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For Mom

 

Thanks for always cheering me on.

 

 

Chapter I
 

Sophia Wentworth had lately developed a talent for always knowing the exact time of day it was without looking at a clock. She did not encourage others to be envious of this skill, however. It was not one she herself particularly relished and would happily have relinquished it at the first opportunity.

She had begun to notice this ability about three weeks ago, at the same time that her two younger brothers Edward and Frederick had begun to argue incessantly. And so Sophia had learned to divine the time, not by the soft chiming of the mantle-clock or the sonorous clangor of the church bells, but by the noisy sounds of her brothers' disagreements.

Each morning, the same loud voices roused Sophia from her sleep. She heard the same thumping of walls and furniture and the same clumping of booted feet as the boys stomped past her bedroom door. Inevitably, one would say to the other, as they stomped loudly by, “Would you be quiet! You'll wake Sophy!” The ironic humor she had found in this protestation had been drained out by the third morning of its repetition.

As she sat sewing by the open window in her front room, Sophy idly wondered how many more of her waking hours were to be interrupted by the silly arguments of her younger brothers. She loved the two boys dearly, of course, but they were making it excessively hard to like them very well at the moment.

These past weeks, Sophy had been at a loss as to what to do about them. She had no experience managing young boys and their father had been little help. Last week Sophy had spoken to him about the constant bickering between her brothers. He had merely shrugged and informed her that he and his own brothers had done the same thing that that age.

And so she was thrown again on her own resources. The position was not unfamiliar to her. Eight years ago their mother had been carried away by a sudden fever. Edward had been nine and Freddy only seven years of age, too young to be left alone to mourn. Their father had retreated into himself, leaving fifteen-year-old Sophy to mend the broken hearts around her. Knowing her whole family depended on her, Sophy had not allowed herself to collapse as she wished to do. Instead, she had been the rock as the world shifted around her family.

Time cured much of the family's sorrow and they easily resumed their old roles. Edward and Freddy once again became normal, rambunctious boys and Doctor Wentworth resumed his successful medical practice. But Sophy always remained at the center of their little world.

As the daughter of one of the most respected men in town, Sophy also became the center of life in the small Somerset town of Milverton. The town had stood since ancient times at the center of a crossroads. It had once boasted a thriving market, but had in the past hundred years relinquished that honor to a succession of nearby towns. Still, the people worked hard to raise their families and work their farms. Through the trials that befell them, they kept their faith and their laughter. Sophy had learned much of life from them.

And they did not hesitate to share everything with her. The “Doctor's Place”, as it was known to everyone in the vicinity, sat at the eastern limit of the small town. It was a sizable house, perfect for a working gentleman and his family. It being necessary for everyone coming into or out of Milverton to pass his door, the doctor considered its situation ideal.

Indeed, the front room where Sophy was in the habit of sitting provided a view onto the one street that ran through the town. The light in this front room was good for the endless round of mending work she did, merely to keep her family in decently presentable clothing. Most afternoons she could be found next to the window doing the day's sewing and chatting to any neighbors who chanced by.

Many of them had made visits with Sophy into a daily habit. They came to her each afternoon as if she was a queen at court or a priest in his confessional to tell of ailments and cures, of grievances and happinesses, of sisters far away and children nearby. Sophy listened to them all with genuine interest, ever ready to share their joys and sorrows alike and to offer a kind word or a hearty guffaw as each storyteller required.

No one was now at the front window with her, and so Sophy heard her brothers arguing before she saw them come around the corner toward the house. Right on time, she thought, not looking up from her sewing. This was clearly not to be the day the bickering blessedly ceased.

In the past few days Sophy had lowered her goal from bringing Edward and Frederick to some kind of mutual accord to simply preventing them from physically harming one another. It was becoming more difficult each day. When her brothers were around, she had to remind herself constantly that she did, indeed, love them.

Edward and Frederick Wentworth were close in both age and size. In her more frustrated moments, Sophy had speculated over who would win in a fistfight – God forbid it came to that between them. Although, she smiled to herself at the thought, maybe she should simply let them fight it out. Like dogs, fighting might establish the pecking order and settle them down a bit. Yes, that might be the way to do it.

Edward Wentworth was the elder of the brothers. At seventeen, he had grown into a studious young man. The size of his mental ability matched his height – he seemed to tower over Sophy's shorter frame. And Edward enjoyed teasing her as he had continued to grow and she had begun to “shrink.” He was tall and skinny, though he and his brother ate their weight in food each day. He would soon be the perfect picture of a willowy scholar. Still, he would have no problem attracting females. She saw the way the younger girls looked at him. He had a handsome profile, dark hair and eyes. He kept clean and tidy. And what was most attractive of all, he seemed entirely unaware of the female attention, though Sophy suspected he might not be as unaware as he liked to pretend. She had seen him primping in the mirror quite a bit lately. Especially before church services on Sundays. She would have to keep her eyes open to see which of the girls received his attentions.

Thankfully, she did not yet have to worry about Freddy in this way. Frederick – or Freddy as everyone had called him since he was a small boy – was still very much a rambunctious youth even at the age of fifteen. He sometimes seemed younger than his years, being content to leave all of the burdens of growing older to his brother and sister. His light hair only grew lighter as he spent time in the sun. And he was happiest when he was out of doors, roaming the fields and hills surrounding Milverton. Freddy was impatient with being indoors, especially for lessons. This had been the source of much of the recent fighting, as Edward had become frustrated with his brother's inattention to the lessons he found so useful and interesting. What Edward found even more infuriating was that his brother could be quite brilliant when he chose to apply himself. But Freddy took every opportunity to abandon his work in favor of some outdoor mischief.

If they kept up this arguing once they entered the house, she would send them outside again, Sophy decided. Freddy would love that. Edward would too, though he would be loath to admit it. Edward was trying to play the adult now that he was seventeen and readying for a life of study. This made him his father's favorite. Sophy knew her father wanted Edward to become a doctor like himself. He had no particular plans for Freddy. Sophy wasn't sure he'd thought much at all about his younger son. Sophy doubted their father even noticed that Freddy was growing up, too. To his father, Freddy was still a blond-haired little boy.

That blond-haired little boy now came crashing into the front room.

“
Hello, Soph!” Freddy yelled, delighted as he always was to see his sister.

“
Hello, Freddy!” Sophy yelled back, unable to resist his high spirits. Sophy found herself being far too serious most of the time. She loved to laugh and be silly and, even when they were fighting. Her brothers gave her a good excuse to do so. Besides, even with her responsibilities, Sophy was still an older sister and could not resist an opportunity to tease her younger brothers.

Edward winced. “I wish you wouldn't yell at each other like that. It's so childish.” Sophy smiled slyly and Freddy made a face. Then, in his best mock-serious voice, he intoned, “Good afternoon, dearest sister.” Sophy, from her position in the chair by the window, inclined her head in a slight queen-like gesture of acknowledgment and said, “Good afternoon, rambunctious younger brother.”

Instead of taking the whole exchange in the spirit of fun with which it was intended, Edward decided to take offense at the mocking his brother and sister were giving him. He huffed to his chair and threw himself down in it.

“
Do you hear that, Sophy?” Freddy asked.

“
What, Freddy?”

“
Edward's sense of humor has flown away. There it went, out that open window, right over your head. I wonder if it will ever come back.” Freddy draped himself across the comfortable old sofa as he made this statement. He affected an attitude of sorrow, but mischief danced behind his eyes. Sophy – seeing that Edward was in no mood for teasing at the moment – wisely kept quiet.

“
Stop roasting me about everything, Freddy,” Edward was indignant which only served to antagonize his younger brother.

“
Stop being backward and humorless about everything and I wouldn't have to roast you.”

“
That's not fair!” Edward sat up straight in his chair. “I'm only trying to be serious sometimes, not like you...”

“
That's enough,” Sophy declared firmly from her seat at the window. Both boys quieted immediately. They knew when their sister was serious. She wasn't about to let them completely take over her afternoon. Especially not with the same argument they'd been having for weeks. Edward desiring to be serious and chafing at his brother's continuous ridicule and Freddy unable to resist teasing his brother about what he viewed as a fatal weakness toward sobriety. It was an insoluble problem – Sophy knew from experience trying to reconcile them these past weeks – that would only end in slammed doors and quite a lot of mumbling under their breath at every comment.

Sometimes Sophy could not believe that they were both on the verge of manhood. They acted like little boys. She'd brought out this accusation last week in an attempt to shame them into better behavior, but it had backfired horribly. They had turned on her instead. As much as they hated each other at the moment, they hated being called little boys even more. Edward did try so hard to be grown up.

As the boys got older, the future weighed more heavily on them. Their father had money, but not enough to support his children indefinitely. That was not the life either boy would choose for himself anyway. All three children were used to work. They were invigorated by it. It gave purpose to life, their father had bred them to believe. But
what
work to undertake was a big decision. Being the son of a well-off and beloved town doctor gave both boys more prospects than most of the other young men in the town.
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