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			Praise for Gail Kittleson

			Following the death of her husband and the loss of a son in WWII, Dottie finds comfort, but little happiness, in the daily routine at her home in small-town Iowa. Then slowly her life begins to change as she confronts her feelings for Al, the husband of her deceased friend. As romance grows, Al encourages Dottie to confront her fears, move outside her comfort zone and take chances. Along the way, Dottie and Al find not just contentment but joy, happiness and purpose.

			Gail Kittleson’s latest novel, The Winds of Change, is the heartwarming story of an older couple who make the most of a second chance. Sidebars include the changing role of women in society and the mistreatment of Japanese immigrants during the war.

			The author weaves timeless themes throughout the story. Love outshines hate. Diversity makes us stronger. Good things happen when we put our differences aside and treat each other with kindness and decency. The Winds of Change delivers a message of hope and civility sorely needed in the contentious world we live in.

			Michael Barr

			This extraordinary story classically captures the mindset of the 1940s. Addie and her friend Kate reflect the voices women hear as they face confusing dilemmas 75 years later—my first read kept me up into the wee hours. I will refer my readers to In Times Like These!

			Patricia Evans, author of

			The Verbally Abusive Relationship,

			Controlling People,

			and other books listed at www.VerbalAbuse.com

			Wartime brings out the best and the worst in people. I loved the way Addie and Kate, each in her own way, dug down inside to become more than either had ever dreamed. With Each New Dawn will inspire you toward resilience and personal growth even as it keeps you riveted with each page turn.

			Sonia C. Solomonson, freelance writer and life coach

			Way2Grow Coaching

			In Times Like These clearly portrays the difficulties for women during WW2. First, there are the challenges of raising food, preserving it, making money stretch, wisely using ration cards and just plain living in fear of the war. But then the overlay of Addie’s controlling husband made me instantly empathize with the main character. His verbally abusive and cold treatment of Addie unfortunately is not just a problem from another era. God’s provision for her was intriguing. The value of faith, friendship and compassion are evident in this book. I personally enjoyed the food tips and recipes, as well as vivid descriptions of farm life. This may be my favorite book by Gail Kittleson. It is the first in the mini-series, Women of the Heartland. Be sure to read the books in order.

			Cleo Lampos

			Gail Kittleson introduces us to a small town community, under the strains of World War II. The everyday lives of the town folks unfolding their thoughts and concern for the husbands and brothers fighting for their country. The family and friends dynamics in this story keeps the reader wanting to turn page after page. The author knows how to keep the reader engaged. Looking forward to Ms. Kittleson’s next book.

			K Currie

			Kittleson’s writing style fosters instant empathy as her quiet heroine, Addie, struggles through daily living in Iowa during WW2. Readers are introduced to Addie through patriotism, friendship, and self-realization. “I’ve spent my whole life in fear instead of living each day,” highlights Addie’s growth in overcoming an emotionally abusive husband. Highest recommendation.

			Carolyn Cobb

			…the pages almost turned themselves. Great period piece exploring family dynamics and interpersonal relationships as well as the growth of self-esteem and the importance of friendship.

			Lisa Lickel

			Kittleson deftly writes strong female characters facing heartbreaking tragedies. Until Then features two: Marian, caught in the Blitz, and Dorothy, a surgical nurse whose work with the 11th Evacuation Hospital has taken her to North Africa, through Sicily and into France. Their stories intertwine in a narrative that touches then heals the soul. Highly, highly recommended!
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			Chapter One

			O

			n certain Sunday mornings, Dottie could step through the door of First Methodist Church without visualizing her husband Owen’s casket near the altar rail. But not this Sunday. Memories of two recent funerals assailed her, though there hadn’t even been a casket when their son Bill died.

			The friendly hum of children and Sunday School teachers spurred her to the basement. Through the serving window, she counted heads and cut sixteen pieces of chocolate cake.

			A while later, a chair scraped on the cement floor, and the primary teacher caught Dottie’s eye—time to serve the cake. She placed forks on the plates and handed them across the countertop.

			“Watch your step, children. Take your time. And remember your manners. What do you tell Mrs. Kyle?”

			Fifteen versions of “Thank you, Mrs. Kyle” descended and Dottie gave each child a smile. Ina added her own gratitude before she left.

			“What would we do without you, Dottie? You’re as faithful as irises in April. Sure you don’t need some help?”

			“Thanks, but I can manage. And you’ve got family coming for dinner.”

			When the basement lay quiet, Dottie boiled water on the stove, filled the dishpan, and went for the broom. But in the corner near the cleaning closet, a slight movement gave her a start.

			Who was that small figure clinging to the dank stone wall? Peering closer, Dottie noted frosting on little Sammy Jorgensen’s face and dark brown goo spewing from his two front pockets.

			Stooping to his height sent a twinge through her bum knee. She let it pass and lowered even more, until she could look into his glinting eyes.

			“Sammy, did you want some more cake?” He nodded as she reached for the wastebasket. “Let’s get you cleaned up as best we can. Now, pull the insides of your pockets out.”

			Still as pooled water, Sammy’s dark eyes watched her pare some Fels Naptha soap into a small tin bowl of hot water. Then she rubbed the once-white insides of Sammy’s Sunday trouser pockets with a damp rag.

			“You gonna tell my mommy?”

			Dottie wiped crumbs from his mouth and patted his shoulder. “She’ll see it, honey. We can’t get these stains out, but your mommy loves you, you know that.”

			Absorbed in her ministrations, Sammy failed to notice Mrs. Jorgensen slip into the kitchen, a sleeping baby in one arm, Sammy’s coat draped over the other.

			“Sammy? I’ve been looking for you.”

			He covered his mouth with both palms.

			“What have you done?”

			“Mommy, I…Missus Kyle bringed us treats and…”

			“From the looks of your shirt, you decided to take some home?”

			Sammy’s bottom lip curled toward his chin.

			“He was trying to help, I think, when I was busy gathering up the dishes.” Dottie’s words did little to ease the lines on Myra Jorgensen’s forehead.

			“Look at this floor—cake tracks everywhere. You made more work for Mrs. Kyle, after all the nice things she does for our Sunday school. Tell her you’re sorry.”

			Sammy’s whisper penetrated Dottie’s heart, and she pulled him close. Warm chocolaty breath tickled her nose.

			“It’s all right. I once had a little boy who looked a lot like you. Believe me, I found plenty of bugs and baby toads in his pockets.” Dottie caught Myra’s eyes. “Seems like only yesterday Bill was that size.”

			The beginning of a smile worked its way across the weary young mother’s lips. Dottie helped Sammy into his coat and patted his warm head.

			“Come along, then.” Myra reached for the little fellow’s hand.

			“You have a nice afternoon, now.”

			Sammy gave Dottie a wave and swished toward the door. Stiff pant legs—Myra might add a bit less starch to her hand washing next time.

			“That boy never stops. Dottie, some days…”

			Dottie patted Myra’s arm. “Let me get the door for you. I’d be glad to have Sammy over for a few hours this afternoon so you can take a nap.”

			“That’s so thoughtful, but we’re going to a family reunion out at the farm. Gotta hurry home to check on my chicken, frost a cake, and get everything loaded up.”

			“Ma…maa.” Myra’s petite bundle let out a wail, but Myra took time to squeeze Dottie’s hand.

			“I hope you know how much we appreciate your work around here.” Her forehead creased. “I don’t know how you made it through losing Bill and then Owen, too. You’re such a strong woman.”

			“We do what we have to do. The war was hard on everybody.”

			Elbows spread wide, Myra called to Sammy. Dottie watched until she had him safely in the automobile, thinking of Cora, her youngest, out in California. Her arms bulged with a baby and a two-year old right now, too—such precious cargo.

			Hopefully she wasn’t driving around by herself, though. These days, you never knew what young mothers might attempt.

			Letting the old wooden door shut behind her, Dottie retraced the stairs to the kitchen. From the very back of the shelf below the sink, she retrieved a two-inch wiry square cut from a large scouring pad. Smelled like it still had a little soap left, so she ran it around the faucet edge and rinsed off the residue before she swept up the crumbs and wet mopped the well-worn linoleum.

			The Sunday school room smelled of recently opened crayon boxes, dusty hymnals, and the mothball tinge of Sunday best clothes. She straightened the shelves, pushed child-sized red chairs under the low table, and took one last look around the kitchen before turning off the lights.

			The uneven floor, slanted toward a central drain, tripped her up, but she caught herself on the countertop. Something about the sight of a few more red-brown crumbs and the little-boy breath still hovering in the air buckled her knees.

			A cry rose from some unearthly place inside her as she sank to the cool floor. “My son and my husband—Dear God, did you have to take them both?”

			Her fists pummeled the cracked linoleum’s surface. “If only I could see Cora’s little ones—oh, why does she have to live so far away?”

			Her complaint echoed in the dim eerie quiet. From the shadows, Myra’s description mocked her—Such a strong woman. 

			Through it all, she’d set her mind and plowed on, but what choice did she have? At this moment, though, she might not even find the strength to get up off the floor.

			•

			An old aluminum pail banged against Dottie’s thigh en route to the third bedroom on the right. The hallway clock marked each moment. Well, George Hanson would simply have to jiggle his foot on the front porch for a few more minutes.

			At least he could go outside in this warm weather instead of tapping his foot in the boarding house dining room. Feather duster in hand, Dottie opened his window to let in the breeze and worked around George’s few belongings. A bright circus flyer decorated his desk.

			Ringling Brothers and Barnum Bailey

			Combined shows coming to the Hippodrome

			Waterloo, Iowa—August 30, 1946

			Over a week ago. If George took the train down to Waterloo that day, she hadn’t even noticed. But then, like the other three boarders, he kept to himself, and most days she hardly stuck her head out of the kitchen except to do the washing in the basement.

			Back on his closet shelf, something metal caught her eye. She slid his desk chair and climbed atop it, groaning at the impact on her sore knee. But Helene wanted everything dusted thoroughly.

			Dottie swept her duster around the engraved tin box, most likely George’s money stash. He hired out for farmers during the busy season. That was all she knew about him. She wielded her duster as far back as she could, but without warning, the closet door slammed shut behind her.

			She grabbed at the suffocating sensation threatening her throat, but calmed herself enough to fumble for the knob and push open the door. For a moment, she held her moist forehead.

			Close to the closet, a desk’s solid edge helped her ease to the floor. She took a deep breath, finished her cleaning, and went out into the hallway. No sound from the kitchen where she had left her boss checking the cupboards for supper ingredients.

			Good. That meant she had a few minutes alone, because Helene had driven down to the butcher shop.

			A kick sent the dirty clothes pile closer to the steps, where Dottie shoved it over the edge with her toe, a method Helene frowned upon. But it saved a trip up the stairs for the cleaning supplies.

			The entire bundle splatted on the landing—a perfect pitch. Halfway down, another well-placed kick produced equally successful results. Maybe all those years of watching Bill kick the football had taught her something.

			At the bottom of the stairs, Dottie bent to pick up the laundry, but instead of splotched green and white linoleum swirls, a woman’s black patent leather shoes greeted her. Shapely legs led to a pair of dimpled knees and a bright flowered dress. Standing tall, Dottie stared into a redhead’s flagrant green eyes.

			Finally, she sputtered, “Why Bonnie Mae Ingersoll, is that you?”

			The lanky girl chawed her gum. Her bemused half-smile rang a bell way back in Dottie’s memory.

			“Well, I’ll be—someone remembered my name.” Bonnie Mae scratched the back of her head with long fingernails painted as red as her lips. She looked Dottie up and down. “Fancy meeting you, too. Don’t recall your name, though I do remember that amazing coal black hair.”

			“Dottie. Dottie Kyle—but the coal black has turned to charcoal, I’m afraid.”

			Bonnie Mae’s squint could have meant anything. “Where’s Helene? She told me to come at ten.”

			“Probably buying meat for supper. Would you like to leave her a message?” Dottie’s neck spewed heat like the ramshackle building’s ancient coal stoker.

			Bonnie Mae twirled a strand of flaming hair around her forefinger and cracked her gum. Near her mouth and eyes, telltale age lines marked time’s passage—probably twenty years.

			“Nope. This is my first day of work. I’ll just look around.” She flounced her skirt like Maureen O’Hara in The Hunchback of Notre Dame and headed into the parlor.

			Helene hired Bonnie Mae to work here? A niggling sensation just below Dottie’s collarbone warned her to put up her guard.

			Whatever it was, she’d have to set the past aside, that’s all. Like her mother used to say, “The past is past—it wasn’t meant to last.” Funny how Mama’s advice lived on, even though she passed so many years ago.

			The dining room door still swung from Bonnie Mae’s passage. Dottie drew back her good leg, launched the laundry down the basement stairs, and flung up a prayer. “You’ve seen me through a whole lot worse than this. Here we go again.”

			•

			The screen door fought Dottie. Tired and cold, she wrenched the handle free from its moorings.

			“Time to get out the storm windows and doors. Can’t put that off any longer.”

			Her stomach growled, though she’d eaten at the boarding house earlier. A piece of apple cake and some hot cocoa wouldn’t hurt on such a cold night. She kicked off her shoes and hung up her coat, crossed the dining room to a kitchen chair, and rubbed her feet.

			Fourteen hours of work was too much, but what could she do? Helene wasn’t about to clean up the dining room herself.

			Bright yellow walls cheered Dottie like an old friend when she switched on the light. The spiffy aluminum cover glided over her cake pan, last year’s Christmas gift from her daughter Millie.

			Sliding cake pan covers—what would they invent next? A moist cinnamon-apple aroma wafted from the pan. The furnace kicked in, belching warm air through the wide iron grate under the table, inviting her to wiggle her toes.

			Over a gas flame, she melded a scoop of chocolate powder into a cup of milk with a wooden spoon. When she glanced up, Owen’s dark eyes observed her from his WWI army discharge photo hanging above the fern stand.

			At least he saw the latest war end, although he was never the same after the news about Bill. The chocolate bubbled up, and she turned off the burner just as someone banged on the front door.

			“At eight thirty? Who could that be?”

			When she flipped the switch, the porch light formed a rectangle on the dining room floor. Al Jensen stood there, about as tall and thin as a human being could get. His lips curved into a lopsided grin.

			“Don’t worry. It’s just me.”

			The tightness in Dottie’s neck muscles let go. “Al, what’re you doing out this late?”

			One toe of his bedroom slippers perched on the threshold. Two distinct worry lines divided his thick, sandy eyebrows. “In the full moon, I noticed some odd puffs from your chimney when I closed the drapes.” He held his palms up and shrugged. “Maybe I ought to take a peek.”

			Dottie stepped back. “All right, but shut the door quick. Terrible cold for October, isn’t it?”

			“Yeah. You sure got home late tonight.” He stumbled on her rubber boot but caught himself on the doorframe. “Trying to kill me?” His chuckle matched the upswing of his low voice, and she relaxed even more.

			“Guess so.”

			He left his slippers and headed for the basement door just off the kitchen. Dottie set her boots in the closet and followed him to the top of the stairs.

			“This is awful—gotta clean these steps. Talk about trying to kill someone…”

			Her comment traced a gallon paint can, stray brushes, and a few empty canning jars down the side of the stairs. A couple of rags brightened the conglomeration, thrown there the other day when her knee bothered her too much to walk them to the soak pail down by the washer.

			Al turned into the furnace room and pulled the light chain. Dottie leaned her forehead on the door. Just like him to notice her chimney.

			“Got any new furnace filters?” The long planes of his face jutted around the doorframe in the dim light.

			“Look on the top shelf down there.”

			A few seconds later, he shuffled into view and glanced up at her. Batting at a cobweb, he raised his bony shoulders.

			“Nothing? Look on top of Owen’s old Army trunk then, behind you.” Al bent and touched the trunk, but his left shoulder jerked back as though someone had attacked him from the darkness.

			“What is it?”

			He didn’t answer, and it took him a few seconds to meet her eyes again.

			“I’ve got a filter over home, I think. Brought it from the hardware for Mrs. Grundy but haven’t taken it over to her yet.”

			“Can’t this wait till morning?”

			He reached the top of the stairway, and Dottie stepped back. The set of his jaw declared it couldn’t wait. “Can’t be too careful around fire.”

			Dottie closed the front door behind him. A speck of white beckoned her from her coat pocket in the open closet, and she reached for Cora’s letter. How could she have forgotten?

			She hurried to the kitchen with it and scanned her younger daughter’s distinct lines for news. Good. Everything was going well for her and Dennis, and she’d sent a picture of the children.

			“Oh, those little cuties.” The photograph of baby Joy in Jeffy’s arms captured her, and she barely noticed Al letting himself in again. He tromped downstairs, so she put the letter aside to savor the details later.

			Banging and shuffling rose from the cellar. Her cake plate sat on the counter—might as well cut Al some, too. By the time she positioned another plate and cup of hot chocolate at the table, he emerged, cobwebs strung ear to ear and the unrecognizable dusty filter in hand. His brows arched at the late-night snack.

			“Smells good. Chilly down there tonight.” On his way to the sink to wash up, he handed Dottie the filter, and his knee brushed her dress.

			Condensed dust prickled her nose as Dottie set the wire contraption in her frigid back porch. A brutal wind blustered through cracked caulking, and frosty air swirled up her legs. She slammed the door, wiped off her fingers, and nudged her natural wave behind her ears.

			There sat Al at her kitchen table, waiting for her. In the distance, from the picture on the wall, Owen watched over all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			W

			hite steam rose over Dottie’s face every time she exhaled. She forced herself out of bed and scuttled in her moccasins across brittle floorboards to turn up the heat. Mustn’t let the pipes freeze—what a mess that would make!

			Setting the dial at sixty-six degrees, she gave Owen a mental hug for replacing their old coal furnace before he crossed the Great Divide. The harsh wind rattled an eave spout, shuttering a draft down her spine. With his robust constitution, she always thought Owen would outlive her. What else had she been wrong about?

			Baggy eyes met her in the mirror. Last night, sleep came only after a struggle. To her left, her stiff white cotton stockings straggled over the towel bar like icicles.

			“Be thankful for your job. Gets you out of the house.”

			Owen would never have agreed to her working like this, and back then it would never have crossed her mind. But a few weeks after his funeral, Helene mentioned she needed help in the boarding house kitchen. The fit seemed perfect, and now two years had gone by.

			Wonder what she’d do if I showed up in a pair of trousers? The thought produced a chuckle in Dottie. Some women had taken to wearing long pants in winter, but Helene balked. “I run a proper boarding house, mind you, Dorothy Kyle. What if one of the men happened on you bent over cleaning the stairs or taking something out of the oven?”

			The four boarders, long past the age of noticing her backside, would have a less dangerous view if she wore pants, Dottie conjectured. But she swallowed her protest. She didn’t mind the dress rule, yet hated being called by her given name. She even drummed up the courage to mention this once. But to no avail—Helene did exactly as she pleased.

			A cup of steaming tea and a fried egg tucked between two pieces of toast fortified Dottie for the frigid walk. Her wool scarf’s fringe tracing her cheeks, she turned the thermostat down ten degrees. The house would be glacial tonight, but at least she didn’t have to stoke the fire in that dusty dungeon below the kitchen.

			At the end of her sidewalk, she turned north. A light shone from Al’s kitchen window, and the living room drapes parted as she walked by. A wave of sympathy swept her. He still hadn’t gotten used to Nan being gone, but some wounds only time and love could heal.

			Twenty minutes later, Dottie led Bonnie Mae into the pantry, a converted back porch. Helene had painted the door shut and lined the walls with shelves. In spring and fall the space served as a cooler, and in winter, an extra freezer.

			“In here you’ll find most of our meal supplies.”

			“Our meals? You eat here?”

			“Sometimes, if I’m really hungry.”

			Dottie faced narrowed cat’s eyes. The girl’s tone took on a brittle edge. “I have to pay Helene a quarter per meal. That’s no fair.” Dottie almost expected her to stomp her foot.

			“That’s what I have to pay, too.”

			“Oh.” Full red lips slid into a sulk.

			“We store everything but the dry goods in here.”

			“I’m not cooking, not on your life. Helene hired me strictly for cleaning and errand-running.”

			A relieved sigh escaped in spite of Dottie’s early morning vow to avoid any show of emotion. So, at least Miss Smart Mouth wouldn’t hover around the kitchen.

			“On this side, you’ll find things we serve to outside dinner guests.” Dottie gestured toward boxes of tea, tins of salmon, and preserves.

			“You mean she don’t give the boarders jam?”

			“Not this jam. It’s Maudy Akins’ finest—a bit too pricey.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Dottie lifted her palm. “That’s what Helene says, and she’s the boss.” She tried to herd Bonnie Mae toward the entrance, but the gum-popping apprentice wouldn’t budge.

			“So she treats the boarders like second-class citizens?”

			Dottie bit her tongue. She didn’t agree with everything Helene did, but if you worked for someone, you didn’t ask questions. She almost retorted, Did you learn that fancy language in Chicago?

			But just in time, she bit her tongue. Backed into the small room, her chest filled as though it might explode—she had to get out of here. She met pursed lips and squinty eyes until the younger woman finally backed out of the narrow space. Dottie let out a shaky breath, wrapped up the tour as quickly as possible, and deposited Bonnie Mae beside the wringer-washer.

			“Guess you’ve run one of these before?”

			Wrinkles redesigned a freckled nose. “Unfortunately, yes. I can’t believe Helene hasn’t invested in a newer model with an automatic rotator. This takes forever, and the stirring breaks your back.”

			“But the clothes come out clean, don’t you think?”

			“Yeah, but women shouldn’t have to do this kind of hard labor anymore, if you ask me.” Intense green eyes sparked.

			Dottie averted her face from the girl’s fiery stare. She could say, I didn’t ask you, but there was no use tackling that one—no use at all.

			•

			A golden Indian summer day surprised rural Iowa after the past week’s cold rain. Dottie trimmed her bushes and cleaned up the last garden remnants. About half an hour into her work, she came upon a woolly bear caterpillar.

			On two fingers, she lifted the little fellow clinging to his leaf. “I’d better count your stripes.” Black bands numbered more than brown on either side of the fuzzy creature’s rusty orange middle. “This winter’s going to be a bad one.”

			She settled the caterpillar under the garage window and surveyed her hydrangeas. Mrs. Grundy cut hers in the fall, but Dottie’s oldest sister Mildred, who raised her after Mama died, swore springtime was best.

			She glanced through the alley toward her elderly back-alley neighbor’s house. Sure enough, her hydrangea bushes had shrunk into stubs. “That grandson of hers has no mercy. Could’ve left at least six inches. Ah well, to each his own.”

			Once spring came, no one could tell the difference in their pruning techniques, since the plants grew equally tall and bushy. But maybe Mrs. Grundy’s produced more flowers—Dottie had never checked, and she wasn’t about to.

			“Fiddle-faddle. It’s all in what your folks taught you.”

			“What was that?”

			Dottie’s clippers flew into the air as she jumped half a foot. “Al Jensen—don’t sneak up on me like that—you’ll be the death of me some day.”

			Al chuckled and picked up her clippers. “I doubt that. A stairway somewhere will do you in—probably over at the boarding house.”

			No tart response came to mind, so she grabbed the clippers and clacked them back and forth. “Cleaning your garden, too?”

			“Sure am. But I thought I heard you say something about a caterpillar.”

			Had she muttered her thoughts loud enough for him to hear over in his garden? Dottie scratched her head. Didn’t most men lose their hearing with age?

			Al stood there, skinny arms akimbo. “Well, did you?”

			Dottie gestured toward the window. “Yes. Such a cute little guy, but he’s got ten black stripes. Bad sign for a cold, cold winter.”

			“You’re right. Weather vane’s been swinging east pretty regular for the past week, too.”

			Dottie slanted her head toward the vane atop his shed. “How does that one go again?”

			“A weather vane that swings to the west proclaims the weather to be best. A weather vane that swings to the east proclaims no good to man or beast.” He puffed out his chest like a schoolboy reciting for his teacher.

			“Well. Let me know if you see any more sure signs, all right?”

			Al’s grin spread from jawbone to jawbone. Of course, with such a slender face, it had little space to cover. “Sure.”

			Dottie went back to her work, and Al headed across the yard. But not a full minute passed before she heard his voice again.

			“Your garden always looks so neat and tidy, Dot. Even in winter.”

			That sounded like a compliment, but she wasn’t sure what to do with it. After scanning Al’s spaded growing space, she straightened. “Yours, too.”

			Now, that wasn’t exactly true. He left too much to chance with his raspberry patch. He ought to clip them down some. She bent over her day lilies. About eight inches from the ground, according to Mama. She enveloped a few greenish-yellow leaves with her clippers.

			Crunch—leaf shards fell around her feet. Twenty minutes later, four lilies stood short and sassy, dressed for winter. Because she paid attention to her cutting angle, the foliage even looked pretty now. Orderly and…yes, pretty. She stood back to admire her work.

			“Dottie?” Her knee jerked when she leaped in the air again.

			“Oh, I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.” Long fingers grasped her elbow. “You all right?”

			“You’ve got to stop this, Al. I just wrenched my knee.”

			“Oh, man.” Something dark wavered through his eyes. For an uneasy second, Dottie feared he might try to rub the hurt away. But he gained control, working his mouth like a horse with an uncomfortable bit.

			“What I wanted to say was…I mean…” He closed his eyes, pulled his shoulders back, and spit it out. “Want to go fishing?”

			“Fishing?”

			“Out at Goplerud’s pond. They say the fish are biting out there.”

			“Why, it’s been such a long time since I’ve…”

			“That’s all right. I’ll bring everything, even pack us a little supper.” He reddened. “We ought to wait till about five-thirty, when the fish get hungry. And since that’s about supper time, I thought…” Pucker lines zigzagged his forehead.

			“You and Owen had some good times down at that pond.” She stared at the back fence. “While you were gone, Nan and I had some good chats, too.”

			“Yeah. Too bad they both couldn’t have lived longer.”

			Al shook a nearly comatose fly from his shirtsleeve. Dottie considered what it would be like down at the pond with him. Then her empty living room passed before her eyes—anything would be better than that.

			“Well, I suppose…”

			“I’ll get right on the provisions. Pick you up in the alley about half-past five.”

			Dottie’s head spun as though someone slapped her out of a deep sleep. Going fishing with Al Jensen. Who would have thought it?

			“Al?”

			He turned on a dime. “What is it, Dot?”

			“Just so you don’t expect me to take Owen’s place...”

			“Nope, wouldn’t expect you to.”

			She crimped a wayward hollyhock, stuck a spindly stick where she needed to dig dahlia bulbs, and cleaned her hoe blade before hanging it between two nails pounded into the garage wall.

			Out in the sun again, she stretched her arms overhead. It was wonderful to do something you thoroughly enjoyed without having to hurry. What a perfect day—a thread of breeze wove through the back yard, sunshine warmed her, and a cardinal oozed good cheer from the telephone wire.

			When the workmen first strung that wire a few years back, she’d resented the way the post marred her view. Now, she hardly noticed. Reluctant to leave the garden’s gentle spell, she wandered to the asparagus bed and pulled a wayward weed. Nothing as calming as getting your fingers in the dirt.

			Fishing was close to the earth, too. She’d not made time for fishing since…she thought back. Maybe when Cora was a little girl.

			Unlike Millie, with no affinity for slimy things, Cora took to fishing right away, snaring the worm and doubling its wriggly body like a professional. Bill did, too. Dottie’s chest throbbed as she turned toward the back steps.

			Her sigh hung above the flame bush, with its rosy-red profusion of leaves. That’s how she’d come to think of Bill, beautiful and bright. Sometimes a good memory came to light, and she’d catch herself smiling right in the middle of mixing a piecrust.

			For a moment, he became a little boy again, running to her with a treasure. She still kept a box of those things, way back in her top bureau drawer.

			That friendly cardinal intoned his song again. Dottie gave him a wave. She’d better get ready. Al’s invitation troubled her, though she didn’t know why. Maybe it was that change kept coming and she had no choice but to let it do its work.

			She turned toward the porch. Al’s clapboard siding reflected sunlight across an expanse of rich grass, still verdant this late in the season. She still had time to run over and make up some excuse. But her heart felt lighter than it had in days. Maybe an outing wouldn’t hurt.

			•

			Al puttered around for a good long while, till he got antsy. He gathered the poles, filled a can with some pudgy worms, and stuck everything in the back of his 1937 Ford truck.

			He patted the old girl on the fender. “Ten years and still hummin’ like a youngster.”

			He took off his boots and went inside stocking-footed—ooh, his feet stunk. Better wash them and put on new socks. What would Nan say, changing socks part way through the day?

			But she passed a little over a year ago. Some days when he closed the hardware store, he stopped in at Benson’s Market, where old Tibbs lounged near a pot-bellied stove. Never one to refuse socializing while his daughter-in-law worked, Tibbs repeated stories to anyone with ears.

			Though Al wearied of the same old tales, listening made more sense than coming home to memories in every corner. By the time he filled the truck with gas, if it needed any, and drove home the long way around, the evening loomed less stark.

			He ransacked the cupboards and Frigidaire, and was about to pull out the remains of a bologna ring he boiled last night when the phone jangled. Three shorts and a long.

			“Hi Dad, how ya doin’?”

			“Good. Fine. You?” His son Charlie, in the southwest corner of Iowa, checked on him every now and then.

			“Got the garden all cleaned out?”

			“Yeah. Beautiful day, eh?”

			“It is. Got the kids out putting the storm windows on. Supposed to hard freeze in northern Iowa Monday night.”

			Al pictured Charlie’s three children out in the fresh air.

			“Any more news up there, Dad?

			“Uh, the Ingersoll girl’s moved back in with Ned.”

			“Bonnie Mae? You don’t say. Don’t know if that’s good news or bad.”

			Al’s memory danced a jig. Something about Charlie’s wife, Marion, getting in a row with that wild-eyed Bonnie Mae years ago, in high school.

			“All right then, Dad. Come out and see us sometime. We’d love to have you.”

			“Thanks, Charlie. Maybe I will.” They talked a while longer before Al set the receiver in its cradle. Maybe he could take the train down there sometime. If Nan were still alive, they’d go several times a year, but the thought of going alone weighed him down.

			He turned back to the Frigidaire. What had he been doing? Oh, yes, the bologna. He cut some chunks and layered them with rich gold longhorn cheese between thick slices of rye bread.

			He placed a few of Henrietta Perry’s cookies in a brown paper bag. Though she had ten years on him, she never gave up trying, and made great raisin oatmeal cookies—not as good as Nan’s, but close. He took them to the store with him for lunch, but luckily counted four still in the bottom of the box.

			The kitchen clock alerted him—time to pick up Dottie. Feet planted in the middle of the pale green linoleum floor, Al bowed his head for a few seconds.

			“If only Dottie could like me—she wouldn’t have to love me the way Nan did—but if we could be more than neighbors…”

			A niggle of doubt rendered his “Amen” lame—probably an old fool to even dream Dottie would consider him. He donned his lopsided khaki fishing hat, stained and fingerprinted, swung the grocery bag to his hip, and let himself out the back porch door.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			P

			orky’s Pond, named after its owner’s rotund silhouette, lay toward Maple River. Trees extended from the body of water half a mile south, creating an elongated U-shape. Al accelerated down the hill.

			A cursory scan encouraged him—not another human being in sight. He turned to Dottie. “We’re in luck—best fishing hole in the county all to ourselves.”

			She seemed a little quieter than usual, but one thing he could count on, she wouldn’t scare the fish away. He veered into the woods on a seldom-used lane with tire-high weeds down the middle and cut the engine.

			“You hungry yet?”

			“A little. I don’t think it’ll take long to work up an appetite.”

			“Okay. We’ll take the food with us. Just let me know when you’re ready to eat.”

			“You’ll hear my stomach.” Dottie’s easy grin reassured him everything would be all right.

			She grabbed the fishing poles and bait can. He maneuvered the grocery sack, his tackle box, and two canvas-covered stools.

			“I’ll come back for the water and pail while you get set up, Al.”

			“Good. Thanks.” His voice sounded jittery. He had to relax. He mustn’t let his nerves take over—then she would decline another invitation.

			He set up his stool, opened the tackle box and surveyed his options. While he picked a lure and baited his hook, Dottie studied the murky water.

			She picked up her stool. “What was Owen’s favorite spot?”

			“Tried ’em all, but he attracted fish wherever he perched. Kept me on my toes.”

			She flashed him half a smile, but her eyes didn’t fill, as they had for so long. She walked a few steps and settled her stool in the sand. The upward curve of her nose below her dark, arched brows struck Al as particularly perky. It was hard to catch her lately when she wasn’t worn out from work.

			“Choose your weapon.” He held out four poles, but berated himself. Why did he mention weapons, when that might bring up a bad memory about Bill?

			But she didn’t seem to notice and chose an old bamboo rod he’d kept in his shed forever, most likely inherited from his father. Just like Dottie not to take a newer, shinier one.

			He held out the bait can, and she hooked a worm with her forefinger. “Need any lures?”

			“Do you think so?”

			“Some swear by them, others say fish know artificial when they see it.”

			“Hmm. Maybe I’ll stick with the worm.”

			Al attached a silvery lure above his worm. You never knew what would work. It all depended on…luck? No, the time of day had a lot to do with success, and the weather. But some people just plain had an uncanny feel for fish.

			Squiggles marked the water, and a slap sounded. He lowered his voice just above a whisper. “Maybe we came at the right time.”

			Dottie, already scrunched over her pole, gave no answer. He cast his line far from hers. A bevy of crows announced disgust at the human invasion and flocked away. Serenity fell over the scene.

			As always when he came here, knots untied inside Al’s gut. He tried not to think of anything in particular. Dot seemed content, so he let her be.

			Nan never took to fishing. She didn’t like bugs, for one thing. The image of Dottie holding that woolly caterpillar in her palm surfaced. When Charlie and Bill needed a home for an injured squirrel, it ended up at Dottie and Owen’s, not with him and Nan.

			Once, they found a baby cardinal fallen from its nest, dead by the time Al got home from work.

			“We want to take him for show and tell on Monday, but he’s gonna stink if we don’t keep him cold. Think Mom will let us put him in the Frigidaire?”

			Al knew the answer, and so did the boys. “Go ask Dottie.”

			Sure enough, she let them. He hadn’t noticed before, but she had on a pair of Owen’s blue and white striped overalls, a red bandana sticking out the back pocket.

			She swam in them, for Owen was nothing if not thick and muscular. Dottie…Al peered from under his hat brim...he supposed she was what men called stacked at a younger age. Shapely, he’d rather say, and she’d kept her muscles. Probably helped that she worked at Helene’s, although he’d rather she didn’t.

			Helene rankled him. That woman watched her boarders’ mail like a hawk. A time or two when he delivered the mail after Owen got sick, he’d reminded her that letters were personal. Her shrewish look made him wish he’d thought better of it. He didn’t like the idea of Dottie slaving for a woman like that.

			A southwest wind shook the pine branches—good sign. Even as he thought it, Dottie’s bobber went under. She reeled her line in a bit and slowly stood. “Oh look, Al—I think I’ve got one!”

			Her tone electrified him. He hightailed it back to the pick-up. Why hadn’t he brought the net along in the first place? He felt behind the grimy seat for the long wooden handle, jerked it out, and raced back. Not a moment too soon, for Dottie’s shoulders matched her taut line.

			“You might have to bring it in…”

			“You’re doing fine.”

			He poised, net ready. Energy bounded through his limbs as if he’d snagged the fish himself. His insides tensed as he prayed the line would hold.

			In another few seconds, Dottie brought up a glittering bluegill, about as big as they grew. The creature put up a fight, but she forgot all about being quiet.

			“Oh my…can’t believe I actually caught one!”

			“You do most everything pretty well, Dot.” Her dark eyes shone. She dipped the bucket into the pond so Al could deposit the fish into its new home.

			“Wow—that was quick. We haven’t been here long at all.” Her fingers already searched the worm can for more bait.

			“You hungry yet?”

			“Yes, but I don’t want to stop. Let’s fish a while longer.”

			A smile split his face. “You betcha, Dot. Sure thing.”

			•

			Al pulled in his third fish, Dottie her fourth. Her stomach complained, loud enough for him to hear a few feet away.

			“Trying to tell me something?”

			Dottie rubbed her middle. “Guess so. We can eat fast, can’t we?”

			“Hooked on fishing?”

			“Maybe so.” She re-baited her hook and propped her pole. “I’ll get the bag.”

			She rolled a log near him, distributed the sandwiches, cheese, and cookies, grabbed her stool, and plopped down before he could gather his wits.

			“You going to bless the food?”

			“Sure.” He leaned his pole against a stump. “For health and life and daily food, Father in Heaven, we thank Thee. Amen.”

			By the time he picked up a sandwich, Dottie already chewed a big bite. “Does this ever taste good—you make a fine sandwich, Al.”

			“Thanks.”

			She took a second bite and looked up at him. “What?”

			“You’re quite the fisherman.”

			“You picked the perfect spot. If the fish are biting, anybody can be quite the fisherman.”

			“Give yourself a little more credit. Not everyone can bring in a fighting one.”

			“Aw, my Grandpa taught me that years ago. I was afraid I’d forgotten how, but it came back, I guess.” Sunlight broke through low-hanging clouds and framed her dark hair. Out here in the fresh air, she looked younger.

			“You’re a natural.” Al chomped into his sandwich, and Dottie took another.

			Across the pond, a loud splash alerted them. Voices wafted over.

			“Kids trying to skip rocks. You ever learn to do that, Al?”

			“A little. Not many flat enough around here. I got some good practice when I was stationed in France, though.”

			“Where was that?”

			“With the French Army near Saint-Mahiel.”

			“How old were you?”

			“Barely seventeen, but I was so tall, they believed me when I claimed an extra year.” Al shook his head. “Don’t know what I was thinking.”

			A leaf floated by, home to some late ladybugs. “Actually, I do know—I was trying hard to please my dad.”

			“He wanted you to go?”

			“Strange, huh? When Charlie enlisted, I would’ve given anything to take his place, but my Dad wanted me to serve. Probably because he never got to, and someone drilled into his head that you weren’t quite a man if you’d never worn a uniform.”

			“Um.” Dottie’s forehead furrowed, and Al wondered how much she knew about the war. By the time Owen entered, the worst of the fighting was over, but his decades of mail delivery, no matter what the weather, warranted a medal.

			•

			Mellow late-day sunlight profiled barren oaks and maples. Five minutes later, Bill’s face appeared in the water, gentle against the glow, tinged orange in the sunset. Mesmerized, Dottie sat motionless.

			Al’s voice interrupted her reverie. “Sorry Dot. I didn’t mean to bring up the war.”

			His earnest expression touched her. She reached over and patted his wrist. “It’s all right.”

			His eyes dropped to her hand. Cold tingles ran over Dottie’s shoulders, but she patted him again. “You’re a good friend. I…I just had a visitation from Bill.”

			“A visitation?”

			She drew a shaky breath. “That’s what Helene would say, and I don’t know what else to call it. I saw his face out there on the water. You ever have that happen?”

			“Once or twice, with Nan.”

			“It was as if Bill floated on the sparkles. He looked so kind and bright-eyed and young—a good way to remember him.”

			Al’s admission evidenced his understanding. The knowledge took some time to settle in Dottie’s consciousness. She considered how Owen would have reacted and decided he might have scoffed at her.

			Finally, she stirred. “I needed this. Thanks for bringing me.” She ate a cookie and unscrewed the water jar’s lid. “Care if I drink out of this?”

			“What choice do you have? I forgot to pack glasses.” His shy grin endeared him.

			“But you did great with the food.” Dottie wiped away a dribble tracking down her chin. “Well. We’d better get back to the reason we came.” She took another cookie. “You make these yourself?”

			“No. I can see my way through the basics, but cookies are beyond me.” A flush crept above Al’s khaki shirt collar. “Henrietta Perry brings me baked goods pretty regular.”

			“Ah.”

			“It’s criminal, letting her feed me, but she doesn’t seem to get the hint.” He broke into a wide smile.

			“Guess I can’t see that it does much harm.” She moved her stool a few feet away, not as far as before. She might have added, Everyone needs to feel they’re needed. Instead, she bent to her pole.

			•

			“Want me to help clean our catch?”

			“Nope, not unless you really want to. I’ve developed a system.”

			“Thanks again, Al. I’ve discovered a new hobby.”

			“Want some fish for supper tomorrow night? You working late?”

			“No. I mean yes. I’m not working late. And there’s nothing I like better than a fish fry.”

			“Don’t bring a thing. We’ll eat around six, all right?” He swept his hat in a grand gesture.

			“Okay.” She took a few steps and turned back. “I still can’t believe how many we caught, can you?”

			“I’m not too surprised. My Daddy used to quote a little fishing rhyme:

			When the wind is in the north

			the fish will not go forth.

			When the wind is in the east

			the fish will bite the least.

			When the wind is in the west

			the fish will bite the best.

			When the wind is in the south

			the bait goes in the mouth.”

			Dottie’s laugh tiptoed down Al’s backbone. He hadn’t heard it in a long while, and before he knew it, he joined in.

			“You’re brimming with poetry. Let me know the next time your weather vane points in the right direction.”

			“All right, Dot. Thanks for coming along.” She swung around the front fender, and Al followed her progress to the back door.

			Dinner with Dottie tomorrow night…Al wanted to lay on the truck horn in triumph. A misty sun turned an outrageous persimmon before dropping over the world’s edge. A tune he hadn’t whistled for ages barreled from his lips. He couldn’t recall all the words, but the title was I Only Have Eyes for You, and Nan liked to dance to it.

			Normally, he used a sawhorse and plank table out in the driveway, but in the twilight, he brought the fish into the back porch to filet and carried the remains to his burn barrel—couldn’t have that river smell when Dottie came over. The sky looked brighter and closer tonight. He whispered thanks toward the heavens.

			“Tomorrow, I’ll air out the house and clean the floors. I’ve got a guest coming to dinner—a very special guest.” His whistle pealed out again. He simply couldn’t help himself.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“N

			ow, girls, I want you to deep-clean the whole house by week’s end.” Helene’s bosom ballooned as she sucked in a big breath. “I suppose you saw the notice on the grocery store bulletin board? The Presbyterian Church invited some traveling singers and their wives to town on Saturday night, so I want everything spiffy.”

			She craned her neck toward Bonnie Mae. “You’ll scrub and dust the parlor, dining room, front hall, and the whole upstairs.”

			“They’re going upstairs?”

			Helene’s lips curled. “It’s none of your business, but one couple has rented Number Six, and the others may ask to see the rooms. I want to be ready. These men travel the area regularly, and they draw a big crowd. I bet even some of the Holy Rollers from the Gospel Hall will sneak into the performance.”

			Helene’s sneer encompassed her entire face—squinched eyes and mouth, drawn forehead, and raised chin. “Can’t have music in their own church, don’t you know, but don’t mind slipping in to borrow someone else’s.”

			Bonnie Mae’s eyes bugged out, and Dottie shot her a look. If that girl could just keep her mouth shut, she’d be a lot better off.

			“Who knows? Maybe the singers will invite some folks over here afterwards. The best advertising is a sparkling house and word of mouth.”

			“Word of mouth…then you oughta be rich.” Bonnie Mae’s mutter reached Dottie, and she held her breath. But Helene heard, too.

			“What was that?”

			“Oh, nothing. I’ll get started.” Bonnie Mae strolled toward the parlor, her skirt tight against her hips. A blue and white polka-dot scarf kept her brilliant red curls contained. She’d neglected to button the top button of her everyday white blouse, even though Helene told her to earlier.

			“Would you want me to make a coffee cake and an extra pot of coffee in case they do invite people in?”

			“No. No use wasting ingredients if they don’t show up.”

			Dottie thought how happy the boarders would be for a late night snack or breakfast treat, but held her tongue.

			Helene drummed her fingers on the kitchen table. “I’m being nice to that girl, so how does she repay me? Did you catch her smart-mouthed comment?”

			Dottie mumbled something about getting to work, and bent to a tottering old pots-and-pans cabinet that had seen better days. She started pulling out specimens, most in need of repair after years of use. She had no desire to get involved in a family fight. Hopefully, Helene would soon go downtown to get her hair done or something.

			“Now, Dorothy, I know you have an opinion, but you’re too well-behaved to speak. You’ve surely noticed her mouthy backtalk, haven’t you?”

			Dottie wracked her brain for a noncommittal comment. “How old is Bonnie Mae, anyway?”

			What Helene called her pancake make-up deposited tiny globules in her wrinkles as she pondered. Dottie could certainly see where the stuff got its name.

			“Why, my sister was—let’s see—not even sixteen yet when she had Bonnie. Shameful, don’t you know? Felicity’s condition, even though Mother hid it, wrecked our once-happy family. Felicity cried all the time. Of course, I didn’t understand what was going on. I thought my sister had some dread disease.”

			So, Bonnie Mae wasn’t Helene’s younger sister? Dottie couldn’t remember Felicity quitting high school.

			“How did your mother keep such a secret in a small town like this?”

			“You don’t recall Felicity down with the whooping cough for part of a winter? Your Millie’s about her age—I bet she’d remember.”

			“Felicity was a few years older, I believe. Those days, I was running after children—I didn’t get out much and really didn’t know your family at all.”

			Helene eyed the ceiling. “Running after children—the way women spend their lives!” She harrumphed and smoothed her hairdo.

			Dottie followed her upward glance to two patches near the north outer wall where water leaked in during a driving rainstorm. Helene really ought to have someone check the roof.

			“That awful birth took place in the room next to me. I still remember Felicity’s screams—that girl never had an ounce of self-control, don’t you know? Suddenly, we had a baby bawling at night. Daddy couldn’t stand to stay in the house evenings—he married old, and the noise and commotion wore on him something terrible. Mama aged overnight, that’s the gospel truth. And me—well, nobody paid any attention.”
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