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Аннотация
Savannah Darby would do almost anything to revisit her family home. So when new owner, Aidan Bedford, a Boston attorney and former Union soldier, seeks to redecorate the house for his�fianc�e, Savannah jumps at the opportunity. But�the�clock is ticking.�Can she find the box her father supposedly hid there during the war before her assignment is completed? And before she sees yet another battle lost on the home front. This time, one of the heart.
*To Mend a Dream* is one of four Southern love stories included in the collection entitled AMONG THE FAIR MAGNOLIAS which features Tamera's novella (sold separately here), as well as novellas by Shelley Shepard Gray, Dorothy Love, and Elizabeth Musser (Harper Collins).
This novella includes a scrumptious Southern recipe perfect for a book club meeting. Discussion questions included.
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To Mend a Dream
A Southern Love Story

To everyone who ever made a perfect plan, then had God change it�for the better.

We can make our plans, but the LORD determines our steps.
PROVERBS 16:9 (NLT)
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Nashville, Tennessee
June 13, 1870 
WHAT SHE WOULDN�T GIVE FOR THE CHANCE TO BE BACK IN that house again. If only for a day . . .
Savannah Darby carefully refolded the stationery and tucked it back inside the drawer of her bedside table alongside the family Bible�and her impossible wish.
�This is my side of the dresser!�
�No! It�s my side!� The metallic scrape of her brother�s leg braces punctuated his frustration.
�I know it�s mine because��
�Andrew! Carolyne!� Savannah pierced her younger siblings with a look, then lowered her voice by a degree, not wishing for the mothers and children on both sides of their room and across the hall to hear them. Again. They�d waited for months for an opening to move in here. She couldn�t afford for this not to work, in more ways than one. �I�ve already received two warnings about your arguing, and we�ve not been here three weeks yet. Please,� she added firmly, seeing Carolyne�s mouth fly open, �keep your voices down.�
Carolyne pouted. �At least in the boarding house we had our own dressers.�
�No, you didn�t.� Savannah gathered her sewing satchel. �In the boarding house you each had your own overturned crate.�
Guilt bowed ten-year-old Carolyne�s head. But Andrew, two years older and impatient to become a man, merely scowled.
�We all must share. And no more arguing.� Savannah kissed them both on the forehead, despite Andrew�s halfhearted attempt to dodge her affection. �I�ll see you back here this afternoon. Andrew, be careful with the deliveries. And remember, only one crate at a time.�
His frown deepened.
�Carolyne, when you finish your chores in the kitchen, read your lessons I outlined and study your French. Work the arithmetic equations I wrote out for you last night too. Andrew, see to your studies, including the reading in Macbeth. There�s a volume in the library downstairs. And remember you have a��
�I know, Savannah.� He turned his back to her. �I�ve already said I�ll go.�
Hand on the doorknob, Savannah schooled a smile. �Next time, I�ll do my best to be excused from work to go with you, but��
�I�m not a child. I can go by myself.�
�I know you can. I want to go for me, to hear what he has to say. Not because I think you�re incapable of going alone.�
His expression softened a fraction, and Savannah seized the momentary truce and took her leave, already late for work as it was. And dreading the price she would pay with Miss Hildegard.
She hurried down the two flights of stairs.
While she used to dream of getting married and having children, she�d never expected to become mother to a six- and eight-year-old at the age of eighteen. Now, four years later, her father and mother gone, along with her older brothers, there were moments when she thought she was handling the responsibility fairly well. The rest of the time she desperately prayed she wasn�t botching the job.
At a quarter past eight, the common room of the Nashville Widows� and Children�s Home buzzed with life. Moving here represented a new start for them and was a great deal safer than where they�d been several blocks east. And not a rat in sight. Mice she could handle. But rats . . .
She shuddered, remembering what it had been like awakening at night in the boarding house to hear the rodents scurrying about in the dark. Or worse, when she felt one scuttle across the foot of her bed.
The succulent aroma of freshly baked cinnamon bread drifted from the kitchen and helped to banish the bad memories even as the homey scent encouraged her hunger, as did the promise of coffee. But the queue for breakfast was already twenty deep, and the clock on the wall insisted she keep moving.
Outside, the skies boasted a crystalline-blue color, and the sun already felt warm on her face. Summer had staked its claim.
Monday mornings always seemed busier somehow, both in foot traffic and on the streets. Scores of farm wagons and carriages vied for passage, with freight wagons only slowing their progress, the drivers pausing as cargo was loaded and unloaded. At every corner she was delayed. And the minutes rushed past.
She spotted the mercantile ahead and, once closer, saw Mr. Mulholland, the proprietor, standing just inside the doorway. Aware to the penny of how much she owed on her account, she thought of the bill she�d received last week reminding her of the outstanding balance, and a stab of guilt pierced her when she averted her gaze as she passed.
The man had been so kind to extend her credit. And though she had no idea how she would manage it, she intended to repay every penny. Someday.
Out of breath, she raced down an alleyway, her mind turning again to Andrew�s visit with the doctor. Determined not to borrow trouble until trouble left her no choice, she hurried inside the back entrance of Miss Hattie�s Dress and Drapery Shop, then down the hallway, hoping to get to her sewing station before anyone realized she was�
She ran headlong into a red-faced Miss Hildegard.
Savannah reached out to steady the older woman, then quickly realized it wasn�t Miss Hildegard who was about to go sprawling. Hand against the wall, Savannah managed to steady herself, only too aware of the veins bulging in her employer�s neck.
�Pardon me, Miss Hildegard! I didn�t��
�Finally, Miss Darby, you see fit to grace us with your presence!�
Savannah�s face went hot. �My apologies for being tardy, Miss Hildegard.� She knew better than to try to offer an excuse. Nothing short of sudden death would satisfy this woman. And even then, Miss Bertha Hildegard would demand forenotice.
The woman huffed. �We are all in a state, Miss Darby! Betsy Anderson has taken ill and only now sent word, the slothful girl! So you must take her appointment this morning.�
Not yet trusting she�d escaped with so minor a scolding, Savannah nodded quickly. �Of course, ma�am. I�ll leave straightaway, right after I finish hemming the draperies for Mrs. Garrison�s��
�Mrs. Garrison can wait! This appointment is for redecorating an entire house, Miss Darby. Draperies, bedcovers, duvets, pillows, window shades . . . everything. The patron also mentioned furniture, for which we�ll work with Franklin�s.� An odd look crossed the older woman�s face. �The newly arrived owner, a Mr. Aidan Bedford, and his fianc�e, Miss Sinclair, are expecting you. Or rather, are expecting Miss Anderson. But you�ll have to do.�
Accustomed to the woman�s disparaging comments, Savannah found them easier to endure when remembering that the former owner, Miss Hattie, had held her work in the highest regard. Miss Hattie�s was the finest dress and drapery shop in town, and Savannah needed this job.
Miss Hildegard started down the hallway and gestured for her to follow. �The soon-to-be Mrs. Bedford visited the shop day before last and perused fabric samples. Our most expensive samples.� If it were possible for a woman to salivate over the sale of fabric, Miss Hildegard was doing just that. �The couple has moved from Boston, and Miss Sinclair�such a cultured, lovely young woman�made it quite clear they�re eager to make this house their home.�
Savannah was already making a mental list of what to include in her sewing satchel. At the same time she found herself assessing the earnings a job like this could bring. Andrew not only needed new leg braces, but she�d also read recently about a physician up north who had developed boots made especially for people born with clubfeet. The boots were expensive, as were the leg braces. But what a difference they�d make for her brother. Plus, both of her siblings had grown several inches since last summer, and though she could sew anything, fabric didn�t come cheaply.
She hated that Betsy�s illness�and therefore her coworker�s loss of this extra commission�meant personal gain for herself. But if Betsy couldn�t do the job, somebody else would. And it might as well be her.
�I�ll gather what�s needed, Miss Hildegard, and leave straightaway. What�s the address?�
Miss Hildegard�s dark eyebrows drew together. �Let me make myself clear, Miss Darby. I will not have you ruining this opportunity or making Mr. Bedford and his fianc�e uncomfortable. The couple has every right to make that house their home.�
Savannah frowned. �Why would I ruin such an opportunity, ma�am? And as for the couple, I�ve not met either of them, so��
�The house you�ll be redecorating . . . where they�re living? It�s Darby Farm.�
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SAVANNAH FROZE, THE FRENZIED PACE OF HER WORLD SUDDENLY slamming to a halt. She felt certain she�d heard the woman correctly, and Miss Hildegard�s cautionary expression confirmed it. Yet somehow, she still worked to grasp the request.
Over a year had passed since her family home had been auctioned and sold. How many nights had she lain awake wishing she could get back into that house? Just that morning she�d reread the letter her father had written to her mother, even though she knew it by heart. She had hoped for this very thing.
But who was the new owner? A Yankee.
She knew better than to be surprised. Still, she�d prayed the family farm might remain in the Southern lineage instead of falling prey to one of those money-grubbing carpetbaggers who�d descended from the North like vultures, intent on making money and taking advantage of someone else�s misfortune.
�Will this be a problem for you, Miss Darby?�
Grateful the woman couldn�t hear the tone of her thoughts, Savannah shook her head. �No, ma�am. No problem at all, Miss Hildegard. I assure you.�
The woman eyed her as though unconvinced.
Savannah began gathering the needed supplies from the shelves. �If you�ll show me which fabrics piqued Miss Sinclair�s interest, I�ll pack my satchel and be on my way.�
And she was. In ten minutes flat. She hurried back across town, dodging wagons and carriages, oblivious to the blur of faces and storefronts she passed.
A legitimate reason to be inside her family home again. A chance to search for what her father had hidden in the house before he died in the war�something she would never have known about if not for the letter she�d found a few months ago following her mother�s passing.
Yet as determined as she was to make the most of the opportunity, she had an inkling that once she stepped inside the house, her deeply rooted sense of propriety would do its best to thwart her determination. Which meant only one thing . . .
She would have to keep propriety in its place�outside on the porch.
And considering the unfortunate fact that a Yankee now owned Darby Farm only emboldened that resolve. In fact, this newly acquired truth made her intended action seem almost noble. Like just retribution! She would succeed. She had to.
Because a chance like this wouldn�t come a second time.
She hastened her stride down the familiar dirt road, consumed by one thought: she would find what her father had hidden inside that house, or she would tear it apart trying.
[image: ]
Everything about living at Darby Farm was exactly as Aidan Bedford imagined it would be. Or at least it had been�until four days ago.
�Do you agree with me or not, Aidan? It�s important to me that you do. Surely you know that.�
The insistence in Priscilla�s voice all but drowned out the call of the lush green meadows and hills lying just beyond the open windows of the study. The meadows and hills he�d ridden every morning since arriving here a month ago, save the last four days since she�d arrived.
�What I know, Priscilla, is that whether I agree with the changes you�d like to make to the house is ultimately of little importance to you. Of that I�m certain.� Smiling, he turned, fully expecting the arched curve of her dark eyebrow. �And while I never had a sister, nor did my late mother gain pleasure from decorating a home, I realize the activity is generally one of immense pleasure for the female gender. So . . . alter a few things to your liking. Make the house your home.�
One . . . two . . . three . . . He silently counted, waiting. And there it was.
Her lower lip pudged. �But I want you involved in the changes too, dearest. This is our home. Yours and mine. Or it soon will be. And I want it to be a reflection of our combined tastes.�
He laughed, knowing better. �If that were truly the case, then half of everything in this home would stay precisely as it is.�
Her expression went from one of gentility to that of someone smelling something putrid. �But the furnishings are all so . . . quaint. And . . . Southern.�
�I find them full of character and warmth. And they�re called antiques, Priscilla. Surely you�ve heard of them.�
She scoffed. �Antiques are works of art, Aidan. Think of timeless pieces from the Elizabethan era, or William and Mary. Or Louis the Sixteenth.� Her sigh hinted at infatuation. �Admittedly, there are a few good pieces in the house. But the rest of the furniture��she grimaced at the massive oak desk separating them, then at the matching breakfront bookcases across the room that shouldered a small but impressive library, including the leather-bound works of Shakespeare��I�d categorize more eighteenth-century pioneer than heirloom.�
Accustomed to the woman�s expensive taste, Aidan overlooked her pretension and impatience and reminded himself of her finer qualities. Priscilla Sinclair was cultured, intelligent, beautiful, from one of the finest families in Boston, and their pending marriage�while not one planned since infancy�had most definitely been the object of both sets of their late parents� wishes for as long as they could remember. And with good reason. He and Priscilla were well suited to each other. The perfect Bostonian couple. Only . . .
They weren�t in Boston anymore. And things about her that had only niggled at him over the past three years now gnawed.
Likely the last fleeting thoughts of a man too long a bachelor. Or at least that�s what he hoped.
He ran a hand over the top of the desk, the object of her momentary disdain, and found the workmanship exemplary, just as he had the first time he�d stepped foot into this house. When business had brought him to Nashville a year ago, he�d seen this land, this house, and he�d known he would purchase it. Same as he�d known, somewhere deep inside, that he would live in Nashville. Someday. He simply hadn�t thought it would be so soon.
How a conversation with a complete stranger six years ago had so altered the course of his life, he couldn�t explain. A most unlikely exchange on a field in North Carolina during the lull of war. With a Johnny Reb, no less. It was a conversation�and battle�he would never forget.
He�d never told Priscilla about what happened that day. He�d never told anyone. But for sure Priscilla Sinclair, daughter to one of the finest families in Massachusetts, wouldn�t understand.
Since finally closing the door to the most prestigious law firm in Boston nearly two months ago, he�d not once looked back.
But she did.
Even now, as she studied the draperies framing the windows, the table and chair to the side, he sensed her longing for home, her thoughts undoubtedly returning to the handsome redbrick brownstone he still owned in Beacon Hill. He�d thought about selling the home in recent months but had held back, wanting to make certain he enjoyed living here as much as he thought he would.
And he did.
Darby Farm was exactly what he wanted, what he�d been searching for. The house was older, yes, but it was well built and full of character and had cost a fraction of what he would glean from selling his brownstone.
But even without the capital gained from the sale, he had the funds to get the farm up and running again. Which was a good thing, because despite his investment thus far, there was much yet to be done.
�Aidan,� Priscilla purred, moving around to his side of the desk. She pressed a hand against his suit jacket, her pale-blue eyes hinting at conspiracy and her coy smile saying she didn�t mind him knowing. �Now that I think of it, why don�t you leave the redecorating to me? It�s one of my fortes, after all. Your job is to transform this��she hesitated, her brow quirking the way it did whenever she sought a word other than the one that described her true feelings��humble little property into the grand estate we both know it can be.�
� �Humble little property�? It�s nearly four hundred acres, Priscilla. And as I�ve told you, this will be a working farm. Not an elaborate estate. Remember that as you�re putting your touches on things.�
Her lips firmed, then just as quickly formed a smile. �It�s such a beautiful morning, Aidan. You should go for a ride.�
He eyed her, knowing something was amiss. �You began this conversation by telling me a seamstress��
�A Miss Anderson,� she supplied.
�Miss Anderson,� he repeated, �was coming to discuss proposed changes to the house and you wanted my input. Now you want me to go riding? And this after the last four mornings you�ve said that leaving you to go riding would be considered rude since you�re only here for a matter of days.�
She met his gaze, then gave a seductive little laugh. �No wonder you�ll soon be Nashville�s leading attorney. Nothing escapes your scrutiny. Or memory.�
She stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek, then lingered, making her mouth available to him. When he didn�t respond, she moved closer, yet not even the brush of her body against his stirred his desire as it once had.
And she knew it.
Early on, he�d found these games she played mildly intriguing. Not so anymore. Aidan planted an obligatory kiss on her forehead, unable to reconcile this distance between them and the growing unease he felt when they were together. She sensed it, too, he knew.
Hence why she was trying so hard.
But he was trying as well. He knew how painful it was to lose both parents. Her father, a good man he�d greatly respected, had passed last fall. Her mother a month later. The adjustment had been difficult for her. Especially as an only child.
�Give it time,� a trusted colleague had told him. And he was. He only hoped things smoothed between them soon.
�I believe I will go for that ride,� he said gently, sensing subtle triumph in her eyes. �It�ll give me a chance to check with the foreman before leaving for town. The office is expecting me midmorning.�
She smoothed a hand over his lapel. �That sounds splendid, Aidan. And when you return, I�ll give you a full accounting of everything Miss Anderson and I have discussed.�
�Which will contain far more detail than required, I�m sure.�
All smiles, she preceded him into the hallway where Mrs. Pruitt, his housekeeper from Boston, was busily dusting the marbleized pier table. When he�d told the older woman he was moving to Tennessee, her request to move with him had caught him off guard, something which didn�t happen often. But widowed and childless, Mrs. Pruitt seemed almost as happy to be here as he was.
Besides her skills, there was another reason he was grateful for her presence. Though he was no prude, and Darby Farm was likely too far from town to draw gossip, he was grateful to Mrs. Pruitt for playing the role of chaperone during Priscilla�s visit. The housekeeper�s quarters were on the main floor, while the rest of the bedrooms were aloft on the second story, but having her in the house fulfilled the letter of the law. And for the time being, at least, his present feelings toward Priscilla more than fulfilled its spirit.
�Good morning, Mrs. Pruitt,� he offered, noticing Priscilla didn�t even look her way.
�Good morning, Mr. Bedford.� The housekeeper offered her customary smile, curtsying to them both. �Will you be taking lunch here today, sir?�
�No, Mrs. Pruitt. It will be only Miss Sinclair today. But I�ll be back for dinner.�
�Very good, sir.� She moved on to the small study.
�Aidan, before you go . . .� Priscilla paused in the entryway to the central parlor. �Have you given further thought to the date?�
Knowing to which date she referred, he resisted the urge to look away. �Not since we discussed it last night after dinner.�
Her pouty smile said she�d caught his meaning. �I know I�m being a trifle impatient, dear. But it�s only because I want to be with you. As your wife.�
The response he knew she wanted to hear, the words he would�ve said to her only a few weeks earlier, wouldn�t come. �You�re not being impatient. I said we�d set a date for the wedding before you return to Boston, and . . . we will.�
With effort, he pushed past the doubt inside him, trusting it would fade and trusting in the wishes of so many they�d known in Boston who�d said how splendid they would be together. He hoped they were right. Because in asking her to marry him, he�d given her his word, something he didn�t do lightly. He�d never gone back on a promise yet, and he didn�t intend to start now.
Priscilla�s expression brightened. �So within a month I�ll know when I�m going to become Mrs. Aidan Gunning Bedford.�
He smiled, but the gesture felt traitorous.
Remembering his portfolio in the study, he retrieved it and was on his way to the front door when he caught sight of Priscilla in the parlor. She ran an index finger over the draperies, the settee, the chairs, even the mantel over the hearth, then cast a frown about the entire room, including the Persian runner beneath her feet, as though she wished she could make it all disappear in a blink.
He�d told her she could redecorate, and he�d meant it. After all, what harm was there in allowing her to make a few changes? But sensing the woman�s fervor . . .
�One request, Priscilla, as you meet with this Miss Anderson this morning.�
She looked up, her expression first conveying surprise, then guardedness.
�Not a single change to my study.�
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Savannah stared up at the house, her heart heavy as the gap between the present and the past swiftly evaporated. Seconds slowed to a crawl.
The last she�d seen her family home it had looked so neglected and lonely, with the grass gone to seed and the weeds leggy and wild, the occasional shutter hanging at odds with its window. But now the grounds were neat and tidy, grass clipped, weeds tamed, all shutters behaving nicely. She�d even seen workers in the fields.
Her gaze moved beyond the house to the apple grove, then, in her mind, to her favorite part of the farm�the land that had belonged to her maternal grandparents. �Meant more for beauty than for farming� is what her grandfather had said, so neither he nor her father had ever planted it.
Her legs like lead, she managed the climb to the front porch that wrapped the house like a hug. Colorful pots of coleus and fragrant mint adorned the steps, similar to the flowers and herbs she�d glimpsed growing on the second-story porch above.
The house had sat untended for so long she knew she should be pleased to see it being loved and cared for again. But the discovery only brought a lump to her throat.
Her gaze went to the porch railing, and her throat tightened as memory conjured an image so clearly in her mind�s eye. She could see Jake, her eldest brother, balancing on the top rail, her father laughing as her mother commented with feigned worry that the balusters might not support his weight. But they did. And Jake had sung one of his silly made-up songs as he strode back and forth before ending the performance with a faultless backward flip off the porch, landing flat on his feet as he always did.
Oh, how she missed him. Adam too. She didn�t know the details of her brothers� deaths in the war, or her father�s. Only that they�d been killed in battle. She hoped, as she�d done many times before, that they�d somehow been at peace in those final moments, even in the midst of such unfathomable carnage.
A breeze rustled the leaves of the oak and poplar trees overhead like a whisper from a ghost and sent a hushed murmur through the magnolias. The sound resembled susurrations from the past, and she reached for confidence beyond herself and prayed that, by some stroke of mercy, God would see fit to saying yes this time to her heart�s desire�to helping her find what her father had hidden�instead of responding with His customary silence.
Even a definitive no would be better than that. Because at least then she�d be assured He was listening.
A squeak drew her attention, and she looked to her right.
The swing her father had crafted from poplar wood�the same swing in which she�d read, studied, and dreamed as a girl, in which she had curled up tightly, swallowed by grief, following her father�s and older brothers� passings, then her mother�s�swayed gently, carefree in the breeze.
Savannah stepped up to the front door, hearing the echo of Miss Hildegard�s parting instructions. �Don�t you dare let that couple know you once lived there.�
She had no intention of telling Mr. Bedford or his fianc�e she�d lived here. But how hard would it be for them to put two and two together? Her last name was Darby, and this was Darby Farm.
Taking a deep breath, she knocked on the door and heard the muffled sound of voices coming from within. Her stomach knotted, and memories dearly cherished but firmly packed away suddenly tugged at frayed emotions, threatening to undermine her confidence.
Leave propriety on the porch. Leave propriety on the porch.
She�d scarcely drawn her hand away before the door opened.
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THE GENTLEMAN FILLED THE DOORWAY.
Savannah lifted her gaze to meet his and read frustration in his face. His very . . . handsome face. Able to guess the source of his annoyance, she hastened to offer apology. �Please forgive my tardiness, sir. My coworker has taken ill and��
�Miss Anderson.� He moved to one side. �Miss Sinclair is expecting you. Please, come in.�
His tone, while polite, possessed a quality that brooked no argument. But his accent�she bristled�was like a burr in her stocking, despite the cultured gentility in his voice. Because no matter how well spoken, or darkly attractive, the man was still a Yankee.
Yet understanding he was also likely the one controlling the purse strings, she quickly masked her annoyance beneath a polite facade, accepted his invitation, and stepped across the threshold.
And in the time it took to draw breath, she realized she�d underestimated what effect being back in this house again would have on her. Memories pressed in from all sides, siphoning the air from her lungs. But oddly, it wasn�t familiar surroundings that threw her off kilter. Nor was it seeing precious family treasures�among them the side table crafted by her paternal grandfather and the grandfather clock crafted by her mother�s father. It was something more furtive that threatened her undoing.
Something the past year of living in the boarding house had all but erased from her memory.
The presence of this house, the warmth it exuded. As if every bit of love and laughter that had been shared within these walls, along with every tear, had somehow been absorbed and translated into a wordless language only the heart could comprehend.
And hers did. A swell of emotion rose inside her to�
�Miss Anderson? Are you well?�
Savannah blinked. The gentleman�s expression was keen, and she swallowed, her throat parched. �Yes, sir. I�m fine. But actually, I�m��
�Late!� a female voice interrupted. �That�s what you are, Miss Anderson. Late.� A striking brunette in a beautifully tailored teal ensemble strode toward them from the central parlor. Her smile was lovely, but her clouded features told the truer story. �I believe the agreed-upon hour was nine o�clock, was it not?�
Sensing Mr. Bedford tense beside her, Savannah nodded, the momentary web of nostalgia swept clean. �Yes, ma�am. Please accept my apologies. However, as I was about to explain, I�m not��
�No excuses, please.� The woman glanced at Savannah�s satchel, then cast the gentleman a parting smile. �You�re here now, and we have much to do, you and I. Let�s not waste any more time, shall we?�
The woman turned on her heel and retraced her path to the parlor, leaving Savannah feeling firmly put in her place.
Feeling pressure to follow the woman, she still hesitated, knowing decorum demanded that someone in her position of employ be dismissed before leaving the presence of such a man.
�Allow me to introduce myself, Miss Anderson.�
Hearing a hint of apology in his voice, she turned.
He gave a tilt of his head. �I�m Aidan Bedford, the owner of Darby Farm, and that . . . is my fianc�e, Miss Priscilla Sinclair.�
His mouth curved, but the tightness in his expression led Savannah to believe this particular smile wasn�t one nature had given him.
�Nice to meet you, Mr. Bedford,� she said, telling herself the statement was partly true�the part that connected her meeting him with the opportunity to be in this house again.
He glanced toward the closed front door. �I don�t believe I saw a carriage just now.�
�No, sir. I walked.�
�All the way from town?�
Seeing such a man perplexed helped her to relax a little. �I enjoy walking.�
His gaze held appraisal, and the intensity in his gray eyes gave her the impression that divining truth from fiction was one of this man�s talents. She was grateful her actions warranted no fear of it.
Yet, anyway.
�May I offer your guest some refreshment, sir?�
A petite older woman, features soft with age, hair white as snow, stood at the base of the stairs.
Mr. Bedford nodded. �That would be appreciated, Mrs. Pruitt. We�ll take it in the parlor.�
We? Savannah turned. In her experience, husbands usually made themselves scarce as soon as she arrived. But Aidan Bedford�not quite a husband yet�seemed unaware of the freedom afforded his gender.
He gestured for her to precede him, and she soaked up the nuances of the house and what it felt like to be home again.
Miss Sinclair sat poised on the edge of the settee, posture erect, countenance attentive, if not a tad impatient�until seeing her fianc�e. �You�re joining us?�
�Only for a moment.� He placed his portfolio on the side table.
Feeling something pass between the couple, Savannah deposited the satchel by her father�s favorite chair, grateful to be relieved of the burden. Without the additional weight, her arm felt as though it might just float up and out of its socket.
�I trust Miss Hildegard sent samples of all the fabrics I chose the other day while in the store?�
�Yes, Miss Sinclair. She did.� Savannah unlatched the satchel, aware of Mr. Bedford standing off to the side, watching. She reached for the fabrics, wondering what she sensed between the couple. Tension, most certainly. But something else. She hoped, for Miss Sinclair�s sake, that Aidan Bedford wasn�t the controlling type. Although, from what little she�d seen, Miss Sinclair didn�t seem the type of woman to be easily controlled.
Savannah quelled a smile. Good. They deserved each other.
She withdrew the swatches, dozens of them in every imaginable fabric and color. �As you requested, Miss Sinclair, I brought silks, satins, taffetas, failles, moir�s, silk poplins from Ireland, and velvets. In mixtures of florals and patterns including everything from the richer earthy tones of umber, green, and crimson to the more vibrant hues of purple, saffron, and blue.�
Taking into account the stylishness of Miss Sinclair�s fitted skirt with bustle and matching jacket�the latest in fashion�Savannah chose the most recent fabrics from Paris and draped them across the settee for her perusal.
Miss Sinclair gave a satisfied sigh, her hand moving to the most expensive first, and lingering. �C�est belle.�
�Oui, il est tr�s belle,� Savannah answered, fully expecting the surprise in the woman�s face.
�Parlez vous fran�ais?� Miss Sinclair asked, glancing at Mr. Bedford.
Savannah nodded. �Oui, mademoiselle. Je l�ai �tudi� le fran�ais pendant des ann�es.� It was a little prideful on her part, she knew, but she had indeed studied French for years, and she wanted women like Priscilla Sinclair to know she could do something other than merely sew.
And she didn�t mind Mr. Aidan Bedford knowing either.
As Miss Sinclair studied the swatches, Savannah let her gaze roam the parlor. Strange how you could be gone from a place, and have changed so much while away, only to return and find the place that had so influenced you remarkably unchanged itself.
But even with her surroundings familiar, she found herself viewing the room in a different way, wondering where someone would hide something they didn�t want discovered. Say, for instance, a box. She had no idea what size it would be, but certainly something small enough to be well hidden.
Her father wouldn�t have put it in a drawer or tucked it on a shelf behind something. She knew from his letter he�d chosen more wisely: �I left additional monies in the box as well. Save it if you can. Spend it if necessary. Even if the house is commandeered, it will be safe.�
No, the hiding place had to be somewhere more . . . permanent. Somewhere that even a Yankee soldier scavenging a home wouldn�t find it. And having witnessed neighbors� homes searched during the war, she�d seen firsthand how thorough�and brutal�a Yankee soldier could be.
Her gaze slid across the room to Mr. Bedford who, much to her surprise, was watching her. It wasn�t difficult to imagine him dressed as a bluecoat. But imagining him in blue made her think of her own father and older brothers clad in gray, and she found she couldn�t contrive even the faintest smile before looking away.
The housekeeper entered and set a tray containing a silver service and a plate of biscuits on a side table, then served each of them. The silver service was similar to what Savannah�s family had owned, but it wasn�t theirs. She and her mother had sold all of those niceties during the war and in the months following, to keep food on the table.
�Thank you,� Savannah said softly when the housekeeper came to her. Famished, she helped herself to two biscuits. She had heard of the dry, tasteless fare served by their Northern neighbors, yet after taking a bite of a biscuit, she wished she could sit down to the entire plate. She ate the second and finished her tea.
�Is this your first assignment, Miss Anderson?�
Noting skepticism in Mr. Bedford�s voice, Savannah saw it in his face as well and gradually realized why he�d stayed. He�d mistaken her behavior upon first arriving for nervousness.
The man thought her a novice.
�No, sir.� She lifted her chin, taking more pleasure than she should have in setting him straight. �I�ve been employed at Miss Hattie�s for several years. I�m actually a master seamstress. I�m pleased to say that my draperies hang in some of the finest homes in Nashville, and I�ve also served as dressmaker to many of the mistresses of those homes. Should you require references, I�ll happily provide them.�
He said nothing, only nodded. But his eyes hinted at a smile.
�How long have you been in the home, Mr. Bedford?� Savannah asked, surprising herself. And him, too, judging by the furrow of his brow.
�About a month now. Though I purchased the property last year.�
She remembered hearing the painful news of that sale as though it were yesterday. �Why the delay in moving, sir?�
He sipped his tea, eyeing her over the rim of the cup. �I had business to conclude in Boston. And upon first seeing the property and the house, I knew if I waited it would be gone.�
�But what he apparently didn�t know��Miss Sinclair rose from her place on the settee and walked to the front window��was how dreadfully dated his new home was and how much it needed a sophisticated woman�s touch. Just look at these draperies.�
Savannah did, and remembered sewing them with her mother before the war, nearly a decade ago now. They�d had such fun choosing the fabric together�a heavy rust brocade with flecks of silver that caught the light. Savannah had added the black piping and customized the elegant tie sash herself. Her first attempt on her own. Her mother had praised her for weeks.
�Honestly.� Miss Sinclair scoffed, grasping the leading edge of the curtain between her thumb and forefinger as though it were the tail of a rat. She quickly let go and gave a shudder. �Who among us with a shred of taste would choose such a drab color?�
�I like them.�
Savannah�s gaze swung to Mr. Bedford. Guarded challenge lined his expression, and though she told herself not to allow it, she felt her opinion of the man softening the slightest bit.
�You like them?� Miss Sinclair laughed. �Oh, my dear. You really must reserve your opinions for your clients and the courtroom and leave the redecorating to me.�
�Which I will agree to do.� He returned his cup and saucer to the tray and reached for the portfolio on the table beside him. �With one repeated exception. Not the slightest alteration to my study.�
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AIDAN CRESTED THE HILL AND REINED IN THE STALLION, HIS breath coming hard. The thoroughbred pawed at the dirt, still wanting to run, but a firm hand persuaded him otherwise.
Morning mist still ghosted the trees in breathy white, the delicate haze draped from the branches like Spanish moss. Aidan looked out over the countryside at the endless rise and fall of meadows and hills, so green and lush, then to the city of Nashville laying a handful of miles east. A world away from Boston.
And a world he�d swiftly grown to love.
He�d asked Priscilla last night to rise early and go riding with him, but she�d declined. She wasn�t overly fond of horses. Or of nature, come to think of it. He hadn�t asked twice. So . . .
He stroked the thoroughbred�s neck. It was just him and Rondy.
Aidan spotted his foreman in the field below. Just about that time Colter raised an arm in greeting, and Aidan returned the gesture. He felt fortunate to have found such an experienced man to run things. Because as knowledgeable as he was personally about the law, that�s how inexperienced he was with farming. His education at Harvard had prepared him for many things. But farming wasn�t one of them. It wasn�t Harvard�s fault; he�d chosen to concentrate on the law. But he was determined to learn now.
Most of the attorneys he�d practiced with in Boston�and the attorneys here too�had their eyes on someday becoming a judge. He�d shared that aspiration at one time. But this was what he wanted now. Darby Farm, and to continue to practice law.
No judgeship for him. Not anymore.
He clucked his tongue, and the stallion set off at a trot. Aidan guided him down the hill and up another embankment. Their destination: his favorite spot on Darby Farm, just beyond the apple grove, and the reason he was all but certain this was the farm he�d been meant to find. He went to the meadow every chance he could to think and�
Movement through the woods caught his eye, and he reined in. He leaned down to peer through the trees. Miss Anderson, hurrying along the road to the house. She was starting bright and early this morning, and only her third day on the job. She managed a pretty fair pace too.
�She�d give you a run for your money, Rondy.� The stallion tossed his head.
Upon first meeting the young woman, Aidan had gotten the distinct impression she didn�t care for him� which was fine. He wouldn�t have expected her to. After learning where he was from, most Southerners viewed him as death incarnate�only with greater dread and animosity.
Smiling, he urged the blood horse on, hoping Priscilla wasn�t still abed. Then again, Mrs. Pruitt�s day was well underway. She would see Miss Anderson inside.
He dismounted before reaching the meadow and looped Rondy�s reins around a branch. He stood for a moment, drinking in the hushed tranquility of the place, the beauty of the magnolias and the stalwart majesty of the oak and cedar standing guard. To his knowledge, this field had never been tilled, and he planned to keep it that way.
An old cabin sat tucked among the trees a short distance away, and he set a path for it, the timeworn shanty already feeling like a trusted friend. As well it should, considering how he�d come to know about it.
He�d learned a little about the Darby family since moving here. One of the founding families of Nashville, the Darbys were well respected�or had been. The latest Mr. Darby, the former owner, had been killed in the war. As had happened to so many of these properties following emancipation, the farm went bankrupt and was auctioned.
That�s when he�d come along.
He�d struggled at first with buying someone else�s land and home at auction, imagining what heartache had preceded that event. And yet, someone would buy the place. And he�d paid a fair price as foreclosure and auction prices went.
He might well be pulling the wool over his own eyes, thinking his situation was any different, but he really did want to restore the place�the farm, the house�to what it had been. Only better this time.
Because they were on this side of the war.
The cabin lay just ahead, leaning slightly to one side as though resting on its elbow, and the trickling melody of the stream, just a stone�s throw beyond, worked to soothe the restlessness that was his near constant companion these days.
He peered through the window opening and caught sight of a squirrel scurrying across the remnants of the old stone hearth. What must it have been like to be in this very place when Nashville was founded nearly a hundred years ago? And what would this spot be like a hundred years hence? He�d be long gone by then. And what would he have left behind? What would he and Priscilla have left behind?
There were times, like now, when he wondered why he�d asked her to marry him. And�though this did little for his ego�why she�d said yes.
These questions, and others, stirred inside him. He leaned forward, resting his arms on the split-log sill of the window, and found his thoughts drawn back to that field in North Carolina so many years ago. The soldier�s voice was as clear in his memory as was the warble of the mockingbird in the tree above.
�If you�ve never seen the sun rise over the Tennessee hills, the city set off to the east, with the fog still clinging to the trees and the air so fresh from heaven . . . then you�ve never seen a sunrise. And my mama�s peach cobbler? Oh, sweet Jesus, let me live to taste that again. That�s the best stuff around, Boston. Better than anything you bluecoats got up there where you live.�
He�d known the Confederate soldier only as �Nashville.� That was one of the rules. No names exchanged. They went by their hometowns instead and talked about everything but the war. They traded newspapers and childhoods, shared pictures of sweethearts, and the rebels always wanted to barter for tobacco. Either that or shoes.
If someone had told him when he�d first put on his uniform that, come one summer afternoon, as opposing generals met on opposite hills to decide how best to kill Johnny Rebs and bluecoats, he�d lay down his rifle, kick back in a field, and �jaw� with the enemy, as Nashville had called it, he wouldn�t have believed it. But that afternoon, as well as what happened a handful of hours later, had changed his life in ways the Confederate soldier couldn�t have known. And that he himself had never dreamed.
Nashville had painted a picture of this setting that still resonated within him.
�There�s a meadow a ways from the house, where my grandparents first lived. It�s everything that�s best about this world, Boston. The trees, the stream, the way the sun falls across the land. Such a peacefulness to it. Not like the upside-downness of the world we�re in right now.� Nashville had smiled, a gesture that seemed to come as easily to him as breathing. �Sometimes I go there in my mind . . . and I feel finer than a frog�s hair split four ways.�
The snap of a twig brought Aidan�s head up, and�the memory settling back inside him�he saw her again through the window on the other side of the cabin. Miss Anderson was picking her way through the trees, headed straight for him. But he didn�t think she�d spotted him yet.
Curious as to how she�d found this place, he was surprised to discover he was glad she had. He waited until she got closer.
�Miss Anderson,� he said softly. But despite his best intentions, she sucked in a breath.
�Mr. Bedford.� She looked around. �W-what are you doing here?�
He laughed, finding her question a bit odd, considering the place was his. And by the blush that crept into her cheeks, he could tell she swiftly came to a similar conclusion.
�I come here quite often, Miss Anderson.� His gaze traveled to the meadow, then the stream, then wove a path through the pines back to her. �It�s a sort of . . . haven, I guess you could say.�
Her eyes narrowed, and she frowned. �A haven. From what?�
The thinnest sliver of incredulity slipped past her polite tone, and from her perspective he couldn�t say he blamed her. He didn�t know her personal circumstances, but what he did know was that, compared to the majority of people in this city who were still putting their lives back together even five years after the war had ended, he had so much more than most. So through this woman�s eyes, what did he have to complain about? Much less seek a haven from?
Yet he�d learned long ago that a man could have everything he needed to be considered successful while still feeling as though he lacked what was most important and precious.
Because . . . that described him.
How much he�d like to honestly answer her question, to talk to someone about all that was on his mind, including the frustrations roiling inside him. But he took present company into account and knew that was impossible. Not only did he not know this woman, but she was, in effect, working for him. At least temporarily. In addition, he was betrothed.
He should be sharing all these things with Priscilla. Only, hard as it was to admit, she was perhaps his greatest frustration. And even with all the other concerns he could discuss with Priscilla, he didn�t completely trust her to understand them, much less be interested enough to listen.
Which was a rather disturbing realization, considering he�d be spending the rest of his life with her.
Aware of Miss Anderson awaiting his response, he took in the beauty and peacefulness of their surroundings and settled upon one he could safely give her. �A haven from everything in the world that is not this.�
She held his gaze, and he could see her mind working, weighing, trying to decide whether he be friend or foe. Then the tiniest smile tipped one side of her mouth, shy, though not coy in the least. Nothing about this woman seemed false.
On the contrary, even on first impression, she seemed authentic and kindhearted�and so much like a young woman Nashville had described as his sweetheart.
�But if everything in the world were such as this,� she said softly, �where would the longing for heaven be?�
The words left her lips like a feather on the breeze, and Aidan found it impossible not to stare at her. The woman was a mystery. Master seamstress, fluent in French, patient beyond what any creature without wings should be, and now this. Wisdom and humility wrapped up in all that beauty.
The moment he�d opened the door and seen her standing there that first day, he�d thought her lovely. It hadn�t been a consciously formed opinion, rather something he�d simply known upon looking at her. Which he was doing now, likely in a manner he oughtn�t.
For though he�d thought her attractive before, he�d not seen her lips as so kissable. Or the slender column of her throat so inviting. She had a quiet strength about her, a strength wrapped in softness, that�
She blinked and looked away, and the moment shuddered and skipped like a pendulum jarred mid-swing.
�If you�ll excuse me, sir, I need to be��
�Miss Anderson,� Aidan said quickly, not wanting her to go, yet knowing it was best if she did. He also knew he was responsible for this, even as he told himself this had been nothing. He�d only been appreciating her beauty. But seeing how she was looking at him now�gaze wide, watchful�and feeling the pounding of his pulse, even he couldn�t believe his own lie. �Thank you . . . for sharing what you did.�
He grappled with what to say next that might somehow make the moment less awkward, or�
�Thank you, Mr. Bedford.� Uncertainty faded from her gaze and warmth took its place. �For reminding me of why, at least in part, this world is the way it is.�
Aidan watched her go, the gentle sway of her hips drawing his eye. Finally, with a sigh�both regretting and enjoying her retreat�he purposefully dragged his gaze back to the meadow.
He�d been so certain, when first seeing this place, that he�d found Nashville�s farm, that he�d bought it. But since moving to this city he�d seen at least a dozen other arthritic, old cabins situated just beyond the setting of a farmhouse similar to this one, each staring back at him as though mocking his unaccustomed sentimentality. Though none of the settings was quite so beautiful as this one.
He ran a hand over a hewn log of the cabin and felt the roughness of time beneath his palm, almost as if the passage of lives lived out day by day within these walls had left a physical mark on the place. One he could feel both with his hand and his heart.
He�d likely never be certain where Nashville had lived, but he was determined to live with more of the gratitude and zest for life that Nashville had shown him. Even in so brief a time.

[image: ]CHAPTER FIVE[image: ]

NOTHING HAD HAPPENED. NOTHING HAD HAPPENED.
The phrase echoing in her head, Savannah gathered the swatches along with her notebook and hurried from the central parlor to the sitting room where Miss Sinclair waited. But no matter how many times she tried to convince herself, it didn�t change the intimate turn her thoughts had taken yesterday as she�d stood there staring at Aidan Bedford.
This woman�s future husband.
She didn�t know what had come over her. Embarrassing didn�t begin to describe it. Yes, the man was attractive, but she�d seen attractive men before. No, there was something else about him. Something unexpected, deeper than she�d first thought was there. And kinder. And it had drawn her in.
The way he�d gazed upon the land reflected her own love for its beauty and�
�Miss Anderson.�
Savannah�s head came up. �Yes, ma�am?�
Miss Sinclair frowned. �Are you well? You seem . . . preoccupied today.�
�No, Miss Sinclair. I mean, yes. I�m feeling quite well.� Or had been until she remembered how Mr. Bedford had done his best to try to set her at ease after she�d stood there practically ogling the man. Reliving the moment sent heat coursing through her. Though not warmth of a pleasurable nature�like yesterday.
Thankfully, she hadn�t seen him since.
Now if she could only manage to sew every new set of draperies in the house and install them before he got home today, she could leave here, never come back, and everything would be fine.
But everything wouldn�t be fine. Because she was no closer to fulfilling her main reason for being here: finding the box her father had hidden. So she�d simply make it a point to see him as little as possible, which could prove to be a challenge since this was his�
�Miss Anderson.�
Savannah refocused and swiftly gathered from Miss Sinclair�s irritated expression that the woman had asked her a question. �I�m sorry, ma�am. Would you mind saying that again, please?�
Miss Sinclair sighed, then repeated the question slowly, as though addressing a halfwit. �What do you think about my newest purchase?�
Only then did Savannah see the very interesting portrait by which the woman stood. The hopeful anticipation in Miss Sinclair�s features clearly conveyed what she wanted Savannah to say. Although Savannah was at a loss as to how to exile thoughts of kissing the woman�s fianc�e, she did know how to handle this particular question. And with complete honesty. Years of experience decorating for eccentric personalities had prepared her well.
She tilted her head to one side. �That is one of the most thought-provoking portraits I�ve ever seen.� She only hoped Miss Sinclair didn�t ask her what she thought it was. If she did, Savannah�s nearest guess would have to be . . .
No, she couldn�t even hazard a guess. She wondered if Mr. Bedford had seen it yet, doubting it would be to the man�s taste. Which, thinking of him again, only resurrected her former mantra.
�Can you hang the portrait for me, Miss Anderson?�
Hang a portrait? Was the woman serious? But Savannah swiftly realized she was. And since keeping this job was paramount . . . �Yes, ma�am, of course. I�ll get the tools.� Savannah turned to leave the sitting room.
�Miss Anderson.�
Hearing a trace of condescension in the woman�s tone, Savannah paused in the doorway.
Miss Sinclair shook her head and gave an airy laugh. �Do you even have the slightest idea of where the tools are kept?�
Realizing what a mistake she�d been about to make, Savannah let out a breath. Of course she knew where they were. She�d left the remainder of her father�s hand tools on the lower shelf of the cupboard off the kitchen. But from this woman�s perspective . . .
Savannah covered the near mistake with a smile. �I thought surely Mrs. Pruitt would know.�
Miss Sinclair stared, her eyes narrowing the tiniest bit. �Very well. See to it, then.�
Savannah skirted down the hall, wondering if the woman suspected anything and vowing to be more careful. Enlisting the housekeeper�s assistance, she found the needed tools and supplies and set to work. After measuring twice, she gripped the hammer and nail and struck her mark true and firm, just as Papa had taught her.
Before she and Carolyne and Andrew had vacated the house over a year ago, she�d managed to pack a few of her father�s hand tools for her younger brother. Right now he only used them on occasion to repair his leg braces. But someday he would appreciate having them for the heritage of skill and craftsmanship they represented.
Her parents had left such a precious legacy for their children. One she�d been reminded of yesterday. �Don�t allow the world to teach you theology, Savannah. It�ll not teach you right.� She could hear her father�s voice and see his smile even now, his large hand resting atop the family Bible. �Take it directly from the Source instead.�
�Are you certain you can manage it?�
Seeing Miss Sinclair struggle with the cumbersome gilded frame, Savannah smiled. �Yes, I�m certain.� Lugging around her heavy sewing satchel had its advantages.
Mindful of how much the portrait likely cost, Savannah made certain the wire had caught on the nail before letting go. She stood alongside Miss Sinclair and eyed it. Then smiled.
�It�s slantindicular,� she said, aware of how Miss Sinclair was looking at her.
�I beg your pardon?�
�I said it�s slantindicular.� Savannah crossed the room and nudged the portrait up a little on the right side, then walked back, thinking of her brother Jake and about how he used to make up nonsensical words and phrases. �It means it�s slanted.�
Miss Sinclair looked from the portrait to her, then back to the portrait again. �You Southerners are a strange breed, Miss Anderson.�
Savannah didn�t know whether it was the wary tone Miss Sinclair used when saying it, or if it was the woman�s proper Northern accent, but she laughed out loud.
And was still smiling when she walked home briskly that afternoon, keeping watch for a black stallion and the master of Darby Farm.

Later that night, as she helped Carolyne with her French and answered Andrew�s questions as he struggled with Macbeth, Savannah thought again of what Mr. Bedford had said about a haven. She was grateful the plot of land meant something to him and hoped he would decide as her father and her mother�s father had in regard to tilling it: that there was plenty of cultivated land on Darby Farm. Best leave that foretaste of heaven alone.
Thinking about her maternal grandfather made her think of her mother, which brought a sense of melancholy. She wished again that the two could have made peace with each other before her grandfather passed.
�Savannah?�
Seated by Carolyne on the girl�s bed, Savannah looked across the room at her brother. The careful way he�d said her name told her he desired her full attention.
�I was at the mercantile today, and Mr. Mulholland asked about you.� Brows knit together, he hesitated, then glanced at their younger sister, whose head was still buried in the textbook. �He asked if you were going to stop by the store anytime soon. He said you hadn�t been by in a while to . . . visit with everyone.�
Clearly hearing what he wasn�t saying, Savannah hated the worry edging his voice. She�d been able to hide the dire state of their finances from Carolyne, but Andrew was far too perceptive. And him working at the mercantile didn�t help. She knew Mr. Mulholland needed his money. The proprietor had been more than patient with her. But to inquire about it to Andrew? The boy already had enough burdens to deal with.
�Not to worry.� Savannah pasted on a smile. �As soon as I finish the job I�m working on now, I�ll drop by and say hello to Mr. Mulholland and his family.�
Andrew held her stare then discreetly reached down and touched the braces on his legs. �These are fine,� he said softly. �I really don�t need any new��
Savannah silenced her younger brother with a look, her throat straining with emotion. �We�re going to be fine,� she mouthed, then swallowed hard.
As though sensing something, Carolyne peered up at her. Savannah smoothed a hand over her sister�s golden-blond hair and checked the girl�s writing on the slate. �Tr�s bon,� Savannah whispered. �You�re almost finished. Continue, please.�
With Carolyne�s attention refocused, Savannah looked back at Andrew. �I�ll visit the mercantile again very soon. I promise. And yes��she looked pointedly at the braces on his legs, loving her brother with a fierceness that sometimes surprised her��you do.�
Reading uncertainty in his eyes, she smiled to let him know everything would be fine, and remembered her mother doing the very same thing with her, even when Savannah knew otherwise.
Later, once both siblings were in bed asleep, her gaze went to the drawer of the bedside table, and her heart to the letter within. She retrieved the missive, wanting to hold the stationery in her hand again and see her father�s handwriting. Her gaze moved down the page to the paragraph she�d thought of earlier in the evening.

You will remember what we spoke of when last we were together, after the children were abed. I ask you again to forgive me for keeping what I did from you. It was most lovingly done. However, I understand how hurtful a revelation it was for you. It was never my intention to add to that past wound, my dearest.
She turned the page. A heavy watermark marred the ink on the time-crinkled stationery, but the words were still legible. Besides, she knew them already.

Your father was a most persuasive man, and even now I can see the determination in his eyes. Though I know the relationship between the two of you was never the same, I do believe your father entered eternity with overwhelming love for you and with a desire that you forgive him for the decision he made all those years ago. And I hope, my love, that you will. The longer I fight this war, and the more men I see taken so swiftly from this world to the next, the more I am convinced that harboring unforgiveness is a costly debt. One that is paid over and over not so much by the one needing forgiveness as by the one withholding it.
The ink blotched the page as though her father had hesitated overlong in lifting the pen, and she wondered what her mother had felt when first reading his next words.

What your father gave me�gave you�he did in a spirit of reconciliation, and I hope that in time you will receive his gift as such. Before I left, I placed it with the rest of our valuables for safekeeping.
Andrew stirred, and she looked up to see if he�d awakened. Sometimes the pain in his legs kept sleep at a distance. But his eyes remained closed, so she continued reading.

I�ll adhere to your wishes and will wait to share the story with our entire family once the boys and I return home. But know that this was far more than a simple gesture on your father�s part. It was an olive branch intended to heal, and I pray its roots spread deep and wide through our family. I left additional monies in the box as well. Save it if you can. Spend it if necessary. Even if the house is commandeered, it will be safe.
Oh, Papa. Where did you put it? And what is in it? Money still, perhaps?
Her mother had never said anything about it and had died so quickly herself. She�d been fine one moment, then complaining of a severe headache the next. Then she�d collapsed. When she finally came to, she�d been unable to move or speak, and within hours, even to breathe.
She�d been gone by the next morning.
Her throat tightening, Savannah didn�t reread the last paragraph of the letter, her father�s parting thoughts especially painful tonight for some reason. She slipped the folded stationery back into the envelope, then reached for the Bible. She laid her hand atop the worn black leather, much as her father had done, and wished she felt as confident about God�s providence as he and her mother had.
She opened the Bible and took care turning the pages yellowed with time and dog-eared with a thirst for understanding and comfort. Contrary to the front and back of the book that contained the scribbled history of the Darby family, the pages themselves were clean and unmarked.
Every night she read to her siblings and silently to herself. But that habit had slipped in recent years as work grew busier and time shrank by half. Some days the words spoke to her more than others. Though she realized this had more to do with her heart than anything to do with the Lord.
The lamp oil burning low and the hour growing late, she returned the Bible to the drawer, then snuggled into the bed, weary from the long day. But apparently her body hadn�t informed her thoughts because they turned with startling clarity to Aidan Bedford. She could see his face. And how he�d looked at her yesterday. For a moment, her imagination almost convinced her she hadn�t been the only one doing the looking.
Then her saner side resumed function. Why would a man like him look at a woman like her? On the other hand, how could a woman like her take a second look at a man like him? From two different worlds, they were.
But she had to admit, even though the sensations she�d experienced had been one-sided, it gave her hope that maybe someday she�d find someone. A solid Southern man who would not only love her, but who would love Carolyne and Andrew too.
As she willed sleep to come, the last paragraph of her father�s letter returned, insistent. But instead of seeing the words on the page, she heard the memory of her father�s resonant voice across time.
When last you wrote, Melna, you told me you believed without fail that it was God�s design for me to see home again. I cling to that hope and your faith in it, for my own grows less day by day. I pray to God that I am wrong. But if I am not, and heaven is soon within my sight, know that with my last breath I will be thinking of you and thanking God for the gift of your love and for all of our children. Jake and Adam are doing well, fighting bravely, as you would imagine. Though I know they are frightened. As are all brave men, from time to time. I am attempting to keep them safe and am so proud of them both. They send their love.
We all look forward to being home soon.
With deepest affection,
Merle
She hugged her pillow close, her tears dampening the smooth cotton beneath her cheek. �I love you all,� she whispered aloud, hoping the hushed stillness might somehow cause her words to be heard in eternity, even as she prayed Eternity would answer.
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FOUR DAYS LATER, THE FABRICS FOR ALL WINDOWS RECEIVING new treatments had been chosen, and Savannah had measured each of the windows numerous times, both for new shades and draperies. Then she�d measured them again to confirm her calculations. Save for one room she�d particularly avoided.
As she stood outside of her old bedroom, Miss Sinclair�s current quarters, she felt much like the girl depicted in a novel by Lewis Carroll she�d recently read to Carolyne. Only there was no White Rabbit racing by with his pocket watch, and she knew with certainty she wasn�t about to tumble down into a curious hall full of locked doors of all sizes as young Alice had. Still . . . she felt a hesitance she couldn�t account for. Except that for all the dreams she�d dreamed in this bedroom, for all the paths she�d thought her life might someday take, very few had come to fruition.
Hearing footsteps on the staircase, she guessed Miss Sinclair had returned early from her shopping trip, and she hastened to her task, smiling to herself as she playfully checked the bedside table for a tiny key like in the story.
As she measured the windows and recorded the dimensions in her notebook, she waited for Miss Sinclair or Mrs. Pruitt to pop into the bedroom at any moment. No matter where she went in the house in recent days, one of the two women always seemed to be either in the room with her or in another close by. At this rate, she could come here every day for the rest of her life and never find what her father had hidden.
She glanced about the room, noting the subtle changes from when she�d last lived here. The entire house had been given a thorough cleaning. Yet it was comforting to still see familiar scuff marks on walls and slight dents in the wooden floor that she�d personally authored.
But the lacy undergarments peeking from the wardrobe and the black silk nightgown draped over the chair in the corner were most definitely new additions. She didn�t even want to think about whether Mr. Bedford had seen them.
And yet, she did wonder.
Purposefully refocusing, she moved to the next window.
Draperies for the dining room were already being sewn in the shop in town. She�d stopped by before coming this morning to make certain her coworkers understood the instructions on the ruching and trim. For a Monday morning, and so early an hour, the shop had been in a flurry. But a happy one.
To say Miss Hildegard was ecstatic with how the project was progressing was like saying a fish tended to prefer water. And why not? Miss Sinclair was asking for nothing but the best. The cost of the rich blue silk for the dining-room draperies was more than Savannah earned in a year, never mind the beading and tassels. For that reason alone, she hoped Aidan Bedford was a wealthy man. Because his fianc�e was spending money almost faster than she could keep tally.
But his generosity to his future wife would also pay for Andrew�s new leg braces. �They�ll be much better and less cumbersome than your old ones,� Andrew had quoted the doctor.
So thank you, Mr. Bedford.
Though, much to her relief, she hadn�t been alone with him since that day by her grandparents� old cabin. She�d seen him in the house along with Miss Sinclair or Mrs. Pruitt, and he�d acted completely normal. Whether it was just an act or he truly hadn�t noticed how taken with him she�d been that day, she was grateful. Either way.
She stood back and eyed the double windows, still loving the curtains she�d sewn years earlier, although the blue-and-yellow floral was a tad girlish now. But they�d soon be gone. Because next on the list were the draperies for this room�soon to become the guest quarters�once Miss Sinclair approved the design. Miss Sinclair had requested that every room in the house be measured for floor coverings as well. Carpet was to be installed wall to wall in some of the rooms, and new Persian rugs had been ordered for others.
Savannah had identified the woman�s taste early on, a skill honed from years of learning to set aside her own preferences and see the project through her clients� eyes. Miss Sinclair loved everything French and expensive and �unlike anything Nashville has ever seen.� Savannah found it quietly amusing that so many of Miss Sinclair�s �unique conceptions� were nearly identical to drawings in the latest editions of Godey�s, Harper�s, or La Mode Illustr�e.
Personally, she appreciated fashion as much as anyone. But why was it that so many women, instead of listening to their own vision and creating a style unique to them, that fit their personal taste, let their style be dictated by someone in another part of the world? Say, Paris, New York, or . . . Boston.
After all, a home belonged to the people who lived in it. Not to the world.
But she�d also learned in recent years that a house didn�t necessarily make a home. People did, and the love they shared. Wherever Carolyne and Andrew were, that was where her home was now, and she was determined to be grateful, however challenging that was at present.
Certain she�d heard someone on the stairs moments earlier, she crossed to the door and peered up and down the hallway. But the corridor was empty. Apparently she�d been mistaken. Seizing the opportunity, she combed the room for loose floorboards or ill-fitting bricks in the hearth, just as she�d done in most of the other rooms in the house. She even reached beneath the larger pieces of furniture to see if her father had somehow secured the box to the underside of�
�Miss Anderson?�
Hearing Aidan Bedford�s voice, Savannah froze on all fours in front of the wardrobe. Then she did the only thing she could think of: quickly tossed her measuring tape underneath. The round cylinder rolled clear to the back.
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SAVANNAH LOOKED UP, HAVING NO NEED TO WONDER IF HER face was flushed. �Good afternoon, Mr. Bedford! How are you, sir?� And why on earth was the man home from work so early?
Still in his suit, and looking quite the successful young attorney, he tilted his head as though to better match the angle of hers. �I�m well, Miss Anderson. Question is . . . how are you?�
�Fine. Other than my measuring tape having gone for a little stroll.�
�Oh, please, allow me.� He crossed the room and knelt, facing her, then reached beneath the wardrobe. Just as swiftly, he grimaced and pulled his hand back out.
Savannah winced. �A spider?�
He shook his head, then grinned. �A joke.� He reached beneath the wardrobe again and a second later dropped the measuring tape safely into her palm.
Savannah laughed, finding his humor a little off center. And liking it.
He offered his assistance as she stood. His hand was warm and strong. And spoken for. Startled by the thought, she tucked the measuring tape into the pocket of her skirt and her hand along with it. Then she realized . . .
She�d never had a man visit her room before. At least not one who wasn�t a family member. It felt a little . . . impolitic. Especially when all she could think about at the moment was how striking Aidan Bedford was. With his dark hair cropped close, just above the collar, and his jaw closely shaven yet showing signs of tomorrow�s beard, he had an air of sophistication about him. Some might even say arrogance. Which fit with what she knew of Northerners.
Yet he seemed polite enough and had a perceptiveness about him that must certainly aid his profession. An attorney-at-law, the man was no doubt good at what he did.
Which, thinking of what she�d just been doing, only intensified her unease.
His gaze moved about the room, briefly catching on the nightgown before he looked back at her. His expression sobered. �May I ask, Miss Anderson, what you�re doing in this room?�
She eyed him. �I�m measuring for draperies and carpeting, sir.�
His eyes narrowed. �I was under the impression that my bedroom was the only room receiving alterations on this floor.�
She opened her mouth, then quickly closed it. It wouldn�t be the first time a wife�or almost wife�had been caught redecorating a bit more than she�d admitted to her husband. Which made her wonder if Miss Sinclair had told him yet about the stonemason or the marble fountain to be situated in the front courtyard. Once the courtyard was designed and built.
Mr. Bedford smiled. �I�m sorry, Miss Anderson. Please forgive the statement. It�s clear you�re only doing as you were instructed.�
�Thank you, sir.� Seeing the tension behind his eyes, she heard it in his voice, too, which prodded her uncertainty. She might have been tempted to let it pass if not for the order she�d told Mrs. Hildegard to place for fabric last Friday. An order worth several hundred dollars. Savannah felt sick inside.
Miss Sinclair had guaranteed the order with Mr. Bedford�s name, and Savannah had accepted. But if for any reason the woman changed her mind, Savannah knew it would cost her her job. And Andrew�s leg braces. And her ability to pay the outstanding debt at the mercantile.
�Mr. Bedford . . .� She tried to soften her query with a smile. �All the fabric for the draperies Miss Sinclair commissioned has been ordered. Which means the shop will be responsible for the bill if��
�Don�t worry, Miss Anderson. I�ll guarantee whatever obligation Miss Sinclair has made.�
Savannah breathed a little easier. �Thank you, sir.�
�But in the future, I would prefer all orders be paid for in cash.�
Understanding his meaning, Savannah nodded. �Yes, sir.�
He turned to go, then paused. �And just where is Miss Sinclair at present?�
Savannah hesitated. �She left awhile earlier, sir. She said she was going into town.�
He stared, waiting, as though certain there was more.
�To do some shopping,� she added quietly.
He nodded, and she noticed then the tiny lines at the corners of his eyes, as though something were weighing on him. Or had been for some time. But Aidan Bedford�s business being none of hers, unless it involved fabric or carpet of some sort, she offered a quick curtsy, gathered her notebook and pen, and took her leave.
She barely reached the stairs, however, when she heard her name�or Miss Anderson�s name. She paused, again feeling the nudge to tell him the truth about who she was. But the anonymity was alleviating some potentially awkward moments. And she couldn�t risk anything taking her off of this assignment.
�Thank you,� he said, his voice gentle, �for the work you�re doing here. Miss Sinclair is quite pleased thus far.�
Which is no small feat, Savannah heard faintly in the subsequent silence. �Thank you, Mr. Bedford. And on behalf of Miss Hattie�s shop, I�m most grateful to you for engaging our services.�
He smiled then, the ease of the gesture and warmth in his gray eyes telling her this smile was natural. The effect it had on her was heady. But when his gaze lowered from her eyes to her mouth, Savannah was certain the house shifted beneath her.
To say she knew a lot about men was like saying she knew next to nothing about sewing. She�d had a beau. Once. Before the war. But she�d scarcely been thirteen years old. And he�d died in battle along with all the other boys she�d known.
But Aidan Bedford was no boy. And she got the distinct feeling he wasn�t looking at her as an employee anymore. Which sent a simultaneous shiver�and shudder�through her.
He broke their gaze a heartbeat before she did, and the seconds lengthened as they purposefully looked anywhere but at each other.
Finally, he cleared his throat. �So . . . the fabric for the draperies has been ordered.�
�Yes.� She nodded as though telling him something he didn�t already know.
�And I believe you said the project should take six weeks?�
�Perhaps a little less, based on the number of seamstresses we have assigned to your order. And, of course, contingent upon any changes that might yet be made.�
�Of course.� His eyes briefly grazed hers. �And here I thought I was buying a house that was already homey and ready to move into.� He sighed, then smiled, or tried to. But the expression didn�t hold. �Things without all remedy,� he said quietly, finally looking at her again, �should be without regard.�
Savannah tried to follow his meaning, thinking she should be able to, yet fell shy. �I . . . beg your pardon, sir?�
He blinked then ducked his head, his manner suddenly elusive. �I beg your pardon, Miss Anderson. I�ll leave you to your work. Thank you again for your service.�
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THE KITCHEN AND STUDY. TWO ROOMS SAVANNAH HAD YET TO search.
She�d been here over two weeks, yet every time she visited the kitchen, Mrs. Pruitt was there. The housekeeper, kind though she was, might as well just drag her bed down the hallway and set it up by the stove.
Savannah peered down the corridor to her right and, even now, heard the clang of pots and pans as the older woman sang softly to herself. Then she looked back toward the left to her father�s study.
No, Mr. Bedford�s study.
How was she supposed to legitimately search in there when he�d expressly requested that nothing be changed? But he wasn�t home right now, and Miss Sinclair was in the central parlor with a fresh pot of tea perusing the latest issue of La Mode Illustr�e, with several past issues of Godey�s beside her on the settee.
Savannah checked the time on the grandfather clock and knew Mrs. Pruitt�s schedule well enough to hope the woman would be occupied with dinner preparations for at least a little while. With the rush of a thrill up her spine, she sneaked inside the study, then turned and pushed the door just shy of closed. She stood in the silence and breathed in the scent of old books and cigar smoke, the aroma of her father�s favorite tobacco thicker in her memory than in the room. Still, amazing how the aroma lingered in the carpet and draperies after all these years, as though clinging to his memory just as she did. Comforting didn�t come close to describing being in here again�the sun slanting through the windows, falling across the desk and the bookshelves, bathing the familiar room in a golden hue.
She gave herself a moment to drink it in, then hurriedly set about checking every nook and cranny, starting with the floor, then the bookshelves. But . . . nothing. Knowing anyone moving in to the house would�ve checked the drawers of her father�s old desk, she didn�t even bother looking.
She spotted a pipe on the desk and lifted it to her nose. The aroma bore a faint scent of vanilla and something else woodsy and sweet, and she wondered why the scent seemed so familiar to her, then realized she�d caught the scent on Mr. Bedford�s clothes before. Something else familiar to her returned: �Things without all remedy should be without regard.�
What he�d said days ago had stayed with her, and on a whim she crossed to the bookshelves and the familiar leather-bound copies, hoping her hunch was correct.
But now to find the right one.
Three volumes, four comedies, and two tragedies later, she happened upon the passage as she skimmed the pages. She wanted to throttle herself when she realized to which Shakespearean tragedy the phrase belonged.
She read the passage aloud softly, trying to give Lady Macbeth the Scottish accent the woman, however guilty, deserved. � �How now, my lord, why do you keep alone, of sorriest fancies your companions making.� � Impatient, she skimmed. � �Things without all remedy should be without regard: what�s done is done.� �
She lifted her gaze. What�s done is done.
She stared at the words again. She was familiar with Lady Macbeth�s tenuous circumstances, but what had Aidan Bedford meant by quoting the literary character? Unless, of course, he�d murdered someone and was having trouble sleeping. She laughed to herself.
Then her smile faded. Not because she thought the man a murderer. Rather because she knew the meaning of the passage. It ref lected a heart of regret. One of frustration. And she wondered what he�d been regretting in that moment when he�d quoted it. Was it giving Miss Sinclair permission to redecorate, perhaps? Understanding all the money the woman had spent? Or . . . was it another kind of regret entirely? What if he�d been referring to something far more personal?
That possibility caused her to go still inside. What if he�d been referring to�
�Mrs. Pruitt!� Miss Sinclair called out, the sharp staccato of fashionable boots approaching.
Savannah hastily returned the leather tome to the shelf and raced to stand behind the door in case Miss Sinclair looked inside the room. But the footsteps continued on toward the kitchen, and Savannah leaned her head back against the wall and allowed herself to breathe again.
The last three or four days, Miss Sinclair had seemed bent on accomplishing everything she�d planned and more, and with good reason. She was set to return to Boston later that week.
At the woman�s insistence, Savannah had brought her sewing machine last week and had set it up in the boys� old bedroom upstairs in order to sew decorative pillows to the woman�s precise specifications. And Savannah had sewn a dozen so far, with another dozen cut out and ready to be sewn. Where visitors were going to sit when they came calling, she didn�t know.
But there was a new desperation to Miss Sinclair�s efforts to make this house her home, and Savannah didn�t have to wonder long as to why. Even she sensed the distancing between the couple. She wasn�t privy to details about the pending nuptials, which was just as well. She got a sinking feeling in her gut every time she thought about it. Which she tried not to do.
Listening for footsteps and hearing none, Savannah opened the door as Mrs. Pruitt�s voice carried toward her from the kitchen.
�Yes, Miss Sinclair. Last I saw Miss Anderson, she was upstairs sewing the pillows you requested, ma�am.�
Peering down the hallway and seeing the back of Miss Sinclair�s dress, Savannah made a dash for the stairs and raced up, avoiding the risers with the worst creaks and half deciding that whatever box her father had hidden was gone. Or perhaps . . . Heart pounding, she slipped into the boys� bedroom and took her seat at the sewing machine. Perhaps it had already been found.
Miss Sinclair�s steps sounded on the stairs, and Savannah picked up one of the partially sewn patterns, trying not to appear as guilty as she felt. It had been hard enough to be in Priscilla Sinclair�s company before. But with what had happened with Mr. Bedford�
But what had really happened? After all was said and done? Nothing. He�d looked at her. That was all. And as she and Maggie and Mary�her closest friends�had said in younger years, �It doesn�t take much to get a boy to look. It is getting him to look at the right things that matters.�
The same was true for men, she guessed. Even though she wanted to believe Aidan Bedford was different. But in the end, how much did she really know about the man? Other than that he�d purchased her family�s farm, he was searching for a haven, and he held an appreciation for Shakespeare.
As well as a tiny part of her heart.
�Miss Anderson?� Miss Sinclair peered through the doorway, breathless. �Quickly! I need to discuss something with you in the central parlor. Posthaste! It�s about the furniture!�
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��AND EVERY PIECE OF FURNITURE IN THIS ROOM MUST GO. Surely you�re in agreement, Miss Anderson.�
Aidan overheard Priscilla�s voice as he opened the front door. His interest more than piqued, especially after the day he�d had, he paused in the foyer. The door to the central parlor on his right wasn�t quite closed, and he spotted Miss Anderson, her back to him. But he couldn�t see Priscilla.
�Do you know of an establishment in town that will take such pieces, Miss Anderson? Pass� though they may be?�
Miss Anderson glanced about the room as though taking inventory of its contents, and Aidan sensed her hesitance.
�Yes, Miss Sinclair. There�s a . . . Widows� and Children�s Home in Nashville that might be able to make use of the furniture. I could speak with the home�s director, if you wish. But are you certain Mr. Bedford doesn�t wish to retain any of it?�
Aidan�s appreciation for the young woman increased tenfold.
�There�s no need to mention any of this to Mr. Bedford, Miss Anderson. I�m still choosing the last of the pieces, but I�d prefer the new furniture be a surprise for him. Do you understand?�
Aidan rubbed the back of his neck, the muscles taut. Oh, it would be a surprise all right. Or would�ve been. If she�d managed the purchase. Which she certainly wouldn�t now.
Work in recent days had been unrelenting. Regardless of the personal grudge people in this town held against Northerners�to date, he�d been called arrogant, aggressive, and brutish�it appeared they desired those traits in an attorney. His desk was piled high with files, and his satchel bulged.
He�d finally left the office a little early in hopes of getting some work done in his study this afternoon. He sighed. Returning home was supposed to be a man�s respite. But since Priscilla�s arrival, it had been anything but. Between his attempts to avoid Miss Anderson while also trying to spend time with Priscilla, he felt a little like a prisoner in his own home. When Miss Anderson was in a particular room, he tried to avoid going in, while doing his best not to make it look intentional.
The young woman had done nothing wrong. It was his mistake. He was the one who had overstepped his bounds. Yet, if her behavior when he did see her was any indication, she seemed to have forgiven him completely, for which he was grateful.
And also not.
Because even as fleeting as those moments had been with her, and as silly as it sounded to him even now, he�d felt more of a connection with her in that brief space of time than he�d felt with Priscilla in months. Perhaps ever.
Which left him feeling like an entirely different kind of prisoner.
He glimpsed Priscilla briefly through the open doorway, her back to him. He�d told her she could redecorate, and it had seemed fitting since the house was going to be hers as well. But she was going far beyond anything he�d imagined. Replacing entire rooms of furniture? Furniture he liked?
�I found a borne settee this morning,� Priscilla continued, her voice overly dramatic as though she might swoon. �Rococo Revival period with rich damask fabric. I bought it immediately, of course, and believe it will work best right over . . . there. What do you think, Miss Anderson?�
The grandfather clock beside him ticked off the seconds.
�A borne settee?� Miss Anderson finally answered, her tone polite but clearly questioning. �That�s a rather large and formal piece for a central parlor, Miss Sinclair.�
�Which is precisely why I bought it. This house is starved for elegance. My future husband is an attorney for now. But someday he�ll be a judge, and I want this house to��
Having heard enough�for his wallet, his respectability, and his patience�Aidan stepped back to the front door and opened and closed it again, louder this time.
Shushed whispers came from the parlor. Seconds later Priscilla waltzed through the doorway, arms outstretched as though they�d been separated for seven years instead of seven hours. She clasped his hand and offered her cheek for a kiss. He obliged, aware of Miss Anderson watching from the other room before she quickly looked away.
�Dearest.� Priscilla linked arms with him. �You�re home early.�
Along with surprise in her voice, he also detected another quality, one that had a definite note of falseness to it. Aided by what he�d just overheard, he found himself viewing the woman in a somewhat different light, and he realized he�d heard that tone from her before. Many times. �I wasn�t getting any work done at the firm, so I decided to come home and work here.�
�Wonderful! I�ll ask Mrs. Pruitt to fix us some tea. We can sit on the front porch and visit for a while before you��
He gently squeezed her hand. �I�m sorry, Priscilla, but I have two very important cases coming up next week, and I must read through some briefs.�
Her smile faltered. She removed her hand from the crook of his arm. �Of course. You�re busy. More so, it seems, than you were in Boston.�
�That�s not true. I�ve��
Knowing Miss Anderson could hear their conversation, even without trying, Aidan urged Priscilla into the sitting room to their left, then eased the door closed.
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AIDAN KEPT HIS VOICE QUIET, NOT WISHING FOR MISS ANDERSON to hear them. �Since you�ve been visiting, Priscilla, I�ve gone in late most every morning so we can spend time together. But I�m getting further behind, so��
�I didn�t realize spending time with me was such a burden, Aidan.�
He looked at her. �I didn�t say that. What I�m saying is that my schedule here is every bit as demanding as it was in Boston.�
�But there�s nothing for me to do here.�
His laugh held no humor. �Quite the contrary, from what I�m seeing. You�re changing nearly every room in the house.�
�And can you blame me?�
Tempted to answer more honestly than was fair in the moment, he took a deep breath. �I don�t blame you for being lonely. You haven�t had the opportunity to make friends here yet.�
�These people are so . . . different from us. The land is handsome enough, I guess, as you said it would be. But all the rest . . .� She bowed her head, and the silence completed her thought with unmistakable clarity.
Still dwelling on the �different from us,� Aidan looked at the woman beside him and heard the echo of another conversation from years earlier.
�My sweetheart, she�s a pretty little thing. Hair all buttery and golden, like wheat in the summer sun. And kind too. She�s a lady through and through, but she can hold her own, let me tell you that. Shoots as well as I do, baits her own hook. But can still cook up a mess of ham and biscuits the likes of which you ain�t never tasted up north. Let me tell you, Boston, you�re on the wrong side in more ways than one.�
Had Nashville known what a gift he�d possessed? In his family? In his sweetheart? How fortunate he�d been? Most people went through life without a fraction of that depth of love and commitment.
�But if everything in the world were such as this, where would the longing for heaven be?�
Like guarding a priceless nugget, he�d carried what Miss Anderson had said with him, taking it out now and again, examining it, then tucking it away again for safekeeping. As he did now.
It occurred to him then: he didn�t even know the woman�s first name.
�Come back to Boston with me for a few days, Aidan. It�ll do you good.� Priscilla took hold of his hand, and her touch already felt foreign. �I know you miss it. I see it in your eyes.�
Knowing what she was seeing wasn�t him missing Boston, but him missing Darby Farm�the way it had been before she arrived�he took his time in answering. �I can�t,� he finally said. �My job is here now.�
�But you kept a home in Boston too.� Fragile hope lit her eyes. �And I know your former partners would welcome you back.�
He looked at her, then slowly shook his head.
�I leave in two days, Aidan. And I won�t be back for a month. Perhaps even longer.�
He was fairly certain he heard an ultimatum, or at least a threat. What bothered him most about that was how unbothered he was by it. �I understand. So we�ll spend as much time together as my schedule allows before you leave.�
Her jaw went rigid, and she turned to go. He debated whether to say anything further, then decided it was best to get it out now rather than for her to try and lay the blame with Miss Anderson for having revealed a confidence.
�Priscilla.�
She looked back.
�Draperies and rugs are one thing. But not a stick of furniture leaves this house without my approval. Is that clear?�
Her blue eyes went cold. �Perfectly,� she whispered, then left the room and wordlessly ascended the stairs.
Feeling wearier than he had in ages, Aidan crossed the foyer and found Miss Anderson straightening the room, of all things. Taking books off the shelves and lining them up again, then smoothing her hand over the surface of the wood, presumably checking for dust. Although she seemed particularly intent on her job.
�I do have a housekeeper, Miss Anderson.�
The woman jumped nearly a foot into the air.
�I�m sorry,� he offered, the look on her face so comical it tempted him to grin. �I didn�t mean to startle you. But . . . it seems I keep succeeding.�
�Yes.� Hand on her chest, she laughed. �You do.�
Her breathlessness told him he�d truly given her a fright. And as much as part of him wished he could ask her to stay and sit with him in this room and converse, or to walk outside with him to the old cabin, he knew better.
He gestured. �Miss Sinclair has gone upstairs for a while. So it might be best if you��
�I was planning on leaving a little early today anyway, Mr. Bedford.�
She quickly gathered her things and had opened the front door when the question he�d fought to sequester finally won out.
�Miss Anderson . . .�
She looked back.
�You�ve worked here for several weeks, and I just realized�I don�t even know your first name.�
She smiled, and he was certain the sunlight framing her from behind dimmed by a degree.
�Savannah,� she said softly, then closed the door as she left.
Several minutes passed before Aidan realized he was still standing at the front window, long after she�d turned the corner and disappeared from sight.

Later that night, unable to sleep and feeling a pressure building inside him, Aidan rose and went outside to the second-story porch to get some air. He filled his lungs with the tantalizing scent of fresh pine, the summer sweetness of honeysuckle, and . . . the stench of skunk.
He smiled, figuring that pretty well represented his life right now. And life in general. Some good along with the bad. But the bad surely made one more grateful for the good. And likewise, the bad surely had a way of ruining what was more pleasant.
He looked up into the star-studded night, heaven�s canopy stretching forever all around him, covering him, making him feel both infinitesimally small and yet not without purpose. Because he was here among it all. And surely the One who had gone to such fantastic lengths to create this world wouldn�t have plopped mankind down in the midst of it only to leave him to flounder without meaning, without guidance.
No, he�d been long convinced that the Creator had a master plan. Regardless of him not quite knowing what it was at certain times. Like at the present moment.
Aidan walked to the porch railing and looked out into the darkness, wondering about the man who�d lived here before him. The last Mr. Darby. Had he ever awakened at night, unable to sleep, unable to wrestle the anxiety inside him into submission? Had that man ever stared across the fields as he did now, asking for the Divine to whisper wisdom and discernment?
Nashville had spoken of having a girl back home. Someone much like Miss Anderson�Savannah�he�d bet. The way the soldier spoke about the girl, about his home and family, about the very land itself, had reached deep inside of Aidan that day and hadn�t let go. Not even hours later when, on the battlefield, he looked over to see Nashville take a bullet to the chest. The young man lurched forward and fell face-down into the field of wildflowers. Aidan fought his way through the fray, trying to get to him. And when he finally did, he turned Nashville over, only to find him gasping, a hole ripped open in his chest.
Nashville tried to speak, but blood gurgled out in the place of words. Still, Aidan had read the look in his eyes. And there, in the midst of battle, he�d gripped Nashville�s hand, feeling the life slip from him, watching it pour from his heart. �I�ll see that sunrise, Nashville,� he�d whispered. �I�ll taste that peach cobbler again for you too.�
Body shaking, gasping for breath and finding none, Nashville had smiled a smile that Aidan already found familiar. Then he�d breathed his last. And the light that had burned so brightly within his friend awhile before had snuffed out.
His friend.
They�d known each other for all of perhaps three hours. Yet in that short time Nashville had shown more love for his family and dedication to his country than Aidan had ever encountered, regardless of their differing views on the issues that had brought them there.
Aidan wanted to know what that felt like. To love and be loved that way. Had he made a mistake leaving Boston to come here? He didn�t think so. Had he made a mistake asking Priscilla to marry him? Most definitely. But how to fix it?
He didn�t quite know. But he was determined to find a way. He owed that much to Nashville�s memory.
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THE BLAST OF THE TRAIN WHISTLE SENT STEAM BILLOWING up against the pale blue of early morning. The air wasn�t cold, but Aidan thought he saw Priscilla shiver. And he felt a bit of one himself, though not because of fear or of any doubt of what he needed to do.
On the contrary, after the night he�d spent on the porch, searching his own heart and seeking God�s, there wasn�t a shred of doubt left within him. And he was all but certain that down deep Priscilla felt the same as he did. If only he could get her to realize it.
�You�ve changed, Aidan,� she whispered, her demeanor lacking its usual confidence.
�We�ve changed, Priscilla.�
She frowned and looked away. Her lower lip trembled. �My father . . .� She drew in a breath. �He was always so fond of you.�
�As I was of him. He was a good man.�
She nodded.
�But, Priscilla, your father would have wanted you to love the man you�re going to marry. Not just be with him because your father liked him. Or because��Aidan hurried to finish, recognizing by the narrowing of her eyes that she was gearing up for battle��marrying him will offer you security. You have security, Priscilla. Your father�s estate will allow you to live comfortably for the rest of your life.�
�But I want to be with you.�
�No, you don�t,� he said gently. �You want to feel safe again. Something you haven�t felt since your parents passed. I know. I�ve felt what that�s like. It�s lonely, and can be frightening. Loss makes you reexamine your life, who you are, and what you really want. But that�s a good thing, however painful the personal revelation can be at times.�
She looked up at him, and for reasons he understood, he didn�t see disagreement. Only fear.
�What if��her voice faltered��when you look at yourself more closely, you don�t necessarily like who you see?�
He smiled. �Then know you�re not alone. But also know that it�s recognizing your faults and being honest about them that�s the first step to overcoming them. To changing who you are, becoming who you want to be.�
She returned a feeble smile.
�I�m selling the brownstone, Priscilla. I�m wiring my broker as soon as I leave here.�
She nodded. A tear slipped down her cheek. �I never did want to live in this city, Aidan.�
�I know.�
�But I also don�t want to be alone.�
�And knowing you��he pressed a parting kiss to her forehead��and all the single men in Boston, I don�t believe there�s the slightest chance of that happening.�
Now if only he could muster the same hope for himself.

Leaving the telegraph office, Aidan headed to the mercantile only to find his way blocked by a freight wagon. He was maneuvering around it when someone across the street caught his eye. He slowed his pace, then finally paused.
A young boy was unloading crates of potatoes, one at a time, from the back of the freight wagon, his progress slowed by the braces on his legs. But Aidan read unwavering determination in the boy�s halting stride.
Another boy about the same age and with a shock of red hair worked alongside him, carrying two crates at once but more slowly, even stopping occasionally to jaw with some buddies who stood off to the side. But not the crippled boy. Back and forth he went, in and out of the store, unloading goods, steady and right as rain.
One of Red�s friends said something to him on his way out, and Red and his buddies laughed. The tallest one in the crowd held a forefinger to his mouth, then followed him to the wagon, and�
Realizing what the bigger boy was about to do, Aidan tried to get there in time. But couldn�t. A shove from behind sent the lame boy sprawling, and the crate of potatoes went everywhere.
As Aidan reached the scene, another man strode from the store and the instigators took off. All except for Red. The man grabbed the coworker by the arm, apparently having seen it all unfold.
�You�re done, Walters! Now get yourself out of here. And don�t be askin� me for another job!�
The lad wisely obeyed, and the man, his Irish accent thick, reached down to help the boy to his feet.
�I�m all right.� The boy waved off his help, but the clank of metal against metal as he tried to straighten his braced legs suggested otherwise. His face and neck were a deep crimson. �I�ll pick them all up and wash them, Mr. McGrath.�
The man hesitated, then nodded. �Good man, Andrew. We get knocked down, but we get right back up.� The man tousled the boy�s hair, which drew the ghost of a smile.
Andrew righted the crate, and a few passersby helped toss some potatoes in. And despite sensing the boy�s desire to make his own way, Aidan couldn�t resist helping too.
�Catch,� Aidan said, tossing a potato his way, already guessing at the lad�s dexterity.
With quick reflexes, Andrew caught the spud in his grip. And smiled. �Thank you, sir.�
�These for sale?� Aidan eyed the potatoes, impressed. Scarcely a bad mark on them.
�Yes, sir.� The boy pointed. �You can get them by the crate here. Or out at Linden Downs by the wagonload.�
Aidan nodded, recognizing the name of the farm from dealings in town. �I�ll remember that.�
�You�re not from around here, are you, sir?�
Aidan smiled, appreciating the respect in the boy�s voice, while clearly hearing an opinion. �No, I�m not. I�m from Boston.�
�Where Paul Revere�s from.� Andrew�s face lit. �And the two lanterns, telling the British were coming by sea.�
�That�s right.� Impressed, Aidan studied the boy. About eleven or twelve, he guessed. The lad�s chambray shirt, though slightly worn at the elbows, was of fine stitching, and his britches, a little short, boasted the same quality tailoring. But it was the maturity in the boy�s manner that impressed him most.
�Having lived in Boston, I�ve actually ridden the path Revere took that night. All the way up to Concord.�
Fascination swept Andrew�s face. �What�s it like up there? In Massachusetts.�
�It�s nice.� Aidan looked toward the hills of green. �But I think it�s prettier here.� That earned him a grin. He offered his hand. �Mr. Aidan Bedford.�
The boy rubbed his palm on his pants before accepting. �Andrew Darby, sir.�
Aidan�s grip tightened subconsciously. �Darby,� he repeated.
The boy nodded.
�Well . . . Andrew, I�ve enjoyed our discussion.� His thoughts racing, he released the boy�s hand. �You certainly have studied your history.�
Andrew shrugged. �My sister Savannah makes me. Sometimes it�s not so boring though. But I wouldn�t want her to know that.� Grinning, he gestured back to the wagon. �I�d best get back to work, Mr. Bedford. Thank you again, sir, for your help.�
His thoughts having moved beyond racing to fully broken rein, Aidan finally managed to respond. �My pleasure, Andrew. My pleasure.�
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SAVANNAH STOOD IN THE MIDDLE OF THE CENTRAL PARLOR and studied the draperies, knowing Miss Sinclair was going to be more than pleased. The most complicated and ornate of all the window coverings in the house, these had turned out even finer and more elegant than Savannah hoped, though pressing the endless folds had taken hours, and her back was still paying for it.
She gestured. �Let�s bring the rod up about an eighth of an inch on the right, Freddie.�
�Yes, Miss Darby.�
Savannah winced at the name and glanced toward the front hall. Mrs. Pruitt was the only other one in the house, and she was busy in the kitchen. Still . . .
�Like I told you, Freddie, you don�t have to call me Miss Darby here. It�s just us. And I�ve known you since before you were born.�
The boy, a little older than Andrew, grinned as though he�d just been handed a bag of penny candy. �Okay, Savannah.�
�Better.� She smiled, then looked up. �Secure them there and we�ll be done for the day.� And none too soon. Since Miss Sinclair had returned to Boston, Mr. Bedford kept longer office hours in town and was rarely home before half past five. She always made it a point to be gone by then.
Although some days he surprised her by meeting her in his carriage as she walked back to town. Each time he insisted on taking her the rest of the way and acted the perfect gentleman. She enjoyed talking to him, and his slightly tilted humor always found its mark with her. She only hoped Miss Sinclair was deserving of such a man.
And that perhaps God had a man just like him for her someday.
The last two weeks had been so very pleasant working here, just her and Mrs. Pruitt. She felt as though God had given her a gift. Time to say good-bye to her childhood home and time to touch, one last time, all the tangible reminders of her family lineage.
In a way, she wished she could have shared this experience with Andrew and Carolyne. But besides being impossible under the circumstances, she knew it wouldn�t have been wise. While she was grateful for this opportunity, it hadn�t been easy.
Yet one thing she�d learned: with so many of the possessions she�d once considered essential, in seeing them again, she�d realized how unessential they were. Treasured, to be sure. But luxuries. Most of which she�d learned to live without. And some she�d honestly forgotten they�d ever owned.
But the one thing she�d wanted to find most still remained hidden. She�d looked everywhere she could possibly think of for the box. It simply wasn�t here. She would�ve found it if it was.
�Is it strange, Savannah?� Freddie asked, packing up his tools, folding up his ladder. �Being back here?�
�Yes,� she answered readily. �A little. But . . . it�s also been very nice.�
He nodded.
�Freddie.�
The boy turned at the door.
�Thank you for keeping this�my working here�between us for now. I�ll tell Andrew and Carolyne after the job is finished.�
He looked around the room, his features sobering. �It�s been kind of sad for me. Being back in the house, ma�am. Makes me think of your brothers. And your papa.�
�I know.�
He sighed, then smiled in parting.
Savannah saw him to the door, then closed it behind him and turned and stared at the house. The house that would soon belong to Miss Priscilla Sinclair . . . Bedford. She sighed, feeling in the act a loosening inside herself. She�d surrendered this house to the Lord so many times. How many would it take before her heart finally let go?
She didn�t know. She just prayed the Lord would give her a peace about it. Someday.
The grandfather clock chimed on the hour, four long-lasting strokes, each echoing throughout the home as the comforting timbre had for years past and likely would for many years to come. Unexpected tears rose at the sound and the thought. The clock had passed from her maternal grandfather to her mother, and even though he and her mother had never reconciled that Savannah knew of, she thought it said something that her mother had kept the clock in the main foyer all those years, faithfully wound, its large brass pendulum swinging back and forth over the wide base, its movement sustained by weights as it marked the passage of time.
She followed the pendulum�s sway. Slowly, her gaze moved downward to the ornately carved base where her grandfather, a gifted craftsman in his day, had sculpted magnolias, her grandmother�s favorite flower, in the wood along the bottom.
And as the last note of the chimes faded, Savannah�s eyes narrowed. �But know that this was far more than a simple gesture on your father�s part. It was an olive branch intended to heal, and I pray its roots spread deep and wide through our family.�
The beat of her heart bumping up a notch, she recalled the words her father had written, and she crossed the foyer, knelt, and ran a hand along the base of the clock.
The piece was so heavy. There was no moving it.
She reached underneath but felt only cobwebs. She quickly withdrew her hand, thinking of Aidan and how he�d made her laugh that day he�d caught her snooping in her old bedroom.
She peered inside through the glass front, then stood and reached for the key on top where they�d always kept it. Her fingertips first to deliver the good news, she grasped the key and, hands trembling, unlocked the door. She knelt again and felt along the inside bottom of the clock. Then she rapped on the wood.
The hollow echo caused her pulse to race.
Quickly she retrieved her sewing scissors from the central parlor and slid a narrow point down along the inside edge . . . and felt the wood along the bottom give way. Her breath coming in short, shallow gasps, she pried open the false bottom and there�her throat ached at the sight of it�was a cigar box, her father�s favorite brand.
She took out the wooden box and reverently opened the lid, thinking of how one of her parents had been the last one to close it. The first thing she saw was her maternal grandfather�s pocketknife, its handle inlaid with ivory. Then her grandmother�s wedding ring, a simple gold band, one side nearly worn clean through. But the band with the companion diamond was gone, no doubt having been sold to help pay the taxes as they�d slipped further into debt.
She fingered an old money clip she remembered from her paternal grandfather. A poor excuse for one�she smiled�as the clip had obviously failed to do a very good job.
No money was left in the box. But sundry other treasures were. Among them lay a thimble she recognized as her mother�s, a hair clip she thought had belonged to her maternal grandmother but couldn�t be sure, and a tiny pearl button, all on its lonesome, perfectly lovely, but whose story was likely forever lost. There was also a sketched likeness of her mother�s mother and father, very much like them too. Or at least as Savannah remembered them.
She turned the drawing over, hoping there might be a date. And there was: April sixth, eighteen hundred and sixty-three, and a scripture reference below it: Deuteronomy 29:29.
Savannah frowned. The date made no sense since it was nearly seven years after her grandparents� deaths. And the scripture reference . . . She hated to admit, if only to the Lord and herself, that Deuteronomy was not a book of the Bible to which she often went for comfort or daily reading. So she had no idea what the scripture said. She�d have to look it up.
Beneath that picture was a photograph that took her breath away. She hadn�t seen it in years. It was one of the family taken just before the war. She remembered her mother insisting they have it done. A photographer had set up a studio in town, so they�d all dressed in their Sunday best and sat for the photograph. How hard it had been for Andrew, a toddler at the time, to stay motionless for so long. And how tiny Carolyne had been, just a baby. Savannah smiled, remembering how Jake had bribed Andrew with the promise of candy and one of his stories.
Her gaze moved over the faces of her precious family. Jake and Adam looked so young. So handsome. She took a deep breath. Nearly a decade ago now. And what change the decade had brought.
She continued looking through the box. And there, at the bottom, was a slip of paper.
She carefully withdrew it, noting its heavier feel�like fine stationery, only without the deckled edge. The set type bleeding through from the other side of the page lent resemblance to a legal document, but even as she unfolded it, she knew whatever it said was too little, too late. Everything had already been legally sold at auction. The land, the house, the belongings.
And yet . . . Her gaze scanned the page, and she felt a frown forming. A deed. From her maternal grandfather.
The sunlight faded, and she moved the page toward the light. But just as quickly, the sun shifted again. And she realized . . .
It wasn�t the sun. It was Aidan�s shadow, and he was staring down at her, a most quizzical look on his handsome face.
�And what have we here . . . Miss Darby?�

[image: ]CHAPTER THIRTEEN[image: ]

MISS DARBY?
Savannah scrambled to her feet, nearly dropping the cigar box and sending its contents racing for cover. Heart pounding, she took a cautious step backward. �H-how long have you known?�
His smile came slowly, deliberately. �I first suspected two weeks ago when I met your younger brother.�
She nearly choked. �You . . . met Andrew?�
�I did. Nice young man. Hard worker too. A few discreet inquiries later . . .� He gave a one-shouldered shrug that was definitely male. �And my suspicions were confirmed.�
Andrew hadn�t said a word to her about meeting Mr. Bedford. But then, why would he? Andrew didn�t know she was working for the man.
Mr. Bedford looked at the box in her hands, then at the clock and back at her again.
�I can explain,� she said quickly, hoping she could do so to his satisfaction. �But first . . . I didn�t tell you who I was because I feared it would make the situation uncomfortable and then I might lose the assignment. And I need this job, Mr. Bedford.� Reading questions in his features, she rushed to continue. �On that first morning, I did try to tell you and your fianc�e, Miss Sinclair, that my coworker had taken ill and that��
�I believe you mean my former fianc�e, Miss Darby.�
Caught midsentence and completely off guard, Savannah moved her mouth, but no words came. And then, �I-I don�t understand.�
The smile in his gray eyes deepened. �Miss Sinclair and I are no longer engaged, Miss Darby. It was a . . . mutual parting of the ways. When she left for Boston.�
The gleam that moved in behind his eyes did anything but set her at ease. On the contrary, it set her pulse racing, as did the meaning of what he was telling her. She shook her head. �So . . . you�re not��
�No. I most certainly am not.�
She took a quick breath and felt the tug of a smile, then just as quickly banished it, realizing how inappropriate the reaction was. �I�m sorry to hear that, Mr. Bedford.�
�Are you?�
His gaze dropped from her eyes to her mouth, and her heart vaulted from her chest to her throat. She smiled again. She couldn�t help it. And the telling flicker of his response, similar to hers, only encouraged it. The subtlety of the exchange was potent. Even intoxicating.
�Now . . .� He glanced at the box. �Might you explain what you have here?�
Having all but forgotten about it, she nodded. �Of course. And please know that I realize everything in this box belongs to you now. You are, after all, the rightful owner of Darby Farm.�
�Your home,� he said softly.
�My former home,� she whispered, then looked at the box and the pieces of her life it held. �Before my father died, he wrote my mother a letter and referenced something he�d hidden here in the house.�
She explained it all to him, sharing parts of the letter from memory, even sharing how she and her friend, Maggie, had tried to find a way to sneak into the house last summer. �But there were no open doors or windows. No way to get inside without breaking something. Which . . . I knew was wrong.�
As she spoke, she watched the curiosity in his expression give way to disbelief and surprise, then�as she told him about the items in the box�to an emotion that moved her so deeply she could barely finish her story. �I realized, again, that this isn�t my home anymore. And that I needed to accept it.�
�So . . .� He looked at her with a knowing gaze. �Those times I walked in and found you cleaning . . .�
She blushed and glanced away. �I was searching for this.� She relinquished the box, their hands touching briefly in the exchange. The warmth of his felt so familiar somehow. �And there are treasures inside. Though none of great monetary value, I�m afraid.�
He said nothing for a moment, then lifted the piece of paper. �And this?�
�It�s a deed. From my grandfather. But it�s obsolete now. Everything that belonged to the farm�my family�s land, the house, what belongings remained�was included in the auction to cover the taxes.�
As he read the document, his eyes narrowed. �And you found this just now?�
She nodded. �In the bottom of the clock.� She laughed softly. �No telling how many times I�ve passed right by it. Both before we lost the house and again since I�ve been here. I was standing here in the hallway awhile ago and the clock chimed and . . . I don�t know. It drew me somehow. Almost as if the box wanted to be found.�
He looked at her again, but this time his expression was absent the gleam from before, yet held an intensity all the same. �Are you the oldest living child of Merle and Melna Darby?�
Authority edged his voice, and she could well imagine him in a court of law. �Yes,� she whispered, �I am.�
He smiled as though recalling a joke, though not an altogether funny one. �Then you, Miss Darby, are the legal owner of a portion of land on this farm. If this deed proves valid, which I have every reason to believe it will.�
She searched his expression, then the deed when he handed it back to her, not following. Her gaze went to the description of the property. �The original land purchased by Wesley Tripp . . .� She looked up.
�The meadow,� he said softly. �And the cabin. That�s the plot of land that belonged to your grandparents. Isn�t it?�
She briefly closed her eyes. �Yes, but . . . This can�t be right. Everything was sold in the��
�Property can only be sold by the legal owner. Which appears to be you, Miss Darby. This deed, dated September nineteenth, eighteen hundred fifty-four, supersedes the one I have. So it seems you own a portion of my land. Or what was my land.�
Contrary to what she would have thought, his voice held a warmth that hinted at pleasure. And the smile she�d felt before returned, but not to her face. She felt it solely on the inside this time, as though the veil between this world and the next lifted ever so slightly, and Eternity whispered to her that she wasn�t alone. God heard her. He saw her. He was leading her, every step of the way.
Still, she couldn�t fathom that a part of Darby Farm was hers. Then it occurred to her. �The oldest living child,� she said, voice weak. Jake. Her grandfather had intended for that land to go to him.
Aidan Bedford lifted a hand to her face and wiped away a tear she hadn�t realized she�d shed, and his fingers lingered there, cradling her cheek. Her breath quickened, and she didn�t know whether she moved closer or he did, but suddenly there was very little space between them. And she liked it that way.
�That land is what led me to Darby Farm.� He fingered a strand of her hair. �It�s what led me to you.�
�Led you to me?� she whispered, again trying to follow and yet not. She didn�t know how it was possible, but staring at his mouth, she could almost feel his lips on hers. �That land has always been my . . . favorite place.� Her voice caught. �That�s why you saw me there that day. Being there helps me to feel my family�s love and . . . to remember I�m not alone.�
�Savannah Darby,� he whispered, tipping her chin upward. �It�s nice to finally, formally, make your acquaintance.�
�Likewise, Aidan Bed��
He kissed her full on the mouth, a touch of mint on his breath. His lips were gentle at the start, then gained insistence. His hand moved to cradle the nape of her neck, and he deepened the kiss. She felt the delicious sensation all the way to the tips of her toes and back. But too soon, he broke the kiss and drew back slightly.
�Since I�m assuming you won�t be open to selling your land, Miss Darby, I�m wondering if we might work out another arrangement.�
All the warm places inside her warmed even more. Remembering how Jake had held a straight face longer than anyone she knew, she did her best to keep her humor in check. �And just what kind of arrangement are you referring to, Counselor?�
He smiled, then set aside the box and deed and took her in his arms. He kissed her again and cradled her face in his hands. �Do you have any idea how much I�ve thought about you? How much I�ve wanted to be with you? Ever since that day I saw you in the meadow. Ever since you said that to me.� He briefly closed his eyes. � �But if everything in the world were such as this, where would the longing for heaven be?� � He kissed her again, slower this time, as though savoring her as she was him. �I�ll do my best to make this house your home again, Savannah. The same for Andrew and Carolyne.�
She peered up, eyeing him. �You know about Carolyne too?�
�I�ve been doing my homework.� He broke into a grin. �We�re already well on our way to filling this house with children, Savannah.�
Her cheeks flamed, but she smiled. �I�m afraid we Southerners don�t speak so openly of such matters . . . Aidan.� She spoke his given name softly, and his eyes warmed.
�I�ll do my best to remember that.� He reached for her hand and entwined his fingers through hers. �And I�ll do my best to make you happy.�
�No need to worry on that count. I�m finer than a frog�s hair split four ways.� Seeing the surprise on his face, then how his smile faltered, she laughed. �That�s something Jake, my oldest brother, used to say. He was always making us laugh.� She briefly bowed her head. �He was killed in the war.�
�Your brother,� he whispered.
An urgency in his voice brought her head up. His eyes had gained a sheen�and a seriousness that leveled the emotion in the room.
�What�s wrong?� she whispered.
�Only one other person I�ve known has ever used that phrase.� He swallowed hard, his jaw tightening. �Where did your brother die, Savannah?�
She searched his eyes. �Near Charlotte, North Carolina. Why?�
He exhaled.
When he didn�t answer, she retrieved the family photograph from the box and pointed to Jake. �You would have liked him, Aidan. And he, you.�
He took the picture from her, his hand shaking, and stared at it for the longest time, then looked at her. �I knew him, Savannah,� he whispered, voice hoarse with emotion. �I knew your brother. We�� He took a breath. �We met in a field one day. Between battles.� He stared at the picture. �He spoke with such love of his home and family. It made me want what he had. He�s why I�m here. We were on opposite sides of a bitter war, but . . . we were friends. However briefly.�
Her chest aching, Savannah gripped his hand, unable to speak.
�I saw him get shot. I ran to him, but��he shook his head��there was nothing I could do. He died right there . . . in my arms. I closed his eyes, but . . . I swear I saw heaven in those eyes before he passed. Along with a peace I knew I wanted in my own life. And found . . . soon after.�
As Aidan stared at the image of her brother�s face in the photograph, all she could picture was Jake�s sparkling smile, his laughter. And him lying there on the battlefield in those final moments. �He didn�t die alone,� she whispered, searching Aidan�s eyes, remembering how many times she�d prayed for that very thing. For both her brothers and her father. �You were with him.� She smiled through tears. �At the very last . . . he wasn�t alone.�
A faint smile tipped Aidan�s mouth. � �Finer than a frog�s hair split four ways.� Your brother had a unique way of phrasing things. And his love for his family and this land . . . it�s what brought me here.�
�It�s what led you to me,� she whispered, touching his face, silently marveling at God�s quiet orchestration of lives and realizing she�d likely never know how often the Almighty did this. How often He interlaced such painful parts of this earthly journey with such joyous ones, weaving them together with such skill and grace. And beauty.
And she�d be forever grateful He did.
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Almost three months later 
�TOSS ME THE BALL THIS TIME, AIDAN!� ANDREW YELLED.
�No!� Carolyne called. �Toss it to me.�
Aidan grinned. �I�m going to toss it to the one person who isn�t yelling at me right now!� He lofted the baseball in the air to Savannah, who caught it one-handed, then threw it back�right between her brother and sister down the road leading to the house. Carolyne took off running for it, but Andrew in his newly fashioned boots and leg braces gave quite a respectable chase.
Savannah laughed, watching them.
Aidan came up from behind and slipped his arms around his wife. She leaned back into him, and he felt as though he had the world in his embrace. A breeze stirred the trees overhead, and leaves of burnished gold and crimson fell like snowfall in autumn.
Savannah sighed against him. �Mrs. Eleanor Geoffrey at the Widows� and Children�s Home said to thank you again for the draperies. She told me she never dreamed they�d ever have draperies so lovely.�
�She�s welcome to them. I�m just grateful you�d saved the ones from our house.�
�Our house. I love the sound of that. Though I still can�t believe you had me continue to sew the curtains even after you knew you didn�t want them.�
�I had to have some reason to keep you coming back out here. Until I was ready��he kissed her left hand, looking at the gold wedding band and band with companion diamond��to give you this.�
She turned in his arms and kissed him, which earned a wince from her younger brother and a smooching sound from her little sister. Which didn�t bother him or Savannah in the least.
Mrs. Pruitt rang the bell beside the front step, signaling lunch was ready, and they ate at the table on the porch, Mrs. Pruitt included. The older woman adored Andrew and Carolyne and was happier than he�d ever seen her. He looked around the table at the faces and knew that no amount of human orchestration could have brought together what had happened here�and on a faraway battlefield in North Carolina.
Jake Darby . . . Nashville.
His throat tightened, thinking about that young soldier, and he pledged again�as he did every day�that he would not only live this life to its fullest, but that he would live it for the One who had given him life.
He and Savannah had looked up the scripture reference scribbled on the back of the sketched likeness of her grandparents. Deuteronomy 29:29: �The secret things belong unto the Lord our God: but those things which are revealed belong unto us and to our children for ever, that we may do all the words of this law.�
The verse had become even more touching when they�d discovered the note Merle Darby had written beside it in the margin, almost hidden in the binding of the Darby family Bible. Along with the verse, Aidan had committed it to memory. �May what is hidden within the covers of this book bring life to the souls of my children and also serve as an inheritance, both in this life and in the one to come.�
And the date written beside the note, April sixth, eighteen hundred and sixty-three, was the same as on the back of the drawn likeness of her grandparents. As best they could piece together that was the date Mr. Darby had finally told his wife about the land Savannah�s maternal grandfather had left to their oldest child years earlier.
Aiden realized they�d likely never be certain, but they guessed that Melna Darby had refused the land due to the rift between her and her father. But Merle, in wisdom and love for his wife and children, had accepted it, then had held it in trust all those years.
Thinking again of the scripture and note, Aidan intended to do all he could to make good on Merle Darby�s petition for the Darby family. His family now.
Savannah disappeared and returned minutes later. �Be careful. It�s hot!�
�Ooh!� Carolyne swooned. �Peach cobbler! That�s my favorite. It�s heavenly.�
The golden-brown juice from the cobbler had bubbled over and baked onto the sides and looked every bit as good as Aidan knew it was. Savannah spooned the flaky crust and savory fruit into dishes, serving him first, then Mrs. Pruitt, then her siblings.
And with every bite, he thought of Nashville. And of home. Both this one and the better one to come.

[image: ]A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR[image: ]

DEAR READER,
Thanks for taking yet another journey with me. Your time is precious, and I appreciate you investing it with me.
The idea for To Mend a Dream came while I was writing To Win Her Favor (a Belle Meade Plantation novel) and when I first met Savannah Darby on the page. Savannah is a secondary character in that novel, but her story and all that she�d been through and endured in her young life spoke to me�and demanded its own story.
I love stories about hidden things. A hidden letter, message, or treasure. A trinket with a special meaning that�s discovered only once the mystery is solved. But I�m so grateful that in Christ nothing is hidden.
He sees everything. Both the good and the bad in all of us. There�s no use pretending with Him. In fact, pretending with Him is really only pretending with yourself. I firmly believe in God�s master plan in our lives and in how He weaves our lives in and out of one another�s, like He did with Jake, Aidan, and Savannah.
If you�re hurting right now and are wondering if Jesus sees you, rest assured that He does. And He not only sees you, He�s working for your eternal good this very moment, working in details of your life He has yet to reveal to you, and that you may never know about until we reach Home. But trust Him. He�s working.
As Proverbs 16:9 says, �We can make our plans, but the Lord determines our steps� (NLT). And aren�t we grateful He does?
For you baking enthusiasts, I�m including the recipe for Savannah�s Truly Southern Peach Cobbler featured in the story. This really is like the �good ol� days� cobbler my granny Agnes Preston Gattis used to make. Hope you enjoy!
I�d love to hear from you! Let�s connect through one of the venues listed on my About the Author page.
Until next time . . .
Tamera Alexander
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Thanks to my fellow Southern authors�Dorothy, Shelley, and Elizabeth�for partnering with me in this collection. I�m honored to call you ladies colleagues . . . and friends. My thanks also to my HarperCollins publishing team. What a pleasure it is to work with each of you. Continued gratitude to Deborah Raney, my critique partner for over a dozen years now, for sharing her talent and laughter with me, and to the Coeur d�Alene ladies for brainstorming this novella during last summer�s five days of �plotting, praying, and praying.� I look forward to our time together all year. To Jerry Trescott, bless you for sharing your extensive knowledge of architectural history. To Natasha Kern, my literary agent, you�re simply the best! And thank you, dear reader, for taking these journeys with me. Your enthusiasm and eagerness to read is such an encouragement to me as I�m writing. I always love hearing from you.
Finally, thanks to Dr. Michael Easley, one of our pastors at Fellowship Bible Church, for his oft-repeated phrase, �Don�t let the world teach you theology.� Oh, so true. Never judge God�s faithfulness by your present circumstances, friend. Instead, trust God who is faithful no matter the circumstance. He�s always working for your eternal good. And if you�ve trusted in His Son, Jesus, then you can trust that�no matter what happens in this life�the best is always yet to come.
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1. Savannah Darby lost most of her family, her home, and like many Southerners following the Civil War, was forced to leave everything behind when family land went to auction. What family treasure�a portrait, diary, special possession, perhaps�would you miss most if forced to leave behind your home and belongings?
2. Prejudice was a theme in To Win Her Favor, the Belle Meade Plantation novel in which we first meet Savannah Darby. What prejudices are evident in Aidan and Savannah�s story? Are those still prevalent today? How so? And do you struggle with them?
3. If given the chance to get back into a home that had been legally taken from you, do you think you would have made the same decision as Savannah? Do you think her search for what her father left was right or wrong? Why?
4. Aidan�s motivation in moving to Nashville is guided by what happened when he met the Confederate soldier one afternoon during the lull of battle. Are you aware that this really happened in the Civil War? That Union soldiers and Confederate soldiers would converse between battles? In what ways do you think these meetings changed these men?
5. Have you ever experienced a �chance meeting� (like Aidan and Nashville) and yet knew deep down that chance had nothing to do with it? Share your experience.
6. Savannah treasures a family letter in the story. Letter writing is all but a lost art these days. Would having a letter from a departed loved one have meant more back then, do you think? Why or why not?
7. In chapter 12, Savannah reflects on the many possessions she and her family owned. With time�s passing, her perspective on those has changed. How has it changed? And can you relate to her feelings?
8. God worked to weave Aidan�s and Savannah�s lives together in ways they couldn�t see and certainly didn�t plan. Have you ever made a plan that you thought was a good one, only to have God intervene and make it even better? Share your experience, and also your thoughts on Proverbs 16:9.
TAMERA LOVES TO SKYPE/FACETIME WITH BOOK CLUBS WHO are reading her books. Visit Tamera�s website (www.TameraAlexander.com) for more information on inviting her to join your group and for recipes from all her novels.
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SAVANNAH�S TRULY SOUTHERN PEACH COBBLER
What you�ll need:
. 12�15 fresh peaches, peeled and sliced (about 15�16 cups) (You can use frozen peaches if fresh aren�t in season, but you�ll likely need to drain off some of the extra syrup. You can gauge that as you�re spooning it into the dish.)
. 1/3 cup all-purpose flour
. 3 cups sugar (Yes, diabetics beware! But if you�re counting calories and carbs, stevia works wonderfully with this recipe.)
. 1/4 teaspoon ground nutmeg
. 1/4 teaspoon ground cinnamon
. 2/3 cup real butter (Please, no margarine, the southern cook in me begs of you.)
. 1 1/2 teaspoons vanilla extract
. 2 old-fashioned pie crusts (recipe below) OR 2 refrigerated pie crusts may be substituted if you really don�t love your family and friends (Just kidding. You love them. Just not enough to make homemade, bless your heart.)
. 1/2 cup finely chopped pecans, toasted (Toasting pecans is easy. Chop finely, spread on a cookie sheet sprayed with oil, then bake for 4�5 minutes at 350�F. Watch so they don�t burn.)
. 5 tablespoons sugar, divided
. sweetened whipped cream

Now comes the fun part:
If you�re making your dough from scratch (which is best and so easy!), make your pie crust dough first and stick it (flattened according to instructions) in the fridge to chill for 15�20 minutes.
Stir together peaches, flour, 3 cups sugar, nutmeg, and cinnamon in a Dutch oven. Bring to a boil over medium heat, reduce to low heat, and simmer for 8�10 minutes. Remove from heat, gently fold in butter and vanilla (and somehow resist eating the entire pot). Spoon half of the mixture into a lightly greased 13 � 9-inch baking dish. Preheat oven to 475�F.
Take your two homemade pie crusts�or for those of you who don�t love your friends and families as much, unroll the two store-bought pie crusts (she says with sweet Southern sass)�and roll to a 14 � 10-inch rectangle. Sprinkle 1/4 cup toasted pecans and 2 tablespoons sugar over the first pie crust. Place pastry over peach mixture in dish, trimming sides to fit the baking dish. Bake at 475�F for 20�25 minutes or until lightly browned.
Meanwhile, roll your second crust to a 14 � 10-inch rectangle (or unroll the second pie crust). Sprinkle 2 tablespoons sugar and remaining 1/4 cup toasted pecans over the piecrust as you did the first one. Next, cut into one-inch strips with a knife. If you want to get fancy, use a fluted pastry wheel, but you don�t get extra jewels in your crown.
Remove the peach cobbler from the oven. Spoon remaining peach mixture over baked pastry. Arrange pastry strips over peach mixture, latticing if you want to, then sprinkle with remaining 1 tablespoon sugar. Bake 15�18 minutes or until lightly browned. Serve warm or cold with vanilla ice cream or whipped cream.
Let me know if you make this! Better yet, post a picture of you and your cobbler on www.Facebook.com/tameraalexander. I�d love to see it, and you!
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Pink is not what Eleanor Braddock ordered, but maybe
it would soften the tempered steel of a woman who came
through a war—and still had one to fight.

Plain, practical Eleanor knows she will never marry,
but with a dying soldier’s last whisper, she finds fresh
purpose. Impoverished and struggling to care for her
ailing father, Eleanor arrives at Belmont Mansion,
home of her aunt, Adelicia Acklen, the richest woman
in America. Adelicia insists on finding her niece a
husband, buta simple act of kindness leads Eleanor
down a different path—building a home for widows
and fatherless children from the Civil War.

Archduke Marcus Gottfried has come to Nashville
from Austria in search of a life he alone has
determined. Hiding his royal heritage, Marcus finds
work as an architect, but his plans to incorporate
‘natural beauty into the design of the widows’ and.
children’s home run contrary to Eleanor’s wishes.
‘Through their collaboration on the home, Marcus and.
Eleanor find common ground—and a love neither of
them expects. But Marcus is not the man Adelicia has
chosen for Eleanar, and even if he were, someone who
Knows his secrets is about to reveal them all,
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