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Believing the dream is dedicated 

to all my readers who want to know 

what happens next with the Bjorklunds.



So do I.



Thank you for the opportunity to find out.



Blessed to be blessings, 

all of us.



LAURAINE SNELLING is an award-winning author of over 60 books, fiction and nonfiction for adults and young adults. Her books have sold over two million copies. Besides writing books and articles, she teaches at writers’ conferences across the country. She and her husband, Wayne, have two grown sons, a bassett named Chewy, and a cockatiel watch bird named Bidley. They make their home in California.
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Northfield, Minnesota 
November 1893 





Perhaps today there’d be a letter from home—from Anji.

Thorliff Bjorklund stared out at the snow-blanketed yard behind the office of the Northfield News. Yesterday the mud matched his mood, and today, well, how could anyone feel like burnt oatmeal when the world sported a new coat of white? He turned back to his room, made the bed, and grabbed his books off the desk. If he didn’t hurry, they’d be late for school, and the teachers at St. Olaf College did not approve of tardiness.

With the red muffler around his neck that his little sister, Astrid, had knit for him, gloves knit by Bestemor Bridget, and a black wool coat sewn by his mother, he was a walking testimony to the love of the folks back home. He squinted his eyes against the sparkling world, eyes of such an intense shade of blue that many people who knew referred to them as “Bjorklund” eyes. So why didn’t they write?

His breath formed white clouds in front of him as his long legs made short distance of the blocks to the Rogerses’ house, home of his employer and benefactor, his wife, Annabelle, and his daughter, Elizabeth, Thorliff ’s constant sparring partner. If he said black, she said red. His jaw squared at the thought, and he shook his head. Women, how do you understand them? Anji, how do I understand you? One minute he wanted to write and pour out his love for her, the next he swore never to write again—not after the telegram he’d received from her.

More than a month had passed since she told him not to come home. She didn’t want or need his help caring for her injured father.

He rang the doorbell, stamping his feet to remove the snow.

“Good morning, Thorliff. You’re late.” Elizabeth Rogers, her wavy hair bundled tight in a crocheted snood, beckoned him inside. “You can eat your breakfast on the way. Father has gone to harness the horse to the sleigh.” Her gray eyes snapped with challenge, and a smile had yet to call the dimple in her right cheek out from hiding.

“Snow too deep for you?” He knew the barb would hit home.

“If you had to wear wool skirts and layers of petticoats, you wouldn’t ask such a silly question.” Her laughter said she knew the darkening red of his face was due to her offhand comment of her unmentionables. She led the way back to the kitchen, where Cook handed Thorliff a cup of steaming coffee.

“God dag.”

“Mange takk.” Thorliff had removed his gloves on the way down the hall and now cupped both hands around the hot mug. “This feels as good as it tastes.” Only with Cook did he ever speak Norwegian now, and that rarely. While there were classes at school still conducted in Norwegian, they had to do with the language, history, or literature of Norway. All else was taught in English.

“I made you a packet to go.” Tall and spare as the words she used, Cook handed him a cloth-wrapped package. “There’s enough there for your dinner too.”

At a shout from outside, Thorliff took a couple quick sips from his coffee cup and handed it back to her. “Takk.”

He held the door for Elizabeth and followed her out, flicking a wave to Cook as he closed it. The cold bit his nose as soon as he stepped off the porch.

“Good morning, Thorliff. I hope that cantankerous furnace kept you warm last night.” Phillip Rogers, his straight nose and high cheeks already red with cold, finished tucking the wool robe around his daughter’s legs. “Coldest we’ve had this year, and along with all this snow, I thought you two could use a ride up the hill this morning.” He climbed into the front seat of the sleigh, tucking his heavy wool greatcoat over his legs.

“Thank you, sir. I added coal to the furnace before I left and set the damper on half. The water was frozen in my pitcher this morning.”

The horse snorted, sending out a white cloud, and picked up a high-stepping trot that set the harness bells jingling.

The sound only reminded Thorliff of home. This morning everything reminded him of home, and here he thought he’d gotten over that. When they hit the grade going up to Manitou Heights and the college, the horse dug in, slowing to a walk so as not to slip.

“Good thing I had him shod last week. Put the winter calks on his shoes.” Phillip turned to smile at his riders. “You two sure are quiet this morning.”

“I have a philosophy recitation first period.” Elizabeth spoke from her nest in the rear seat. “I feel that if I don’t hold my head just right, all that I memorized will drain right out.”

Phillip laughed. “That’s my girl.” He turned to Thorliff. “And you, son, what about you?”

Thorliff half shrugged. Confessing that all his thoughts since rising had to do with home seemed extremely inappropriate. After all, the last thing he wanted to do was offend his host and employer. “I have an idea for a story for the paper.”

“Good, what’s that?”

“What if you ran a contest for a Christmas story, the winner or top three or some such being published Christmas week? I thought maybe you could have different divisions, according to age, you know.” He sent Mr. Rogers a sideways glance, hoping for some sign of approbation. When he received a nod, he continued. “I thought perhaps you could ask some teachers from Carleton and St. Olaf to be the judges.”

“And would there be prizes?”

“Isn’t being published enough?” Thorliff thought back to his first acceptance letter and to the excitement he’d felt the last couple of years after sending off stories. How he’d run all the way to the Baards’ farm to tell Anji. He jerked himself back to a sleigh in Minnesota, leaving thoughts of the summer fields of home in Blessing, North Dakota, behind.

Phillip nodded. “Maybe so, maybe so.”

“I checked the back issues. You’ve never done anything like this.”

“Got to hand it to you, young man, you are indeed thorough. That’s most important in a newspaperman.”

“Thank you, sir.” Thorliff dredged up a mite of courage. “I . . . I could write up an article regarding the contest.” While writing for the paper was a dream for the future, he’d not expressed a desire to do so immediately. Perhaps Mr. Rogers didn’t see him as capable of that. Perhaps he was being too forward. Why hadn’t he just kept his idea to himself to use in his own paper someday?

Sleigh and harness bells jingled. The horse snorted as he reached the crest of the hill.

Why didn’t I keep my mouth shut? Showing off, or what? Thorliff swallowed a sigh.

“I think that’s a fine idea.” The voice from the backseat caught him totally by surprise. “So are you going to do it, Father?”

“Of course.” Phillip glanced over his shoulder. “I said I would.”

“No, you said that Mr. Bjorklund was thorough, which is fine and good, but you didn’t answer his question.”

Thorliff clapped his jaw shut. Elizabeth said all that . . . for him? Would wonders never cease? And Mr. Rogers said “of course,” like, like . . . Thorliff felt like leaping from the sleigh and bounding through the snow, bounding over those tall elm trees that bordered the street and perhaps even a building or two.

“Oh, well”—Phillip turned to Thorliff—“can you have the article ready for typesetting tomorrow? We’ll run it on the front page.”

“Ah, of course.”

“We’ll do a thirty-point title, and unless something momentous happens to bump it to the second page, take six to eight inches. That way you can cover all the rules.”

“Ah, rules. Yes, sir.” Thorliff gathered his things and stepped from the sleigh with a nod. “Thank you for the ride.”

“Elizabeth is good with rules. She’ll help you.”

“Yes, sir.” He turned to assist her, but she waved him off.

Elizabeth threw back the robe and stepped from the sleigh. “Good thing my recitation is in my first class this morning.” She retrieved her satchel of books. “Remember to contact Mrs. James regarding that ad. I wasn’t able to reach her. And remind her she has to pay for the last one.”

Phillip Rogers made some kind of noise, and the look he sent his daughter brought forth a peal of laughter. He touched the brim of his black Homburg, clucked the horse forward, and headed back down the hill.

As he did every school morning, Thorliff looked up to the imposing tower atop the mansard roof of the college. The entire red brick building, affectionately called Old Main, resembled a European fortress or castle, but in his mind the tower pointed to God himself.
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“Mr. Bjorklund, would you please stay after class?” Mr. Ingermanson, who taught freshman English, stopped at Thorliff ’s desk as he handed back the papers he’d graded.

Thorliff fell off the dream ledge he’d been enjoying and nodded. Now what? Had his paper been so terrible? He wanted to tuck it into his bag but forced himself to look at it instead. Not good but not terrible either. He thought back to the glowing comments Pastor Solberg used to write on his papers. Life sure was different here. He had yet to receive a glowing comment on anything in any of his subjects. He took notes through the lecture and waited until the others had filed out. Benjamin, the young man who sat behind him who’d become his friend, gave him a commiserating look as he passed by. Thorliff shrugged, then rose to stand in front of the teacher’s desk.

“Sir?”

“Ah yes. It has come to my attention that you are from North Dakota.”

“Yes, sir. From Blessing, a small town near Grafton.”

“Are you by any chance related to the family that makes the cheese?”

“Yes, that’s my family. My mother started the business.” Thorliff felt his shoulders relax as a sigh of relief escaped.

“Good, good. I have a favor to ask.” Mr. Ingermanson, receding dark hair combed straight off his brow, leaned back in his chair. At Thorliff ’s nod he continued. “Will you be going home for the Christmas holidays?”

“Yes, sir.” Unless Anji sends another message to the contrary, then I may never go home again.

“Fine. I know this sounds strange, but could you bring back a wheel of cheddar cheese?”

Thorliff nodded, at the same time wondering how he would carry it on the train.

“My family just loves that cheese, and it would make a marvelous Christmas present, albeit a bit late.” He smiled. “I will pay you whatever the cost.”

“I will write and ask Mor to keep one aside. Christmas season pretty much cleans out the cheese house.”

“Thank you, young man, I do appreciate that.”

“You are welcome. Is there anything else?”

“Yes, one thing. Your answer to question five presented a very interesting thought line. You think for yourself and present your views clearly and persuasively. A fine thing in one of your age. You are dismissed.”

“Thank you, sir.” Thorliff barely resisted clicking his heels together once outside the door. A compliment. He’d finally received a compliment on something he’d written. And wouldn’t Mor laugh about the cheese order.

He ate his dinner in the study room along with others who brought their own meals instead of eating in the dining hall.

“So.” Benjamin sat down next to him and opened a packet of sandwiches. “What did Inger the Terrible want with you?” Benjamin was as dark as Thorliff was fair, with woolly caterpillar eyebrows above deep-set hazel eyes. His hooked nose reminded Thorliff of one of the workhorses at home, but the smile that made grooves in Benjamin’s cheeks was totally irresistible.

“He wanted me to bring back cheese from home. My mor makes the best cheese in the country.”

“She ships to Minnesota?”

“Our cheese goes all over the country. And it’s possible our wheat was ground into flour for your bread.”

“How big did you say your farm is?” Benjamin started on his second half of sandwich, the first disappearing in three bites. “Half of North Dakota?”

“No, it’s just that most of our wheat goes to flour mills in Minnesota.” Thorliff laid down his roast beef and cheese sandwich and popped one of the molasses cookies into his mouth. “If they’d pay decent prices for the wheat, the farmers would be able to keep producing.”

“I heard they’re having a bad drought again on the prairies.”

“Yes, they’ve had hardly any rain this fall, so the snow had better be deep.” Thorliff returned to his sandwich, then pushed back his chair. “You want a cup of coffee?”

“Sure.” Benjamin held out his mug.

Thorliff took the two cups up to the large gray graniteware pot that simmered on the stove and filled them both. When he returned another student had joined them.

“Mail’s in if you are interested.”

Thorliff set his cup down. “I’ll be right back.”

“Hey, Thorliff, pick mine up too, will you?” Benjamin raised his voice to be heard over the hubbub.

Thorliff waved one hand to signify he’d heard and joined the ranks of students checking their mailboxes in the dark oak-paneled hall. When he twirled the handle of box 316 and opened the little door, he could see two envelopes. Anji—could one be from Anji? He withdrew them both and checked the handwriting, cutting off the sigh before it took wings. One from his mor and the other from Pastor Solberg. At least he’d heard from home. Two weeks without a letter seemed like half a year. But why nothing from Anji? Sorrow seeded resentment, and resentment sprouted instantly into anger. And to think she had promised to write him every week. If that’s all the stronger her word—He cut off the thoughts and checked the glass on Benjamin’s box. Nothing.

“Sorry, your box was empty.” Thorliff took his place at the table and wolfed down the rest of his sandwich.

“You look mad enough to chew railroad spikes.” Benjamin snagged one of Thorliff ’s cookies. “Nothing from your girl again?”

Thorliff shook his head. “She’s not my girl any longer.” He and Benjamin had filled each other in about their home lives during their dinner meetings. While Benjamin was from Stillwater, a lumber town not far away, he stayed with a family in Northfield and clerked at the dry goods store. He’d invited Thorliff to come home with him on weekends, but so far Thorliff had declined the invitations, choosing to work at the newspaper instead to improve his typesetting and breaking down skills. Now he was nearly as quick as Elizabeth.

“I need to get to class. Glad you enjoyed my cookies.” He gathered up his books and ate the last cookie before Benjamin could appropriate it.

“They treat you better than the Bachmans do me.” Benjamin tried to look soulful, but his wiggling eyebrows made Thorliff snort. Climbing the stairs to the classrooms on the second floor, Thorliff rehearsed a blistering letter to send to Anji. Since he was a few minutes early, he slit the letter from Ingeborg open with a blade of his pocketknife and pulled out three sheets of paper: one from Andrew, one from Astrid, and one from his mother. He read the news of school and farm from Andrew and tales of the new kittens and some of the new students at the deaf school from Astrid, who signed her letter, I’ve been missing you so much, and your stories. I hope you love school as much as I do. When you come home for Christmas, it will be the very best ever. Love, your little sister, Astrid.

Thorliff swallowed the lump in his throat while guilt chuckled on his shoulder. Here he’d been angry at Anji, but he hadn’t written personal letters to his brother and sister. And he had only written Anji one letter after the telegram. When she didn’t answer, he didn’t write again.

He unfolded his mother’s letter.

My dear son, 

I do hope this letter finds you well in body, mind, and spirit.



He stopped reading and with a sigh glanced out the window. Snowing again. No sparkling sun, no glimmering drifts today. Hearing the others coming into the classroom, he folded the letter and put it back in his pocket where it burned until he had time between classes to finish reading it.



I am sorry to have to remonstrate you in a letter like this, but why have you not written to Anji? She fights so hard not to let the hurt show, but I can see it in her eyes. She is carrying such a heavy burden, even though the Mendohlsons have moved into the Baard soddy to be of help. I must say that I am disappointed in you.



Thorliff gritted his teeth. Why did I not write? I did write. Could my letter have gone astray? Has Anji written, and I didn’t get them? Raging thoughts twisted his gut. He returned to the letter.



Joseph is wasting away. I think his heart broke when Agnes died, and then the fall crippled him, leaving him with no will to live. Metiz says he will be gone before spring, and while I hope she is wrong, I cannot wish this life on him when he has heaven and Agnes to look forward to.



Ingeborg continued with other news, but Thorliff returned to the beginning. Was she right? A worm of contention whispered so low he had to stop breathing to hear. You’re a man now. What right has she to scold you like this? Is it really any of her business?

Why is this your fault? Where had that voice come from?

Thorliff tried to turn to his studies. He opened two books to their proper places, straightened his pencils, and folded his muffler and stuffed it back in his pocket. Steam hissed in the radiator under the tall window. Normally he could shut out all the surrounding noises and study, but today . . . He broke the lead on his pencil and took out his knife to sharpen it again. He skinned his hair back with a desperate hand, read the same paragraph three times, and still had no idea what it said.

With a sigh, he took out paper and started to write.

Dear Anji, I . . .

“Thorliff, Father is here to take us down the hill before this storm turns into a blizzard.” Elizabeth beckoned him from the doorway.

“I’ll be right there.” He put his papers away and shrugged into his coat. Promising himself he’d finish the letter later, he clattered down the stairs.

“Why can’t you let me know where you are going to be?” Her words matched her frown.

Was every female in the world angry with him? Thorliff schooled his face to blankness and held the door for Elizabeth. His right eye twitched.



CHAPTER TWO
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Blessing, North Dakota 
December 1893 





“I miss Agnes so much, I . . .” Ingeborg Bjorklund shook her head.

Penny, her sister-in-law, nodded. “Me too.” Penny lifted long-awaited baby Gustaf to her shoulder for a burp. Penny’s hair, straight as wheat and just as golden, was braided and coiled at the back of her head. “How she would have loved holding this one. No one loved babies like Agnes. I always thought Tante Agnes would be here forever.” Penny leaned her cheek against her baby’s head, the near white hair almost invisible. She raised tear-filled blue eyes. “She was too young to die yet.”

“Ja, and too broken to live.” Ingeborg had listened to her dear friend talk of heaven and the glories there. While the rest of them had not been ready to let her go, Agnes had looked only forward, bit by bit fading from this life, preparing for the next. 

Ingeborg wiped her eyes. What a paradox, to be so happy for her friend who’d gone home and yet miss her so terribly. “You remember when you all first came here? You so young and lovely even then, with a smile fit to charm the birds from the trees. The boys and Thorliff were friends from the first moment. When Joseph said he guessed this was as good a place to settle as any, I wanted to sing and dance. Had no idea Agnes would become the best friend I could ever have.”

“Ja, and we’ve done a lot of singing and dancing. Weddings and harvest parties. I know Tante said so many times she was glad the wandering bug went on and left them behind.”

Ingeborg heard Andrew’s whistle for Paws. “School’s out.”

“Eh, how the time does fly when we’re together.” Penny looked around the kitchen, the yellow-and-white-checked curtains at the windows, the braided rag rugs on the floor. “Your place is so welcoming, like someone with arms wide open. Every time I come, I go home feeling rested.” Penny shook her head. “Strange and wonderful.” 

“That’s because at home you are always listening for the tinkle of the bell over the door to the store. Customers coming and going.” Even before she and Hjelmer were married, Penny opened her store by the railroad tracks. Now it was famous for selling everything a family needed, including Singer sewing machines.

“True. How is that new student of Kaaren’s doing? Hjelmer said he never saw one so angry as George McBride.”

Ingeborg, aproned from shoulder to ankle in white, brushed a tendril of hair from her cheek. She wore her hair long and braided like so many of the local women and coiled around the rear top of her head like a halo without the shine.

“Hjelmer said that? When did he see him?”

“He and Olaf were out to Kaaren’s school, measuring for some new desks. All hers are for children, not big enough for a grown man like this new fella.”

“Did he talk to him or what?” Sitting back down at the oak table, Ingeborg pushed the plate of molasses cookies down to her guest. The teakettle sang its own tune on the back of the stove where a pot of stew perfumed the house. 

“A bit. He’s hard to communicate with, but Mr. McBride reads lips some. Since we all learned sign language along with Kaaren for Grace, I forget that others don’t have that advantage. Uff da, the things we take for granted.”

The baby started to fuss a bit, so Ingeborg reached for him and crisscrossed the cozy kitchen, jiggling the baby and crooning to him at the same time. How she would love to have a baby again, but God hadn’t seen fit to bless them that way. She’d carried a resentment in her heart for several years until one time she and Agnes had a real crying session over their lack of conceiving and decided to give up hoping. While Agnes’s last baby had been stillborn, Ingeborg lost hers early on in a runaway accident in the fields. They’d both decided to forgive themselves and accept God’s forgiveness too.

She could hear Agnes, plain as if she sat right where Penny was sitting like she so often had. “Not like we can do anything now, and God in his mercy knows best. Fighting against God is a real waste of time, you know?” This time Ingeborg used baby Gustaf’s gown for a crying towel.

“Mor.” Eleven-year-old Andrew and Astrid, only eight, burst through the door. “There’s a letter from Thorliff. Read it quick.” They grinned at their guest, matching blue eyes sparkling with delight. “Hi, Tante Penny.”

Astrid stopped in front of her mother and reached out a finger for Gustaf to clutch. “Hi, baby. You sure look happy.” She moved her finger in a circle, then tickled Gustaf under his chin as his smile widened.

“Oh, good. I’d like to hear that, and then I must get on home,” Penny said. “If the mail is out, Mr. Valders is right busy.” Anner Valders worked in the bank and the store, since an accident during harvest took part of his arm.

Ingeborg handed back the now cooing baby and, with a knife, slit open the envelope, taking care so she could use the inside of the envelope for writing paper. She sat down at the table and unfolded the precious page from her eldest child.

“My dear family, 


Thank you for the letters, which mean so much to me. I feel a world away instead of only a few hundred miles. I’m sorry to hear there has been no rain, but if you have as much snow as we do, there will be moisture in the earth for spring seeding. I read the Farmers’ Almanac here in the library, and it says that 1894 will have more rain. The sad thing is, it says there will be more flooding due to heavy snows.”



“How can a book predict weather way ahead like that?” Andrew, already taller than his five-foot-seven mother, set the cookie jar on the table.

“I don’t know, but I’ve heard it is pretty reliable. Someone at the Grange swears by it.” Ingeborg looked up from her reading and shook her head when Andrew came up with a handful of cookies. “One at a time, please.”

Astrid nudged her brother. “Oink, oink.”

He nudged her back, none too gently.

“If you two will settle down, I will read some more.” Ingeborg waited, then resumed. She read about Thorliff ’s contest for the newspaper and the stories that were already being sent in and how there had been a skating party at the school.



“We had a huge bonfire on the shore of a small pond, well frozen, and someone brought out a hockey puck, so we used brooms to sweep it back and forth. Our team won, but not because I made any goals.”



“We need to make a pond by the barn like we used to.” Andrew dunked his cookie in the cup of coffee he’d laced with cream and sugar. “That was fun.”

“Keep reading, Mor.” Astrid, braids tied with blue ribbons that matched her eyes, leaned over her mother’s shoulder.

“Ah, this part is for me.” Ingeborg read silently for a bit, then continued aloud.



“I will not be home until just before Christmas, as Mr. Rogers has asked me to write an article about the writing contest winners.”

“Then he’ll miss the Christmas program.” Astrid plunked herself down on the chair. “And we’re doing one that he wrote a couple years ago.” She propped her chin on her hands. “I hate Thorliff being gone.”

“I don’t ever want to leave the farm, school or no school.” Andrew reached over and tickled Gustaf, getting a wide smile from the round-faced baby.

“Me neither.” Astrid dipped her cookie in her mother’s coffee. “Does he say more?”

“Just that he’s looking forward to seeing us all.” Ingeborg folded up the letter. “Was there any other mail?”

Andrew shook his head. “I better get out to the barn. Did Bell have her calf yet?”

“Haakan said most likely tonight. Astrid, we need more wool carded. Bestemor is knitting faster than I can spin it.”

“Ellie could maybe come help.” Andrew stopped at the doorway. 

“I’m sure her mother has plenty for her to do.”

“I could go ask.”

“Andrew just wants to see Ellie again. He always wants to see Ellie.” Astrid made a face at her brother.

“She’s my best friend.” Andrew made his comment as if that should be as clear to everyone else as it was to him.

“I’ll go get Sophie and Grace, Mor. The three of us should be able to get that whole fleece done.”

Astrid shrugged into her coat and ran out the door, flapping her hand in farewell. “Bye, Penny, Gustaf.”

Penny sighed. “Well, I better be going. Looks like you have plenty to do.” She tied a woolen knit cap on her baby’s head.

“I’ll get your horse hitched. Where’s Far?” Andrew took another cookie.

“Over helping Lars with the steam engine.”

By the time Penny had the baby and herself all properly bundled up, the jingle of the harness said Andrew had the sleigh up to the house. 

“Here, take some of these cookies for Hjelmer.” 

“He loves your cookies. You ever think of baking for the store again? Ever since the baby, I just don’t find the time, and those railroad people sure do like to stop for cookies and cheese and whatever else I happen to have on hand.” 

“Let me think about it. With the cheese house slowing for the winter, I might find the time.” Since milk production fell during the winter months, there was less to turn into cheese, both from their farm and the others who shipped milk over in cans and took back whey to be fed to livestock. While they had butchered five head of hogs, they’d shipped three times that many to Grand Forks to the stockyard. The remaining three sows and boar would feed well on the whey from the cheese house.

Ingeborg hugged Penny good-bye and helped settle her in the sleigh with the baby bundled under an aging buffalo robe. “You come again soon. Taking time for a real visit was such a treat.” 

“For me too.” Penny turned the horse toward town, the sleigh bells jingling across the snow, now blue-tinged with the oncoming evening. Magenta, gold, and fiery oranges and reds streaked the western horizon, using the clouds as a palette.

Ingeborg stopped on the steps to appreciate the burst of glory, then hurried inside to get warm again, hanging her heavy wool shawl on the peg by the door.

“My land, but the temperature is dropping fast. We’re in for a real cold spell.”

Astrid and her two cousins burst through the door, panting from their run across the small pasture between the two houses.

“Mor, did you—” pant, puff—“know Grace can run faster than anyone?”

“No, I didn’t know that.” Ingeborg wrapped an arm around each of the twins and hugged them to her. “Bring the carding paddles in here by the stove so I can help as I make supper. You are staying for supper, right?” She directed the question to Sophie, who nodded hard enough to make her braids flop. With Sophie every movement flowed fast, like a creek down a hillside, while Grace was the still, clear pond that invited one to sit beside it and think. 

“We’d rather stay here. I don’t like eating with Mr. McBride there. He’s not very nice, even though Mor has had talks with him.” Sophie’s amber eyes snapped under straight thick eyebrows.

“Mor said we have to love him with Jesus’ love, but sometimes that isn’t easy.” Grace, her hair two shades lighter than Sophie’s Jersey brown, tipped her head slightly to the side, as if begging for understanding as she signed the words, her fingers flying in her agitation.

“You are right, Gracie, lots of time, loving someone isn’t easy.” Ingeborg made sure she was facing Grace and that she spoke distinctly since her hands were busy with her cooking.

Grace flashed a smile that was heart stopping in its loveliness. Grace could say more with a smile and a lift of an eyebrow than many people could say in two minutes. She hugged her aunt and followed Astrid to retrieve the paddles for carding from the parlor, where the washed and dried fleece filled a basket in the corner. Taking a set of paddles with fine wire teeth, each girl pulled a hunk of wool off the fleece, laid it on her paddle, and began the smooth motions that pulled out the tangles and laid the fine strands of wool all in the same direction so it would be ready to spin.

“Mor is teaching the deaf students to card and spin wool,” Sophie announced. “She said that it’s something worthwhile, and you don’t have to be able to talk. I think Onkel Olaf will teach the boys wood carving.”

“What about the girls?” Astrid stopped her stroking. “I like working with wood.”

Sophie shrugged. “But that Mr. McBride—he doesn’t want to learn anything. I don’t know why he stays.”

Grace laid down her paddles so she could sign. “He stays because he hopes this will help him. But he is afraid.”

“Afraid of what?” Ingeborg stopped stirring the stew in the kettle on the stove and looked over her shoulder.

Sophie shrugged. Grace squinted her eyes to help think better.

“I’m not sure. Maybe because people have laughed at him and said he was stupid.”

“How do you know that?” Ingeborg knelt in front of her niece.

Grace shook her head. “I don’t know.” She laid slender fingers over her heart.

“Has anyone ever done that to you?”

“A little.” Grace studied the flat wooden backs of the carding paddles. 

“It was that Toby Valders and his brother. Andrew slugged him a good one before Pastor caught them.” Sophie shook her head. “I ha—” She glanced at her aunt from the corner of her eye. “I don’t like him one bit.”

“Ah.” Ingeborg rocked back on her heels, struggling to hide the smile Sophie’s quick change in words had brought. Another one of those times my son fought for the underdog.

“Andrew got in trouble, but he warned Toby that he’d beat him to bits if he said anything like that again.”

“And did he?”

“Not yet.”

Grace watched the discussion before her fingers flashed her comments. “Toby told me he was sorry.” 

“Told you?” Ingeborg paused. “Oh, you mean he can sign too?” Maybe there was hope for the boy after all. She knew Anner Valders wouldn’t tolerate that kind of behavior if he knew it was going on. Was Pastor Solberg not talking with Mr. and Mrs. Valders? She thought a moment. Pastor Solberg hadn’t mentioned Andrew’s transgressions to them either. Oh, my son. How do we teach you there are other ways to settle things than with your fists, even when you are in the right? And I don’t blame you a bit for wanting to beat that Toby into the dirt. How could he be mean to Grace, of all people? 

Grace reached out and put her hands on Ingeborg’s cheeks to turn her face so she could see. Slowly, with intense concentration, she spoke. “I am right about Mr. McBride.”

Ingeborg fought the tears as she watched Grace work so hard to talk. She turned her face to kiss the little girl’s palm. “I know, Gracie, I know.” Father, you have given us such a treasure in this little child. Help us to keep her safe.



CHAPTER THREE
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“So how is Mr. McBride doing?” Kaaren Knutson, Ingeborg’s sister-in-law and headmistress of the deaf school, turned from sliding freshly baked bread from the pans and lining them up on a flat wooden rack to cool. She dipped her fingers in the softened butter and spread the butter over the tops of the loaves. “There now.” She wiped her hands on her apron. “So?”

Ilse Gustafson shook her head and sighed. “He . . . he gets so angry he cannot think straight. And his fingers . . .” She shook her head again. “Like boards they are, stiff and stubborn.” Her own fingers, fluid like water, danced through the alphabet for sign language. She brushed a drift of mouse brown hair back from her forehead and tucked it into the sides caught back in a bun. 

“I know, and other than praying for him, I’m not sure what to do either. He has been spoiled by his mother, and I have a feeling he is sure his father hates him. Some people do not do well with a child who has an impairment, as you well know.”

Ilse nodded. Oh, Lord, how families can hurt each other just because a child can’t hear or talk or some such. Please help me deal with this man. There is just something about him. . . . She brought her attention back to Kaaren. “Excuse me, my mind just took off all by itself.”

“Mine does that too. Especially when there is someone I am overconcerned about.”

“You think I am overconcerned here?” Always quick to doubt her own value, Ilse’s high forehead wrinkled, and her pale blue eyes grew anxious.

“Oh no, dear child, never.” Kaaren took the steps to reach Ilse and draw her close, her hands automatically patting the girl’s back, noting the shoulders still so thin the bones stuck out too much like angels’ wings.

“Ilse, are you not taking time to eat again?” She drew back and lifted Ilse’s chin with one finger.

“I think I am, but then someone calls, and I go help and then get busy, and—I’m sorry.”

“Ilse, you do not have to be sorry. I am the one who should apologize. Forgive me for taking advantage of your generous heart. You work so hard, and I appreciate you beyond words. This school would not function were it not for you.”

“Ah, I . . .” Ilse wiped her eyes on her apron. “Mange takk.” She drew a scrap of cotton from her pocket and blew her nose. “And to think I came here asking about Mr. McBride.”

“Ja, well, we must solve that problem too, but I think our Father in heaven is more needed with him than we are, although we get to be His hands.” She pointed to a chair. “Sit. The coffee is hot, and the bread is calling.” The two, working as a team as they’d learned so well in the two years since Ilse left the boardinghouse and came to help at the school, quickly had the bread sliced and buttered, cheese cut, and coffee poured without either telling the other what to do. 

When they sat at the long table covered with a red-and-white-checked cloth, they both sighed at the same moment, looked at each other, and laughed.

“A moment’s sit-down is such a pleasure.” Kaaren pushed the plate of bread over to Ilse. “Help yourself. Where is Mr. McBride now?”

“Out with Lars. I should be baking cookies so we will have plenty when the children return from school.”

“Ja, and I should be starting supper.” Kaaren picked up her coffee cup and inhaled the steam. “Back to your question regarding Mr. McBride. I am truly hoping that the wood-carving lessons with Onkel Olaf will be a turning point. Something tells me there is an artist hiding behind that angry face and we just have to keep looking until we find a way to let it out.”

As soon as the deaf students could sign, they attended the Blessing School with the local children, taught by Pastor Solberg, who signed as he spoke. Mr. McBride, however, at twenty-eight, was too old for school, so they took Onkel Olaf up on his offer to teach the man woodworking.

“You think so, really?”

“Ja. And when spring comes, perhaps working in the soil will help him.”

“He sure hasn’t taken to milking cows.” Ilse shook her head.

“No, but did you see his face when the calf was born? Like he’d seen a miracle, which every birthing is, far as I’m concerned.”

“Ja, but he does the milking anyway.” Ilse propped her elbows on the table and took another bite from her bread and cheese. “I remember being angry.”

“When?”

“After Mor and Far died on the ship and I was all by myself. Until Bridget took me under her wing, I was so scared.”

Kaaren took a bite of bread and studied Ilse. “Are you saying you think Mr. McBride is afraid?”

“Did I say that?”

“Not in so many words, but I think that’s your meaning.”

“How do you know things like that? The meaning behind the words, I mean.” She smiled at stumbling over the ideas.

“Well, I will tell you, it is much easier now to figure out what you mean, because you talk more. No longer are you that ghost of a girl who tried always to be invisible.” Kaaren pushed the bread plate back to Ilse. “Have some more so you don’t fade away.”

Ilse took another slice and rearranged the cheese to give herself time to think. “So what could he be afraid of? He is a big man.”

“I’d say that he is afraid he will not learn the sign language and that he will have to go back to his father as a failure.”

“That will never happen. I will not allow it.” Ilse could feel her chin tighten. She bit down hard on the bread, chewing as though she were ready to fight the father, who had not even had the courtesy to bring his son to the deaf school, sending him instead with a servant. At the time she’d been a bit overwhelmed at the thought of such wealth, but no longer.

“I’d like to give that old Mr. McBride a piece of my mind.” 

“Me too. And I’m sure that one day we shall have that opportunity. But for now, let’s get his son able to communicate.”

“But if the father or mother doesn’t learn sign language, who will he speak with?”

“Good question.” Kaaren brushed the crumbs off the tablecloth and into her waiting palm, then dusted them onto the plate. “That’s why I believe we need to add to what we offer. We must teach families too, at least one member besides the deaf one. I know we send home the book, but how many people take the time to learn like we had to in the beginning?” Kaaren nodded, her mouth pursed, one finger stroking her chin, eyes half closed.

Ilse rose and quietly began putting things away. Much earlier she’d learned to recognize Kaaren’s deep-thinking actions. Something good would come from their discussion, something really good.

When she heard Mr. McBride come in through the door, she fixed a plate with the leftover bread and cheese and poured a cup of coffee. Perhaps with a bit more encouragement, including food, George McBride would be more amenable to bending his fingers again.
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That evening, when supper was finished and everyone had pitched in to do their share of the chores, the Knutson family and all the deaf students gathered in the parlor that had been enlarged enough for everyone to have a seat. Lars and Trygve, his elder son, carved new wooden spoons for the cooks, and Samuel, the baby of the family at six, played with a kitten from the batch who lived behind the kitchen stove. Kaaren took up the book she’d begun reading a few days earlier and turned to where they’d left off, reading The Adventures of Tom Sawyer aloud while Sophie signed so the deaf students could enjoy the story too.

“We have a black man living here in Blessing too, huh, Ma?” Trygve, setting his carving in his lap, interrupted the story. “I like Mr. Sam.”

“The Lincolns are fine folks,” Lars said around the stem of his pipe, which as usual had gone out.

“How come some people don’t like them or Metiz and Baptiste either?” Trygve asked.

“Because they are stupid.”

“Sophie, how can you say such a thing?” Kaaren kept her place with one finger and frowned at her daughter.

“Well, they are. Toby Valders said something mean to Lemuel, and he had no right to do that. He’s not just stupid, he’s mean too.”

“Me and Andrew are going to—” Trygve clapped a hand over his mouth.

Lars took his pipe from his mouth and set it on the table beside him. No one in the room moved, not even George McBride, who’d been tapping his foot where he sat over in the corner.

“Now, Trygve, finish what you were about to say.” Lars looked straight into his son’s eyes.

Trygve stared down at his hands. “We want to teach Toby a lesson, one that he remembers for a good long time.”

“And what are you going to do?”

Trygve shrugged. “Don’t know yet.”

“I see. And what has Pastor Solberg been teaching Andrew and Toby?”

“How to chop wood?”

Kaaren kept herself from smiling at the innocent look Trygve gave his father. She put her arm around Samuel so he could lean against her shoulder. Lord, help these sons of ours to learn to love peace and seek righteousness, not with their fists. There must be a way to get through to Toby. She remembered the day the two little boys had been discovered stealing food from Penny’s store. They’d hidden on the train coming out of the slums of New York and finally made it to Blessing before getting caught. The childless Valderses had adopted them, and life had never been the same in Blessing.

“Don’t you think chopping wood is to help them consider what they’ve done wrong and to help them learn to live right?” Lars rested his elbow on his knees and stared intently at his son.

“Oh.” Trygve played with a curl of wood. “But Far, sometimes Toby is mean to Grace too, and—” His sister laid a hand on his arm and shook her head no.

“He is too.”

One of the other children stood and came over to Kaaren, standing by the arm of her rocker until, with a smile, Kaaren put her other arm around the girl. 

“It’s all right.” She spoke slowly and clearly so the child could lip-read. “I think we should talk about this later, or we’ll never get our reading done tonight. Trygve, you get the Bible and turn to First John. Sophie, let’s read.” She opened Tom Sawyer to the page they’d been on and continued reading, the kitten purring in her lap while Samuel stroked its fur.

When finished with the chapter, Kaaren took the Bible from Trygve and began reading. “ ‘Beloved, let us love one another: for love is of God. . . . ’ ” When she finished, she said, “This is what God has to say about the way we are to live. By tomorrow night I want to hear some ideas from all of you on how we can live that kind of love right here in our home and at school. Now let us pray.

“Father God, we thank you for loving us, even though sometimes we don’t love others like you ask. Show us ways to be more loving and help us always to be thankful for all the things you have given us. In Jesus’ name, amen.”

Kaaren looked around the room. “Now, all of you get to bed, and I’ll be up in a few minutes to tuck you in.” Her eyes stopped at Grace. Something is cooking in that girl’s mind. I wonder what she is up to.

Later, as she sat on the edge of her bed and unpinned the long braid of golden hair she wore around her head like a crown, she yawned and rolled her head from side to side.

“Long day?” Lars lay on his side, enjoying their nightly ritual.

“No more than usual. How did Mr. McBride do out in the machine shed with you?”

“Doesn’t take much instruction to clean rust off the machinery and oil it.”

“He’s not slow, is he?”

“Not that I can tell. His father just didn’t take any time with him. What a waste. He has to learn patience, my word, but he has to learn patience.” Lars ran his fingers through the hair she was brushing one hundred strokes. “He likes working with the horses, though. Perhaps he could apprentice to Hjelmer at the blacksmith.”

“That would give him a trade, not that he needs one for money, but it would give him a feeling of usefulness.” Kaaren turned and rested one knee up on the bed, her long flannel nightgown covering her feet too. “I’ve talked with Onkel Olaf, and he will start him on woodworking next week. Let’s give him a chance at both things and see how he does. Ilse is determined he is going to learn to sign, no matter how frustrated and angry he gets.”

“The poor man hasn’t a chance with all of us ganging up on him.” Lars lay back on his pillow. “Hurry up and get under the covers before you freeze and I have to warm up your feet. As Matthew said, let today’s troubles be sufficient for today.”



CHAPTER FOUR
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Northfield, Minnesota 





“I can’t believe all these entries.” 

Thorliff watched as Elizabeth sifted through the stack of envelopes. When he came up with the idea of the Christmas story contest, he’d thought perhaps twenty entries would be a goodly number. Instead, they received that many in a day sometimes. He had listed all the entries in a ledger that included the day they arrived and which category they fit under. Schoolteachers had assigned this as a composition to their students, both colleges were well represented, including faculty, and the people of the town and the outlying countryside were dredging up their Yuletide memories as well.

“Father says we’ve received twenty-five new subscriptions to the newspaper, thanks to the contest.” Elizabeth looked over her shoulder to Thorliff. “This was a pretty good idea.” 

What? The prickly Miss Rogers giving him a compliment? Thorliff pulled the ledger out from under the counter. “Thank you.” But at times he wondered if he would have suggested the contest if he’d had any idea of the avalanche of entries they’d get. Or that the work of it was going to fall to him. Tomorrow was his turn to recite in Bible class, and while he was prepared with questions of his own, he had yet to formulate an answer to the teacher’s question.

“Do you need some help?”

He blinked and looked sideways at her. “Uh, yes. That would be very nice.”

“So what is your system?”

“I open the envelope, decide which category the story fits in, enter it in the ledger, and then place story and envelope in the proper box.” He motioned to the row of four boxes on the shelf under the counter.

“Okay, how about if I open them and hand them to you for entry?” 

“Good.” Standing at the counter, they set to the task, with Elizabeth slitting all the envelopes with a letter opener and creating a pile with the envelopes on top of the pages.

“How is school going for you?”

Thorliff nearly swallowed his Adam’s apple. Why was she being so pleasant? “Good.” Not really, but what should one say? Of course if I’d hear from Anji, perhaps I would feel better about school. Come on, dolt, think of something polite to say back. Good, wonderful, brilliant repartee. “And for you?”

“Could be better. I wish St. Olaf had the science classes I want to take so I didn’t have to trek down the hill midmorning and then back up. Wasn’t so bad in the fall, but with all the snow we’ve had . . .” She waved a paper in front of him. “Wait until you read this one.”

Thorliff had heard her refer to medical school before at other times but had never asked her about it.

“How are things going?” Phillip Rogers shut the door before more snow blew in and stamped his feet to get the snow off his boots. “Brrr. Such miserable weather. I told Tom to bring the sleigh back in an hour, so I hope you will be done by then.”

“I will or else it’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

Phillip hung his coat and muffler on the coatrack and set his wool fedora on top. “How are the entries coming?”

“We need to begin reading them and sorting out the best. I asked the teachers at Carleton and St. Olaf if they would read the top three or four in each category.” Thorliff motioned to the four boxes.

“Good grief, that many? And the final deadline is when?”

“Tomorrow.” 

Phillip massaged his chin for a moment. “I know what we’ll do. Tomorrow, if the two of you can take the time, we will take the boxes home, have supper, and spend the evening reading. I’m sure Annabelle will help us. Elizabeth, why don’t you ask Thornton if he would like to join us. We’ll make a party out of this.”

Elizabeth glanced at Thorliff out of the side of her eye. “What do you say?”

I say I have homework to do. “I-I guess that would be all right. Perhaps the next day I can take the finalists up to Mr. Ingermanson, and maybe Thornton would take the ones to Mr. Jordan.” Though Thornton Wickersham attended Carleton, Thorliff had met him one night while skating at the pond with Elizabeth.

“And if they can get the results back to us over the weekend, we will publish the winners in next week’s edition. Perfect.”

“What if you printed the runners-up this week and the winners next week?” 

Phillip paused in flipping through the entries. “Thorliff, that brain of yours must never be quiet.” He clapped Thorliff on the shoulder. “Good idea. We’ll prolong the suspense.” 

“You better plan on printing extras of those two editions. People will buy more than one so they can send copies to all their relatives.” Elizabeth yawned and stretched, locking her hands behind her and pulling her shoulders back. “The accounts are caught up. There are some invoices you need to pay there in your basket, and Mrs. Jamison called. She wants to talk with you.”

“About what?”

“I don’t know. She insisted on talking with you.” Elizabeth strode to the shade-covered windows and peeked out. “Tom’s not here yet.” 

“I can call for him if you are ready.”

“Please.” Elizabeth rubbed her upper arms. “I’m already tired of winter, and it’s just begun.”

Thorliff locked the door after they left and turned out the gaslights. Making his way down to the basement, he threw several large chunks of coal into the furnace, half closed the dampers, and headed back upstairs to his room. At least there was a heat grate near his desk so he could stay warm while studying. He reviewed his lesson on Matthew for Bible class, wondering if he dared ask the question he and Benjamin had been arguing about, and spent half an hour memorizing his verses. Since he’d memorized most of them in school in Blessing, this was review. He paced the floor, “ ‘Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called the children of God. Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God.’ ” He dragged his hands over his scalp. “No, it’s the other way. Pure in heart comes first.”

He was still murmuring the “blesseds” when he fell asleep under the woolen patchwork quilt he’d brought from home.
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“And you have a question, Mr. Bjorklund?”

“Yes, sir.” Thorliff swallowed hard and heard Benjamin shuffle his feet. “Sir, in the Old Testament we see Jehovah, the God of creation but also the God of judgment and wrath. How then can He be the same being as the God of love in the New Testament?”

“And this question has been bothering you?”

“Yes, sir. All through school.” Thorliff forced his body to remain still.

“I see. And you believe you are in a position to question the living God?”

“Well, sir, He says in Job to come and discuss with Him.”

“And in Job doesn’t He also ask where you were when the stars were put in the heavens?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then I would suggest that you read all those passages again and see if you are in a better position than Job to question. Is that clear?”

Thorliff could feel the heat creeping up his neck. Why didn’t I just keep my mouth shut? He sat back down, gritting his teeth but keeping from glaring at Professor Schwartzhause. After all, he’d invited them to ask questions. And this was the one class in which he’d not been ashamed of his exam scores.

“Tomorrow, Miss Jacobson, you will recite. Class dismissed.”

As all nine of them filed out of the classroom, Benjamin muttered for Thorliff ’s ears only, “Sorry for that. Should have asked some of the sophomores if this would work in this class or not.” 

“I don’t believe God gets angry when we ask questions. He is bigger than that. Why, Abraham didn’t just question. He argued with Him. And got God to change His mind. So did some of the other prophets. Aren’t we supposed to learn from their examples?”

“Maybe by the time we get to the New Testament, we’ll get some answers.”
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That night after supper at the Rogerses’, Thornton, Thorliff, and the family split up the contest boxes and quickly sorted out the entries that were not in contention with the finalists. Since the largest box was the children’s, Elizabeth and Thornton took that one.

“At least ours are shorter,” Elizabeth said, handing him a stack of papers.

“So what exactly are we judging them on?” Thornton asked, his head bent to reading, the firelight haloing his curly hair.

“Originality, quality, does the story have a good conclusion, is it really a story with a beginning, middle, and an end or just a picture of life.” Thorliff rattled off the requirements without looking up.

“Do you have a check sheet or something to score them on?”

“No.”

“This is all very subjective, then?”

“Oh, Thornton, just choose the top three or four from your pile, and I’ll do the same, then we’ll compare.” Elizabeth shook her head. “It isn’t like they are winning a college scholarship or a packet of money or something.”

“Now, dear, let’s not be . . .” Annabelle Rogers, dark hair smoothed back and bundled in a black crocheted snood, looked up from her chair facing the fire.

“Thank you, Mother, let’s just read.”

The crackling of the fire, the whistle of the wind amongst the eaves, and the whisper of papers being shuffled were the only sounds for a time, but other than the wind, they were friendly sounds. That and the warmth of the room after an excellent supper made Thorliff fight to keep his eyes open. He caught a yawn and looked up in time to see Elizabeth do the same, then heard Mr. Rogers give the slight start that meant he had about dozed off too.

“I’ll ring for coffee, or we’ll all nod off.” Annabelle pulled the cord in the corner.

Elizabeth put her papers down and went to stand in front of the fire. “I’ve done fifteen, and only one really stands out, so I’ve divided those I’ve already read into good, possible, and no chance.”

“I’d say that makes rather a good division.” Phillip was reading the stories from older folks. “I have one here that really jerks the heartstrings. If nothing comes better, that’s the winner in my group.”

“You have to choose three.”

“Oh, that’s right.” Phillip gave his daughter an exasperated look over his half glasses. “Such a stickler.”

While the coffee helped, everyone was yawning by the time they finished.
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“Thanks, Tom, for coming out on such a cold night,” Thorliff said, stepping out of the sleigh. In the last year, since the installation of the telephone, Tom had divided his time between working for Dr. Gaskin and the Rogerses.

“It’s all right.” 

“And thank you, Thornton, for delivering the manuscripts to Mr. Jordan for me and for your help with the judging.”

“Quite all right.”

Thorliff waved as the sleigh went on to the Muellers’ house, where Thornton lived with his pastor uncle and his wife and sons.

Thorliff, however, still had to finish a composition that was due in the morning. His employer’s “well done” as he left this evening helped somewhat to alleviate the nagging sting of his teacher’s words earlier in the day. From now on, Thorliff promised himself, he would keep his mouth shut in class except when called on. But if God didn’t intend for me to think, why did He give me such an inquisitive mind?

By the time he finished the composition, he felt wide awake so he began a letter to Anji.

Dear Anji, 

I must confess that I have no idea what is happening between us. You sent me that telegram that sounded as if you never wanted to see me again, and when I wrote to you, I never received an answer. I have decided to write again in the hopes that my earlier letter was lost and you are feeling as bereft as I. Surely the love we confessed for each other is stronger than these difficulties. In fact, perhaps these are the tests we must go through; as silver and gold are purified by fire, so are we. 

And should the unthinkable be, that you no longer love me as I do you, then I must know that too. I think I am over the worst of the homesickness that plagued me through October. While I did not expect school to be easy, I have been surprised at the difficulties I have experienced. Just today I was castigated rather severely for questioning what I see as the disparity between the vengeful and judgmental God of the Old Testament and the God who is love of the New. I am not the only one with questions. There are others who discuss with me in private. As you know, Pastor Solberg welcomed our questions, saying that when we question, it is like flint on flint, sparks fly, and we all become wiser. He said that God is not afraid of our questioning and loves us anyway. After all, Thomas doubted, and as I understand, only when doubting leads to disbelief is there a problem. All my questions create an awe in me that the God who created the universe also created me and desires that I commune with Him.

I have been reading Christmas stories entered in our local newspaper’s contest, and many of them make me even more wish for home. Though I want to come home for Christmas, some days I doubt that I can leave my job, while on other days I would give up the job and school itself for a glimpse of your sweet face.

Greet your family for me. I have joined my prayers with yours that your father would heal enough to be free of the terrible pain he is suffering. I know you must miss your mother terribly.

All my love,

Thorliff 

Without rereading what he’d written, he addressed the envelope and, while the ink dried on the envelope, folded the paper to insert and seal. When he crawled under his quilt, he was sure this would be another of those nights rife with questions and devoid of sleep. But in the morning he knew he’d not prayed for any beyond those of his immediate family before falling into the comforting arms of rest and refreshment.
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They had to reprint more copies of the paper with the runners-up stories and so doubled the run for the finalists. When one customer suggested they print all the stories in a small book, Phillip handed that project over to Thorliff.

“What do you think? Is this something that you can do?”

“Before Christmas?” Thorliff felt his heart leap to racing speed. 

“No, no. I know that is impossible. But we need to keep that in mind for next year. I think this first edition could come out in January during the winter doldrums. We could look for other places to sell it besides the newspaper office. Olson’s Bookstore would be a natural.”

“What if you designated a portion of the cover price to go to a local charity? That would extend the Christmas spirit into the new year.”

“Thorliff, where do these ideas of yours come from?” Phillip stared at his young worker with an amazed expression.

Is that good or bad? Thorliff wasn’t certain if he was to be castigated or congratulated. Unsure, he kept silent.

“Now, do you have any suggestions as to which charity?”

Thorliff let out the breath he wasn’t aware he’d been holding. “I don’t know the town well enough, but scholarships are always needed at the colleges. As you know, St. Olaf was pretty close to closing its doors this fall. Reverend Ytterboe is out canvassing for financial assistance.”

“Thank you. I shall ask my wife. She would have suggestions for this also. Son, you are increasing our good name in Northfield. Thank you.”

The bell tinkled over the door, and a child entered the newspaper office. He laid his pennies on the counter. “I would like two more copies of this week’s paper. My sister is one of the story winners.”

Phillip winked at Thorliff. “See?” He reached under the counter where they had a stack of papers stashed. “Here you go, lad. And tell your sister congratulations from us.”

The boy dashed out with a quick wave over his shoulder. His cheery smile reminded Thorliff of Trygve—and home. Home, where Christmas secrets abounded as everyone made presents for the others and tried to keep them from guessing, where Mor and Astrid would be baking goodies and pulling taffy, where they would have made snow candy by now and dipped small candles to light on the tree. At the school they would be practicing for the Christmas program, the program that he always used to write but didn’t write this year for the first time since the school began.

What would he give for Christmas gifts if he did go home?





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 
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