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CHAPTER  1

Rather than bouncing from her bed the moment her eyes opened, Virginia took time for a long, leisurely stretch. It felt good to know that her day was not as full of responsibilities as many had been lately. It was her day off from her job at the post office.

Last night her mother had assured her that this Saturday held no special tasks that would need immediate attention. There were indeed the daily chores, but today, unlike so many other Saturdays, there would be more than ample time to do them.

Perhaps, she thought with a smile, she might even be able to talk her mother into a nice little visit to the farm to have tea with Grandma Marty. It had been some weeks since they had treated themselves to an afternoon of warm laughter and quiet chatting.

Virginia stirred. If such pleasures were included in the day’s plans, she needed to get going.

She rolled over onto her side and was about to step onto the braided rug when she heard quick footsteps down the hall. A tap at her door, and it was opened enough for her mother to poke her head around and announce, “Virginia, you have a caller.”

“Jonathan!” Virginia sprang from the bed, her face flushing with anticipation. She had been waiting impatiently for what seemed forever for Jonathan to return from his trip west.

But her mother was shaking her head, her expression serious. “No. Not Jonathan. It’s Jenny.”

“Jenny?”

Virginia stood absolutely still in the center of the room. She could not believe it. She hadn’t heard from her friend for months. Even Jenny’s own father did not receive much news from his daughter. “Jenny? Here?”

Belinda nodded. Virginia wondered why her mother looked so sad. During all those growing-up years, she had always been happy to see Jenny at their door.

“What is it?” Virginia asked, her voice faltering. “What’s wrong?”

Virginia saw the tears her mother tried to deny with a shake of her head. Belinda did not answer the question, just rummaged in her pocket for something with which to wipe her eyes.

“What is it, Mama?” Virginia persisted, crossing the room to confront her mother. “What’s wrong?”

Her mother fought to control her emotions. “I … I’m sorry. It’s just … just … she doesn’t look much like our Jenny anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s awfully thin and … so haggard looking. Like she’s already lived a lifetime. And she looks so bewildered and … and lost.”

Virginia was already hurrying to her closet to grab a skirt and blouse, then to the dresser for clean undergarments. She whirled about, ready to shoo her mother from the room with instructions for Jenny that she would be out just as soon as she dressed. But she stopped in midmotion to push thick brown hair from her face and look searchingly at her mother. Belinda obviously was deeply troubled. She had not seen Jenny for some time. Had not realized what Jenny’s choices and style of living were doing to her health. Her well-being. Certainly this was a shock.

Virginia crossed to her mother and placed hands on her shoulders. “It’s going to be all right, Mama,” she said, trying to bring confidence to her voice. “She’s here now. Don’t you see what that means? She hasn’t forgotten us after all. She has come home, Mama. We can help her now.”

Belinda blew her nose and managed a nod.

“We’ll put some meat on her bones.

We’ll—”

“Did her father tell you she was coming?” Belinda interrupted.

Virginia shook her head. “I don’t think he knew, either. He was in the post office yesterday and never said a word.”

“Maybe she hasn’t been home.”

“You mean, maybe she came straight here?”

“I don’t know.”

Virginia glanced at the clock. There was no incoming train until later in the morning. How had Jenny arrived at their doorstep so early? Had she driven herself in a motorcar?

“How did she get here?” Virginia asked.

Belinda suddenly looked confused. “Why, I don’t know. She was just there on the back porch when I went to put crumbs out for the birds.”

“On the porch? You don’t think she was there all night, do you?” Virginia’s question ended in a gasp.

Belinda shook her head sorrowfully. “I certainly hope not. It was chilly last night. Oh my. I’d best get back and put some warm coffee into her.”

Belinda turned to leave and Virginia reached for her clothes.

“Tell her I’ll be right out.”

Belinda paused and faced her daughter once again. “She’s not alone, Virginia.” Her voice was nearly a whisper.

“Her husband?”

“No. She has a small child with her. I think the little one is ill. She looks peaked and thin.”

“Her baby?” Virginia whispered back. She had almost forgotten that Jenny had a child.

“Well, she’s not a baby anymore, but she is dreadfully tiny and pale … and awfully woebegone looking. Her little eyes are … are haunting.” Belinda looked like she would weep again.

“Tell her I’ll be right out,” Virginia repeated as she closed her door, then hastened to slip out of her nightie and into her clothing.
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Virginia had quickly tried to prepare herself for the meeting with Jenny in the family kitchen. But even with her mother’s warning, she found it very difficult to hide her shock and concern. The pale, wasted figure sat half-propped on one of the straight-backed kitchen chairs, wordlessly and aimlessly toying with the handle on her cup.

Jenny did manage a wan smile. Virginia forced one in return. The kitchen clock sounded very loud in the otherwise silent kitchen as she fought for control of her voice. At last she managed to choke out, “Hello, Jenny.”

Jenny did not even answer, just nodded her head slightly. Virginia noted that the life seemed to have gone from Jenny’s green eyes, just as the vivid red had been lost from her hair.

“I haven’t seen you for a long time,” Virginia began, crossing to the table as she spoke. She frantically searched her mind for something to say that might bridge the huge gap looming between them. “How are you keeping? Have you …?”

But she stopped short. Anything she could think of sounded so inadequate.

Jenny slowly lifted the cup to her lips and took a long sip, as though sending a silent message: She would talk when—and if—she felt like talking. Virginia’s heart sank, but she nod? ded silently to herself and moved to the cupboard. Without further comment she opened the small door and drew a cup from a hook. Still not speaking she went to the stove and the coffeepot. Her hand felt shaky as she poured herself a cup and watched the fragrant steam waft upward. She was beginning to regain some kind of composure.

“Your mother was called outside,” the voice said in a gruff tone. “Woman next door wanted to show her roses or pansies or something. Said she’d be right back.”

Virginia nodded at Jenny’s first words. It was a start.

“Would you like a slice of raisin bread?” Virginia asked, feeling thankful that her voice sounded much more natural.

“Do you have oatmeal loaf?”

The request caught Virginia by surprise. “Never under? stood your fondness for the oatmeal loaf,” she said with a little smile, shaking her head. “It’s mealy and solid and without much taste.”

“That’s exactly why I like it. It’s mealy and solid. And it does too have taste,” Jenny shot back with a bit of the old fire in her voice.

Without knowing exactly why, Virginia found herself chuckling softly as she crossed to the pantry and the bread bin. Perhaps Jenny—the real Jenny—was somewhere inside there after all.

“Do you want jam?” she called from the confines of the small side room.

“The blackberry,” Jenny answered.

“I might have to go down to the cellar. I don’t think we have any up here.”

Jenny did not offer to change her mind. Virginia was not really surprised. Once Jenny had it in her head what she wanted, there was little one could do to alter it.

“Do you want the bread toasted?” Virginia asked, putting the oatmeal loaf on the table.

“Yes. Toasted,” Jenny answered as Virginia turned toward the cellar door.

“Why don’t you cut the slices while—”

“I’ll wait,” Jenny said abruptly, and she took another long drink from the coffee cup.

It did not take Virginia long to collect the blackberry jam. Soon her light step was again echoing on the wooden boards of the cellar stairs. What is happening here? she asked herself as she climbed. Jenny is here. But why And why is she so sickly looking? So frail? Like she has suffered a long illness or been through some terrible ordeal. What is going on in Jenny’s life? How can I best help her?

But now was not the time for questions. Jenny was waiting for toasted oatmeal bread and blackberry jam. Perhaps after she had been fortified with some nourishment, she would feel more like talking. Virginia certainly hoped so. It was going to be very difficult to be patient as she waited for her old friend to be ready to talk.

“How’s your father?” Virginia tentatively asked as she sliced the oatmeal bread. Certainly that was an easy topic that wouldn’t offend Jenny.

“I dunno,” responded Jenny. “You’re more up on that than I am.”

Virginia stared in surprise. “You haven’t seen him yet? When did you get in?”

“Last night’s train.”

“Last night? Where did you …?” Virginia bit back the rest of the question. “How many slices of toast do you want?” she asked instead, putting two into the toaster.

Jenny did not hesitate. “Make quite a few. We’re hungry.”

At the word “we,” Virginia’s head swiveled and her eyes scanned the kitchen. Her mother had spoken of Jenny’s child, but she had totally forgotten. The only chair occupied was the one Jenny was in. Virginia noted that it was the same chair Jenny had always selected in her visits to the Simpson house? hold. Virginia let her eyes travel farther around the room and there, tucked off in a corner, looking even more frail and pitiful than her mother, sat a tiny child with one thumb secured in her mouth. As Virginia’s eyes met the uncertain eyes of the little one, the youngster seemed to shrink into a tighter unit, her eyelids quickly coming down. Virginia felt her heart stir in quiet response as she watched the little girl obviously attempting to block herself away from the view of this stranger.

Virginia turned back to Jenny. Had both of them been ill? As her mother had said, the child certainly did not look healthy.

Virginia’s fingers fumbled as she lifted out the first slices of toast and added two more to the toaster. “I’ll … I’ll scramble up some eggs,” she heard herself saying.

“She doesn’t like eggs,” Jenny answered in a halfhearted way.

“Some porridge?”

“No. No porridge.”

“What can I …?”

“The toast. She’s used to toast.”

“The oatmeal bread?”

“She’s never had oatmeal bread, but if I tell her to eat it, she’ll eat it.”

The words sounded harsh. Hard. They added more questions with no answers to Virginia’s troubled thoughts.

There was silence in the kitchen as Virginia moved about setting the table and preparing the simple repast. Occasionally she heard soft sucking as the small thumb in the corner was more vigorously attacked. Jenny did not stir in her chair or speak. Virginia, thankful the toast was ready, placed it on the table along with the butter and jam and a glass of milk for the little one. She refilled Jenny’s coffee cup and poured another for herself.

Jenny turned to the chair in the corner. “Come” was all she said.

The child slid from the seat and obediently moved forward, but the uncertainty did not leave her pale eyes. Virginia felt sure that she would have closed them tightly to hide from the world had she been able to find her way without them.

As the girl climbed into the chair indicated by her mother, Virginia bowed her head and began her table blessing. “Dear Lord …” But she stumbled over the next words. How should she pray? Other than being thankful for the food set before them, she did not know how to express her thoughts and feelings, even to her Lord. It was a rather scrambled prayer, she felt, as she said, “Amen.” I wish Mother would get back, she found herself thinking as she passed the toast to Jenny and moved the jam closer. Their neighbor Mrs. Withers often had something new in her garden to show off, but it was taking far too long this morning.

Jenny generously spread the bread slice with butter, then the blackberry jam, broke it, took a bite, and then passed a portion to the child. The little girl took it with no change of expression, but it was not long before the piece was in her mouth. Virginia had never seen food disappear so quickly. Jenny was also eating as though she hadn’t had a meal for some time. Without comment, Virginia buttered another slice, put on the jam, broke it, and placed it on the child’s plate. She slipped from the table to cut more slices from the oatmeal loaf. She had a feeling that more toast would be needed.

Virginia found the silence to be uncomfortable, but she knew that she should not attempt conversation before Jenny was ready. At length she ventured, “I … I don’t think I know your little girl’s name.”

“Mindy,” Jenny answered around the bite of toast.

“Mindy.”

“Mindy Anne, but we never bother with the Anne.”

“It’s a pretty name.”

Jenny nodded.

“How old is she now?” Virginia carefully pressed on. Surely the child was a safe subject.

“Soon be three.”

She’s very small for her age, thought Virginia, mentally comparing the little one to the almost-three-year-olds she knew. She wished to ask if the child had been ill, but she dared not. She noticed the little one squirming as though any attention was unnerving. Virginia would try something else.

“So how long are you staying?” she ventured.

Jenny just shrugged her shoulders and reached for another slice of toast.

“We have lots of spare room now,” Virginia hurried to say. “Only Francine and me still at home.”

The words seemed to jog something in Jenny’s mind. “How is … everyone?”

“Doing great. Clara is expecting her third child.”

“Third!” Jenny blurted out, followed by one of her off-color words. “Why three? One’s more’n enough to drive you up the wall.”

Virginia’s eyes flashed to little Mindy. Had she heard the words? Did she understand the meaning? But the expression in the somber eyes did not change.

“Clara is thrilled,” Virginia quickly said. “She already has two healthy sons. I think she would like a girl this time, but it won’t matter if—”

“She can have mine,” cut in Jenny with a forced, hollow laugh.

Virginia chose to ignore the statement. “Rodney is doing very well. Has learned to like the city. He and Grace are expecting their first child. Any day now. Mama runs every time the phone rings. Danny is still in university. He is finishing his course in veterinary medicine. You know how Danny always was about animals,” Virginia chattered on into the silence. “He thinks he would like to work in some large zoo. Anyway, he will be working with his beloved animals in one way or another. Francine is finishing up her last school year. She’s … well … you’ll meet her later. She spent the night with a friend. She’s quite a pretty little thing. Too pretty, I sometimes think, but Mama manages to keep her feet on the ground and her head out of too many clouds. Though it is—”

“And you?” Jenny, finally slowing down between bites, broke in.

Virginia stopped. “Me what?”

“How are things going with you? I thought you would have been Mrs. Jamison long ago. Raising a pack of kids of your own.”

Virginia felt the heat rise in her cheeks. “No,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “There is another Mrs. Jamison Curtis. A wonderful girl. I’m very happy for them both.”

“Jamison dumped you?”

Jenny’s voice now held the same aggressive candor as the Jenny of old. Perhaps the old spunk is still there after all, Virginia was thinking, feeling some relief that it might be so. She nodded. “I lost Jamison,” she agreed matter-of-factly, but inwardly she was surprised. It had happened such a long time ago. Even before Jenny’s motorcar accident. Hadn’t they talked of it? Or had Jenny just forgotten?

“And you just sit there and take it calmly?” Jenny went on.

Virginia nodded; then a slight smile turned up the corners of her mouth. “I didn’t take it very calmly—at the time,” she admitted.

“So you let him know he was scum?”

“He’s not ‘scum,’ “ Virginia defended stoutly. “He was—is—very gentle and caring.”

“Huh,” replied Jenny with a snort. “A guy throws you over and you call him a gentleman. Boy, Virginia, you still need to grow up.”

Virginia did not know whether to argue for Jamison or rejoice that the Jenny of old was indeed back at her table. But no one had ever been able to provoke her quite like Jenny. She straightened her shoulders and said with some heat, “I am as grown-up as I need to be. And Jamison was right. Oh, I admit it took me some time to see it.” She took a breath and continued more calmly, “We were not suited to each other. Not after he left and went to university and got all involved with football. He’s playing in the major leagues, you know. Doing well. I would have never liked that kind of life. Away from family. Always gone a lot. I—”

“Football? You’re joshing me. Jamison a football player?”

“He’s in his first year. Quarterback.”

“I can’t believe it.” Jenny paused and her eyes took on a bit of shine. At length she shook her head. It was the same old shake, but the curls looked dull and tired in the morning light. “Maybe I should have tried a little harder,” she said, looking coy. “But then, you never would let me even close to the boy.”

Virginia thought back to their girlhood. There were times when Jenny had been close all right. Too close. Like the time of the toboggan party. It still made Virginia flush with remembered anger.

“I think I could quite enjoy life with a football player,” Jenny mused on with a smirk. “It must be exciting.”

It was Virginia’s turn to shrug. Jenny’s words surprised her. What did she mean? She was a married woman….

“So … he finally threw aside all that religious stuff,” Jenny observed, her eyes probing into Virginia’s.

“He did not.” Virginia hurried to set that record straight. “He’s more committed to his faith than ever. He uses every opportunity that comes his way to talk about his beliefs. In his last letter—”

“Last letter? You mean he still writes?”

“Yes. I …”

Jenny’s vulgar exclamation in response made Virginia’s face flush, and she looked quickly at the child. But Mindy seemed not to notice her mother’s choice of words.

“What kind of guy is he? Married to one woman and still writing his girlfriend?” Jenny said sarcastically.

“I’m not his girlfriend, Jenny. I’m just his friend. I’m Rachel’s friend, too. We write to each other—every week. She’s a wonderful person.”

“She must be daft. I’d kill Hayden if I found out he was still keeping in touch with one of his old flames.”

Virginia felt anger burn her cheeks. She wanted to lash out in defense of the friendship she enjoyed with Jamison and Rachel, but she forced herself away from the subject. Jenny would not understand. The young woman slumped in the chair across from her thought on another level entirely. Virginia swallowed hard and stilled her whirling thoughts and anxious tongue. When she did speak, it was in a different tone of voice and on another subject. “How is Hayden? That’s his name? Your husband?”

She saw Jenny stiffen and the spark in her eyes fade. One hand reached up and unconsciously touched at a cheekbone. That’s when Virginia noticed the discoloration. Apparently Hayden was not a safe topic, either.





CHAPTER  2

Jenny, what’s wrong?” Virginia started to reach across the table but then thought better of it.

Jenny self-consciously studied her hands for a second, then shrugged her thin shoulders. “What makes you think some? thing’s wrong?”

“Well … I …” She stopped and started over. “Things just don’t seem … right somehow. I mean … we’re pleased to see you and little Mindy. But coming like this … at this hour … without letting us know … It just seems …”

“I didn’t know you’d expect an announcement,” said Jenny rudely, shifting on her chair. “I used to be able to just drop by and feel welcome.”

“And you are welcome now,” Virginia assured her quickly. “Both Mama and I are happy to have you come. Anytime.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

Virginia took note of Jenny’s stiff shoulders and jutted chin. This time she did reach out a hand and place it on Jenny’s arm. “There is no problem. We just want to be able to help you in any way we can. But sometimes friends just don’t quite know how that help should come.”

“I don’t remember asking for help,” Jenny said, her voice as stiff as her shoulders.

“Friends shouldn’t need to ask,” replied Virginia slowly, her eyes on the bruised cheek.

Jenny did not seem to have an immediate answer. She began to twist her coffee cup around in hands that were trembling slightly. Eventually when she spoke, her voice, though still defiant, held a slight tremble. “Look—if you must know—it’s no big deal, okay. Hayden and I just had a little tiff—nothing serious. Married folk do that, you know. I just thought it wise to sort of—you know—take a little break. Good for both of us. With a kid around you scarcely have time to think, you know.”

At the mention of the small Mindy, Virginia anxiously looked her way again. But the little girl was leaning back in the big kitchen chair, thumb in mouth and eyes closed. Poor little thing, Virginia found herself thinking. What is her world like anyway? And then Virginia realized that the little girl was not just closing herself off from her surroundings. She had fallen asleep on her chair.

“Oh my!” exclaimed Virginia, rising quickly to her feet. “She’ll be falling off that seat.”

But as Virginia moved around the table, Jenny responded in the same tired voice, “She won’t fall. She’s used to just dropping off like that. Does it all the time.”

Virginia was shocked. Didn’t the child get proper rest?

“I’ll lay her in on my bed. Will it wake her when I move her?”

“I doubt it. She sleeps through anything.”

As carefully as possible Virginia lifted the little girl, feather-light, into her arms. Mindy stirred but did not open her eyes. Virginia carried her into the bedroom and slipped off her shoes as she laid her on the bed. Covering her with a light blanket, she looked down into the little face. Even in sleep it looked troubled and anxious.

“Mindy,” Virginia whispered. “I don’t know anything about you. Does anyone love you? Really love you? Do you know you are loved?”

“Virginia,” Jenny’s voice called from the kitchen. “I’m going out for a cigarette. Don’t suppose you want my smoke in the kitchen. Is the porch swing okay?”

Virginia left the room and closed the door softly behind her before answering. She wished to tell Jenny that the habit she had acquired would bring her nothing but trouble, but she closed her lips tightly on those words and said instead, “Fine. Use the swing.”

“Okay if I take another cup of coffee with me?”

By the time Virginia answered the second question she was entering the kitchen. “Sure. Help yourself. Anything else? A piece of Mama’s lemon pie?”

But Jenny, who had always raved about Belinda’s lemon pie, scrunched up her face. “Oh, no. Lemon pie this time of day? I couldn’t face that.”

“You used to eat lemon pie whenever you could find it. Morning, noon, or night.”

“Well, I don’t anymore.”

Jenny crossed the room to pour her fifth cup of coffee and fumbled in the coat thrown over her chair, pulling out a packet of cigarettes. “You have some matches? I’m out.”

Virginia turned to the metal match holder on the kitchen wall. “How many do you need?”

“A handful.”

Virginia cringed at the thought of how many cigarettes a handful of matches would light but filled her fist.

“Have an ashtray?”

Virginia was sure Jenny knew even as she asked what the answer would be.

“Anything will do—old can, chipped cup, tin lid—anything,” Jenny said carelessly.

Virginia rummaged in the cupboard’s odds-and-ends drawer and came up with a small clean sardine tin. “This do?”

Jenny nodded. “Do you want it back?”

“Put it where you can find it when you need it again,” Virginia suggested.

Jenny nodded and almost ran from the room.

I wonder how long she’s been wanting that cigarette? Virginia mused as she watched her go. Her eyes shifted to the clock on the wall. Mama’s been gone an awfully long time. Mrs. Withers must really have a lot of new flowers, she concluded. She wished her mother would come home. Perhaps she would be able to get through to Jenny.

Virginia set about clearing the table. The few dishes hardly seemed worth washing, but she got out the dishpan and filled it with warm water. Might as well clean them up now as later, she mused, but her thoughts were out on the porch swing with her beloved adversary, Jenny.

She was almost through the task when she heard voices on the back porch. Peering out the window, she saw her mother sitting on the opposite end of the porch swing from Jenny. Virginia watched as the younger woman held her cigarette down beside her for several moments and talked with Belinda, obviously trying to be civil.

“Go ahead. Finish your cigarette—that’s what they call them, isn’t it? Do you mind if I just chat while you smoke?” Virginia heard her mother say.

Jenny looked surprised, then confused, then grateful. She lifted the cigarette and inhaled deeply before exhaling in a thin plume. “Spring was late this year,” Virginia’s mother was explaining in neighborly tones. “So Mrs. Withers’ flowers have been slow in coming. She was very worried that some of them might have winter-killed, and so it is added pleasure whenever one of them decides to bloom. She has these giant day lilies just coming out. Gorgeous coloring. She is so pleased. Just has to show them off.”

Jenny gave a short nod in between puffs on her cigarette. Virginia turned away from the window and went back to her dishes.

A small tiff. Was that what Jenny called her disagreement with Hayden? All couples have them, she had said. But the discolored spot on Jenny’s cheek that she had tried to hide with makeup hinted at something else. All couples did not have disagreements like that—Virginia knew that to be a fact. Never in her family background had anything like that ever happened. Surely Jenny was not in such a marriage. But Virginia knew nothing of Hayden. She had not even known the name of the man Jenny had married until she had spoken of him that morning.

Does her father know about this? Virginia’s thoughts continued. Certainly he would not want his daughter and granddaughter to be in such a situation. Never. Virginia could not imagine how her own father would respond in this kind of situation. Her father was very protective of his girls.

But Troy would never treat Clara in that fashion, any more than Rodney would manhandle Grace. It just wouldn’t happen. They had been raised to respect women. To protect and care for them rather than subject them to such humiliation and abuse.

The voices on the back porch carried in through the opened window. “ … so Virginia has been counting the days. Every morning she hopes that this will be the day he will arrive. It’s a good thing she works at the post office. I have a feeling she would be over there anyway, just waiting for the day’s mail to come in. He’s been awfully good about writing, but sometimes the mail gets delayed or stacked up somewhere. Three or four letters arrive all at once.”

“What did you say his name was?” Jenny queried.

“Jonathan. Jonathan Lewis.”

“She does like her js, doesn’t she?”

“Her jays?”

“Yeah. Jamison. Jonathan.”

“Oh,” Belinda laughed softly. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“What’s he like, this Jonathan?”

“Virginia hasn’t told you?”

“We haven’t had much time to talk … yet.”

“Of course. Well, he’s very nice. We all like him. He came to live next door to help care for his grandmother. Mrs. Withers, that’s his grandmother. Virginia was so afraid that someone would move into Mr. Adamson’s little house who wouldn’t care about the flowers. Well, she needn’t have worried. Mrs. Withers is just …”

A mewing little cry came from the bedroom. “Mindy,” murmured Virginia, drying her hands on her apron as she hurried down the hall. She’s awakened in a strange room. Poor little thing must be frightened half to death.

She dared not burst into the room lest her sudden appearance frighten the child even further. Should she have called Jenny? Cautiously Virginia opened the bedroom door, expecting to see a bewildered child standing in the middle of a strange room. But Mindy was still on the bed where Virginia had left her, her head on the snowy pillow as Virginia had placed it. Her body had shifted slightly, curling into a tighter ball, and the thumb was still firmly entrenched. The eyes were tightly closed. Already Virginia had become used to expecting the child to close her eyes against anything she did not wish to face, so it took her a moment to realize that the little one was still sound asleep.

“She’s just having a dream,” she whispered to herself.

And then the reality of it hit her. The dream—whatever it was—was not a pleasant one. A nightmare. Did Mindy have nightmares often? What caused them? Why would a little child cry out in such a way in her sleep?

Virginia stood, one hand on the doorknob, one pressed against her breast. The poor little thing. Should she waken her and hold her, or let her sleep? After a few moments of wondering, Virginia backed from the room and closed the door softly behind her. But her mind was filled with even more unanswered questions as she made her way back to the kitchen. What was going on in Jenny’s life? What could she do to help?

[image: image]

“So … you’ve been holding out on me,” Jenny accused, mostly good-naturedly yet with a slight sting. It was Virginia’s turn to sit with Jenny on the back porch swing while she inhaled deeply from another cigarette. “ Tell me about this guy you’ve fallen for.”

Virginia turned to face her. “Jonathan?”

“I guess, Jonathan. Unless you’ve got more than one.”

“You know I haven’t.”

“Then tell me about him.”

Virginia felt a bit annoyed. She would have told Jenny about Jonathan. Loved to talk to anyone—everyone—about him, but the opportunity had been slightly spoiled by her mother telling it her way. Just how much she had told Jenny, Virginia didn’t know.

“What have you already heard?” she asked, trying to keep any edge from her voice.

“Not much. Your mother said you have met him—fallen for him. He’s off west somewhere getting the means to support a wife. You’re here waiting, he’s a great guy, and that’s that.”

Virginia felt her feelings of being miffed melt away. She even smiled. “That’s it,” she agreed. “That just about sums it up.”

“Now I want to know the juicy stuff,” prompted Jenny.

“The juicy stuff? Oh, I don’t think you’d find anything very juicy.”

“Try me.”

Virginia stirred self-consciously. “There isn’t … I mean … really there is not much more to tell. We’re not actually even … Really, he’s not even called on me yet.”

“Called? You mean courted? Called. That’s such an old-fashioned term. Fellows don’t ‘call’ anymore—they just court.”

“Well, Jonathan will call. He has already promised. As soon as he gets—”

Virginia stopped short. In her determination to defend Jonathan she was spilling out what Jenny might refer to as the juicy stuff. She felt her face flush. Jenny was actually smiling. Well, it was more a smirk than a smile.

“So he’s an old-fashioned boy, is he? I should have known.” The words carried a tone of scorn. Virginia did not know whether to protest or let them pass. Jonathan was an old-fashioned boy by Jenny’s standards, but Virginia liked him that way.

“So you haven’t made wedding plans yet?” Jenny asked frankly.

“No,” said Virginia, her cheeks flushing again. “We haven’t talked of marriage.”

“But you figure you will?”

“Jenny!”

Jenny just grinned. “Maybe he’ll dump you, too—just like your Jamison.”

Virginia caught herself before she answered. She knew the barb was intended to hurt and anger her. Jenny was proving to be even more taunting and cruel than she had been as a defiant youth. Wisely, before she opened her mouth to speak, Virginia remembered that the words were supposed to bring out her worst. Instead of reacting as Jenny no doubt hoped, she managed to say quietly, “Perhaps he will. If so, then he wasn’t the one God had planned for me after all.”

“You haven’t changed,” Jenny snorted contemptuously.

“If you mean I haven’t deserted my faith, no. I don’t intend to ever give that up. I couldn’t live without the Lord.”

“You haven’t even tried, so how do you know?”

Virginia paused to search her friend’s face before answering. “I haven’t tried living without air, either,” she said slowly, “but I know I couldn’t do without it. God is as essential to my being—the spiritual me—as the air I breathe is to the physical me.”

“You are too much concerned about the ‘spiritual you,’ Virginia. You know, science has never been able to prove that we have a … a soul.”

“I don’t need science to prove it.”

“You’re that sure?”

“I’m that sure.”

Jenny puffed out a plume of smoke. “Well, I sure don’t intend to let something that I can’t see, that I don’t even know I have, ruin my life.”

Look at you, Virginia’s heart cried out in silent anguish. Nothing but skin and bones, needing that noxious weed every few minutes, on the run from an angry husband who gave you a black-and-blue cheek, a child who looks like a little waif—and you talk about God ruining your life. Virginia could not say the words. Nor could she control the tears that welled up in her eyes. Oh, if only … if only she could show Jenny that God was not a taker of prisoners but a source of real freedom. Of life.

The door opened and little Mindy stepped out on the porch, still blinking the sleep from her eyes. Without a word she crossed to the swing and wriggled her small body onto the seat beside Jenny. Jenny did not even reach out a hand to assist her. Silently the little girl managed to turn herself around and into an upright position. The thumb went back to her mouth as soon as she had settled herself.

Poor little tyke, Virginia mourned inwardly, and the tears threatened to spill down her cheeks. “I’d better go see if Mama needs a hand with lunch,” she murmured, needing to get away to find some composure.

Jenny lit up another cigarette.

“I’d better move it if I’m going to make that train.”

The words caught Virginia by surprise. Jenny had popped into their lives early that morning and now it seemed that she planned to pop out again in the same way. “I thought you were staying.”

“Did I say that?”

“No,” Virginia admitted. “But you said you … needed a break.”

“And I’ve had my break.”

“It certainly wasn’t a very long one.”

“I didn’t need a long one.”

“But your father—you haven’t even had a chance to see him.”

“I doubt it’ll ruin his day. We aren’t exactly close, Virginia. Or hadn’t you noticed?”

Virginia thought back to the time of Jenny’s accident when her caring father had spent day after day by the hospital bed. Not close? Virginia remembered his tears. The pleading. The earnest entreaties to the medical staff to care for his little girl. If they were not close, Virginia wondered just who was at fault.

But she could not say all of these things to Jenny. She would estrange the woman even more. Instead she said, “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure. I’ve already been gone too long. I shouldn’t have just up and left like that. Hayden will be worried sick about me.”

“You can call.”

“I don’t need to call. I’m going home, Virginia.”

Virginia bit her lip. She had no right to try to interfere. “Well—I’m glad you came. It was good to see you again. It’s been ages.”

Jenny nodded.

“Mama will be sorry that she missed saying good-bye. She should be home from Clara’s soon and—”

“The train leaves in half an hour. I still need to buy my ticket.”

Virginia nodded in reply. Sometimes there was a lineup at the wicket, but not too often. “I’ll walk you to the train,” she said.

Jenny did not argue.

It was a silent walk to the train station. Virginia thought back to the time when she had accompanied a very talkative, very lively Jenny to the same train, to make the same journey. It now seemed many years ago. Jenny had been leaving for college then and was filled with all sorts of exciting dreams and plans. Her talk had been about her new clothes and the parties she would attend and the fun that she would have. Well, Jenny had had her parties. She had worn her new clothes. She had flunked out of school, but she had married one of her crowd. In the process, she had very nearly lost her life in a terrible accident. Even now her one hand did not quite function properly. Had it been worth it? Apparently Jenny thought so—she was going back to the same life again.

“Will Mindy sleep on the train?” asked Virginia, concerned for the little girl.

“She’d better,” was the gruff reply. “I’m in no mood to be pestered.”

Pestered? The child had been a silent little ghost all day long. She acted like she didn’t dare let her presence be noticed. Virginia could not imagine her pestering anybody.

“She’s a good little soul,” Virginia dared observe.

Jenny did not respond at first. Then, after a few minutes of silence, she muttered almost too quietly for Virginia to hear, “Tell that to her father.”

The words chilled Virginia. As little as the mother concerned herself with the child, was the father just as bad? Worse? Perhaps even …? The mental image of her father striking little Mindy in anger was too horrible for thought. Virginia shivered even though the afternoon was warm and sunny.

Mindy waited patiently and quietly with Virginia while Jenny got in the short line to purchase her ticket. “Leaving so soon?” Virginia heard Mr. Tuttle, the ticket master, ask. Jenny did not bother to offer a reply. But later, when the two of them stood waiting for the train to sweep around the bend, Jenny did make reference to the query.

“Old Turtle,” she began, using the name that she had coined for Mr. Tuttle when she had been a teenager in the town, “is as nosy as ever.”

“Not nosy. Just interested.”

Jenny just huffed and lit another cigarette.

Thankfully the train was on time. Now that Jenny had thoroughly made up her mind that she would be taking it, Virginia hoped it would not be delayed. There seemed to be nothing left for the two to say to each other. Most of the talking that they had done had always seemed to end up in some kind of confrontation.

“I’m glad you came, Jenny. Please just … just come any time. You’re always welcome.”

Jenny nodded silently, the only indication that she had any feelings whatsoever for her old friend.

The train was chugging its way up beside the platform where they were standing, puffing steam and billowing smoke. Virginia saw small Mindy shut her eyes tightly against the noise and confusion, sucking her thumb more vigorously. She’s as attached to that thumb as her mother is to her cigarette, Virginia thought ruefully, turning to Jenny. She carried no luggage, another indication that her flight had been hurried and not pre-planned. She wished to give Jenny a warm hug but wasn’t sure how it would be received. She had no idea what to say. How to say it. She felt a wall had been solidly erected between them. “Take care,” she managed. It sounded so cold, distant.

Jenny tossed down her latest cigarette and squashed it into the wooden platform with her smart leather boot. She nodded. “You, too. And if you decide to marry that guy—Jonathan—let me know. Okay?”

“I don’t have your address.”

Jenny shrugged. “Well, we might be moving before long, so I guess there isn’t much use giving it to you now.”

She began to move toward the waiting train, and the silent little Mindy fell into step just at her heels.

Virginia moved along with her. “Keep in touch,” she called above the noise of the train.

She wasn’t sure if Jenny nodded in assent or not. Perhaps she was just shaking her once-auburn head of hair. A conductor reached down and swung little Mindy up the train steps, and Jenny followed behind. She did not even turn around for one last wave.
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