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    Praise for A Distant Melody


    “The first book in the Wings of Glory series is an intriguing story of love, loss, and second chances. Sundin places the reader in the middle of the action as her complex, believable characters are forced to make difficult decisions.”


    —RT Book Reviews


    “Sarah Sundin writes a poignant love story and includes some interesting facts and anecdotes to make her debut novel a must-read.”


    —ChristianBook.com


    “A Distant Melody reads like the work of an experienced and talented writer, capturing my attention from the first page until the final word.”


    —TitleTrakk.com


    “I loved A Distant Melody! Sarah Sundin is a master at lyrical writing, and she has that rare talent of being able to combine humor with heart-pounding action. I couldn’t stop turning the pages, and I don’t think I’ll ever forget Sarah’s compelling characters or their poignant story about honesty, redemption, and grace.”


    —Melanie Dobson, author, Love Finds You in

    Liberty, Indiana and Refuge on Crescent Hill


    Praise for A Memory Between Us


    “An exceptional read.”


    —Booklist


    “A gripping tale of war, intrigue, and love.”


    —RT Book Reviews


    “The endearing and flawed characters in A Memory Between Us grow to discover love, true strength, and, most importantly, forgiveness. This rich tale will delight historical romance fans.”


    —Suzanne Woods Fisher, author, Amish Peace,

    Amish Proverbs, and the Lancaster County Secrets series


    “Sarah Sundin seamlessly weaves World War II aviation history with a deeply emotional romance to continue her fabulous Wings of Glory series. She displays a talent that destines her for stardom in the genre.”


    —Cheryl Bolen, winner of the Holt Medallion,

    Best Historical Romance


    “Fans of historical romance will be captivated by this exciting story. A must-read.”


    —Bonnie Leon, author, the Sydney Cove series

    and Alaskan Skies series

  


  
    


    In loving memory of my grandparents. Frederick Stewart served as a pharmacist’s mate in the U.S. Navy during World WarII, and Lucille Stewart raised my infant father on the home front without a washing machine or clothes dryer. They are two reasons why the Greatest Generation was great.
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    Antioch, California

    Wednesday, March 1, 1944


    Helen Carlisle strolled up G Street, careful to keep a pained expression. Some days the performance of grief was easier than others, but it was always necessary for her son’s sake.


    She shifted two-year-old Jay-Jay higher on her hip and inhaled the Delta breeze, flowing fresh from the San Francisco Bay into the Sacramento River Delta, rain-scrubbed and scented by new grass on the hills.


    With a bump of her hip, Helen opened the door of Della’s Dress Shop and set her notebooks on the table by the door.


    From a picture frame on the table, Jim Carlisle smiled up at her—long, lean, and handsome in his Navy blues. The hometown hero. Was he wearing that uniform when a Japanese torpedo slammed into his destroyer off Guadalcanal?


    She pressed her fingers to her lips and then to the cold glass over Jim’s cold face. But a scan of the shop revealed no sign of her in-laws. Footsteps came from the back room, and the curtain swished open, so Helen repeated the performance, laid another kiss on the portrait, and lifted it for her son. “Give Daddy a kiss.”


    Jay-Jay mashed his palm over his mouth, making a crunching sound, and passed the kiss to the father he couldn’t remember.


    A crunching sound? Jay-Jay’s cheeks stretched rounder than usual. “Sweetie, what do you have in your mouth?”


    He shook his blond curls, his mouth clamped shut.


    “Let Mama see.” Helen dropped to her knees, pinned the boy on her lap, and pried open his mouth. He howled and flapped his arms at her.


    “Please, sweetie?” Nausea billowed through her. Chunks of slimy gray shell lay in her son’s mouth. She’d set him down for a minute, only a minute while she hung the thermometer poster in the window of the Red Cross Branch Office to monitor the War Fund Campaign.


    “What are you doing to my grandson?” Della Carlisle’s voice fluttered down in waves.


    “He—he has a snail in his mouth.” Helen whipped a handkerchief from her dress pocket and scooped out the mess, dodging sharp white teeth.


    “A snail? Heavens above. Didn’t your mommy feed you lunch?”


    “Of course, I did. A deviled ham sandwich, an apple, milk.”


    Jay-Jay squirmed out of her arms. “Gamma!”


    Mrs. Carlisle swept him up. “Let’s see if Grandma has something that little boys like to eat.”


    Helen winced and got to her feet. Mrs. Carlisle seemed to be present for any mistake on her part. She wadded up the handkerchief. She’d rinse it out after her shift.


    “Oh ho, here’s my boy.” James Carlisle strode in from the stockroom with the same powerful gait his son used to have. In one fluid motion, he snatched Jay-Jay from Mrs. Carlisle’s arms and swung him around for a piggyback ride. “ ‘Snips and snails and puppy-dog tails,’ don’t you know? It’s good for him. Make a man of him.”


    Mrs. Carlisle eased back into the stockroom.


    Jay-Jay squealed as his grandfather galloped and whinnied around a dress rack.


    Helen smiled at the affection between the man and his namesake. “Mrs. Carlisle can go home for lunch now. I’ll be here until one.”


    “Three.”


    The notebooks by the door sang out her lovely plans. “I can only stay an hour. I need to discuss the spring tea with Mrs. Novak, deposit Red Cross funds, take knitting patterns to Dorothy so she can make socks for soldiers, the Junior Red Cross meeting at 3:30—”


    He laughed. “And I have to collect rent from my tenants and attend the bank board of directors’ meeting. Three o’clock. Family first.” He let out a horsy snort and trotted off.


    How could she complain? Her father-in-law owned her house and let her live there rent free in exchange for a few hours at the store each week. Besides, she had a cute wardrobe at a deep discount. She opened the cash register and rearranged her schedule in her head. This evening she could see Dorothy and Mrs. Novak. The plans for the tea couldn’t wait.


    Jay-Jay’s curls bounced as his grandfather galloped around, just as they bounced when he danced with Helen. Tonight she and Jay-Jay wouldn’t have time to dance or read stories or cuddle for bedtime prayers.


    A sigh drained from her chest. Why did everything good get taken from her life?


    “Mama, look.” Jay-Jay’s peals of laughter blended with the bells on the front door.


    “I thought I saw you come in, Helen.” Victor Llewellyn walked to the counter with his clipped stride, although the Navy had driven the stoop from his shoulders, thank goodness.


    “Hi, Vic. I heard you were in town.” She stretched her hands over the counter.


    He took them, leaned forward, and kissed her on the cheek. “How’s my future wife?”


    “I wouldn’t know. Haven’t met her.” Oh dear. Why did he have to start this again? She didn’t want a repeat of his peevish behavior in high school. “I heard the Navy sent you to Port Chicago.”


    “The Judge Advocate’s office made me a liaison officer. Not much of a position, but a start.”


    “They load ammunition there, right?”


    “Right. My job is to iron out tension. All the men are colored and all the officers are white. I’ve received lots of justifiable complaints—lack of recreation, poor working conditions, inappropriate placement. They have a college grad loading ammo. If he were white, he’d be an officer. That’s the Navy for you.”


    Helen smiled at Vic, whose hair and eyes were the same shade of brown as iodine.


    “But I tell you, it’s boring.” He folded his arms on the counter and winked. “Could use a murder to liven things up.”


    She laughed. College, law school, and the Navy had given him more confidence.


    “Or a secretary,” he said.


    “Excuse me?”


    “I’m authorized to hire a civilian. Interested?”


    “Oh yes. I’m only involved with the Red Cross, Women’s Club, Ladies’ Circle, the Junior Red Cross, and my home. Plenty of time.”


    “Too bad.” His face grew serious. “Did Mr. Carlisle tell you we had a talk?”


    “A talk?” Helen sought out her father-in-law’s silvery blond head above the dress racks.


    Mr. Carlisle approached without Jay-Jay. “Did you ask her?”


    “Not yet.” Vic’s mouth twisted. “Didn’t you tell her?”


    “I thought you—”


    Helen huffed. “Tell me what? Ask me what?”


    The men looked at her, then at each other. Vic gave Mr. Carlisle a nod. “You should tell her first.”


    Mr. Carlisle gazed down his slim nose at Helen, with his jaw edged forward. “Yes. For Jay-Jay’s sake, it’s time to think about your future. Of course, you’ll never stop mourning Jim...”


    Helen heard her cue, ducked her head, sifted through pennies in the cash register, and willed up wet eyes.


    “Of course not,” he said, voice husky and firm. “But it’s been over a year. You have to think of the boy. He needs a man in the house. It’s time for you to date.”


    Helen snapped her gaze to her father-in-law. What made him think a twenty-two-year-old woman needed permission? Then she had a strange sensation, like refugees from Hitler’s Europe must have felt, the joy of freedom and the fear of an unfamiliar world.


    “I’m sorry, Helen.” Vic’s forehead bore a V to match his name. “I wanted to give you time to think about this.”


    “It’s all right.” Of all the stupid things to say. Yes, she needed time.


    “How’s Friday night?”


    Helen darted to the rack of new spring dresses. Her left foot drooped, the polio-ruined weakling, and she used her ballet training to make it behave. “I—I can’t, Vic. I can’t.”


    He nodded as if he understood, but he rolled his lips between his teeth. Sulking, as he had when she dated Jim.


    Mrs. Carlisle bustled in from the back room. “Helen, look what I found the other—oh! Lieutenant Llewellyn, what a pleasant surprise.”


    “Thank you, Mrs. Carlisle. I came by to see Helen.”


    “I should send that fabric sample for your mother. You can give it to her, can’t you? Oh dear.” She glanced between the back room and the object in her hand. “Oh dear.”


    “I can wait.” Vic straightened his blue uniform jacket. “What do you have for Helen?”


    “It’s for Jay-Jay’s Daddy book.” She stroked the item in her hand. “I—I cleaned Jimmy’s room yesterday. I found this behind the desk drawer. You know how impulsive Jimmy could be. He forgot about it, never had me sew it on his sash.”


    “Yes?” Helen wavered her voice to match her mother-in-law’s.


    Mrs. Carlisle lifted her chin and gave the item to Helen. “His Boy Scout badge. Camping or campfires or some such.”


    On the cloth disc, yellow and orange and red threads curled in flames. Helen’s fingers coiled around the smooth silver-dollar scar on her right palm, and her eyes watered.


    “Such a good little Scout, always active, always—always—you have a picture of Jimmy in his Boy Scout uniform, don’t you, in the scrapbook?”


    Helen nodded. Why didn’t the tears quench the fiery pain? Work—she needed to work, the only cure for weakness, the only cure for pain. “I—I need to—”


    “I’ll be going,” Vic said. “Port Chicago’s close. I’ll see you around.”


    Helen looked up with blurry vision to his resigned face. Would a new romance help? She wanted to find out, but not with Vic. “I’ll see you.”
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    Pyote Army Air Base

    Pyote, Texas


    Lt. Raymond Novak gazed out the right cockpit window of the B-17 Flying Fortress to the sleek aluminum wing knifing through the air. “Engine three’s on fire.”


    “What?” Lieutenant Flynn leaned forward in the pilot’s seat to look around Ray. “A fire? I don’t see anything.”


    “It’s a training flight.”


    Flynn’s head drooped back. “Come on, I passed this part. This is a high-altitude bombing flight. Go out, drop the ‘blue pickle,’ go home.”


    The blue-painted practice bomb had splattered one hundred pounds of sand and smoke on the desert floor 15,000 feet below, but Ray’s job wasn’t done. He smiled at his trainee. “Expected a milk run, huh? No flak, no fighters, no problems?”


    Flynn’s eyelashes fluttered. “We’re in Texas.”


    “Yeah, and engine three’s on fire.”


    Flynn filled his green rubber oxygen mask with curses. “I know how to handle a fire.”


    “Good. You’ll have no problems today.” He put steel in his voice. “You’re off to combat soon. My job is to get you ready.”


    The roar of the Fort’s four engines didn’t conceal Flynn’s muttering: “Blind leading the blind.”


    Ray’s gloved hands tightened around the wheel. A coward. That’s what Flynn thought, what everyone thought.


    He should have joined the chaplaincy like he wanted. A pilot’s silver wings no longer carried prestige without combat ribbons. For four years Ray had put off his dream of being a pastor. He’d worn the uniform of the Army Air Forces, trained hundreds of pilots, and watched fellow instructors die fiery deaths. But he was a coward because he didn’t go to combat. Baloney.


    Still, what kind of man trained people to face a situation he hadn’t faced himself? How many men had he trained to kill, to die?


    Ray expelled a deep breath. For every man in combat, dozens toiled behind the scenes. Were their jobs less important? Were they all cowards? No, and neither was he.


    He shook his head to rid himself of the niggling feeling, but it remained. It always remained. “Fire in engine three, Flynn. You’ll lose the wing. What do you do?”
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    “At ease, Lieutenant Novak.”


    “Yes, sir.” Ray sat facing the desk of his commanding officer, Colonel Beckett.


    The CO tugged down his olive drab uniform jacket, temporarily closing the gaps between brass buttons. He cleared his throat and shuffled papers.


    Ray unzipped his leather flight jacket and studied the officer, the thinning dark hair, the loose jowls, the unreadable expression. Why had he summoned Ray? Perhaps he wanted his opinion of Lieutenant Flynn. The other instructors had lost patience with him.


    Colonel Beckett lifted a smile, wide mouthed and wide eyed. “I have good news for you.”


    Good news? Not with that face. Dr. Jamison had worn that face when he told Ray he could get out of junior high gym—because his leg was broken. Dolores Eaton had worn that face when she said Ray wouldn’t have to support her expensive tastes—because she was returning his ring.


    Ray slid his hands down his thighs to grip his knees. “News?”


    “You know what things are like in the Training Command lately. You’ve been an instructor a long time, haven’t you?”


    “Yes, sir. Over four years.”


    “Four years. Four years.” Colonel Beckett flipped through papers with thick fingers. “Yes, advanced training at Kelly Field, B-17 transition training, now here at the Replacement Training Unit. Say, you must be ready to get out of this instructor assignment.”


    Out? Until the war ended, the only way out was gross misconduct, medical discharge, or death. As much as he hated military life, Ray would rather stay in for the duration.


    The colonel tapped the papers on edge to neaten the stack. “Thousands of pilots have returned stateside after combat tours. We want to use their valuable experience.”


    “Yes, sir. Some of them make excellent instructors.” And some didn’t.


    “I’m glad you see things our way.” The phony grin returned. “You can understand why the Training Command now requires that all pilot instructors have combat experience.”


    Ray pulled up handfuls of olive drab wool over his knees. “All?”


    “You’re from California. Antioch—had to look that up on the map. I found you a plum assignment at the Sacramento Air Depot. I convinced your new CO to grant you full weekend passes. How would you like that? Home-cooked meals, fishing, the girl next door?”


    The girl next door was nine. “What would I—the air depot?”


    “Supply officer. Can’t beat that. No dangerous flights, no cocky—”


    “No flying? Sir, I love flying. I love teaching. I know nothing about supply.”


    “You’ll be trained. Fully trained. Plum new assignment.”


    “Supply?” A warehouse of crates, forms to type in triplicate, a mountain of paperwork—what could be worse?


    Beckett tucked Ray’s papers in a manila folder. “Let’s be realistic. You can only return to the Training Command if you fly a combat tour. And you’re—what?—thirty-one? You don’t want to go to combat.”


    “No, sir,” Ray said through clenched teeth. Combat would indeed be worse than a warehouse.


    “The Training Command has become the reward for heroes. Can’t all of us be heroes.”


    “No, sir.” Ray braced himself against the sting. He was the only Novak brother who wasn’t a hero. His younger brother, Jack, flew a B-17 into Pearl Harbor during the attack and now flew with the Eighth Air Force in England. His baby brother, Walt, had lost an arm to Nazi bullets in an air battle over Germany. But Ray? Ray hid in an instructor position. No, in supply.


    Colonel Beckett set Ray’s file on the corner of the desk, his fate decided.


    Ray stood, turned on his heel, and headed outside. He pulled his little black leather notebook from his shirt pocket and jotted down “Never smile when giving bad news.” Maybe he could use the story in a sermon someday.


    He lifted his head to the sky he’d been shot out of, without a parachute. High above, cirrus clouds streaked tire treads across the crisp blue.


    “Lord, help me see the good in this.” He needed to find the lining to this cloud, but right now it looked more gray than silver.
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    Antioch

    Friday, March 10, 1944


    Helen pedaled down Sixth Street, harder with the left leg than the right, punishing the left leg for its weakness, as she’d learned on the polio ward and in Madame Ivanova’s ballet studio.


    She’d already visited the bank, the grocery, and the Red Cross office. Antioch had only raised one thousand dollars for this month’s War Fund Campaign—a long way from the ten-thousand-dollar goal, and Helen needed to motivate the ladies. First she had to pick up those socks from Dorothy Wayne and review the Ladies’ Circle agenda with Mrs. Novak before picking up Jay-Jay at her sister’s house.


    A gust of Delta wind blew plum blossoms from the Fergusons’ tree, which billowed about Helen in a pale pink blizzard. At the risk of looking as callous as Scarlett O’Hara tapping her dancing feet in her widow’s weeds, Helen let laughter bubble from deep inside. With the Carlisles’ permission to date, someday she might shed the heavy restraints of widowhood as she had her old leg braces.


    Of course, wartime pickings were slim. As the song said, “They’re Either Too Young or Too Old.” Or they were Victor Llewellyn.


    Petals brushed her cheek. She coasted down a slight incline, kicked her feet off the pedals, and laughed again. Why not? No one could hear her.


    “Beautiful day.”


    Helen jerked back her attention. On the other side of the street, an Army officer walked down the sidewalk.


    Ray Novak tipped his cap over his black hair. “Hi, Helen.”


    “Hi.” She raised one hand from the handlebars. Should she wave? Salute?


    The bike wheel wobbled. No, she should steer.


    Helen groped for the pedals and handlebars, but sky and branches and asphalt rushed around. Her left leg gave out under her, the traitor, then the left wrist, and she crumpled to the ground. Many years’ experience restrained her cry.


    Clumsy cripple Helen,


    Ugly as a melon.


    Trips on hairs, falls down stairs,


    Clumsy cripple Helen.


    She groaned, shoved blonde hair from her eyes, and tugged her skirt into place.


    Footsteps ran to her rescue. “Are you all right?” Ray pulled the bike away and offered his hand.


    “I’m fine.” When she took his broad hand, warmth rushed down her arm from that silly childhood crush.


    Back on her feet, she stumbled, her shoe halfway off.


    Ray caught her by the elbow. “Careful there.”


    “Thanks.” She worked her heel back into her espadrille and looked up into his face. What a kind face with unusual gray eyes, soft as a rain cloud.


    Those eyes narrowed. “Are you hurt?”


    The soreness in her left ankle indicated a bruise, while her left wrist throbbed. She wiggled her fingers—good range of motion. “My foot’s fine. My wrist is sprained, not broken.”


    He chuckled. “Spoken as Dr. Jamison’s daughter.”


    “Spoken as his perennial patient.” Goodness, she stood too close to him. No one was around, but she stepped back anyway.


    “We should get you to his office. Wait, he got drafted into the Medical Corps, didn’t he?”


    “Mm-hmm. Washington DC. Mama went with him.”


    “Dr. Dozier or Dr. Libbey?”


    “Oh, I’m fine. Besides, I need to finish my errands, pick up my son at Betty’s house, and get these groceries home.”


    “We’ve had this conversation before.” He tipped a smile. “How old were you? Ten?”


    Helen’s mouth drifted open at the memory of the handsome college man carrying her, with her sprained ankle, to her father’s office after another bike accident. No wonder she’d had a crush on him. “Oh no. You don’t remember that, do you?”


    “Of course. How could I forget taking the doctor’s daughter to a doctor?” He plucked plum blossoms from her hair. “And how can I forget helping a pretty girl with flowers in her hair?”


    Her shoulders went limp. He was so romantic, and she was a clumsy fool. She hadn’t hurt herself in ages, not since the night of George and Betty’s wedding. Jim’s last furlough.


    She brushed off the sleeves and skirt of her brown suit. “I’m a mess.”


    “You look fine.”


    Now to brush off the attention. “Your mother told me about your transfer. You must be pleased.”


    Ray grimaced and twisted his head to one side. “Afraid not. I’ve been put out in the most boring pasture in the world. No flying, no preaching. Still looking for that silver lining.”


    Helen had always liked how Ray talked to her as an adult, even when she was six. “You’ll find it. If you don’t, I’ll knit you one.”


    Barks and growls sounded behind her.


    She whirled around. A beagle and a mangy gray terrier played tug-of-war with a paper-wrapped package. “My pork chops!”


    “Hey!” Ray rushed them, stomped his feet, and flailed his arms. “Drop that.”


    A yelp, and the terrier took off with the meat, the beagle nipping at his heels.


    “Stupid mutts.” Ray sprinted after them.


    “Ray, stop.” Helen laughed despite the loss of two ration points. At least the point value for pork had dropped that month. “Even if they listened, I wouldn’t want it.”


    He turned back, his chin dipped in laughter. “Guess not.”


    “Thanks for trying.”


    He returned, wagging his head. “I’ve always prided myself on my peacemaking skills, but dogs don’t listen to reason.”


    Helen laughed and picked up her scattered groceries. She held up a square tin. “At least they left the Spam.”


    “Quiet. They’ll be back.” He lifted her bike and swung down the kickstand. “Say, too bad about the meat.”


    Helen picked up her Ladies’ Circle notebook. “Just as well. Jay-Jay and I don’t like pork chops.”


    Ray fetched a can of soup from the middle of the street. “Why did you buy them?”


    “It’s Friday.”


    “Friday?”


    “Friday’s pork chop night for the Carlisles.”


    Ray walked over to the bike, tossing the can up and down like a baseball, his mouth pursed. “Routine’s comforting, isn’t it?”


    She gazed into his understanding face. “Well, yes, it is.”


    He took the Spam and the notebook from her and arranged them in the basket. “You may not like pork chops, but you like eating pork chops on Friday nights.”


    “I suppose so. I never thought about it.”


    “Where to?” He took the handlebars. “I’ll walk the bike. You can’t ride with that wrist. Besides, I need to knock these handlebars into position.”


    “Again?” A little smile rolled up her lips.


    “At least you won’t get in trouble with your dad this time.”


    “No, thank goodness.”


    “Where to?”


    Helen massaged her sore wrist. “Home, please.” She couldn’t bother him with her errands. She’d finish later on foot. Dorothy, Betty, Mrs. Novak. Oh dear. How could she visit Mrs. Novak? Wouldn’t it look as if she’d followed Ray?


    “And home is...?”


    She laughed. “Sorry. I forgot you haven’t been around. I’m at Seventh and D.”


    He pushed the bike down Sixth Street. “Any other routines?”


    She crossed a strip of grass and headed down the sidewalk. “Where do I start? Routines, schedules, lists. I couldn’t get anything done without them.”


    “You’re well-disciplined.”


    Helen shrugged. “Betty says I overdo it. She says I’m Martha and she’s Mary.”


    Ray grinned at her. “Is she right?”


    “Perhaps. But without Marthas in this world, nothing would get done.”


    “True. If we were all like Betty ... She’s always struck me as sort of...” He gazed up as if searching for the right word among the clouds.


    “A flibbertigibbet.”


    Ray laughed. “Boy, you two are tough on each other.”


    “We’re sisters. We love each other.”


    “That’s the key, isn’t it? Connection. Love.” His eyes darted about, and then he rested the bike against his side and reached into the pocket of his khaki uniform shirt. “Excuse me. I have to write something down.”


    “I didn’t realize I was quotable.”


    He glanced at her from under dark eyebrows, flashed a smile, and scribbled in his notebook. “Sorry. Bad habit.”


    “Why? If you have an idea, it’s best to write it down before you forget.”


    “Sermon ideas. It’s stupid. The way this war’s going, I won’t be able to give a sermon for years.”


    Helen rose up and down on her toes, little ballet exercises called relevés to strengthen her calves. “All the more reason to take notes. You have experiences in the Army you’d never have as a civilian. When the war’s over, you’ll have a treasure trove.”


    He raised a long, steady gaze and caught her in full relevé. She lowered her heels. His gaze didn’t budge as he tucked away his notebook. “Dolores didn’t share your view.”


    Dolores. Helen knew that name and didn’t like it. How could any woman break an engagement, break the heart of this sweet man? “I don’t understand. You’re a pastor. Even as a teenager, you were a pastor. You visited me when I—I was sick, cheered me on as I learned to—to walk again, and besides, you have to keep up your skills, right?”


    He guided the bike around the corner onto D Street. “My skills? That’s part of it, but it’s more than that, deeper than that. Sometimes I think if I can’t put pen to paper each day, a part of me will shrivel and die.” He chuckled. “Sounds strange, I guess.”


    “No. It’s your heart’s work.”


    “My heart’s work.” He gazed up through the tree branches. “That fits.”


    “You can’t deny your heart’s work. I denied mine for years.”


    He gave her a quizzical look.


    Helen chewed on her lips. “Jim—well, he liked to keep me to himself, so I gave up volunteer work. But I missed it. I wasn’t myself without meetings and committees and something to give my life purpose. Not that being a wife and mother wasn’t—”


    “But you weren’t doing your heart’s work.”


    She released her breath. “No, I wasn’t. Then when Jim died, I went back to what I enjoy.” Oh no, her voice didn’t quaver, not one bit.


    Ray didn’t look shocked. “Good thing. Mom tells me how much you do for the church, the Red Cross—I’m sure I missed something.”


    Helen stopped on the driveway beside her little cream bungalow. “Only my house. Here we are.” She led him up the driveway to the garage set back from the house.


    Ray propped up the bike and raised the garage door. “Just need a wrench.”


    “Oh, leave it. I’ll have my brother-in-law—”


    “Won’t take long.” He poked around in the mess on the tool bench.


    Helen unbuckled her bike basket to take her groceries into the house.


    “Let me get that,” he said. “You shouldn’t carry anything.”


    “I’m fine. It doesn’t hurt anymore.” The pain in her wrist had dulled to warmth, nothing to speak of.


    Without a word, Ray unbuckled the last strap and carried the basket toward the kitchen door on the side of the house.


    “No, really. I’ll do it.” She followed as fast as her sore ankle allowed. What if someone saw? “Please, Ray. Please let me.”


    “Don’t you know the Novaks are a stubborn lot?” He climbed three steps and crossed the threshold of her home.


    Helen clutched the stair railing, unable to breathe. Did anyone see him go in? Mrs. Llewellyn across the street could never keep her mouth shut.


    “On the counter okay?”


    Helen pumped air into her lungs, hitched up a smile, and entered the kitchen. “Sure.”


    Ray pulled groceries out of the basket. “Anything need to go in the icebox?”


    “Not anymore,” she said, pleased at her breezy tone. Why worry? The kitchen window faced the backyard.


    “Dumb dogs.” He settled his gaze on her. “Say, what’ll you do for dinner?”


    She picked up the Spam and the tomato soup with a flourish and a cheesy smile. If she wore her ruffled apron, she’d be ready for an ad in Good Housekeeping. “Why, I’m all set.”


    Ray stepped closer and took the cans in a move strangely and wonderfully intimate. “I have a better idea.”

  


  
    

    3


    Savory steam wafted from pots on the stove, and red gingham curtains framed the window. Outside, the budded branches of the nectarine tree bobbed in the wind. This year Ray would be home for the crop.


    “Guests on your first night home.” Mom clucked her tongue and peeled an extra potato, but her cheeks jutted out in a smile.


    Ray leaned against the cupboard. “Dogs ran off with her main course. Seemed the right thing to do.”


    Mom murmured her agreement. Potato shavings leaped from the edge of her paring knife and did acrobatic flips into the garbage.


    Ray reached into a blue glass bowl and popped a strawberry into his mouth. His tongue savored the contrast between smooth skin and rough seeds until he couldn’t stand the temptation any longer. He smashed the berry against the roof of his mouth, and the perfect blend of sweetness and acidity seeped out.


    Mom sliced the potato into quarters and tossed it into a pot. “Helen said she had something to discuss?”


    He reluctantly swallowed the pulp. “Some Ladies’ Circle thing.”


    “She’s such a dedicated worker.” Mom rinsed asparagus in the sink and shot Ray a mischievous glance over her shoulder. “Not to mention attractive and available.”


    He smiled and poked around in the strawberry bowl. “I’m above such superficial considerations.”


    Mom gasped and scooted the bowl away from him. “Leave some berries if you want to impress the widow Carlisle.”


    Ray laughed. “You make her sound like an old lady.”


    “No, she’s young. Very young. But she’s a widow, and you mustn’t forget. Helen and Jim—you weren’t around, but they were so wrapped up in each other. You know how exclusive the Carlisles can be. Helen still mourns him.”


    In his trouser pocket, Ray fingered the blossoms he’d plucked from Helen’s golden hair. That lovely young woman laughing in a flurry of flowers was no longer in mourning.


    Mom turned to the sink and snapped off the base of an asparagus stalk. A lot of gray streaked her black hair now. “She puts up a brave front with her activity, but only to cover her pain.”


    Ray snagged another berry. His mother hadn’t seen the glow in Helen’s tea-colored eyes when she talked about her work, her heart’s work.


    Crisp, wet snaps, and Mom tossed woody stems in the garbage. “Be careful. I know how you get swept away.”


    Careful? Ray had known Helen all her life, mostly as a little girl, but today he’d seen her in a new light. She was attractive and available, and Mom couldn’t spoil the thrill of discovery.


    “Ray?” She gave him that “you didn’t answer me” look.


    He stuffed the berry into his cheek. “I’m always careful.” His voice came out muffled.


    Her gaze penetrated deeper.


    He smiled around the berry and reminded himself not to swallow.


    She broke out in a laugh. “You boys always thought I didn’t know you sneaked fruit. I knew. But I couldn’t resist those smiles.”


    Ray chewed, swallowed, and flashed his most innocent smile.


    Her mouth and eyes curved, and she walked over and placed a water-cooled hand on Ray’s cheek. “I’m glad you’re home, dear,” she said, her voice thick. “I’m glad you’re safe, glad you’ll never see the things your brothers have seen. I don’t know if...”


    The truth stung, but Ray refused to wince. Mom didn’t think he could handle it.


    Neither did Ray.
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    “Interest is flagging, donations are down. It’s hard to recruit volunteers.” Helen sat at the dining room table, proper and professional in a brown suit and cream-colored blouse.


    Ray held up his glass of iced tea. What a perfect comparison to Helen’s eyes. Not only the color, but the clarity, the translucence, and the golden glow within. And her blonde hair glistened like honey. He had always liked tea with honey.


    “We Americans are impatient.” Dad ladled a second helping onto his plate. “Casualties are high. We haven’t set foot on French or German soil, we’re bogged down in Italy, and progress in the Pacific is slow. How do we keep our sense of urgency?”


    “I’ve been thinking. I’d like to put on a children’s pageant. I wouldn’t be able to organize it in time to help with this War Fund Campaign, but it’s never too late to help with the cause.” Helen sliced the chicken on her son’s plate.


    “No! My do.” Jay-Jay swatted her arm.


    “Sweetie, please.” Helen swept a nervous glance around the table.


    Ray gave her a reassuring smile. He didn’t envy her duty to enforce manners while keeping the peace.


    Dad picked up a drumstick and leaned closer to Jay-Jay. “It’s fried chicken, son. Finger food. Pick it up and gnaw at it.” He growled at the chicken.


    Jay-Jay let out a wet chortle and screwed up his round face. “Grr.”


    “John, you’re a horrible influence,” Mom said with a laugh.


    Ray picked up a chicken wing, gave his mother a pointed look, and added to the growling.


    Helen laughed. “Sounds like feeding time at the zoo.”


    “Always. Always around here. I’m sorry, Helen.” Mom’s forehead bunched up, but her thin shoulders shook in laughter. “Boys never grow up.”


    Ray let out a rumbling good snarl.


    “So I see.” Helen gave him a look, half-stern, half-playful.


    Something hot stirred in his chest. Mom was definitely wrong. Helen was ready. And didn’t the growling prove she needed a man in her life? Every little boy needed a firm hand, but he also needed someone to teach him how to make armpit noises. And wouldn’t Helen like a shoulder to lean on, a strong back to carry her burdens?


    Ray took a deep breath to fill the width of his chest. Nora, Ann, and Dolores had all loved his solid build. Of course, they’d all broken up with him. And Jim had been built like a string bean. His chest deflated. Yeah, he did tend to get swept away.


    Helen’s laughter pulled him back. Sunny, lemony laughter to go with the tea.


    “I agree,” she said. “The pageant doesn’t have to be fancy. Red, white, and blue sashes, paper hats. They could wave flags they colored themselves. Wouldn’t that be charming? Songs, patriotic poems, maybe a skit.”


    Mom cut her chicken with a knife and fork, always the lady. “How touching.”


    “That’s the idea.” Helen rocked forward. “Remind everyone we’re fighting for the children, for the future. Then we pass sign-ups for the blood drive, sell War Bonds, recruit hostesses for the Soldiers’ Hospitality Center.”


    Ray smiled. Her energy, compassion, and organizational ability would make her the perfect pastor’s wife. Getting ahead of himself, but maybe he needed to. Nora, Ann, and Dolores hadn’t been suited to life in the parsonage. If he’d considered that earlier, he wouldn’t have racked up three broken hearts and two broken engagements.


    “No! Daff!” Jay-Jay cried.


    Ray startled.


    “Sweetie, please. Please don’t.” Helen’s voice strained. She pulled her son onto her lap and kissed his forehead.


    “No! Mama, daff.”


    “Daff?” Ray said above the boy’s grunts.


    “Dance,” she said. “It’s something we do.”


    “One of your routines?”


    A glimmer of a smile. “Every night after dinner, we dance to the radio. It’s nothing, really.”


    Nothing? Not to the little boy writhing on the lap of his mother, who looked ready to go home far too early.


    “Jay-Jay,” he said in a tone just low enough to attract attention. “Would you like me to play the piano for you?”


    Jay-Jay faced Ray with two fingers in his mouth and interest in his blue eyes.


    “Oh goodness,” Helen said. “I couldn’t ask—”


    “You didn’t ask. I offered. You lost your pork chop dinner. You shouldn’t have to lose your evening of dancing.”


    Mom stood and gathered dishes. “Ray will play all night anyway. He’d rather have an audience. And I’ll be reading in the study to keep Pastor Novak company while he polishes his sermon.”


    “I don’t want to impose,” Helen said.


    Ray leaned forward. “Jay-Jay, what’s your favorite song?”


    “Moo,” he said around his fingers.


    “Moo?”


    Helen stroked her son’s curls. “ ‘In the Mood.’ He likes anything fast and bouncy.”


    “All right, then.” Ray tossed his napkin onto the table and headed for the parlor.


    “I should help with—”


    “You’d be the greatest help,” Mom said, “if you entertained Ray so I don’t have to listen to him whine.”


    “Little boys.” But Helen’s scold held laughter, and chair legs scraped over the floor.


    In the parlor Ray shoved back the coffee table and rug, shed his olive drab uniform jacket, and sat at the piano in his khakis.


    Jay-Jay ran into the room. “Daff. Moo.”


    “Coming right up.” A few scales, and Ray started the song. When Helen sidled into the parlor, Ray jerked his head toward the dance floor behind him. “Daff.”


    “I’ll just sit and watch.”


    “No, Mama, daff.”


    “Go ahead, Helen. I’m not watching.” Not yet anyway.


    She gave a self-conscious laugh, and soon two sets of feet shuffled and squeaked and tapped the hardwood floor. Jay-Jay’s squeals rose high in the air and low to the floor.


    Ray built up to the finale and glanced behind him. Helen held her son on her hip and twirled around, her hair a golden wing behind her. She moved gracefully, without a trace of her old limp.


    Ray remembered her tiny body lying paralyzed on the bed in the Jamisons’ living room, remembered her struggling to walk in steel-and-leather braces, shedding one brace and then the other with a determined set to her chin. He couldn’t believe she remembered his visits. It didn’t seem like much, but he couldn’t stand how Betty Jamison ran around the neighborhood on healthy legs with Dorothy Carlisle, who had been Helen’s best friend. A teenage boy couldn’t substitute for a sister or a girlfriend, but Ray could read a storybook or play a game of checkers.


    Helen gasped. “You said you wouldn’t watch.”


    “Nope. I said I wasn’t watching, not that I wouldn’t.” Ray drummed the final chord and grinned. “What’s next?”


    She rolled her eyes. “How about ‘Don’t Be That Way’?”


    He laughed. “Come on, we need fast and bouncy, right, Jay-Jay?” He launched into “Beat Me, Daddy, Eight to the Bar.”


    The pace demanded Ray’s attention, but he popped occasional glances to watch mother and son jitterbug, squeal, and grow red in the face. Finally, Jay-Jay spun into a giggling heap on the floor.


    “Uncle! Uncle! We can’t take it.” Helen lurched, laughing, to the wall and leaned her arms on the piano top. “Ray, that’s amazing, but please let us rest.”


    He smiled at her rosy cheeks and tousled hair, and made a quick musical transition to “Taking a Chance on Love.” Not subtle, but he was in no mood for subtle.


    “Oh dear, what’s this?” She poked between the threads of the doily on the piano top.


    “You’ve discovered the Novaks’ deepest, darkest secret,” he said in his deepest, darkest voice.


    “Looks like an ink spot.”


    “Yep. Very deep. Very dark.”


    “I imagine one of you boys had something to do with it.”


    “Jack, of course.”


    “He always got in trouble, didn’t he?”


    Ray ran through an intricate run. “This time we all got in trouble.”


    A scar on her cheek gave her smile a cute little tilt. “How’d that happen?”


    “Let’s see. Jack was about five. I hated to see him get another spanking, so I told Mom I did it. But I didn’t know Jack had talked little Walt into confessing.”


    “Typical. Walt lying, Jack manipulating, and you being nice.”


    “I lied too.”


    Her gaze pulled like a fishing line. “That’s different.”


    The heat returned to his chest. How stupid to offer to play piano when he wanted to dance. “Jay-Jay, want to play the piano?”


    “My?”


    “Ray, he’ll just pound the keys.”


    “How’s that different from what I do?” He put his hands around the boy’s solid middle and lifted him to the bench.


    Jay-Jay slammed both hands on the keyboard.


    “How’s that different?” Helen covered her ears. “Oh, I don’t know. Melody? Rhythm?”


    Ray took a little hand and separated out one plump finger. “Like this. One finger at a time.” He walked Jay-Jay through “Mary Had a Little Lamb.”


    The boy started his own discordant composition.


    Ray leaned down to his ear. “May I ask your mother to dance?”


    Jay-Jay nodded and grinned at the keys while two fingers tapped like a pair of demented woodpeckers.


    Helen stood straight, her lips parted, her elbows still on the piano top.


    Ray got to his feet and bowed. “May I have this dance?”


    She gave a small laugh, high and nervous. “Sure, but doesn’t that require music?”


    He took her hand, so small and warm, and twirled her under his arm. “Sounds like ‘The Woodpecker Song.’ ”


    Her laugh rang lower and more natural. “It does, doesn’t it? And we may not have a tune, but we have a beat.”


    Ray grinned and worked that beat. He hadn’t danced for over a year, but it came back to him, and Helen kept up, the perfect partner. All that spinning, wiggling, laughing femininity drove the heat from his chest into every muscle of his body.


    His cloud had a lining, all right, but gold instead of silver. This golden young woman.
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    Saturday, March 18, 1944


    Helen clipped her white cotton nightgown to the clothesline and fumbled in her apron pocket. Only two clothespins remained, locked in mortal combat. Helen groaned. She needed both hands to separate them. As soon as she let go of the nightgown, the wind snatched it, and the gown billowed onto the lawn like a ghost.


    “Every—single—time.” With each word, Helen snapped the gown, which hurt her wrist, but she had to work out the injury. She couldn’t do anything right, especially laundry. The Delta breeze blew from the San Francisco Bay, funneled down the valley where the Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers met, and blasted Antioch and Helen’s wash.


    What a lousy weekend. How silly to hope Ray would visit or call on Friday. Last week she thought he might be sweet on her, but he was just sweet to her. Honestly, what did she expect?


    She secured the nightgown with all three clothespins, then headed to the garage for more. On the lawn, Jay-Jay rocked back and forth in the old wicker laundry basket Mama had left when she and Papa moved to WashingtonDCin November.


    “Oh no! A storm at sea.” Helen plucked up her son, plopped him on the grass, and set the basket over his head. He roared in delight. Mama was right—an extra basket came in handy.


    The garage smelled of dust and oil and Jim. Helen grabbed a pocketful of clothespins and got out as fast as possible.


    “Hi there.” At the foot of the driveway, Ray Novak tipped his garrison cap to her.


    “Oh. Hi.” Helen’s heart tumbled like the load in the washing machine. She freed her hand from her bulging pocket to wave, and a clothespin fell to the asphalt. Stupid, clumsy girl. She picked it up. “Out for a walk?”


    “Mm-hmm. Nice day.” Handsome in crisp khakis, he strolled up the driveway.


    And Helen wore an old brown gingham dress and a ratty gray cardigan, with her hair up in a kerchief. She hadn’t even bothered with lipstick.


    Ray smiled as if oblivious to her appearance. “Thought of you last night.”


    “You did?”


    “Death by pork chops.”


    Helen gave him a smile. “Yet you abandoned me to my fate.”


    “No choice. At the Air Depot I’m Laurel and Hardy rolled into one, and I couldn’t get the shipment out in time to catch my bus. Just got in this morning.”


    “That’s too bad.” In the warmth of his smile, her disappointment evaporated. If only she didn’t look like Ma Joad in The Grapes of Wrath.


    Ray peered into the backyard. “Um, your basket’s moving.”


    The basket inched across the grass like a headless turtle. “It’s probably giggling too.”


    “Yeah?” Ray walked over and squatted. “Say, what a big, strong tank. What’s a tank doing around here?”


    A smiling face peeked out. “No. Day-Day.”


    “It’s not a tank? It’s Jay-Jay? Whew. Thought I’d have to call in the Army.”


    Jay-Jay poked a finger through a hole in the basket. “Bang!”


    Helen went to the good basket and pulled out Jay-Jay’s blue striped shirt. “Ray, would you like one too, so you can have a tank battle?”


    “Sounds great.” He sat cross-legged in the grass. “You survived the pork chops.”


    Helen clipped the shirt to the line. “Only to suffer an after-dinner visit from Vic and Jeannie.”


    “The Llewellyn kids? I thought you were friends.”


    Helen shook out her yellow gingham peasant skirt. “We are. Jeannie and I have been friends since ... since I was sick. We love competing against each other. But you know the Llewellyns. Vic pesters me to work for him at Port Chicago, and Jeannie drops French phrases then covers her mouth and says, ‘Pardon, chérie. I forgot you only had high school French.’ ”


    “Does she? I should teach you obscure phrases in German, Hebrew, Latin, or ancient Greek.”


    “You speak all those?”


    “Read them, yes. Speak them, barely.”


    Helen set clothespins like birds on a branch huddling from the rain. “Jeannie graduates from Mills College in June. We were supposed to graduate together.”


    “You didn’t go.”


    “Jim wouldn’t have it.” She sucked in her breath. Where did that come from? “We wanted to get married.”


    “Young love is impatient.”


    “Yes.” She wrestled a sheet in place, and it wrapped her in a clammy embrace.


    Ray stood and helped her stretch out the sheet on the line. “Any regrets?”


    She stared across the clothesline into those knowing eyes. “Not when I look at my son.”


    Jay-Jay dug in the dirt under the hedges Mr. Carlisle had planted, oleander hedges that threatened the view of the outside world. Stupid things refused to die, no matter how much Helen deprived them of water.


    “He’s a great kid,” Ray said. “A budding musician and a swell daffer.”


    Helen smiled and dug in her pocket for more pins.


    “Last night,” he said, eyes warm as gray flannel. “I’d rather have been daffing than sitting in my barracks worrying about you and pork chops. I didn’t even know about the scourge of the Llewellyns.”


    She experimented with a playful look, but she was out of practice. “Some knight in shining armor you are.”


    “I’m no knight.”


    “Sure you are. Twice now you’ve rescued me after bike accidents.” She pinned up a bobby sock, so childish, but with stockings unavailable she had no choice.


    Ray frowned at the sky. “Knights go to combat and slay dragons. Not me. If I met a dragon, I’d talk him into using his fire for good instead of evil.”


    Helen laughed and added the sock’s mate. “I hope you never meet a dragon who won’t listen to reason.”


    “Yeah.” His voice sounded tight, but he turned before Helen could read his expression. “How about I deal with this little dragon?”


    The wind puffed out the sheet, and Jay-Jay chased it with dirty hands.


    Ray grabbed him around the middle, swung him overhead, then glanced at Helen. “Before I get him wound up, does he still take—is it almost time...?”


    She nodded. Impressive for a man to remember about naps, especially a bachelor. “Half an hour.”


    He gazed up at the giggling boy he held with nice thick arms. “Say, munchkin, how about a story?”


    Helen pointed to the back porch. “I have books on the table.”


    “Books. Your mommy knows what I like.” Ray flew Jay-Jay like an airplane, sat down with him, and thumbed through the books. “What would you like? Make Way for Ducklings? The Color Kittens?”


    “Da boo.”


    Ray looked at Helen, eyebrows twisted in comical shapes.


    “His Daddy book.” She made her voice sober. “The brown scrapbook.”


    Ray settled back and flipped through black pages while Jay-Jay pointed and jabbered. Helen whipped out piece after piece of laundry and focused hard on how many clothespins each required.


    “Did you do this all yourself, Helen? It’s a lot of work.”


    “That’s what I needed.” When the telegram arrived, Helen had laughed. Papa told everyone she was mad with grief. For the next month she sequestered herself, pasted photo corners with rubber cement, and mounted photos and mementoes to present Jim as everyone remembered him, as Jay-Jay needed to know him. Meanwhile, Helen learned how to act like a proper widow.


    “For Jay-Jay’s sake,” she said.


    “It’s a fine thing you did.”


    Helen ducked to the laundry basket to shake out two socks. How much longer would she have to endure sympathy and admiration for her bravery? Would she ever get to be herself again? Could she even remember who she was?
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    “So...?” Betty Jamison Anello stretched the word in twenty directions. “Tell me everything.”


    Helen sliced celery at an even pace. “Tell you what?”


    “Tell me why Ray Novak’s in my living room.”


    “George invited him.” Helen scraped the celery into the mixing bowl while her older sister did nothing. Everyone loved her for being Betty. She didn’t have to work for it as Helen did. “The bread, Betts.”


    She heaved a sigh and crumbled bread into the bowl. “Yes, but why did my husband find Ray all cozy on your back porch?”


    Helen opened the cupboard and rummaged through a jumble of spice tins. “He went for a walk.”


    “Out of his way, don’t you think?”


    Several blocks out of his way. Helen shrugged, glad the open door hid her smile. Finally she found the sage. “How can you work in this kitchen?”


    “This is so sweet, so right.” Betty leaned her plump hip against the cupboard, hands idle. “Does he know you made up stories about Sir Raymond the Valiant?”


    Helen gasped and brandished a wooden spoon in her sister’s face. “Don’t breathe a word or I’ll ... I’ll...”


    “You’ll stir me until thoroughly mixed?”


    “I’ll swat you like Papa used to do.”


    Betty laughed her tinkling laugh. “And break my good spoon? You’d better not.”


    Instead, Helen applied the spoon to the stuffing mixture. “Slice the Spam.”


    “Well, he’s awfully good-looking and sweet, and here you are with the Carlisle stamp of approval.” Betty ducked her chin to deepen her voice. “I have decided, in my masculine superiority, to permit you to date. Honestly.”


    “Slice the Spam.” Helen studied the recipe Betty clipped from George’s National Geographic for Spam-birds, slices of Spam rolled around stuffing and fastened with toothpicks.


    “The Carlisles think it’s 1844, not 1944. First the insurance, now this.”


    Helen lined up the mixing bowl, baking pan, and toothpicks. Jim had made his parents the beneficiaries of his ten thousand dollar GI life insurance policy, which rankled, but the Carlisles did provide a generous allowance and a house to live in rent free.


    The kitchen door swung open. “Doo doo?” Jay-Jay asked.


    Betty laughed. “I hope he learns to say his cousin’s name right.”


    Helen stooped to her son’s level. “Judy’s asleep, sweetie. She’s just a baby, not a big boy like you.”


    His moist pink lower lip rounded out. “Pay.”


    “I know you want to play, but don’t wake her, okay?”


    Betty handed Jay-Jay two old tin mixing bowls of Mama’s. “Judy has the Jamison sleep-through-a-major-earthquake trait.”


    Same as Jay-Jay. Helen grinned. “Go play music for Uncle George and Lieutenant Novak.”


    Jay-Jay banged the pans together and ran off.


    The sisters laughed and got to work rolling Spam-birds, and Helen arranged them in the baking pan.


    “Got any spoons we can borrow?” Ray stepped into the kitchen with light in his eyes.


    “Spoons?” Despite her flipping heart, Helen slid the pan into the oven without mishap.


    George crossed the kitchen, tall and lanky, with his uneven gait. “That drawer on the left. Darling, where do you keep the empty jelly jars?”


    “Jelly jars?” Betty asked. “What are you two up to?”


    In the doorway, Jay-Jay hopped up and down. “Pay! Pay!”


    “We’re forming a band.” Ray gave Helen a lightning bolt of a wink and left the kitchen.


    Electricity tingled down to Helen’s fingertips.


    Betty opened the icebox and gave the Jell-O mold a shake. “I was going to suggest bridge tonight, but I changed my mind. A little ‘Stardust’ on the phonograph, a little dancing, a little romance in the air.”


    The utensil drawer lay open. Helen grabbed a spoon and swatted her sister’s backside.
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    Helen tried not to watch Ray as they walked down D Street, but he held Jay-Jay asleep on his shoulder and hummed “Stardust” as he studied the night sky. How could she not watch? But did his silence mean contentment, fatigue—or did he dislike the company? “I hope we didn’t wear you out tonight.”


    “Hmm?”


    Helen scrunched up the pocket lining of her spring coat. “Betty and George talked so much, you barely had a chance to speak.”


    “Don’t need it. I had a great time, especially dancing.” He pulled the blanket higher over Jay-Jay’s shoulders, but it slipped.


    Helen tucked the blanket around her sleeping son. “Good music, wasn’t it?”


    “Good partner.” A rumble in his voice played havoc with her heart. Then his smile edged into place. “You’re a great dancer.”


    For some reason, she struck a ballet pose straight from Swan Lake, with fluttering hands crossed over her chest. “Thanks to eight summers of torture in Madame Ivanova’s ballet studio.”


    Jim would have been disgusted by her display, but Ray’s smile grew fuller. “That’s right. You went away every summer, didn’t you?”


    “Off to Aunt Olive’s musty Victorian in cold, foggy San Francisco.” An appropriate place to banish a cripple girl.


    “No fond memories, huh?”


    Helen strolled down the sidewalk. “I loved the dancing, the music, Aunt Olive, but I hated being away from my friends and I hated the weather and Madame’s switch.”


    “Switch?”


    “That’s how she corrected us.” She imitated the smarting, flicking lashes. “You are weak, Helena. You must work harder. Deeper plié, more turnout, point those toes. You are weak.”


    “You’re kidding.”


    Helen swung her gaze to Ray. She must have sounded crazy. “Well, she was right. If I worked harder and did it correctly, she wouldn’t have needed to switch me.”


    His lips set in a hard line. “Did that ever happen? Was there ever a day she didn’t switch you?”


    “I was never good enough. Not with this ... this foot.”


    Embers flared in Ray’s charcoal eyes.


    Helen stepped back.


    “That’s not right.” His neck muscles stood out. “Children should be punished for disobedience, not imperfection. What does that teach a child? The only way to salvation, to approval, is to be good enough, do the right things.”


    Helen turned up the walkway to her house, away from the tension. “It wasn’t that bad.”


    “Did you tell your aunt?” His voice cooled down.


    “She told me not to complain and to try harder. So I did.” She smiled over her shoulder at Ray. “That’s just the way of things. Besides, I got stronger and walked better, so everyone was happy.”


    “Except you.”


    She climbed her front steps and put on a bigger smile. “Honestly, it was fine.”


    “What should I do with the munchkin?”


    “Here.” She lifted her son from Ray’s chest, which involved pleasant brushing of arms and shoulders. Jay-Jay’s hands trembled midair. He lifted his head, brought his eyes to focus on Helen, and relaxed into her arms.


    Ray leaned against the door frame and crossed his arms over his waist-length olive drab “Ike” jacket. “Are you happy now?”


    “I am. I have a sweet boy, friends and family nearby, and plenty of time to volunteer.”


    Ray had a delicious way of studying her for a long moment before he spoke. “You looked happy tonight.”


    She leaned her cheek on Jay-Jay’s curls and returned Ray’s intense gaze. “Good company.”
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    Sacramento Air Depot

    Monday, March 27, 1944


    At the typewriter, Ray could almost convince himself he was writing a sermon and doing something useful. Nope, another stupid requisition form.


    He returned the carriage, savored the “ding,” and typed, “GLOVES, FLYING, UNLINED SUMMER, MEDIUM, B-3A, CASE, 1 EA.” The M key was weak. Ray struck extra hard to press through the carbon paper.


    He gazed around his closet-sized office with its file cabinets and shelves full of forms. His winepress. In the Bible, Gideon threshed his wheat in a winepress, hidden from the Midianite invaders. Was Ray any different? The War Department had stepped up the draft, reclassifying fathers and taking one of every twenty men in civilian war work or farm work. While fathers went to combat, Ray hid.


    He grumbled and fetched another form, the last in the pile. Swell, he needed to reorder. He leaned out the office door and scanned the warehouse for Corporal Shuster, his right-hand man. No, Ray needed to figure this out. There was a form, a special one, a requisition form for requisition forms.


    He flipped through the stacks on the shelves. “If the Germans want to bring down the U.S. Army, all they have to do is cut off our paper supply.”


    Corporal Shuster entered the office. “The shipment is ready for inspection, sir.”


    Ray followed him out. The corporal reminded him of a mouse with his pointed face, bright eyes, and erratic movements. What kind of man was he? Maybe Ray’s purpose here was to get to know the men.


    “Where are you from, Corporal?”


    “Originally, sir? Small town in Vermont.” Shuster sneezed and wiped his nose with a wiggle that made him look even more mouselike.


    Ray moved to the side to let a forklift pass. “How’d you end up here?”


    “Joined up, sir.” He led Ray down a canyon of crates. “Seems like yesterday I was riding the rails, just another hobo, and Uncle Sam gives me a test, says I’d be good in supply, puts me in a smart uniform, and feeds me regular. It’s a good life.”


    Ray sighed. Too bad he didn’t share the man’s positive attitude.


    Shuster’s gaze skittered over the crates. He probably knew the contents and destination of each one. “This is good, orderly work,” Shuster said. “When I do my job right, the boys on the front get what they need to fight.”


    “Yeah.” Why did Ray let an avalanche of forms bury that truth? These supplies helped his brother Jack in England, his friend Bill Ferguson in the Pacific, and all the men on the front.


    He stepped outside into the cool morning sunshine. Throbs of airplane engines filled the air. A C-47 cargo plane pointed its snub nose into the sky while another turned onto the downwind leg of the landing approach. Pain built in Ray’s chest, and his fingers curled, missing the feel of the control wheel.


    Ray had inquired into a position with the Air Transport Command, but ATC also served as a reward for returning combat pilots. For heroes.


    “Lieutenant?” With a strained smile, Corporal Shuster held out a clipboard. How long had he been waiting?


    “Sorry. Where do I sign?”


    Shuster led him to a truck and pointed out crates and boxes and labels, and had Ray sign here and here and there, and initial here and here and—no, over here. Ray served as an officer’s rubber stamp, a bureaucratic hurdle for Shuster, who could roll out shipments a lot faster without him.


    “Ready to go, sir?” Shuster asked.


    Ray chuckled. “You tell me.”


    Shuster flagged down the driver and pitched an imaginary fastball. “Move on out.”


    The truck rumbled away and revealed a clear view over the flat Sacramento Valley to Mount Diablo some fifty miles south. The Diablo hills slouched like lazy students in their desks, but Mount Diablo stood several thousand feet above the others, the only one in class who knew the answers.


    Antioch snuggled at the base of the foothills, and somewhere in Antioch, Helen bustled around.


    The weekend glimmered in his memory. He’d gotten his Friday shipment out on time, caught his bus, and whisked Helen and her son to his parents’ for dinner and piano playing. When Jay-Jay fell asleep on the sofa, Ray and Helen danced to the radio.


    Saturday she invited him to join George and Betty Anello at her place. After many long looks over dinner and too few dances, Ray tried to leave, but the Anellos left first. Ray and Helen talked past midnight on her porch swing under the rustling branches of a cherry tree. Every time he said he should go, a new wave of conversation carried them away.


    He held her hand under the pretense of examining the fine scars from cooking accidents. He could have kissed those scars and those on her face, and he could have kissed her, but he had to be careful.


    Jay-Jay needed stability. Before Ray crossed that threshold, he wanted to be rock-solid certain. Granite, not pumice.


    “Lieutenant, where’d you want this pallet?”


    Ray blinked at the forklift operator. He pointed to an open spot inside the door. “Park it there while I find out.”


    Shuster jogged up to the forklift and examined the invoice. “Nice fellow, the lieutenant,” he said to the operator in a not-low-enough voice. “Real bright too, but his head’s in the clouds.”


    All his life. Ray returned to his office and those mind-numbing forms. At least with his head in the clouds he could see that golden lining.
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    Antioch

    Friday, March 31, 1944


    “Excellent job, ladies.” Helen smiled at the members of the Junior Red Cross in the classroom at Antioch High. The children’s pageant, “Vaudeville for Victory,” had energized them far more than preparing surgical dressings or collecting funds. However, the Antioch Branch had surpassed its goal in the War Fund Campaign—over twelve thousand dollars—thanks in part to a sizable donation from Carlisle’s Furniture and Upholstery and Della’s Dress Shop.


    “Let’s go over this again. Be at El Campanil Theatre no later than...?”


    “Nine o’clock,” the girls chimed.


    “Right.” Helen scanned the list in Mary Jane Anello’s rounded handwriting. “Nancy Jo, Rita, Anne, and Peggy will take tickets then pass clipboards and collection cups. Evelyn, Margie, Carol, and Gina will put the children in order, check costumes, and keep the children occupied backstage—quietly occupied—while Mary Jane and I run the program.”


    Evelyn Kramer raised her hand. Her strawberry-blonde pompadour rose higher than anything the Andrews Sisters attempted. “Mrs. Carlisle, may I bring a game?”


    “Yes. Anything to keep them quiet.”


    “I know what I’m bringing,” Margie Peters said. “Handcuffs and gags.”


    When the giggles died down, Helen turned to the president of the Junior Red Cross. “Thank you, Mary Jane. Excellent work.”


    Her round face lit up under her black curls tied back with a pink bow.


    Helen dismissed the girls and checked her watch. An hour at the dress shop, a visit with Jim’s sister, Dorothy Wayne, and her new baby girl, and then dinner with Ray and his parents.


    Bubbles tickled her insides. She hadn’t felt this way since the early years with Jim, but this felt different, a continual escalation without jagged peaks and valleys. Something steady in Ray gave her a sense of inevitability and rightness. This relationship wouldn’t be passionate, but it also wouldn’t have the undercurrent of desperation, the constant fear that if she messed up she’d lose him forever.


    Helen headed down the hallway she’d walked four years ago as a senior agonizing over her decision. The acceptance letter from Mills College had hung on her bulletin board, but Jim’s face grew darker each day. Mills might be a women’s college, Jim said, but they had socials with men’s colleges. Why should he wait for her, when he knew she wouldn’t wait for him?


    Helen opened the door, drank in cool air, turned the page in her memory book to where it belonged, and pictured handsome blond Jim Carlisle stopping her on these steps and asking her to the Winter Ball.


    “You’re kidding. Not our Mrs. Carlisle. She’s old.” Evelyn Kramer’s voice floated around the corner of the building.


    Old? Helen stood still. She’d never yet been called old.


    “You ninny,” Margie Peters said. “She’s not old. My brother went to school with her.”


    “But she’s a widow and a mother.”


    “So what?” Mary Jane Anello’s laughter rang out. “I’m glad to see her happy for a change. Didn’t she look radiant?”


    Helen touched her cheek. Did she apply too much rouge?


    “My brother George says they’re sweet on each other,” Mary Jane said. “And Pop says Ray Novak’s a fine man. It’s so romantic.”


    People were talking about them? Already? Gossip made it more real somehow. The bubbles inside rose to her head, and she grasped the staircase handrail. She wanted this relationship, didn’t she?


    So why did her hands shake?
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    “Good afternoon, Mrs. Jeffries.” Helen nodded and smiled to her next-door neighbor as she walked up G Street.


    Two posters hung in the window of Molander Repairs. One showed a pilot gazing skyward—“Keep ’Em Flying.” The second read “Vaudeville for Victory.” Young Donald Ferguson’s crayon writing started bold, shrunk, and the T-O-R-Y dripped down the right side of the poster. Darling.


    The next block boasted a neatly lettered sign for the pageant on the lawn of Holy Rosary, and a bit farther up, Antioch Tire and Electric displayed little Linda Jeffries’s sign proclaiming “Vauddeville for Victory” with a big X through the extra D. Helen smiled. The children’s errors made the signs more winsome, just the angle she wanted.


    “There you are, Helen.” Victor Llewellyn ran across G Street on scissor legs like a quail. “I’ve been looking all over for you. Boy, you look swell.”


    “Thank you.” She hoped Ray would agree. She loved her new caramel-colored suit with its asymmetric jacket and swingy box pleats in the skirt. One of the benefits of being a Carlisle.


    “I like your hair up like that,” Vic said. “It’s perfect for tonight.”


    “Tonight?”


    “We have reservations at Milan’s at seven.”


    “What?” Helen stopped in front of the Women’s Club, and a hard knot formed behind her sternum. “You can’t make plans without asking me.”


    “I couldn’t get hold of you. I decided to act first and ask later.”


    Typical Llewellyn arrogance. She strode down the street. “I’m sorry, but I have plans.”


    “What kind of plans?” His voice had an edge.


    Helen crossed Fifth Street with the careful footing an edge required. “Mrs. Novak invited me for dinner. The children’s pageant is two weeks from tomorrow.”


    “Will Ray be there?”


    Her left foot caught on the curb. “I suppose so,” she said in a light tone. “If he gets away from the Air Depot on time.”


    “You’ve been seeing a lot of each other, I’ve heard.”


    He’d heard? From his mother, no doubt. Why did the Carlisles buy Jim a house across the street from the town busybody? Too bad she never noticed anything that mattered.


    “I thought you weren’t ready to date.”


    “I’m not dating Ray. We’re just friends.” Helen shoved open the door to Della’s.


    “Good. Go out with me tonight. I know you like to dance.”


    “It’s about time you two went out.” Mr. Carlisle appeared from behind a dress rack.


    Helen froze, too close to Vic, her breath trapped beneath a heavy load of expectations. Everyone expected her to pay homage to her fallen warrior husband and kiss his portrait. Mr. Carlisle expected her to be thrilled at Vic’s overture. Ray would expect her to back away from Vic out of loyalty to him and the hope of a romance.


    Vic grinned. “We have reservations at Milan’s tonight.”


    “Very nice,” Mr. Carlisle said.


    Helen could play only one role with honesty. “I told you. I have plans.”


    “With the Novaks.”


    “Yes, for the pageant.” Helen escaped behind the cash register.


    Mr. Carlisle harrumphed and straightened the rack of spring blouses. “You spend too much time with them.”


    “I’m president of the Ladies’ Circle.”


    Vic crossed his arms over his blue uniform jacket. “Ray Novak has his eyes on her.”


    Helen gasped. How childish of him.


    Mr. Carlisle laughed and rearranged the blouses. “Don’t let him get any ideas. I’d never let a Novak raise my grandson. Especially Ray. There’s something soft about that boy. Weak.”


    Jim also talked like that about Ray, called him a coward. Helen fumbled with the stack of dollar bills and tried to laugh. “Goodness. All this fuss for nothing.”


    “Good. He’ll end up like his father, you know. All boys do.”


    She couldn’t count the bills. Why—why did boys have to end up like their fathers?


    He slipped a blouse off a hanger, frowned at it, and slung it over his shoulder. “The Carlisles have belonged to our denomination for generations, and I won’t let one meddlesome pastor drive me away, but the man needs to keep his nose out of people’s business.” He marched to the back room with the discarded blouse.


    Helen stared at the swinging burgundy curtain. Pastor Novak meddlesome? What on earth had he said to Mr. Carlisle? And didn’t Mr. Carlisle see the irony of pressuring her to date the son of the most meddlesome woman in town?


    “It’d be a lot easier if you went out with me.” Vic smiled and winked.


    Helen set her jaw and bowed her head over the cash. “Good-bye, Vic.”
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