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Chapter One

September 1868 
Freeland, Michigan

Hup! Two, three, four. Hup! Two, three, four.”

The troops obediently followed their leader, who was 
walking backward and giving instructions in singsong.

Focusing on something behind the leader, the shortest soldier 
said, “Uh, Sergeant?”

“No talking in formation,” the commander growled playfully.

“But, sir, there’s—”

“No ‘buts,’ recruit. Remain in formation or—”

Thump.

He turned to see what he’d hit—a tick too late to stop what 
the collision had started.

The shortest soldier plowed into the leader, the two behind 
him marched into each other, and the young woman, arms moving 
like windmills, landed on her derriere amid a tangle of skirts as 
books, slates, and chalk rained down around her. 

“Oh, bother!” he said, whipping the cap from his head. “I—I’m 
sorry, ma’am. Didn’t see you standing there. I—we….” He extended 
a hand to help her up. “Are you all right?”
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“Oh, I think I’ll live,” she said, taking his hand. Brushing dust 
and grit from her blue velvet skirt, she smiled. “If it’ll make you feel 
better, you and your little army can help me pick up my things.”

Had she—had she winked at him? No woman, not even Rita, 
had ever done that before!

He looked at her then. Really looked at her. She had the loveliest 
smile he’d ever seen. It brightened her big, green eyes, and everything 
else around her, too. It took a great deal of concentration to look away 
from the delicate face to fulfill her request, but he found the presence 
of mind to begin stacking books in his arms. One by one, each item 
disappeared into her seemingly bottomless canvas bag.

He felt obliged to explain—if not for this adorable young 
woman, then to encourage good manners in his children, who’d 
clustered around him, watching closely. Clearing his throat, he ran 
a hand through his hair and grinned. “We play ‘soldier’ on family 
outings,” he began. “It helps me keep ’em together. I’m afraid I 
simply wasn’t looking where I was going.”

She peered around him at the inquisitive faces of his children. 
“No harm done,” she said.

“C’mere, kids,” he instructed them, placing one hand on the 
blond boy’s shoulder. “The little fella here is Timmy.” His free hand 
rested on top of the girl’s head. “This pretty brunette is Tricia, and 
the big guy’s name is Tyler.”

The woman slung the bag handles over her shoulder. “It’s a 
pleasure to meet all of you,” she told the children. “And it was an 
experience,” she added, looking directly into his eyes, “meeting 
you.” She held out one white-gloved hand. “I’m Valerie Carter.”

First, she’d winked, and now she was offering her hand? He’d 
never met a woman quite like her before. Tentatively, he shook it. 
“Paul Collins,” he said, still wondering why her name sounded so 
familiar.
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They stood in silence for a moment, staring into each oth-
er’s eyes, her hand nearly hidden in his. Timmy coughed. Tricia 
sighed. Tyler cleared his throat. All three children were grinning 
when Paul glanced over at them, reminding him to release her 
hand. “Were you on your way in or out when I—”

“In,” she said. “I’m trying to get a head start.” Valerie paused, as 
if wondering whether or not to tell him more. Then, she shrugged 
and began her explanation. “I’m the new teacher. Monday will be 
my first day.”

His dark eyes widened, and his eyebrows rose. “Well, now, 
isn’t that a coincidence?” he asked his children. “Miss Carter is 
new here, too.” Paul faced her again. “We just came back to town, 
ourselves. That’s why we’re here—to enroll the children in school.”

She gave the children her friendliest smile, then gathered her 
skirts and started up the steps of the schoolhouse. “Let’s go inside,” 
she suggested, “and get better acquainted.” The huge brass door-
knob squealed as she turned it, and the heavy oak door creaked as 
it swung open.

“It’s very dark in there,” Timmy whispered, staying close to his 
father’s side. “How will I ever learn to read, Pa, if I can’t even see 
the books?”

Valerie’s merry laughter brightened the room even before she 
struck a match to light a lantern. Adjusting the flame, she said, 
“How’s that, Tim?”

The boy grinned shyly and shoved both hands deep in his 
pockets. “Lots better, ma’am.”

“Don’t you just hate rainy days?” she asked Tricia. “They’re 
so….” Valerie paused, wrinkling her nose as she searched for the 
word that best fit the day’s mood. “They’re so gloomy.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the girl agreed, focusing on the scuffed toes of 
her high-buttoned shoes.
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Valerie unceremoniously plopped her bag onto the dusty 
desktop. “This is my first visit to the school, too, you know.” 
Her hands on her hips, she surveyed the one-room space. “Now, 
where do you suppose the ‘brand-new student’ forms are?” she 
asked no one in particular. Rummaging through drawers and 
shuffling with shelf contents, she frowned. Then, clapping her 
hands once, she said, “Guess we’re just going to have to make 
one of our own.”

She pulled out the battered wooden chair behind her desk and 
sat down. Taking a sheet of paper and a pencil from her bag, she ges-
tured toward the neat rows of desks. “Please, won’t you all sit down?”

Obediently, each Collins did as she’d instructed, including 
Paul, whose knees nearly touched his earlobes as he tried to bal-
ance his considerable frame on the tiny wooden chair.

“What’s your full name?” Valerie asked Tyler.

Sitting up straight, the boy said in the deepest voice he could 
muster, “Tyler Joshua Collins, ma’am.”

“What a fine, strong name.”

The serious face brightened. “Pa says I’m strong as a horse.”

“That’s good to know. It’ll be good to have a strong young man 
around to carry in wood when the snow comes. Would you mind 
being my helper?”

A grin curved his lips upward. “Not at all, ma’am.”

“How old are you, Tyler?”

“Be eleven soon, ma’am.”

“Let’s see,” she said, squinting and tapping her chin with the 
end of her pencil. “That should put you in level five. Maybe even 
six. Am I right?”

“Yes, ma’am. I finished my fifth year up in York.”
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“Pennsylvania?”

The boy nodded. “I was born here in Maryland, but we moved 
to Pennsylvania when I was one.”

She smiled. “I guess you don’t remember much about it, then, 
do you?”

Tyler grinned. “Don’t remember a thing.”

“We have something in common, because I don’t know any-
thing about Freeland, either.” She met Tricia’s eyes next. “If I had 
to guess, I’d say you’re about nine. Am I close?”

Her head bobbed up and down. “I’m eight. Almost.” Glancing 
at her father, she added, “Pa says I’m big for my age. Gonna be tall, 
like Ma was.”

Like Ma was? Valerie pretended not to have heard the obvious 
reference to a deceased mother. Her heart ached for the children. 
For their father, too. She knew how much it hurt to lose a loved 
one, but to have lost someone as important as a mother at such a 
young age…. “You’re in your third year, then?”

Tricia nodded. “That’s what the teacher back home said.”

“This is home now,” Timmy pointed out.

Valerie couldn’t help but notice the sadness that enveloped 
the little family at the boy’s simple statement. She wondered what 
event had inspired the move from Pennsylvania to Maryland. 
“That leaves you, Timmy,” she said, her voice deliberately cheery to 
change the mood. “Have you gone to school before?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Level one, then,” she said, smiling. Turning her attention to 
their father, Valerie added, “Mr. Collins, you can be very proud of 
them. They’re fine, mannerly children.”

“Thank you for the compliment, ma’am, but Mrs. Collins is 
responsible for their good behavior.” His voice was a near whisper 



12  Loree Lough

when he said, “She died during the war. I, u…I expect that’ll be help-
ful information if you’re to deal with my young’uns on a daily basis.”

Suddenly, she felt the need to busy her hands and began rear-
ranging things on her desk. Yes, it was helpful information. These 
children would most definitely need extra care and compassion. A 
little more of her time than the children who had two parents…. 
When she met his eyes again, she said, “I’m sorry to hear of your loss.”

Valerie didn’t know it was possible to feel so many emotions 
at once. She experienced confusion, embarrassment, and pity all at 
the same time.

He grinned sheepishly, twisting his soft, black hat in his 
hands. “I’ve had nearly five years to get used to the fact. I suppose I 
could have put it a bit more gently….”

“Mr. Collins, there’s absolutely no need to apologize. That 
horrible war….” Valerie’s voice trailed off as she pictured her home, 
destroyed and smoldering. “The War Between the States cost me 
everything I held dear. Freeing the slaves was the only good thing 
to come of it, in my opinion, and if you ask me, the pigheaded men-
folk who run this country should have been able to accomplish 
that without so much bloodshed!”

“Ma was gonna get us a baby,” Timmy interjected, “but she 
had to give it back to God.”

Just when you think you’re the only one in pain, Valerie said to her-
self, someone comes along and shows you things could be worse.

“God must’a liked Ma a lot,” Timmy added, “’cause He kept 
her and the baby, too.”

From the corner of her eye, Valerie saw Paul sit a bit straighter 
in the tiny chair. Saw him throw back his broad shoulders. That 
he’d reacted physically to the plain truth five years after his wife’s 
death told Valerie the wound was still quite painful.
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She wished for the courage to look him straight in the eye and 
tell him he’d done a fine job being both father and mother to his 
children, that the proof glowed in their loving eyes. She wanted to 
tell him that she’d known men in similar circumstances who had 
moved heaven and earth to replace their deceased wives as soon as 
humanly possible.

Valerie glanced at the books on the corner of a desk that des-
perately needed dusting. At the windows, which probably hadn’t 
been washed in years. At the large, faded blackboard in the corner, 
which could use a good scrubbing. The floor was gritty with dirt, 
and the desks and benches…. She had a lot to do, and very little 
time in which to do it. “Well,” she said, standing up, “I have enough 
information for now. I’ll see you all on Monday, bright and early, 
right?”

“Right,” Timmy said, his voice shrill with eagerness.

“Do you have slates?” she asked as she escorted them to the 
exit.

The children nodded. “Pa made us pack ’em real careful so they 
wouldn’t break during the move,” Timmy offered. “Ma bought ’em 
for us with her egg money before….”

Valerie put her hand on the boy’s shoulder, sensing he couldn’t 
complete the awful sentence. “Good! Then I’ll see to it that each of 
you gets a brand-new piece of chalk first thing Monday morning,” 
she said. “We’ll consider it my ‘welcome back to Freeland’ gift to 
you.”

“I think we’d better head on home,” Paul told the children, 
“and let Miss Carter get busy putting her school in order.” He 
opened the door. “Thanks for your help,” he said, setting the felt 
hat atop his head.

She watched them walk down the steps and across the dusty 
road before they disappeared into the woods just north of town. 
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The clouds that had darkened the sky earlier were gone now, and 
the sun shone in the September sky, brightening the day and her 
spirits alike. Taking a deep breath, Valerie headed back inside to 
survey what Mr. Collins had called “her school.” In two short days, 
the empty seats would be filled with children.

Valerie’s heart beat a bit faster at the prospect of being the 
person who’d teach them to appreciate all the wonderful things an 
education could add to their lives. If she could make a positive dif-
ference in even one young life, she’d have earned her salary.

She had no way of knowing that she’d already made a differ-
ence in three young lives…and one older one….

f

“She’s mighty pretty, Pa. Do you s’pose she’s a good teacher?”

Paul thrust his hands deep into his pockets. “She seems real 
smart to me, Tim.” He walked behind his children, picturing 
their new teacher’s happy face. Hearing her light, melodic laugh-
ter. Wondering whether her chestnut-colored hair felt as soft as it 
looked. And pondering what sadness had dimmed the gleam in 
those big, green eyes. It surprised him to realize he wished he was 
a boy in school again.

The children ran on ahead, toward their new home. The house 
hadn’t been occupied in years, but Paul and the children had made 
it livable. Each had worked in a specific room, scrubbing and 
sweeping until the place sparkled. Still, despite the cleanliness, 
something was missing….

Paul had wandered the rooms alone each night, listening to 
the rhythmic sounds of his slumbering children and trying to 
determine exactly what he’d neglected to do, what he’d forgotten 
to bring with them from York that would make this house a home, 
like the one in Pennsylvania had been. They’d been in Freeland for 
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nearly a month, yet he hadn’t been able to find that missing piece 
to the puzzle.

He sat down in front of the hearth with his Bible open on 
his lap, distracted by the soft, soothing spatter of rain against the 
windowpanes. Paul leaned back in the creaking rocker and closed 
his eyes, remembering how, on nights like this, Rita would sit 
across from him, knitting or darning socks, while he whittled a 
toy for the children or repaired a harness, both totally content and 
at peace with their lives. The ache of missing her throbbed harder 
than ever in this new-yet-old place, and Paul wiped the annoying 
tear that rolled down his cheek.

He was tired. So very tired. Even his sigh, as silent as the rain-
drops that slid down the windowpane, sounded tired.

But he hated the thought of going to bed. Climbing onto the 
narrow feather mattress alone roused an ache deep inside him that 
hurt every bit as much as a hammer’s blow. He’d lie there, hour 
after hour, praying that sleep would rescue him from his loneli-
ness, from his memories.

But it wouldn’t.

And so, Paul had developed a ritual to avoid retiring for the 
night—one that involved closing windows, locking doors, turn-
ing down lanterns, and checking on the children. When the last 
chin had been tucked in, though, he’d have to admit that with the 
sunrise would come the promise of a long day’s work. He needed 
his sleep, he knew, and so, reluctantly, he’d slip between the crisp, 
white sheets that Rita had embroidered with bright blue flowers, 
remembering that she was gone forever.

Now, Paul glanced around the room that he’d shared with 
her during those first happy months of their ten-year marriage. 
They’d lived on the old Collins farm barely two years when Rita’s 
father had suffered a heart attack. If she and Paul hadn’t returned 
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to Pennsylvania to help out, the old man would surely have lost 
his farm and also his life. Paul had rented the Collins property 
to a friend, who was to see that things were cared for until he and 
Rita could return. How could he have known that the return to 
Maryland would never happen in her lifetime?

Their years in Pennsylvania had been happy ones, thanks 
especially to Rita. Knowing how her husband missed his family, 
and how it must have hurt him to have left the farm behind, 
she’d worked diligently to make the dark, drafty house beside 
her father’s a warm, bright place. With Rita beside him, Paul had 
barely noticed the faded wallpaper or the imperfections in the win-
dowpanes that distorted their view of the fields beyond.

But after that soldier’s bullet had ended her life, the house had 
seemed to shriek with flaws and failings. Rooms that had felt light 
and airy thanks to Rita’s ruffles and embroidery turned instantly 
gloomy. In place of her sweet greeting at the end of a long, hard day, 
Paul heard groaning floorboards and squealing hinges. Instead of the 
aromas of sweetbreads and hearty soups, the musty smell of grit met 
him at the door. He couldn’t bear life in Pennsylvania without her.

He prayed that in Freeland, where their love had begun, he 
could come to terms with a widower’s lifestyle.

He quickly discovered that the little house hadn’t changed in 
the ten years they’d lived up north. It was still sturdy and strong, 
and he’d tried to arrange the furniture inside it as Rita might have, 
hoping it would bring him peace and contentment in those solitary 
hours after the children were asleep.

But nothing he did eased the ache or made him miss her less. 
Except for the warmth of his children’s love, his world was mostly 
cold now.

And Paul doubted that anything would ever truly warm him 
again.
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f

The sun had just peeked over the hilltop when he heard their 
voices. Having been up for hours, he had already milked all three 
cows, gathered a dozen eggs, and fed the two horses. It was time to 
replace that slat in the barnyard fence; he’d work until the children 
called to him.

They’d no doubt found the pan of biscuits warming on the 
stovetop and the pot of oatmeal beside it. They’d eaten and 
dressed, performed their indoor chores, and then come running, 
as Rita had taught them to do every morning, pretending they had 
no idea where he might be. Praise the Lord, he thought, that some 
things, at least, never change. 

From where he stood, high atop a grassy knoll overlooking 
Freeland’s town square, Paul could see the white church steeple 
gleaming in the morning sunlight. He remembered helping his 
father hang the old bronze bell; remembered, too, helping replace 
the greased paper in the arched windows with colorful panes of 
beveled glass.

Paul shook his head sadly. The memory of it ached, even after 
so many years had passed. He sent a prayer heavenward, thanking 
God that his father hadn’t lived to face the fact that his only son 
didn’t want to walk in his footsteps. If only Paul could have spared 
his mother the same pain.

“Fine! Hire a new pastor if you like,” she’d cried, weeks after 
his father’s funeral. “I can’t bear to stay if you won’t be in charge.” 
And with that, she’d made arrangements to return to Chicago, 
where she’d been living with her sister ever since.

He’d never explained his reluctance to stand behind the 
pulpit to his mother—or anyone else, for that matter—partly 
because she hadn’t asked, and partly because he didn’t completely 
understand it himself. Paul didn’t know what God had planned 



18  Loree Lough

for his life, but he did know what God didn’t intend for him to 
do….

The day before their wedding, Rita had tearfully confessed, 
“I’m not good enough to be a pastor’s wife. Planning luncheons and 
church socials, counseling and helping, nursing and teaching….” 
Giggling past her tears, she’d blushed and hugged him. “I’m too 
selfish to share you!”

“Our love isn’t selfish,” he’d assured her. And nearly every day 
of their marriage, they’d comment on how much they cherished 
their time alone as the playful debate seesawed: Did she love her 
role as wife and mother more than he loved his position as hus-
band and father?

A clap of thunder slapped him rudely back to the present. 
He’d been letting his mind wander again—something he’d been 
doing a lot of since Rita’s death. But it was no wonder, when every-
thing, it seemed, reminded him of her. He went back to working 
on the fence.

“Pa!” Timmy called. “Where are you?”

He leaned on the shovel and rubbed his stubbled chin, glad to 
have his mind solidly back in the present and far from the haunt-
ing, hurtful memories of Rita. “Over here, son.” 

The boy ran up and threw his arms around Paul’s waist. 
“Breakfast was delicious, Pa. Every time I eat one of your biscuits, I 
wonder how you learned to cook so good.”

Paul let the grammar error slide. “It’s your ma’s recipe.” Even 
that reminded him of how much he missed her, for she’d insisted 
he learn the basics of cooking and cleaning and shopping. “You 
must always be prepared,” she’d said, “for what lies ahead.” It 
was as though she’d known, somehow, that he’d need those skills 
someday. Silently, he thanked her, then wished her from his mind. 
He waited for the pain to subside, though he didn’t really expect 
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it to. Five years of experience had taught him that no amount of 
wishing or hoping or praying could blot her from his memory.

f

The children came home from school chattering and giggling, 
sounding happier than they had in a very long time. During supper, 
all they could talk about was school. And Miss Carter.

“She has green eyes, Pa,” Timmy said. “I never saw eyes that 
color before.”

Paul nodded, remembering that he’d had a similar thought in 
front of the schoolhouse after knocking her down. Eyes as green 
and bright and shimmering as emeralds….

“And when the sun shines on her hair, it looks like a copper 
kettle, but in the schoolhouse, it’s brown.” Timmy pursed his 
lips, trying to find a color that would explain his teacher’s hair. “It 
reminds me of—”

“Chestnuts,” Paul said, absently stirring a spoonful of sugar 
into his coffee.

Timmy nodded, then propped his elbow on the table, resting 
his chin on a chubby fist. “I wish I was old like you, Pa.”

Paul met his youngest son’s eyes and laughed. “And why is 
that, Tim?”

“’Cause then I could ask her to marry me.” The boy sighed. 
“She’s the most beautiful lady I’ve ever seen.”

Up to that point, Tyler hadn’t said a word about Miss Carter. 
“Ma was prettier,” he said now. “Her hair was the color of wheat 
fields, and her eyes were bluer than the sky.”

Paul’s heart pounded as he thought, And her smile as sweet as the 
angels’ in heaven….
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Suddenly, Timmy’s eyes filled with tears. “Why can’t I remem-
ber Ma?”

Paul placed his hand over the boy’s. “You’re trying too hard, 
Tim.” He looked to heaven for the strength to say what his son 
needed to hear. Pressing his big hand over the boy’s heart, he said, 
“Your ma is there, deep inside you.”

“But shouldn’t I be able to remember her all the time?”

At that moment, Paul envied his son a little bit, for he’d have 
given the best tooth in his head to get through just one day without 
memories of Rita assaulting his mind. “Now, what’s this?” Paul 
asked, wiping a tear from the child’s cheek. “My big boy, crying?”

“I’m not a big boy!” Timmy shouted, burying his face in the 
crook of his arm. “I’m only six, and I want my ma!”

Paul stood up and lifted Timmy’s chin, then squatted beside 
the table to make himself child-sized. “Tim,” he said in a soothing 
voice, “your ma is happy with God in heaven, and she wants us to 
be happy, too, right here, together.”

The boy leaned against his father’s massive chest. “What’s God 
want our ma for, anyway?” he demanded. “He’s got all those angels 
to keep Him company. He doesn’t need her, but we do!”

Tyler put his arm around his brother’s shoulders. “We all miss 
her,” he said, sounding much older than his years, “but it’s like Pa 
said: she’s happy in heaven. She doesn’t want to come back, so we 
have to learn to live without her.”

Paul met his oldest son’s gaze, then looked at Tricia’s sad face. 
Clearly, she agreed with her older brother.

“Is that what you’ve thought all this time?” he asked them. 
“You’ve thought your ma wanted to leave us?”

The children said nothing but stared blankly at their half-
emptied plates.
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Paul stood up again and walked to the fireplace. Lord, he 
prayed silently, help me comfort them…. When he faced them again, 
he spoke softly: “Your ma never would have left you by choice. She 
loved the three of you more than life itself.” Right up until that sol-
dier’s bullet ripped through her, he ranted mentally.

“You told her to stay inside, where it was safe. If she hadn’t 
gone out there to get the quilt from the clothesline….” His daugh-
ter stamped one foot. “She should have loved us more than that 
dumb old thing, even if her mother did make it.”

Tricia was right, and he’d had the same thought a thousand 
times since that awful day. It was good, he realized, that the 
children’s true feelings were finally coming out. He held out his 
arms, and they filled them. Blinking back hot tears, he whispered 
hoarsely, “I’m sure if she’d known what was out there, she wouldn’t 
have gone outside,” he said. “She never would have willingly left 
you, especially not for a dumb old quilt.”

He kissed Tricia’s cheek, then said, “Tyler’s right. We all miss 
her.” Clearing his throat, he closed his eyes and prayed for the 
strength to say what had to be said, once and for all: “It’s time 
to get on with our lives. She would have wanted it that way.” He 
paused, hugged the three of them tightly, and added, “Why don’t 
we start by getting these dishes cleaned up?”

Tricia moved first, followed by Tyler, and, finally, Timmy.

Paul slumped into the rocker and picked up his Bible. “You 
shouldn’t have talked about Ma,” he heard Tricia whisper to her 
brothers. “It makes Pa sad. Every time one of you brings up her 
name, he looks like he’s going to cry.” She concluded by saying, 
“We all miss her, but he misses her even more.”

It seemed all he did lately was pretend. He pretended to be 
strong for the children. Pretended he didn’t miss Rita so much 
that it ached. Now, he pretended he hadn’t heard Tricia’s remarks.
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Her words, like a cold slap in the face, made him face the hard 
truth. He didn’t want to believe he’d been so lost in his own misery 
and grief that he hadn’t seen how deeply Rita’s death had affected 
the children. But Tricia’s words were proof that he’d been wallow-
ing so long in a deep sea of self-pity that he’d seen only his own 
pain.

Rita had told him once that he could do anything he set his 
mind to, and with her encouragement and love, he’d believed it. 
Without her, however, he was unsure, afraid of the future. So, 
he’d returned to Freeland, where they’d started their happy life 
together, hoping to reclaim some of that certainty and joy. What 
he hadn’t realized until Tricia’s little speech was that he’d been 
looking straight at happiness all along—in the loving eyes of his 
children.

Trust the Lord, he told himself, and He’ll pull you through, just as 
He’s done since you were a boy. He turned to 1 Corinthians 10:13 and 
silently read, “God is faithful, who will not suffer you to be tempted above 
that ye are able; but will with the temptation also make a way to escape, 
that ye may be able to bear it.” 

Leaning back in the rocking chair, Paul smiled. And for per-
haps the first time since Rita’s death, he wasn’t the least bit tempted 
to feel sorry for himself.


