, “Good day, sir. I hope you have a wonderful day.”

He stopped in midstride and took off his hat to her. “Thank you, Miss. I needed that smile.”

“You did?”

He nodded. “I most certainly did.”

“What do you mean?”

“This will be my first Valentine’s Day without my wife... and I miss her. So, you see! I needed your friendly smile. Thank you so much.”

With that, he replaced his hat and went on his way.

Seeing the shocked expression on her cousin’s face, Emmeline took her arm and gave it a squeeze. “You never know who you’ll touch with just a smile or a greeting. Now do you understand what I’m saying?”

With a thoughtful nod, Charlotte said, “I think I do.” 

It seemed as if her cousin finally understood why it was necessary to be cheerful. It could touch the hearts of many people, young and old alike. 

When they finally arrived at Millie’s Clothing Shop, Emmeline said, “Millie is Felicity’s aunt, and she’s a great seamstress. She makes all the gowns you see in the window here. She’s a genius.”

As they walked inside the shop, Millie approached asked, “How may I help you this fine day?”

“Will you please show us your gowns?” asked Emmeline. “My cousin is going to a Valentine’s celebration.”

“Is it informal or formal? That will help me choose something appropriate.”

“We’re going to Mrs. Young’s Valentine’s Ball.”

With a gentle smile, Millie said, “How nice! Mrs. Young is my sister. Come! I’ll show you what kind of gowns are best for a ball.”

She motioned for them to follow and led them to a rack full of ball gowns. 

Looking at Charlotte’s complexion, Emmeline said, “I think my cousin would look best in something lavender or a rosy color.” 

Millie pulled out a pink gown with rosebuds. “How about this one?”

“Not on your life!” called out a deep voice from the doorway. “You don’t want that one, Miss Charlotte.”

“Oh my stars!” exclaimed Millie in a scolding tone. “You startled me. Don’t sneak up on people like that. What are you doing here, Nicholas? Shouldn’t you be searching for outlaws to arrest instead of being a nuisance?” 

Deputy Adamson chuckled at her teasing. “A nuisance? Oh, that hurts, Aunt Millie. I thought I was always welcome here.”

Millie laughed at his theatrics. 

“I noticed you have a Valentine tacked to your door,” he said as he closed it behind him.

“I most certainly do. The Valentine Bandit has struck again. I believe he has brought a lot of joy to our community.”

Nicholas shook his head and frowned. “Not to everyone. Just today I had to deal with an irate person who was complaining about all the Valentines in town. Preacher Armstrong said the bandit is celebrating a Roman pagan holiday and it’s a worldly custom. He wants me to take them all down. He’s one of those Revivalists. I don’t understand. Valentine’s Day represents love and charity.”

“The strange ideas that people have surprise me,” said Millie with a shake of her head. Clearing her throat, Millie motioned to Charlotte. “I’m with a customer. What’s on your mind, Nicholas?” 

With a wide grin, he said, “I’m here on a very important errand. I have been sent to pick up my wife’s gown for the ball.”

With a nod, Millie said, “It’s ready. Just one moment while I help these young ladies.” Looking down at the gown that she held in her hand, she raised her brow. “You are so bold, Nicholas. Why isn’t this color good for this young lady?”

“It’s too pale. I think she should get that purple one. With her golden hair and complexion, it would be outstanding. Besides, I like the lace on it.”

When Millie pointed to a rich purple gown with lace, she asked, “This one?”

He nodded. “That’s the one.”

Charlotte smiled and gave a nod. “I like it. I think Deputy Adamson is right. That’s the one.”

“Well then,” said Millie with surprise. “That was fast. I need to make sure it’s the right length and see if it fits. After I get your measurements, I should have it ready for you by Friday morning.” Leaning toward Emmeline and Charlotte, she said softly, “I believe the Valentine Bandit will be at the ball. My sister announced that he was invited.”

* * *
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Emmeline and Charlotte sat around the evening table and not a word was said as Pastor MacFarlane stared at his daughter, as if contemplating what to say. When they first returned from shopping, Charlotte quickly changed into her day dress, a beige one that had a high-waist, because she didn’t want to shock her father with all her new changes. He was one who didn’t like change. Life had to be constant.

Her father got up from his chair and circled around her, looking at each ringlet then sat down and said nothing. It was as if he was speechless. She bit her lip and waited. Was he displeased? He cleared his throat as if he were about to make a comment but changed his mind and shook his head. With that, he got up from his seat and walked out of the room. To her surprise, moments later he returned and sat back down. 

After a few more seconds of silence, Pastor MacFarlane pointed at her and swallowed. “You look like your mother.” Picking up the roast, he passed it to Charlotte. “You look pretty, Charlotte. Your mother would be proud.”

With a sigh of relief, both women smiled at each other. For the rest of the meal, no one said a word. They passed the food around the table and ate in silence. 

That evening, Charlotte led Emmeline to her bedroom and they sat on the bed, discussing the day they had. For the first time, men were noticing her. It was something she would have to get used to if she decided to fix her hair with curls every day. As for the gown, she didn’t think her father would approve of it.

Emmeline leaned toward her and said in a mysterious tone, “Felicity told me that her aunt has invited a fair amount of bachelors to the ball, saying this was a time of matchmaking. She thinks the bachelors
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