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For Your glory, Lord


CHAPTER ONE



Thursday, December 22, 1949

If she could, Dottie would simply erase the next three days off her calendar.

More than any other holiday, Christmas had the power to rip her asunder. A thousand tiny shards of excruciating memory bombarded her as she ventured through Berman’s Grocery store on the annual requisite journey to pad her pantry for the holiday.

Christmas was for those with something to celebrate, with family, and the hope of a better tomorrow. Even Berman’s Grocery store believed that. As if emboldened by the optimism of the new decade, and casting away the specter of rationing over the past five years, they advertised a holiday special on Rock Cornish game hens at thirty-nine cents a pound.

Dottie Morgan picked up the packaged hen. It fit well into her gloved hand, weighing two pounds, maybe a bit more. In all her forty-four years, she’d never had a Rock Cornish game hen.

Behind her, a mother in the bakery section corralled two giggling schoolchildren. Dottie peeked at them—Minnie Dorr, with her little tykes, Guy and Hazel. She recognized the grade schoolers, dressed in their blue-checkered wool jackets, belts hitched around their bulky waists and sweltering in their knitted caps, from the library’s young readers program. Six-year-old Guy could wheedle right under Dottie’s skin like a burr.

Or, a curl of warmth, if she let him.

Dottie turned away from them, dropping the hen back into the cooler. She didn’t need a cart but hung her wire basket on her arm, passing by the turkeys. She hadn’t purchased a bird in…well, she knew she shouldn’t have stopped by the store on the way home from work. Today, the place bustled with women stocking up for the holiday, celebration in the air, and it only stirred up the old aches.

Near the canned cranberry sauce hung an advertisement of a jolly Saint Nicholas slaking his thirst with a Coca-Cola, smiling upon two pajama-clad children surrounded by gifts.

At the end of the bakery section a giant velvet stocking bulged with candy canes, Pfeffernusse cookies, and popcorn balls.

A display of iceskates and holiday lights reminded patrons to visit Berman’s Hardware, next door.

On the radio, Bing Crosby crooned out “Silent Night.”

Memories simply couldn’t be dodged at Christmastime.

Dottie stilled, her hand on a bag of flour, as she watched widow Cora Sundeen march past, her blond hair pulled back from her pretty face and tucked into a black boiled wool hat. Her son hung onto the hem of her matching coat. His ruddy cheeks and blue eyes could devour Dottie whole.

Cora caught sight of Dottie and slowed, her face betraying a second of hesitation before she produced a smile. “Mrs. Morgan! I was just telling Cliffy how, when I was young, we’d celebrate Christmas Eve at the library, with cookies and a story.”

Dottie calculated when she’d last seen Cora, seated at her knee at the library’s Christmas Eve reading, and put the woman at twenty-seven, or older, which meant little Cliffy must be nearly six. Cora probably had only a handful of memories of her fallen soldier husband.

“Oh, Cora…” Dottie looked away, perspiring under her wool coat, wishing, yes, she’d driven straight home. Who needed Cornish hens and eggnog, and plum pudding and fruitcake? After all, who exactly would Dottie cook for? “You know I haven’t had the Christmas story hour…well, it’s been a few years.”

“I know.” Cora’s voice lowered. “But perhaps it’s time to start the old traditions again.” Her arm curled over the shoulder of her son. “For the next generation.”

Dottie had no next generation, but she refused to show that on her face. “Have a lovely holiday, Cora,” she said. She added a smile to soften her librarian tone and turned away from Cora’s fading smile.

The radio announced, “I’ll Be Home for Christmas,” and Dottie headed for the door.

Tomorrow. She could return tomorrow when the place might be nearly abandoned, every woman in Frost, Minnesota, at home preparing for the holiday weekend.

She just about plowed over Lew Parsons ringing the Salvation Army bell just outside the door. His red velvet Santa-arm hung folded and pinned to his shoulder and he greeted her with a smile.

“Merry Christmas, Mrs. Morgan.” He used his schoolboy tone, despite the fact that he had last year married Henrietta Fitzpatrick and now had a child on the way.

Dottie tacked on the appropriate smile. “And to you, Lew.”

She probably should dig into her handbag and find a dime, but she couldn’t slow. She just might be suffocating, choking on the sweet aroma of too many families who had somehow survived this wretched decade.

As if to add gloom to her mood, the pewter Minnesotan sky had begun to drizzle icy droplets of despair, eating away the meager dusting of snow.

Dottie wrenched open the rusty door to her father’s faded yellow International Harvester truck and climbed onto the bouncy bench seat, the springs whining with the December cold. She’d long ago thrown a blanket over the seat, opting to cover the worn holes rather than replace the car. She wrestled the gearshift into place and eased the truck out of the dirt lot. The rain pinged on the windshield like bullets, as if it had already begun to turn to sleet. She turned on the wiper blades, but they cleaned only a pitiful swath in the middle. She leaned over the wheel to navigate as she turned onto St. Olaf Avenue and headed out of town.

Frost never suffered for holiday decorations. The entire town turned out in early November to embellish the lamps along the road with white pine boughs, hang lights from Miller’s Café and Soda Fountain, and add sparkling lights to Benson’s Creamery and the gilded window of the Frost Weekly News and the First Bank. The Snowflake Theater listed tomorrow night’s opening of Holiday Affair, featuring Janet Leigh and Robert Mitchum. Across the street, J.C. Penney boasted a window-sized red-berried wreath over their second-floor window, and at the end of the street, in the circular garden in front of the Frost Community Center—formerly the Germanic Center—the towering blue spruce glowed with twinkly lights against the rain.

Only the star remained absent from the top of the tree. Perhaps it’s time to find the old traditions again…

No. Not yet.

She watched Father O’Donnell throwing plastic over the wooden crèche in front of St Peter’s Catholic Church, then turned left onto Third Street, driving past the community center. Movement inside suggested the local women’s auxiliary bedecking it for tonight’s dance.

The five o’clock whistle at the mill echoed over the soggy town.

The rain had begun to turn to ice, crystallizing on the windshield. The wiper blades bumped over the glass as they sloughed off the moisture. She passed Central Park, the cottonwoods and oaks shiny with an icy glaze, then crossed the creek at North Street. The river flowed, angry with icy chunks, its spittle grimy below the bridge.

When her father—land owner, banker, mayor of Frost—built their turreted Victorian on the outskirts of town, he’d expected the town to grow and overtake his vast acreage and add to the family coffers.

Unfortunately, the town had grown toward the flour mill side of town and toward the train depot and beyond, so that the ornate green Victorian with the gingerbread trim and two balconies sat lonely under the knotted embrace of a grove of ancient cottonwoods, resembling something out of a Grimm storybook.

The house overlooked Silver Lake on the south side—more a slough now than a respectable lake. In November, wild turkeys and pheasants took refuge between the stiff cattails and dry milkweeds dissecting the parchment ice. How many times had she wakened to old Barnabus’s wild spaniel barking, or the bonejarring crack of Gordy’s 16-gauge shotgun shattering the predawn air?

Worse, of course, was when she bolted from the bed, her face to the icy window, as if she might catch her son Nelson out there beside Gordy in the misty dawn, wearing his grandfather’s rabbit shopka, dressed in his brown canvas coveralls, leaning into Gordy’s every word.

Dottie fully blamed the loneliness of this holiday on Gordon Lindholm.

She made out the white pine in her front yard, blowing in the onslaught of the storm. Twenty-plus years it had centered the yard, protected the house from vagabonds who might like a peek into her front windows. Too many branches had turned rusty over the past few years—she would need to prune it to keep it alive.

Hard head stone from the hillside and fields made up a wall that partitioned the main driveway from the Third Street extension. She eased the old International up the hill toward the barn, which served more as a garage for her father’s eccentric collection of cars and electronics. Like the 1929 roadster. Her father had also owned a Packard Clipper, a sedan he’d purchased right before his death. Dottie had shipped it right back to Minneapolis when it arrived, months later.

Her father always did live too extravagantly. Too many big dreams.

She’d inherited that bit from him, she supposed. But she couldn’t blame her father’s peculiarities for the tragedy of her brief marriage.

No, the state of her life, the lonely creak of the barren house, could only be attributed to her own desperate mistakes.

Dottie slid out of the truck, the rain soaking through her wool coat, the mud slopping over her black dress boots as she tramped to the door of the barn and opened it. She drove the truck inside and parked. In the breathy expanse of the barn, the rain stirred the musty smell of forgotten hay, the remnant odors of the horses that once dwelled within, only bony Ollie left to lounge in the corner stall. Her grandfather’s winter carriage sat dusty and abandoned in another stall, age rusting its steel runners, cracking the two leather bench seats.

Dottie checked on the feed for the horse. Someday she should sell the animal. He hadn’t been ridden in years, ornery as an old mule. In fact, only her son had ever been able to cajole the horse into service.

She closed the barn door and hiked up to the house, her stomach already relishing the beef soup she’d left in the ice box. Tomorrow, perhaps, she’d purchase one of those game hens, stuff it, and roast it for Christmas day.

Maybe even set the grand table in the dining room for one.

For Nelson, she might try to acknowledge the day of God’s grace for the world, even if His grace hadn’t been extended anymore to her.

Or, perhaps, and more likely, she’d stay home, under her mother’s wedding ring quilt, and listen to the silences collect her memories.

If she could summon the courage.

The rain turned her skin to ice, dribbling down her back by the time she reached the mudroom door. Stamping her frozen feet on the mat, she hung her coat on the peg, noticed the woodpile needed stocking, then opened the kitchen door and entered the heat of the house.

Or, rather, no heat. An icy breath clasped the grand house with its too many rooms—fifteen total—in a crisp silence. No clanging of the old coal stoker, no heat blasting from the giant grate heater in the middle of the family room floor. The chilly floorboards protested, however, as she walked across the kitchen, plunking her purse onto the oak table.

She listened to her heartbeat, closed her eyes. If she wanted—she didn’t even have to try hard—she could hear Nelson’s voice, feel his presence entering the kitchen after her. I’ll check on the stoker. The auger might be clogged. I’ll go break it free.

The rain battered the window and she saw Nelson in her memory, his shoulders broad now, hardened by playing football, or chopping wood, or even loading flour at the mill. He grabbed paper and matches to restart the stoker, tugged on her father’s work jacket—now his—tucked on a derby, and headed outside, around the house to the cellar door.

He had a song on his lips, something from Jack Armstrong, the All American Boy.

Wave the flag for Hudson High, boys, Show them where we stand.

Ever shall our team be champions.

Known throughout the land. Rah, Rah. Boola boola, boola boola, boola boola, boola boo…

She sighed as the song faded into the deathly still of the house. How she longed to hear him breaking apart the coal, the hammering pinging through the catacombs of their house until finally the auger began to turn again. The fire would rest in the coal furnace, heat whisking out of the giant floor grate and into the house.

If she looked up, she might catch him carrying the heavy clinker out to the debris pile behind the barn.

No. See, too easily Nelson crept into her hollow places, entering without permission. She ran the palm of her hand against her wet cheeks then retreated to the back room. Stepping into her father’s high-topped galoshes, she grabbed paper and pulled on the work jacket. Nelson’s scent clung to it, woodchips and teenager sweat, the smell of coal and oil and grease, and way too much charm.

That charm got Nelson out of trouble too many times. Probably what cajoled Dottie into agreeing in that brief, wretched moment to allow him to march off to war.

She stepped outside into the rain, hunching her shoulders against the pellets of ice now sleeting from the sky as she splashed through the slick yard to the cellar. The hasp lay unlocked, and she wrenched open the door, hesitating before she closed it behind her to keep out the rain. Once, when Nelson was about fourteen, the latch had flipped over, locking him inside for two hours. She’d found him sitting in the cold, pounding on the floorboards, after she returned from work.

Dottie tugged on the overhead electric light and checked the coal stoker. Unlit, indeed.

The coal man had dumped her allotment into the bin in early November. It remained half full of dark chunks, too many of them the size of anvils. Putting on her gloves, she climbed into the bin. Sure enough, a chunk wedged between the auger and the stoker hole. Grabbing the sledgehammer, she picked it up—not without a groan, and dropped it onto the coal. It broke in half. She dropped it again, and the piece tumbled free.

She climbed out of the bin, listening to the wind whine outside. It shook the cellar door.

Taking the paper from her pocket, she shoved it into the middle of the clinker inside the stove, added a piece of coal, and lit it.

The furnace flickered to life, flames gnawing at the paper. The auger began to churn coal into the stoker. Until the house heated, she’d curl up in a quilt and build a fire in the family room.

She removed her gloves, laid them on the steps, and pushed on the cellar door.

It didn’t move.

Again.

She heard the hasp rattle against its mount, but it didn’t give. She closed her eyes. Then, with a cry, she banged her hand against the door, hard, sharp. The action was probably too violent, for pain spiked through her, up her arm, into her shoulder.

The door only shuddered.

She turned on the steps, sat down, and lowered her head to her hands, listening to the memory of Nelson’s song fade into the howling wind.

They’d probably find her frozen, emaciated body sometime in May.

* * * * *

“Come down from that ladder, Violet Hart, before you get killed.”

Violet ignored Otis and finished screwing in the lightbulb before climbing down. She turned to the janitor, dusting off her hands before tucking them into her cardigan pockets. “It’s dark in this hallway, and I thought you’d gone home for the day. Sorry.”

“I know you had some sort of man’s job in the army, Violet, but you’re back in civilization now. Let a man do his job.” He folded up the tall ladder, hiking it onto its side. “I’ll take care of the maintenance of the city buildings, thank you.”

He had a waddle that went with his belly and sixty years on the job. Violet shook her head. She couldn’t even change a lightbulb without offending mankind?

She caught her reflection in the display case—the one filled with the Oglala Sioux artifacts found around the area—arrowheads, pottery, a donated blanket from one of the locals.

Violet had turned into Donna Reed’s dour librarian before her very eyes. No, wait, Donna Reed had been much too beautiful to end up as a librarian, even if George Bailey hadn’t asked to marry her. Some handsome suitor would have certainly come knocking at her door. But four years after the war, Violet had begun to admit there would be no It’s a Wonderful Life happy ending for her.

No, instead of shopping for groceries or planning a holiday meal for a husband and family three days before Christmas, Violet found herself returning to the children’s reading corner and picking up the scattering of children’s books—Make Way for Ducklings and Curious George, the Beatrix Potter series.

The rain knocked on the leaded glass windows of the Frost Library, the late afternoon shadows draping over the shelves and long study tables like dust coverings. The building imprisoned a chill, the behemoth coal furnace in the basement still not enough to heat both the library and the city hall.

The chill contributed even more to Violet’s appearance as a spinster librarian, with her long, knitted brown cardigan buttoned over the white blouse. And, to keep her legs warm, she wore pants, something Mrs. Morgan raised a thin eyebrow to two years ago when she showed up for her new position. But she’d remembered the younger, unconventional Dottie Morgan of her childhood and taken a chance.

Violet shelved the books back in their places in the graded reader nook, nearly sitting down with The Little Engine that Could as she heard in her head Mrs. Morgan’s storytelling voice, the one she’d grown up on.

That Mrs. Morgan inspired a world beyond the prairie hamlet of Frost, bordered on all sides by boring farmland, a dirty creek, a pond turned marshland. In Mrs. Morgan’s voice, the children of the town waged battle with evil Mr. MacGregor and wandered the Hundred Acre Wood with Piglet and Christopher Robin. They uncovered mysteries with the Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew, the Five Little Peppers, and sometimes, Mrs. Morgan even displayed a fresh copy of a Big Little Book—Dick Tracy or Tarzan, Buck Rogers, Flash Gordon, or even Jack Armstrong, wonder athlete.

Nelson usually commandeered the Jack Armstrong books. Violet could still see him climbing on the wooden chairs or hiding behind the shelves as he waited for his mother to close up the library. Or, in his later years, stopping by to drive her home, his shoulders wide in his Frost High letterman’s sweater.

Violet might have even harbored a crush on Nelson, despite his being a couple years younger than her, with his unruly tawny brown hair, shorn short on the sides and curly on top, those deep prairie sky-blue eyes, filled with a charming mischief. He had a way of turning a girl’s insides to soft caramel, inspiring the men with athletic memories of their childhood as he sank baskets and ran for touchdowns. In fact, who, really, in Frost hadn’t loved Nelson T. Morgan?

The town’s love for Nelson didn’t help Violet’s cause any either. Because if it weren’t for Violet’s service in the WAACs, she wouldn’t have been among those women who “stole a man’s job and freed Nelson to be shipped off to war.”

So many of their young men might have been spared if Violet hadn’t usurped their behind-the-frontlines jobs.

She had a feeling that Nelson wouldn’t have been one of those filing clerks left behind on American soil or changing the tires on the army colonel’s jeeps or even running one of the chow lines. Still, the town hardly embraced her when she arrived home at the depot two years ago, and with their stares she’d felt the specter of his death on the back of her neck.

No wonder Dottie abandoned storytelling hour, spending long hours locked in her office, turning over most of her duties to Violet. And yet, no one wanted to take her place in the story nook. Even Violet, thank you very much. Taking Dottie’s place felt like a prophecy. Or an epitaph.

Even, surrender.

Violet would not end up like widowed, lonely, dowdy, and pinched librarian Dottie Morgan.

Violet arranged the children’s chairs into the traditional circle, turned off a study light at one of the long pine tables, then gathered up her handbag and camel wool coat. This morning, ice crusted the puddles in the dirt driveway, and with the grim pallor of the sky, she’d also grabbed an umbrella, along with a plastic accordion rain hat and her boots.

In fact, Violet might be even more of a librarian than Dottie, who’d worn a pair of stylish black dress boots today, as if she hadn’t quite forgotten the woman she’d wanted to be.

As she locked up, balancing the umbrella above her, Violet heard the train whistle moan over the blanket of dark weather suffocating the town. She calculated roughly ten minutes before the post office closed at 6 p.m.

Maybe today she’d find a letter waiting. She could almost imagine Alex’s Christmas greeting in her box, in that tight, precise handwriting. If she could, she’d will it there, along with his agreement to visit her this holiday season.

Five years ago he’d made the promise. It seemed time to fulfill it, and she’d gently—without sounding desperate or angry or even melancholy—suggested it. Minneapolis wasn’t far, on the train at least. A half-day’s ride at most.

The rain pelted the sidewalk, and when the wind splattered it into her face, Violet realized it had turned to sleet. She hunkered down against it as she strode past Berman’s Hardware, the grocery lot, now full of cars, then the bank and the florist. Her stomach growled as she passed Miller’s Cafe. She’d managed a cold mincemeat sandwich today, and dinner seemed nowhere in sight, what with her mother pressing her into duty for tonight’s Christmas social.

Violet shook out her umbrella, holding the door open for Ardis Weiss at the post office. Inside, the gates had already closed at the desk, but the area to the post office boxes remained accessible. She found her wooden box, unlocked it, and held her breath.

Yes. A small white envelope lay crossways in the box, the size of a Christmas card. She pulled it out, her breath catching.

No, wait—she recognized her own handwriting scrawled on the front of the envelope. A stamp across the top—Return to Sender—in blood red screamed out to her.

Return to Sender?

She ran her thumb over the directive. How—but only three months ago he’d sent her a postcard from Chicago, and before that, St. Louis. And…well, yes, their correspondence seemed rudely one-sided, but Return to Sender?

Movement beside her made her glance over—she spied Esther Jamison in her periphery and tucked the envelope into her pocket, swallowing hard to find a smile, in case the organist from the Lutheran church greeted her.

Mercifully, Esther shuffled past without acknowledgment, sorting through her mail. Violet made it out into the street without choking on the ball of heat in her throat.

Return to Sender.

It took a moment before she realized rain wetted her face as it plinked upon her rain hat, sifting into the collar of her coat, warming, then dribbling down the nape of her neck. She opened the umbrella and ran a gloved hand over her cheek. So that was that. She probably should have expected it, really. After all, with all the other younger, beautiful women available—women who hadn’t sacrificed their marrying years to the service of their country—she didn’t truly expect him to take the train all the way from Minneapolis on an icy winter night, Christmas weekend, no less, and find a woman he’d only met once, during the early years of war at Fort Meade, Maryland. 

The lights from the community center at the end of St. Olaf Street glowed, but Violet stood in the rush of the wind for a moment, a cold hollowness pressing through her.

It should be easier to be alone. She had so much to be grateful for. She and all of her brothers survived the war, she had nieces and nephews, a job, and a family.

So Alex had moved on, let go of their friendship. Violet would take it as a sign that she should too.

Enough of these shiny dreams of a home, a family, a life that might be waiting for her after the war.

Perhaps she should take over story hour at the library and resign herself to weaving stories with happy endings rather than living one.

The community center bustled with activity as she pressed inside, shaking off her umbrella. Members of the Ladies Auxiliary, her mother somewhere leading the charge, worked to transform the old dance hall into the annual Frost Christmas celebration. Miriam Wilkes wrapped the middle cement pole with greenery, a battalion of women that included two of her sisters-in-law dressed the long punch table with a crimson tablecloth, crystal punch glasses, and trays of brownies and cookies. Soon, the members of the Hungry Five Band would arrive to set up on the stage at the far end of the room. The place smelled of the new decade—balsam and pine, sugar cookies, nutmeg, and cinnamon-spiced cider. A promising decade of celebration, free of war and sacrifice.

Violet shucked off her jacket and hung it in the coatroom. She found her newest sister-in-law, Hattie Grace, kneeling on the floor by the kitchen entrance, plugging in a stringer of colored bulbs that ran along the ceiling. “I can’t believe this entire string of lights won’t work. I just wasted an hour.”

She sat back, ran her hand behind her head to tuck up a wayward loop of blond hair. “I just want to go home and take a nap.”

Violet gave her a grin, holding out her hand to lift her off the floor. “A nap? You’re not supposed to be tired. You’re only nineteen. Talk to me when you hit twenty-nine.” Or thirty. She could barely think it. Two weeks and, well, she’d be an official spinster, wouldn’t she?

Return to Sender.

Right.

“Oh, it’s just the baby. I’ve been so tired since…” Hattie pressed her hand over her mouth. “Violet, I’m sorry. I forgot you don’t know yet.”

Violet had stopped moving, although somehow she managed to keep breathing. Baby? Hattie Grace, her kid brother’s wife, was already expecting? But they only married three months ago. But perhaps, like everyone else, they felt the urgency to start their family, join in on the celebration of life.

“No, of course, that’s wonderful.” And Violet even made it sound that way. She reached out, embraced Hattie. The girl would have to gain some weight if she wanted to keep her baby healthy.

Hattie hung onto her arms. “Johnny was going to tell you tonight when we were together. Really. At the dance, with the whole family. Only your mother knows.” Hattie pressed her hand to her mouth again, this time to hide a smile, a little giggle.

Truly, Violet could be happy for Hattie, for Johnny. He’d barely seen war, had enlisted a day after his eighteenth birthday, dropping out of school and entering basic two weeks before D-Day. He hadn’t made it to Omaha Beach but managed to tromp about Europe for the cleanup fourteen months later. As far as she knew, he hadn’t even fired his weapon.

Not that she’d even been issued a weapon, but she’d seen more action changing tires for officers in London, France, and Berlin than Johnny ever had acting as an MP for starved Germans. She hadn’t even had a furlough, not once, in four years. That should count for at least an acknowledgment on the Fourth of July.

Hattie reached down, unplugged the lights. “I guess I’ll have to find a new strand.”

“Wait one moment.” Violet walked over to a table by the door and removed a lamp from it. Then she plugged it into the outlet near Hattie and turned it on.

Nothing. “I think this outlet isn’t working.”

“I tried the strand in the outlet by the stage. It didn’t work there either.”

“Could be the breaker is blown for these outlets. Let me see what I can do.”

Violet plugged the colored lights back in, returned the lamp, then headed for the utility closet near the kitchen. Snapping on the overhead light, she moved back beyond the mops, the buckets, and the brooms, and found the utility box. Yes, one of the fuses had blown. She unscrewed it, found a new fuse from the cardboard box on the shelf nearby, and screwed it in.

“It’s on!” Hattie yelled from the dance hall.

“Violet? When did you get here? What are you doing?”

She didn’t have to turn to know the owner of the voice. She could nearly see her mother standing in the hallway, probably carrying a tray of cookies, wearing one of her old homemade checkered aprons over her black party dress, her graying hair rolled back from her face, her red lipstick perfectly applied.

No dour widowhood mourning for Frances Hart.

Violet closed the box and turned to answer her mother as she pried herself from the closet. “The fuse was blown for the Christmas bulbs.”

“And of course you had to fix it. Why didn’t you ask Roger, or even Johnny?”

“Because Roger and Johnny aren’t here, and I’m perfectly capable of fixing a fuse, Mother.”

Violet accepted the tray of brownies her mother settled in her arms.

“Well, that’s the problem, isn’t it? You’re always perfectly capable. You don’t need a man.”

Violet ignored her and headed to the serving table. Probably she wouldn’t make it home to change before the dance tonight. Not that it mattered, anyway. She could count on one hand the remaining eligible bachelors in Frost. Clyde, from the feed store, and Tony, the janitor at the school. And don’t forget Father O’Donnell, in his midforties. But he was a priest, so that really didn’t count.

She set the tray on the table, did some rearranging.

The band members began to arrive—Lew and Bobby, toting their trumpets, Howard lugging in an upright bass. Another man she didn’t recognize tromped in behind them, stomping his feet. He carried what looked like a suitcase, although maybe it fit a saxophone.

Perhaps the Hungry Five had added a hungry sixth. Oh, see, life wasn’t so despairing when she could laugh at herself. She would survive Alex’s Return to Sender.

“I can’t believe it’s raining, three days before Christmas.” June, her oldest sister-in-law, the one married to Thomas, corralled her seven-year-old with a grab at the back of his shirt. She and Thomas married right after high school, a year before he shipped out. “So much for the Christmas spirit.”

“We don’t need snow to have Christmas, or Christmas spirit.”

“It would help. Poor kids, it’s not the same as when we grew up. With sleighs and horses mushing up and down Main Street and kids skating on Silver Lake and story hour at the library.”

“And the star. I miss the star.” This from Sara, the tall, elegant daughter of the town doctor, married to Roger. Violet felt short and dour next to her lanky blond sister-in-law. Sara had served as a navy nurse, stationed in London. When Violet returned, she’d thought they’d share that kinship.

Apparently, serving Uncle Sam as a nurse held a different prestige. And Sara’s return to town heralded a parade of men to her door. Roger had fought them all off to win her heart.

Sara ran her hands over her extended belly. “When I was young, I could see the star from my bedroom window, like it had been plucked from the night sky and set right in the middle of Frost.”

“Dottie and Nelson made that star when Nelson was about five, I think.” Frances added a batch of Krumkake to the table.

“The tree seems so dark without it,” Sara said.

“Where is it now?”

“Well, I suppose Mrs. Morgan has it, somewhere in that creepy house of hers,” June said. “She stopped putting it up the year after Nelson—”

“Shh. Not today, Junie,” Frances said. “Today is a day of hope.”

“All the more reason to put the star up.” Sara arranged the punch cups on the table. “Maybe we could get another one.”

“Oh no, Sara. That’s just not right,” Frances said, moving the napkins for the addition of the punch bowl.

Sarah turned to Violet. “You know Mrs. Morgan—can you go ask her for it?”

Ask Dottie for her son’s star? “I don’t think—”

“It’s a great idea,” June said. “Don’t you think so, Tripp?”

Perfect. Violet’s nephew had to nod, to grin at her with that gap-toothed smile.

“Listen, Dottie just wants to be left alone. Trust me on this. I know you all remember her as the woman who made books come to life, but frankly, she’s not that woman anymore. She’s…well, she’s…” Violet didn’t want to use the word dead, not today, but—

“She used to be a real firecracker.” Frances had moved around the table, begun arranging the napkins. “Highfalutin—her daddy owned most of the town back then. She had suitors lining up on her doorstep. And then TJ Morgan motored into town the summer after she graduated from teachers college in his bumblebeeyellow Studebaker roadster. She took one look at that gangster, with his dark wavy hair, hypnotizing blue eyes, and dangerous swagger, and turned into a flapper right before our eyes. Cut off her hair and ran away with him.”

“Mother!” June said, putting her hands over Tripp’s ears. He wriggled away.

Frances shrugged. “It’s true. I guess we all should have expected it. Dottie was always so independent, so feisty. She even played women’s basketball at Mankato State Teachers college. But six months later, when TJ landed in prison and she returned home pregnant, I can assure you we thanked the good Lord we’d missed that bullet. Of course, she asked for it, behaving the way she did, but no one can deny she had a blessing out of that Nelson.” She smiled at Violet. “I had hoped Nelson might fancy you.”

“Oh please, Mother.” If she could, Violet would run from the building at top speed.

“It’s true. You remind me, in a way, of Dottie. She and you are both such free spirits.” Frances patted her cheek. “It’s difficult to catch a man when you’re flitting about, I suppose.”

“I was hardly flitting about, Mother. I was serving my country.”

“You were changing tires. Let’s not over-glamorize your role in the war effort.” Frances sighed. “Sweetheart, no man is going to marry a gal who can change her own tires. Men need to feel needed.” She looked at June and winked. “Even if we know the truth.”

Right now. The earth could open right now, gobble her whole, and Violet would go to glory with joy.

But Frances hadn’t quite finished. “And it wouldn’t hurt you to wear a clean dress, a little lipstick, perhaps. You could put some effort into your appearance. We Hart women have to work at it a little harder than the rest.”

Hardly. Her mother had a natural, shapely beauty at age fifty that turned the heads of the widowers in town. But yes, Violet, a true Hart, had inherited her father’s wide lips, dull mud-brown hair, strong hands, and less than womanly silhouette. She had to work at femininity doubly hard.

Return to Sender. Perhaps Alex had simply remembered her in her greasy uniform, her hair pulled back with a scarf, her unpainted face, and realized that, back then, the air of desperation could cloud a man’s mind. With so many women single after the war, he could certainly do better than plain and even mannish Violet Hart.

“I’ll try to change before the dance, Mother,” Violet said quietly.

“That would be wonderful. Now, can you grab a broom, sweep up some of the drying mud? We need a clean dance floor.”

But Violet slowed on her way back to the utility closet, her gaze falling on the naked treetop outside in the square. She saw Dottie, sitting night after night in the puddle of her office light, alone. Eating a piece of cold chicken for lunch, muscling that old truck into gear as she pulled away from city hall.

She used to be a real firecracker.

Even when Violet was a child, Dottie intrigued her, the murmurs surrounding her circumstances always just a little unintelligible, a woman of mystery and adventure.

Night fell upon Frost like coal dust, the sleet swirling now, lighter. They could use the lighted star as a beacon to draw townspeople to the dance.

If she headed out to Dottie’s, Violet might escape, at least for an hour, to gather her fortifications for tonight’s predicted loneliness.

And…what if she could talk Dottie into joining them at the dance?

Violet caught a glimpse of herself in the pane of glass, her dark hair wet and bedraggled with the storm. Yes, she might need some spiffing up before the dance, but who was she kidding? Every man in town, eligible or not, knew she was the girl who spent more time under the hood of her father’s tractor than learning to waltz. She didn’t even know how to dance.

Still, she reached back, pulled the bobby pins from her bun, shook out her hair. Then she grabbed her coat, her plastic rain hat, her umbrella.

“Mother, I’m taking Father’s car out to Dottie’s place.” She was the only one, besides Johnny, who knew how to drive it anyway. She opened the door and noticed that the ice had turned to thick, fluffy flakes, hurtling down from the heavens, accumulating in a light layer.

“I’m going to get the star.”

* * * * *

Jacob Ramsey III always had an answer for disaster, a way to untangle life, a word of hope to solve any problem.

But today, he had to arrive before the daily mail if he hoped to save the day.

He set down his suitcase—still packed for Davenport—and stepped aside to avoid being skewered by the umbrella the pretty dark brunette wielded. He swept off his hat, held open the door, but she barely seemed to notice him as she called out to someone behind her.

Jake did register it as odd that she might be driving, but then again, his mother had taken the Stearns Runabout for a tour around Lake Michigan a few times. Nearly killed an apple man, but still, she’d managed the wheel, the brake. He’d heard of women driving during the war also.

In fact, most likely Violet knew how to drive, what with her ability to fix army trucks, jeeps, and other vehicles in the army motor pool.

He’d like to see that—a woman with a wrench in her hand.

But first he had to find her.

Jake drew in a breath and picked up his suitcase, approaching a group of women at the punch table arranging pastries. The older one wore her years on her face, in her stern features, her dark hair dappled with just the barest threads of gray. Red lips and a black party dress suggested she refused to surrender to the onslaught of age. He glanced at the others then said, “Hello, I’m looking for someone and I’m wondering if you could help me.”

The older woman looked up at him, wiping her hands on her apron. “I hope so—I know everyone in Frost. Are you visiting for the holidays?”

Visiting? He didn’t exactly know how to describe it. “I’m just…delivering a message, really. I’m looking for a woman named Violet Hart.”

A younger woman—blond—and a pregnant woman frowned at him. “What do you want with her?”

Behind her, the band had begun to unload, the trumpets warming up their horns. He’d happened upon a party of sorts. When he’d disembarked at the train station, under the torrent of sleet, Jake had simply ducked his head and fought his way to Main Street, hoping to find a hotel. The lighted dance hall beckoned like a safe harbor.

“She was a friend…of a friend. In a way. Or…well, I just need to talk to her. Do you know where I might find her?”

“She’s not here.” This from a woman who hiked a small boy onto her hip. “She just left to get a star for the tree outside.” The child—cute, with dark blond curly hair—squirmed off her hip. “The dance will start in less than an hour. She’ll be back before then. Please stay. Have some cake.”

He didn’t want cake. He’d lose cake, right on the wooden dance floor. No, Jake had no hope of holding anything down until he talked to Violet. Until he explained why his mother had sent back her letter.

Until he told her the truth.

“How long ago did she leave?”

“You passed her when you came in,” said the blond.

Oh, he felt like a cad. The brunette, with the long, chocolatebrown hair, the lethal umbrella. Perhaps he should have guessed it, but she’d never sent a picture, so… “Where did she go?” He didn’t look at the older woman, who had crossed her arms across her chest, looking very much like Svetlana when he invaded her kitchen, but smiled at the young, pregnant one. She looked like someone who might offer a poor guy a hand in his time of need.

Indeed. “Out of town, to the south. Go until you see a big green house—it looks like a fairy tale house. And has a stone fence around it. It’s not that far, about a half mile out of town.”

He tucked up his collar, a shiver starting at his tailbone. Perfect. He hiked up his suitcase.

A half mile should give him plenty of time to figure out how to tell Violet that for the past four and a half years she’d been writing to a dead man.


CHAPTER TWO



Realistically, by New Year’s someone might come looking for her. But with Christmas upon them…and Gordy wouldn’t dare venture over from his side of the pond.

Dottie had done a thorough search of the cellar and found nothing useful—no peach preserves, no droplets of water trickling down the stone foundation of the house, not even a crowbar left forgotten on the dirt floor.

How long could a person live without water? Three days? Five?

Thankfully, with the coal furnace running, she wouldn’t freeze. Unless, of course, she lost power in the storm. She listened to it howl outside. Over the past hour—or had it been two?—the moaning of the wind turned constant, a near wail that seeped through her, found her bones. She refused to allow that it might be coming from inside.

But as Dottie sat on the steps, the truth sank into her.

No one would be coming to save her. No one cared that she lived alone in this house, the storm brewing outside. No one thought of whether she might be alone, cold, trapped. That truth she’d learned long ago. But it hurt, just a little more, to admit it.

Once upon a time, it couldn’t touch her. Not with Nelson climbing up into her lap. Or greeting her with his toothless grin over a bowl of cut oats. Or waving to her from the football field. Only in the past five years did the gossip, the rumors, the casual words serrate her until the truth turned her brittle.

God had turned His back on her. She hadn’t wanted to believe it.

Had, in fact, believed otherwise, probably for too long—that instead, He had forgiven her. That He still loved her. How had she been so profoundly mistaken about that?

The wind found a crack in the door and whistled inside, sent a shiver across her skin.

She ran her hands over her skirt—why didn’t she wear pants like Violet? Especially on a day like this? A few times, Dottie had heard her reading aloud to a couple of the first graders. Not a formal story hour, but something impromptu, mothering. Violet had the cadence, could do the voices. Dottie had finally found her replacement if she wanted.

Yes, if Dottie perished here in the bowels of the old Victorian, Violet would take over the reading program and manage the library, probably even better than Dottie had. Too bad Violet had never found her man—but that’s what happened when you spurned the hometown boys.

Someday, Dottie intended to forgive Violet for turning down Nelson for a dance that last Fourth of July social. Most likely, Violet hadn’t meant to hurt him. If Violet had known—then again, if they’d all known such a strong, capable man might be lost—

The sledgehammer. It lay against the coal bin and Dottie got up, dragged it over to the door. Maybe she could bust a hole in the door, unlatch the hasp.

She stood on the steps, hoisted the sledgehammer to her shoulder, and swung. It skimmed the surface of the door, arched down, and nearly slammed her in the knee.

She dodged and it swung out, whipping out of her hands and bouncing on the dirt floor. “Oh!”

Her hands burned.

Maybe less of a swing might help.

She picked up the sledgehammer and again hoisted it on her shoulder. Then, instead of swinging it, she tapped it against the door. The door shuddered as the hammer fell back against her shoulder.

She hit it again.

It shuddered again, this time harder.

Oh, why did her father have to make such a fortress?

With a cry—more anger than panic—she hit it again. And again.

And again.

She stopped counting as she swung, finally seeing a dent in the wood. At this rate she’d be out of the cellar by Easter.

The hasp creaked and suddenly, the door opened.

Snow drifted in as she stared up at her rescuer.

“Mrs. Morgan?” Violet stood, one foot propped on the cement frame, the other holding open the door. Snow layered her dark hair, now loose and tangled in the wind. “What are you doing down there?”

“Violet!” Dottie lowered the sledgehammer to the stairs, propped it there. “I came down to free a coal jam. How’d you find me?”

An emotion she couldn’t place passed over Violet’s expression. “I—I heard pounding.”

From the library?

Dottie climbed the stairs, out into the snowstorm, hunching down as the icy flakes hit her face. “Let’s get inside!”

Her feet crunched through the accumulation of snow as she ran around the side of the house. While she’d struggled for freedom, the world had turned white, at least two inches of snow crusting the ground. She wrenched open her back door, stomped inside the mudroom.

Violet followed her. “Are you all right?”

“Of course.” Dottie shrugged out of Nelson’s jacket, hung it on a peg, then slipped out of the galoshes. “Come inside, warm up.”

Violet shook her head. “Actually, I’m just here to ask…” She made a face, as if the words tasted sour on her tongue. “As you know, we’re having the annual Frost Ball tonight….” She looked away. “The tree in the square looks so barren.”

Dottie had been reaching for the doorknob into the kitchen when the realization hit her. She stilled, looked back at Violet. “You want the star.”

Violet met her eyes. Nodded.

For a moment, the impulse to generosity, the old stirring of joy at seeing the star shining over St. Olaf Square, the yearning to indeed revive the old traditions, flashed inside. Quick. Bright. With a warmth that bled right through her.

Violet blew on her hands, snow caught in her dark hair, turning it shiny, like it had that night under the summer stars. When she’d turned down her son for a dance.

Her son who’d died, who’d made the star with Dottie at the tender age of five. Their star.

“No.”

Dottie turned and pushed her way into her house, the flash of sweet warmth erased. No. She couldn’t have Nelson’s star shining bright and brilliant over the town of Frost, like some sort of mockery to her grief. No.

Violet followed her inside. “Please, Mrs. Morgan. With the storm, it’s so dark out, and we thought people might need the light. Besides, don’t you think it’s time—”

“No, I don’t think it’s time.” Dottie picked up a kettle, noticing that in the two hours of her entrapment the house had begun to warm. Filling the kettle with water, she put it on the stove, lit the gas flame with a match. Then she opened the icebox and pulled out the pot of yesterday’s soup. “Violet, I know you mean well, but I simply cannot top the Frost tree with the star.”

“But it hasn’t been lit for years.”

She put the pot on another burner. “Five, to be precise. I am sure you can do the math.”

“I can, and I was in that war too, Mrs. Morgan. I met plenty of the Johnnies who went to war, who left behind the people they loved, hoping they would go on. I can guarantee that Nelson would have wanted you to light your—his star.”

“You don’t know anything, Violet.” Dottie hadn’t exactly intended that tone—it snapped out of her, cold and brittle. She picked up a towel, wiped her hands, softened her voice. “I know you mean well, but you’re right. It’s his star, and as you well know, his light has gone out. It seems inappropriate to put the star up again.”

“It seems inappropriate not to.”

Never in her life had Dottie been prone to violence, but in that moment, she gripped the towel with everything inside her, lest her hand lose its moorings and clock Miss Violet Hart across the face. “Please leave.”

“Mrs. Morgan—”

“Violet, I fear I will not make it into the library tomorrow with our impending storm. I believe you may take the day off also—might as well just stay in for the Christmas weekend.”

“But the children—the Christmas Eve reading?”

“What is it with your insistence to reignite old traditions?”

“I told a few of the mothers—”

“No. No reading, no star. No children. Please, and I’m asking you nicely for the last time, leave.”

Dottie turned again, hating the effect her own words had on her, the fact that she wanted to put the towel to her face, to howl, lose herself in the noise of the storm.

When she heard Violet close the door behind her, step out, and finally motor up her car, Dottie did exactly that.

* * * * *

Please…leave.

Violet sat in her father’s old ’38 Plymouth and listened to Dottie’s voice, dissecting it. Examining the tremor inside, the pulse of regret, the hope of rebellion.

No, probably Violet dreamed all those nuances from the crevices in her own heart. Certainly Mrs. Morgan didn’t mean to be alone for the next three days, over Christmas? Certainly she had family?

Violet got out, took a board from the back seat, and scraped the heavy snow from her windshield, scrubbing at the icy layer underneath. She should have kept the car running, should have guessed that Dottie would turn her down.

A firecracker, indeed. Violet had no doubt the woman would have pummeled her way through her cellar door. It just might have taken into next year.

Please…leave.

Violet turned, peering at the entrance. Despite her tone, the woman seemed so fragile, her legs pencils in those oversized waders, her body shrunken in her son’s jacket. Violet didn’t know what made her think of the cellar door—how she’d even heard the pounding above the blowing of the storm. Just an impulse, maybe, but with the house so cold, and Mrs. Morgan not answering her call as she tiptoed inside her dark, cold kitchen…

Violet slid back inside the car, curling her hands around the steering wheel. She put the car into reverse, backed it around, then toward the long driveway.

If Dottie wanted to be left alone…

Violet could barely see past the giant pine tree in the yard, its furry branches coated with snow. Flakes pummeled her windshield and a shiver drove through her, despite the heat in the car.

So much for the Frost Christmas Dance. Besides the band and the committee, who might venture out on a night like this? But it was tradition. And people thrived on tradition, especially when rebuilding their lives.

Please…leave.

Oh, Dottie’s voice embedded in Violet, pulsing, as if she’d looked inside Mrs. Morgan and seen something forbidden.

Besides, what if it were Violet someday trapped in her cellar, no one to call out to?

Who was she kidding? It would be her.

She glanced back at the house.

When she looked again to the driveway, a figure had materialized, as if from nowhere, just appearing in the darkness, etched out by her lights. A man in a long, snow-crusted wool coat carrying a case, hunched over against the wind.

“Oh!” Violet pumped the brakes, but the wheels didn’t catch. “Look out!”

The man seemed paralyzed in the road, as if frozen in her headlights.

She wrenched the wheel to swerve away, to miss him, and the car careened toward the lawn. She pumped the brakes again, but they refused to answer, momentum carrying the vehicle toward the towering pine in the front yard.

No— No—

Violet saw the accident, almost in slow motion. The tree swaying above her, the branches quivering as if waving her off. The trunk rising toward her, the snow bulleting the windshield.

She threw her hands up to brace herself, and let out a scream as the impact pitched her forward.

She slammed into the windshield, bounced back into the seat, then forward again into the dash. Pain seared into her knee. She may have heard a crack too.

And then, nothing remained but stillness as she realized she’d stopped moving.

Snow covered the long hood, dumped from the defenseless tree. The car ticked, one last time, then the engine sputtered out, hissing its demise.

“Are you okay?”

The voice came at her, muffled, through the window. She went to roll it down, cranking hard twice before it came to her that perhaps she should simply open the door.

It protested, shuddering as she cracked it open. The stranger helped pry it open then bent down and held out his hand. “Are you all right?”

“What were you doing standing in the middle of the driveway? On a night like this?”

“Shh, you’re bleeding.” He crouched beside her as she put her hand to her forehead. He caught it. “No, wait, you have glass there.” He reached up, making a face, and she winced when he pulled a shard away. “I think there’s more, but we need to get you inside and clean it out.”

In the light from the house, and as he cupped his hand under her elbow to help her out, she recognized him.

“You! You were at the dance hall. Aren’t you a member of the band?”

“No.” His other hand closed around hers, and as he pulled her up, her legs—probably from the shock—gave out on her. She collapsed like an idiot back onto the seat.

“You’re really hurt.”

“I banged my knee on something.”

“Do you think you broke it?”

“No…I just—” But she ran her hand over her knee, wincing. Maybe she had broken it. She at least felt the beginnings of a goose egg.

“Aw, crumb.” He stood up, walked to the front of the car. “Your radiator grill is caved in, and both your running lights are crushed. Your fender is a goner. And one of your headlamps is also broken.”

Oh, she could hear her mother now. Women shouldn’t drive cars.

She watched him as he moved the branches, inspected the wheels. The snow layered his eyelashes, wetting them. He had a square jaw, the hint of russet whiskers upon it, and dark eyes—maybe blue. He wore a fedora and a gray scarf at his neck, fancylike, as if he might be from Minneapolis, or perhaps Chicago. “You’re dug in pretty well. You’re not getting it out of here tonight, in this storm. We’ll need some leverage to pry it off the tree.”

Swell. “Are you sure it’s that bad?”

He returned and, in the glow of the house, looked genuinely sorry, the way his blue eyes darkened, the furrow of his brow. In a different time, on a different day, she might have been able to forgive him. “It’s that bad. I’m so sorry.”

“What are you doing here? Did you follow me?”

His expression stilled her.

“You did follow me.” She glanced at the house, back to the man. “Why…I don’t understand. Who are you?”

“I was—am—oh, boy. My name is Jake. Let’s just get you inside.” He reached for her but she slapped at his hand.

“I’m perfectly capable of walking, thank you.”

“I beg to differ. You’re holding your knee as if it might come off, and you’re bleeding from the head. I know that I am to blame for your predicament, so please relieve some of my guilt by allowing me to assist you into your house.”

Jake sounded…well, not from around Frost. “It’s not my house.”

“Oh. Right.” He leaned down, ran his arm under hers, around her back, then picked her up, cupping her under her legs.

“Oh!”

“I promise not to drop you.”

“That’s reassuring.”

But he had strong arms, and despite the fact that yes, she could probably crawl her way back to Dottie’s, an errant, even dangerous impulse inside made her sling her arms around his neck, praying he wouldn’t slip as he trudged up the hill. She took a breath then leaned into him, the snow cascading into the cuff of her jacket, melting against her skin, slicking down her back.

Okay, perhaps she needed the ride after all. Pain thundered through her in the throbbing of her knee, the heat on her forehead. And the car—oh, her father’s prized Plymouth. I’m sorry, Daddy.

He reached the door and didn’t even knock, just opened it, stepping inside.

“I don’t think she wants us to—” She squirmed in his arms, seeing already Mrs. Morgan’s shock, hearing her voice. Please… leave.

This wouldn’t be good.

“Hello? Anyone here?” He stamped his feet and the inner door to the kitchen opened as he barreled into the warm house.

“What on earth—who are you?”

Oh, she couldn’t look. But she couldn’t stop herself either as she peeked at Mrs. Morgan.

The woman held her soup ladle above her head as if she might use it as a weapon.

“It’s me, Violet.”

She blinked at the two of them, Violet, the man who held her, then lowered her ladle. “What are you— Put her down!”

“I need a chair for her. She’s been injured.”

“Injured? What on earth? Well, fine. Over there, at the table.”

Jake hooked his foot around a scrolled oak straight chair, and Mrs. Morgan grabbed it and pulled it out. “Land’s sakes, don’t break it.”

Jake set Violet down. “I need a towel and some ice.”

But Mrs. Morgan was staring at her in some sort of horrified trance. “What happened?”

Violet didn’t know where to start. And then, she didn’t have to. A terrific crack sounded in the yard, and then a wretched moan. She stared in horror out the window as the giant white pine teetered then fell across the length of the yard. It hit the stone wall, crumbling it, and crushed the Plymouth beneath its arms.

Mrs. Morgan turned back to her, clearly having caught the demise of her tree, still holding the ladle, murder on her face. “Well, I guess you’ll be staying.”

* * * * *

Gordy Lindholm didn’t live a life prone to panic. After forty-nine years of growing up on and running a farm, he’d seen cattle frozen to ice on the prairie and geese embedded in the bumpy surface of the marsh. After the Armistice Day blizzard nearly a decade ago, the eighty-mile-an-hour winds had ripped off the roof of his silo, and he’d lost nearly half his harvested crop. He’d been snowed in, iced in, and all but decimated in a twister back in ’24 that took out his neighbor’s barn.

Yet, when he heard the shot echo across Silver Lake, it made him pause in his trek back from the barn to the house, his hand on the guide wire he’d just strung.

He could make out Dottie’s lights from here, despite the blinding whiteout. The kitchen light glowed out into the night, along with the front porch light. Later, around eight, her upstairs bedroom light would flicker on, stay lit for an hour.

Once upon a time, he watched the darkened pane next door—Nelson’s window—too.

He never went to bed until her lights turned off. As if they were connected, a real family.

Naw, probably just a habit for an old, lonely man, was all.

Gordy listened for another report. Nothing in the howling wind, and he could dismiss it if he wanted. But an irritation niggled inside him that he couldn’t shake. Her living room light, for one, came on two hours later than usual. And what if she ran out of coal or wood? Had she remembered to fill up her milk jars at the creamery? Did she have provisions for the storm?

Gordy stood on his front porch, watching the swirl of the snow against the gaslight, then finally decided on a jaunt in the truck.

Couldn’t hurt to just venture out, take a drive along her front yard, catch a glimpse of her in the window. Probably, he could even pull right up into the driveway, leave the truck running, and peer in the door to the mudroom to check on the wood supply. The coal man had been around about a month ago, he thought.

As for the milk, he could leave a couple of fresh bottles on the doorstep—except they’d freeze. So maybe he’d ease open the door and slip them inside.

Even if she noticed, she wouldn’t get up to greet him, fetching the milk after he’d long gone. She knew the rules, had helped establish them, keep them. The rules gave them a tepid peace.

He threw on a red wool jacket over his coveralls and climbed into his old 1925 Chevy. It shuddered twice but wouldn’t turn over.

Gordy knew he should have probably replaced the carburetor, but the truck could run on moonshine if it had a mind.

Tonight, clearly, it didn’t take to going out in the sleet. Fine. He piled out of the truck, returned to the house, lit a lantern, and, out of habit, nearly called to Barnabas.

He missed the spaniel looking up at him from his old blanket before the hearth, where Gordy had let the fire die to embers while milking the Jerseys, letting the oil furnace take over. Until a year ago, the old dog would have gotten up, trotted over, despite his stiff joints.

Gordy missed him more than a man ought.

He wrapped the muffler around his mouth, his nose, then pulled on a wool cap, his leather mittens. If he took the shortcut through the narrow part of the lake-turned-slough, it might take him all of ten minutes to walk over, poke around, and return.

He left his porch light on as a beacon as he set out across the marsh, through the crispy, now icy grasses, like shiny knives skewering the slough. He held a lamp, the light puddling out before him as he trekked, finally setting foot on the dirt road. Only by experience did he recognize it, the darkness folding in behind him as he traced his path along the stone wall.

Turning, he could barely make out his porch light across the expanse, a mere stone’s throw on a summer day. He couldn’t take too long, or he’d be stranded for the night.

Well, stranded in Dottie’s barn, that is. Gordy couldn’t imagine her actually allowing him inside the house.

In the buffeting wind, he imagined he could hear Nelson, calling to him from the house. “Mr. Lindholm, are we going hunting today?”

Of course, Dottie would be standing in the kitchen, just inside the window where she thought he couldn’t see her, while Nelson bounded out of the house, down to the road.

Gordy could admit that sometimes he walked into town just so Nelson might join him for a ways, tell him about school, or football, or even—and he hated himself for yearning for these—tidbits about Dottie, her life, her work.

Did she still think about him? Wonder why he hadn’t married? He listened for the answers in the nuances of Nelson’s stories.

“Darren Hudson’s family had beagles. I really want one, if I can talk Mom into it.”

Nelson’s voice found him in the cold, nudged up a smile. How could Gordy resist bundling up a puppy and leaving it on their back stoop? Nelson must have known, but perhaps that only added to Dottie’s dark looks.

The boy had simply needed a father. What was he to do?

Gordy let the memories tug him along the stone wall down to the entrance. He lifted his light to follow the path up.

The glow cast over the shaggy, broken debris of a tree across the drive, and for a second, Gordy thought he might be lost.

And then the slow, choking realization bled through him.

Nelson’s tree. The one Dottie planted that summer after Nelson’s birth. Nelson’s tree had fallen. He’d seen the decay in the low-hanging orange branches, even a few higher up that indicated disease, but never imagined it to be that weakened.

He’d heard not a gunshot but the crack of the tree.

Oh, Dottie. If only he’d pruned it, taken away the diseased, dying branches, it might have lived through the storm. He came close, brushed the snow off one of the springy, bristly arms. Glanced up to the house. The light in the kitchen still burned.

Did he see movement at the window? He couldn’t tell. Lifting the lamp, he skirted the tree, heading for the barn, but the glint of metal against the light stopped him. He swept the branches aside—a Plymouth lay trapped under its icy arms.

Someone had crashed into her tree.

He looked back up at the house. Someone who could be injured or…

He’d always feared that one of TJ’s old cronies might look Dottie up, land on her doorstep. The thought threaded into his brain sometimes, late at night, roused him to sit in his chair on the porch, or by the window.

Crazy old obsessed neighbor.

His last memory of TJ, however, even so many years ago, propelled Gordy up the driveway, toward the house. He’d simply sneak into the back room, take a gander inside.

Dottie couldn’t blame him for caring, right?

No, that’s exactly what she accused him of the last time she’d seen him. Easter Sunday, 1944. He’d begun attending the Presbyterian church in Canby shortly thereafter.

Still, this wasn’t about Nelson, or TJ, or even that night he’d begged her not to leave Frost in the passenger seat of TJ’s yellow roadster. People put aside old grievances during a storm, right?

He certainly would.

The light in the back room was on, and he eased open the door, intending to simply peer into the kitchen.

That’s when he saw the blood. A drop on the floor, another on the doorknob.

Blood could make him panic.

“Dottie!” He slammed open the kitchen door, not caring that he carried the storm in with him—the frigid air, the violent breezes, the ice on his boots and jacket. He barreled into the kitchen.

Dottie turned from the stove, her mouth open.

A man looked up from where he kneeled before a woman seated on a chair. She held a bulky towel to her head. “Mr. Lindholm. What are you doing here?”

“Violet?” Gordy had known her for ages, of course, but had rarely seen Violet Hart since her return from the war. Maybe at the grocery store a few times. “Who’s bleeding here?”

“Oh, for crying in the sink, what are you doing here, Gordon?” Dottie came to barricade herself between him and her guests. The man had found his feet—a young man, with armyshort dark brown hair, sharp eyes, a dapper suit.

He reminded Gordy a little of TJ, which did none of them any good.

“I…well, I saw the tree, Dottie.”

“You saw the tree? From your house?”

Okay, so— “I heard the tree go down. It sounded like a gunshot.” He ground his teeth. “I got worried, okay?”

She threw her hands up. “Gordon, you were just looking for an excuse to come over here and we both know it.”

He said nothing, desperately wishing he’d listened to his truck and the voices inside that screamed, “Bad idea!”

“Well, isn’t this a fine kettle of fish. As you can see, Violet Hart has demolished my—my tree…” Dottie said it with only the slightest hiccough, but she couldn’t hide anything from him, not after all these years. And the flash of pain in her eyes just might make him bleed too. Oh, Dottie. How he wanted to close the space between them, put his arms—

“And this gentleman here is to blame, apparently.”

“He was standing in the driveway, after following me here.” Violet removed the cloth, narrowed her eyes at the man, who couldn’t hide a flinch at her words.

“He followed you? From where?” Gordy must have taken a step toward the man, for he held up his hand.

“From the dance hall. But listen, I didn’t mean to cause any trouble. I just needed to talk to Violet. I didn’t mean for her to drive into the tree.”

Violet stared at him. “I don’t even know you—what could you possibly have to say to me?”

The man glanced at Violet, then to Dottie and even Gordy, as if they might have some sort of answer, or aid in their postures. But Gordy just wanted to wrap the man around that fender out there for taking down Dottie’s tree. And Dottie, well, she seemed to be angrier about Gordy landing in her kitchen with his melting boots than about her beloved fir.

“Well?” Violet said, voicing Gordy’s exact tone.

“I have news about—about your friend Alex.”

Whoever Alex was, and whatever information this cad might have about him, turned Violet white. Gordy had the strangest impulse to go and stand behind her. Or in front of her.

“What do you know, Jake?”

Jake? Yeah, a real troublemaker name. This guy had Minneapolis written all over him, with his slick suit, the thin tie at his neck. Probably drove one of those nifty new Lincoln Coupe de Villes. Gordy had seen one at the state fair last summer, all shiny chrome, slick black running boards, a sleek blue body the color of the sky.

Yes, this joker reeked of too much dapper, too much TJ, and Gordy narrowed his eyes, glad he smelled a little like the barn.

“Listen, it’s not a conversation we can have here, Violet.” Jake crouched before her, pressed the rag back to her head. “We need to get you back to town, let a doctor look at your head, maybe even your knee.”

Gordy wanted to hurt someone at the expression on Violet’s face.

“He married someone else, didn’t he?” Violet said softly.

Oh boy, if those weren’t words to make a man run… Gordy glanced at Dottie, wondering if she, too, could hear the past.

“Can we talk about it later?” Jake said, his gaze darting to their audience.

Violet narrowed her eyes at Jake the messenger. “What are you, his brother, here to deliver the bad news? Well, don’t get your knickers in a knot. I didn’t ever think I was anything to him anyway.”

Oh, please. Even a man who’d spent the nearly forty-eight years of his life singing to his cattle could see through that lie.

“No, I wasn’t his brother. I’m just a friend, but you meant more to him than you know,” Jake said softly.

Gordy rolled his eyes.

She held up her hands. “I don’t want to know, okay? It’s fine, I don’t really care anyway.”

Yep, he should have stayed home, next to the fire, with the memories of his spaniel, because Gordy had walked right into the nightmare of his past. In Jake’s expression Gordy saw too much of himself—a boy with desperation on his face, in the clench of his jaw, the rise of his chest. Gordy couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for him when Violet pressed on his chest. “Please, go home, Jake. And tell Alex that I hope he lives happily ever after.”

The idiot got up like he might actually obey.

Gordy shook his head. He might be a farmer, but he had years of practice reading the nonverbal communication of a wounded woman. Whoever this Alex had been, he’d broken her heart into a thousand ugly shards. And Jake was about to repeat every one of Gordy’s mistakes.

Not that Dottie was any great help. In fact, true to form and just like Violet, Dottie did what she did best when people bared their hearts and stood bleeding before her.

She kicked them out.

“Stop. Enough of this blathering. I don’t care whose brother you are or what Alex did or even that Violet can live without the both of you. I want you out of my house. Now.”

She whirled around and pressed her finger into Gordy’s wool jacket. “That includes you, Mr. Lindholm. Get out of my house. You don’t belong here.”

Her voice wavered, however, on the last sentence, and she didn’t look at him.

Then she retreated from the room into the parlor.

And, although he could recognize the symptoms of a woman’s broken heart, it didn’t make him good at figuring out what to do, because Gordy just stood there.

What he should have done—twenty-six years ago, now—was to catch her, stop her…even follow her.

But he’d never been any good at catching her or at sticking around to weather the storms either.

He turned to Jake. “We’ll hike back to my place and I’ll fire up the truck,” he said. “Let’s go, before the storm traps us here.”

No, he simply didn’t have the courage to be trapped in the home of the woman who blamed him for the death of her only child.







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/9781609362157_cover.jpg
B A BN TS
€OLDIOULSIDE

%






OEBPS/images/9781609362157_pg003_Img01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781609362157_pg003_Img02.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781609362157_pg003_Img04.jpg





