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			Praise for Gail Kittleson

			Sunshine Alley, by Gail Kittleson, pulled me in from the start with Kin’s heart-wrenching journey surrounding the separation of her son, Jesse. Told in prose as measured as a mother’s heartbeat, this WWII story unfolds with experience rendered with quiet truth. The author’s judicious research is compelling along with her unique literary style. In an age of instant news and gratification, which has dulled our sense of longing, this story reminds me what it means to wait—to love across oceans, war, and through silence.

			~Becky Van Vleet

			award-winning author of Her Strength Within

			After reading Gail Kittleson’s newest book, Sunshine Alley, I felt like a missing part of my childhood was “filled in.” My dad served in World War 2. He treasured his connection with his “war buddies” and stayed in touch with the war survivors right up till he died. I asked him many times to explain what it was like … but he refused to talk about it.

			I finally found a book that described the mindset and courage of the people who lived through this terrible time in our country. Gail captured the spirit of a country that fought together and supported each other in brave patriotism.

			She has a beautiful way to share her faith in her stories, an honest and clear way of bringing her characters through trauma and healing. I was actually sad when the story ended. I wanted more!

			~Kay Hiscox

			This is Gail Kittleson at her best: dark secrets, redemption, an impossible romance, relatives lost and found, absolutely stellar writing. When you read it, you won’t be disappointed!

			~Cathy Fiorello

			Amazon.com bestselling author of Dreamreader

		

		

		
			In Gail Kittleson’s latest novel, Sunshine Alley, the author uses history as the foundation for an engaging story about faith, hope, love, redemption and belonging. She takes us on a spiritual journey with a strong but troubled woman named Kindred who comes to grips with personal demons while trying to reconnect with her son, a soldier in World War II. As in many of the author’s stories, two themes emerge: 1. We all have a place in the world, and we are never completely happy until we find it. 2. Love is a bond that transcends time and space.

			~Michael Barr

			I don’t read a lot of historical fiction, but [Land That I Love] compares to the best of all literature from throughout the ages…not simply a specific genre. Kittleson has woven words reminiscent of lyric poetry throughout and poured bits of historical information into a touching and tender personal story of a father, a son, and a faithful retainer as they settle into the Texas Hill Country prior to World War II. Watching the characters’ lives grow and change as the world around them copes with war presents a fascinating picture of human dynamics, while the words that tie the history to the story of real people is one of the best jobs I’ve seen. This is a novel you don’t want to miss. Even if you don’t particularly like historical fiction, I think I can guarantee you will consider this novel an enriching and enchanting experience. Kudos of the highest order!

			~D.A. Featherling

			author Conventional Murder

			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!

			~Literary Soirée
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			To authors, famous and seemingly insignificant, whose writing lives on after them

			to inspire and challenge us all. 
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			Late summer 1938

			Deep in Texas Hill Country

			Never watched someone die before. Didn’t mean to send a man to perdition. Certainly never shot anyone and had no such intention. Not to say my imagination had never laid a fellow low.

			Notions like this had brought me to this moment, alone in the country, lifting a green glass bottle to my lips. Such an elemental scent, like lilacs way back in the Kentucky hills just before their buds fully burst. Or not-quite-ripe grapes, stark against the palate, yet full of promise.

			But I knew none with a hint of . . . Hmm. What was this tang?

			In a sheltering cottonwood’s shade, this bottle called to me. Mere inches away, a flicker of sunlight made all the difference. This shift between shade and shadow would slake my thirst.

			Thick emerald glass had brushed cool against my burning skin. With slight effort, I released the cork, liberating a mere suggestion of scent.

			The bottle’s lip touching mine, I considered. What if the liquid had been tainted? But my craving won out and banished all catastrophic possibilities. With the first tiny sip, relief went sliding down my throat. Like a dip in the creek on a sweltering childhood day, another refreshing drink eased the tight wire strung through my being.

			Before my eyes passed images from yesterday with its typical chores—washing, cleaning, cooking. Thank goodness I’d set the chicken coop to rights before sunset and toted plenty of water for my hens.

			Here in the shade, another set of hens from decades ago came to mind…Mama’s. She always called them her girls, and so did I.

			

			Pondering their persnickety natures, I drew a solid breath for the first time since leaving them all behind. Mama had left hers, too, when she and my sister Annie pulled me in a rickety wagon down a hazy path one moonlit night. I only knew we were fleeing Papa’s wrath.

			Somewhere above me, leaves brushed in a whisper. All would be well. Mama had survived, and so would I.

			And then came clarity, like a waylaid phantom. Here on this slab of grey limestone boulder, warm in spite of the shade, the covert taste made itself known.

			Tears.

			Tears of regret, and so much shame, a choking realization. Heat enveloped my eyes as my thoughts returned to the event that had urged me away. An inner alteration transpired. No surprise, as I had already lived two lives—one forever ensconced in this hardscrabble ranchland, another in the university’s scholarly halls.

			Ah, such a difference—cold and heat, North and South, scorching sun and the midnight impenetrability of Texas range. I scarcely recalled those months of learning, teaching—golden hours immersed in books, doing what I loved, knowing my passion had found a home.

			And so much more to come! One day I would become a professor—Mama’s pride would know no end. I would show students essential literary truths for living one’s best. And one day, perhaps, I too would write, creating poetry and stories for hungry souls.

			How could I possibly have forsaken all of this when Clyde launched his pursuit? All I can say is that losing Mama so unexpectedly devastated me. I couldn’t sleep and had no appetite. I lost my bearings.

			Years before, Annie had married and moved to Kentucky. When word came that Mama had passed, I know she grieved too but had her own family to tend.

			After the funeral, each day I awakened to an emptiness nothing could fill. Mama had been my benchmark, my confidante, my best friend. How could I possibly go on without her?

			Way back in elementary school, soon after the three of us arrived from Kentucky, Clyde, an unruly, unwelcome menace in our classroom, had staked his claim. I kept my distance, but he vowed to make me his wife one day.

			Dear Mama pooh-poohed his attentions and laid a strong foundation for my future—a future without a crude man like Clyde. My education would be secured before she left this world. She saw to this with her fingers, cleaning and sewing for others.

			But now she had passed, and with her, my inspiration. How might a body manage such pangs, or a mind, for that matter? Scattered and wind-whipped, beleaguered thoughts often betrayed me, hindering actions that might have changed everything.

			But yesterday, leaving the ranch Clyde called home, I could only swallow my distress. Regret, that vast, despairing wilderness, an utter wasteland. Heaven only knows how deep this chasm, how full of remorse. Virtual mountains of it loomed beneath my breastbone.

			Near the point of collapse, this pause beneath sheltering branches, most likely the result of an early settler’s foresight, staved off despair. The bottle awaited discovery. Perhaps some recent wayfarer had left it by mistake. Or maybe on purpose, to help another traveler on their way. At any rate, it waited where I would find it. And full.

			This unique essence brought a gush of pilfered tears, for on such a day, who could sense no compunction? After the deed I had just carried out, however unplanned, I hurried to the cabin to pack a quick carpetbag. Eyeing each corner that had been our home, I weighed what might be most needful.

			Strange, though I’d thought of leaving hundreds of times, I never considered what to take. But first, ’twas easy enough to drop Clyde’s belt and boots down the well’s deep chasm. To write a note for our closest neighbor, Mrs. Willard.

			An eighth of a mile down the dirt road, I left it in her mailbox, asking her to care for my girls—my cackling friends. Like everyone within twenty miles, Sophie Willard knew my husband. She would stay clear of the house and other buildings when she came for the hens.

			Old Drake aided me with Clyde’s body, too large for the well and too heavy to lift. Such a faithful work horse all these years—had Drake any idea of his mission? In effect, he would deliver his longtime master to a final resting place out in the cornfield.

			No need even to touch this fine animal, for noting my nod and the slump in the makeshift sling attached to the cinch, he pulled the ropes. Perhaps he knew scavengers would make light work of this load.

			Heat and wind would soon dissipate Clyde’s clothes. Buzzards would do their part, vanquishing his earthly form. The sun would bleach beyond recognition whatever they failed to ingest, and at night, wild hogs would complete the work.

			Once I left, Old Drake would fare just fine. Pete, our derelict hired man who showed up when the mood struck him, would not neglect Old Drake, his one pal in this world. He would wonder about us, but summoning the Sheriff meant a three-mile trip into town—too much effort.

			Instead, finding the cabin empty, he would help himself to a swig of whatever sat on the table. He might actually move in, a far sight better quarters than he’d ever known.

			The scene unfolded now as I rested on this accommodating limestone. Mama used to tell stories as we traveled further from Papa, and oh, the irony of this one I was living! Someone else would take over the cabin so rudely vacated. As if he’d worked hard for this place, Pete would take charge of Clyde’s ranch.

			My own chuckle startled me. At this juncture, others might have panicked, but another irony struck. ’Twas the Law that first planted in me the seed to leave.

			Those times I sneaked into town to talk with the Sheriff, he took one look at my bruises and declared striking out from the ranch “…the only way, Ma’am. Meanest sort I ever did see. Men like Clyde Lovelace never change, not in this lifetime.”

			But I never truly thought to go, for fear’s invisible fetters arrest the soul. They render us incapable of advance, tie us to an idea that scarce exists in reality even though its deceptiveness threatens our very lives.

			No matter how I may have cursed my decision to marry Clyde, and though I knew grief over Mama’s death had nearly rendered me daft at that time, I could not forgive myself, nor bring myself to leave.

			My soul harbored one grave mistake, but to hurt Mama again by breaking my marriage vows…I simply could not face the inward condemnation. Certain about what needed to happen, I had been helpless to act.

			Grateful for the shade, I relished another swallow. A second, much more powerful taste made me wonder. Even as I sipped, a wayward sun shard revealed a tinge of gold in the bottle, like the harvest moon that shone on recent nights. Recollection took me back once again to the ranch.

			Clyde always said, “Them’s yer hens, you take care of ’em. Them Appalachian cedar cutters kin steal y’ blind, but I ain’t ’bout t’ git that chicken stink on me.”

			So I watched my flock day and night, like youngsters. Chattered to them from the time they emerged from their eggs as if they could understand.

			Yesterday was no exception. Last night on my final turn about the ranch, the moon shone day-bright, so I stayed out a bit longer than usual. But then, a foreign sound echoed—could that be a footfall? Cloth ripping on the fence—only a stranger would venture so close to those barbs.

			My heart skittered as I spied someone. In the shadows on the southwest side of the coop, he leaned over my prize hens. Something came over me, like a spell sent by ancient Miz Tierney down the road a piece. When she set a spell on you, you’d know it for sure, folks said.

			

			These hens comprised my lot, all I had in this world. And someone had stolen way out here, fixing to confiscate my biddies?

			Well then.

			Quick as a lizard, quiet as one too, I raced to the milk house, where just inside the door leaned Clyde’s shotgun. Nary a telltale squeak as I edged that decrepit door open to the lingering richness of yellow cream awaiting my churn.

			Without a peep, I slipped back to my watching spot.

			Short scrapings then, like the hesitant steps of a wee one learning to walk. The intruder moved along to the next hen, checking the wire I’d placed to ward off foxes and coyotes.

			My wire.

			Upraised, the twelve-gauge pained my shoulder. But I held her secure.

			“Mister.” My voice seemed remote, riding a night breeze, except no such thing existed on this blistering Texas night.

			He jerked up, poised motionless as a beetle in a sudden frost.

			“Those hens are mine. Now you git!” He half-turned, but before I could make out his face in the moonlight, gunshot nearly split my eardrum. Knocked me on my backside. I’d learned long ago to lay my finger flat against the barrel until ready to shoot, lest an inadvertent quiver set off the action. Besides, Clyde always warned that this gun had a hard pull.

			The cicadas continued their chorus and moths stirred from their hiding as my hens took flight. My mind recounts the scene over and over. I never did pull the trigger.

			Guns sometimes do simply go off. Accidents happen—don’t they?

			After the shock of the explosion, I roused myself from the rocky earth outside the chicken coop in a maelstrom of feathers. That thieving rascal still swayed like a wormy post listing in the wind.

			Any second, Clyde would surely run out across the yard—though liquored-up, he could still hear. Yet the whole ranch echoed a peculiar stillness.

			Thud. That smack of flesh on harsh Texas soil, I shan’t likely forget.

			One step closer, something shiny stole my breath away.

			Clyde’s belt—the buckle he’d bought himself at the county fair a few years back. Chiseled and mighty fine, he declared. Cost a pretty penny, too.

			What had he been doing out here? Other questions I asked years ago came forth, from when I sprawled broken-ribbed in a corner, or when my babies died before their time.

			What had Clyde done?

			Oh, my babies...the times he...

			On my way to the cabin, step-by-step, their three bitty graves against the fence lanced a mighty shiver through me. Some things stay with a body forever.

			Sweet newborn faces. Recollecting how they passed before they had a chance still set me to quaking. Even worse, how they received no wrapping, slung into the earth like so much chattel.

			Forgiveness, redemption, humility, justice, reconciliation—when I consider those three Innocents, these words find no settling place. But I remember their names.

			Magnolia, Violet, and Charles—in spite of Clyde, I gave them their birthrights. Three times, he whisked them away. Three times I believed they might have lived, had they known their mother’s care.

			But I had bled too much and could only lie there. Outside the cabin, Clyde’s relentless shovel struggled against hardscrabble rock.

			The fourth time, he softened a twinge and fetched the midwife. She took such gentle care with our baby, and people hailed that tiny boy as our firstborn.

			Jesse. For his life I shall ever render thanks.

			Entering the cabin last night, something in me wakened. As I gathered the needed tools and headed out to find Old Drake, one instruction propelled me. I must leave. Soon.

			Hours after the limestone boulder and the shade, famished and, as Mama often muttered, “all done in,” I leaned against a rickety corncrib. Still a distance from the turn onto a main road, the structure’s wooden slats creaked and moaned, mimicking my exhaustion. Which way—East or West?

			Unable to decide, and despite the heat bearing down, I dozed off. By the time I roused, day’s end ushered in twilight, and shadows masqueraded as evening silhouettes.

			In the Northwest, a steely cloud bank hovered. No farmhouse in sight, only this reeking old crib full of rats and who-knew-what-else. I pressed on, and five minutes later, two lights shone in the distance, side-by-side, conquering a hill.

			On the country paths, only ramshackle trucks had meandered between fields spattered with lazy-eyed cattle or sheep. In contrast, this first-rate, graded route boasted plots of sorghum, wheat, and corn. On either side, cattle pastures, and between them a bona-fide automobile bore down.

			As it neared, its size loomed, like an ambulance of sorts, chugging toward me just as the first wet splotch fell from the sky. I halted and wiped my face.

			The driver slowed to a crawl, peered out and opened his window. A weary-looking, mustached man, his voice came placid as a spring breeze.

			“Need a ride? Going to Waco?”

			Was I?

			I managed to mumble something. As raindrops increased, the dust covering my arms turned into muddy trails.

			“Get in. I’m a doctor. Work over at the Vets’ Hospital. It’s not far back, and I can see you to where you need to go.”

			Truly? And where could that be?

			The shower commenced in earnest as he set the brake and hurried ’round. He ushered me into the front seat and shut the door. Oh, what soft leather to languish against! Gradually, my fingers relaxed from clutching my carpet bag as he wheeled ’round and headed eastward.

			

			I hardly noticed that he changed his direction for me. Something about this leather spelled safety, refuge…hope.

			At his second query about my destination, my reflections turned to mush. Against my will, a hopeless jumble issued forth.

			“Going to…I…started out quite… Not sure where…oh, do forgive me.”

			The driver’s composure made room for my trembling, endowing a measure of dignity. He seemed to know what to say to one bewildered—or perhaps simply how to keep silence.

			Do I recollect what he did say? Not precisely, but his demeanor somehow quieted my jittery spirit.

			How else can I explain the quiet that descended? I felt sure this kind man would do right by me. Images of a brighter future paraded before my mind’s eye in sync with the motor’s loud drone and the growl of the clutch.

			Though I could not have put these visions into words, a visceral serenity engulfed me. There would be bumps along this new path, of course. But something about the set of the driver’s shoulders, even the drips falling from the brim of the worn brown Fedora he tossed into the back seat, dispelled all trepidation.

			I had been bound to meet someone eventually, right? Bound to fall into a semblance of design. Some of us seem incapable of creating these plans on our own initiative but react to circumstances instead.

			How do we meet just the right people when we need them? Does guidance arrive in human form, so that with the help of another’s presence, our thoughts about what may come to be take shape?

			Pondering all of this, I rested in the rider’s seat, stroking much-used upholstery. Marred with age but comfortable and inviting, the thick covering spoke of endurance. It was then I apprehended the second taste: a savor of hope.

			By the time a sprinkling of lights appeared in the distance, my rescuer understood my lack of destination, that I could not return to my starting point, but could work. Little-by-little, he amassed this information and laid out a course of action.

			“I know someone.” His tone turned cheerful as the dawn. “She runs a boarding house, and just the other day when I visited a patient there, she said with so many excess workers moving in for the war effort, she must find more help. Perhaps you…”

			He glanced my way while navigating the city’s perimeter. Down a street with measured blocks on either side, he made a narrow turn and passed a wide grassy area to a private drive before a mammoth frame house set back by itself.

			“Perhaps you and Miss Millicent will be able to strike a deal.” His mustache scrunched up as he grinned, and his heavy dark eyebrows lifted like retreating storm clouds.

			With that, he grabbed my valise, led me to the side entrance, and knocked. Beside him, I stared upward—two stories above the ground floor, this residence stretched beyond my sight. The structure must be twenty times our cabin’s size.

			No rain here, only the beginnings of a cool breeze. Some bushes separated the distance to a building set in a deep back yard among several shade trees. I returned my gaze to our spot beside the door, to a bush with yellow roses.

			Something about that bush whispered what my soul required. All will be well.

			How many times since then have I traversed that particular threshold? Upwards of a thousand, surely. Out to fetch the milk in the mornings. Out to gather eggs, out to volunteer at the hospital, back in with aching feet after a long shift. To the garden to fetch last-minute dinner vegetables or to weed for a while in the long rows.

			Grateful, always grateful.

			The doctor? Once a week, he stops here after his morning rounds—sometimes on Wednesday, sometimes Thursday. It wasn’t until yesterday I realized he isn’t actually Doctor Graham, but Doctor something else. People use his first name as his last.

			

			No need to know your deliverer’s formal moniker, and no one here has the slightest inkling of mine. For them, I answer to Kindred. Miss Millicent once asked my surname, and I blurted, “Fresh.”

			Kindred Fresh. I like that. Fresh from another life, fresh like the snap peas I prepare for dinner, fresh each morning, rising to work and seek the day’s beauty.

			Before my arrival here, life had turned stale. Ever-dusty air, the same old door creaking on rusty hinges, same ancient floorboards thrusting a nail here or there to trip you up, same piercing eyes following your every move.

			But I had rounded a curve, hurtled through an opening—a once-in-a-lifetime shift from one world to another. Yes, and just when I’d become convinced my life had reached the very end.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Waco, Texas, July 1, 1941

			In exchange for room and meals, this boarding house—every stairwell creak, every ceiling crack, each droop and inadvertent fold in the dining room’s flowered wallpaper—has entered my being. An inanimate object, this house where I live and work, and yet she breathes.

			Water stains from the beleaguered roof remind me that despite imperfections, this building shelters workers for the coming war—too many, fears Miss Millicent. But Judson, one of the boarders who hailed from the Deep South, replies.

			“If some inspector shows up, I’ll take care of ’im.”

			Miss Millicent adds, “He will surely convince them of its safety, if anyone can.”

			Miss Millicent, a willowy remembrance of days gone by, inherited this property when her parents perished from the influenza. “I rely on Judson’s judgment, for without our establishment, what would we do?”

			By we she means she and Elwyn, her husband who resides upstairs, second floor, far northeast corner. And such a sight I never did see.

			At nineteen, Miss Millicent received Elwyn back from the Great War, a mere ghost of the young soldier to whom she’d bidden farewell. He arrived in France with plenty of time left to fight—time to be wounded and gassed.

			Mustard gas, they say, burns the skin and lungs. Sends the eyes astray, so much so that if you happened to wander into Elwyn’s quarters for the first time, you’d back right out.

			But Miss M had promised herself to him in matrimony, and his condition only fueled her devotion. As she quips, “Love is love, don’t you know?”

			

			On my first day here, she introduced me to Elwyn as if bringing her finest guest to their obscure room at the end of the long oaken hallway, around a surprise turn. Laying a gentle hand alongside his face, she gestured my way. Her other arm extended toward me like a branch.

			“Elwyn, I want you to meet Kindred. Touch her hand for a sense of her. She’ll be bringing your breakfast from now on and cleaning up in the mornings.”

			“Nyea, Mul.” This response passed through lips marred and nearly sealed by white scars as Elwyn fingered the edge of my sleeve.

			From his wooden chair on wheels, for his left leg had shriveled to nothing, he provided my first language lesson. Reduced by the mustard gas searing his larynx, his voice sheared like knives being sharpened.

			And his cough, oh my! To think Miss Millicent cared for him all these years here in this obscure corner of the world. Seeking for words, I waited for this spell to end as she held him through the worst of it.

			Reduced covered nearly everything about this man. Frayed eyebrows, bushy in one spot and burned off in others, sunken chest, stick arms that coursed from shoulder bones crushed inward—everything about him had been diminished.

			“Kindred will bring you the paper, too.” Miss Millicent turned to me. “My Elwyn thinks as sharp as the day he left for the war. If you read him a section, he will take in the information and ruminate. Later he may have a question or an insight and will look it up.

			“He can see somewhat, just so you’re aware. Circle what you read and during the day, he’ll re-think it.” She held up a magnifying glass on his bedside table. “You’ll see.”

			Indeed I would.

			Outside his door she mouthed, “Did you understand what he said?”

			“Yes, Mil?”

			“Exactly! You have a way, Kin. Somehow, I knew you would.” Her skirt brushed against the wall as she turned. At the same time, the window at the end of the hallway, awash with stained glass, spread gilded lilac and rose medallions over us.

			“He suffered other wounds, as well, but I take care of everything having to do with…” She pressed her lips together. The stairs sighed, cushioning her descent.

			“But to have someone bring him his breakfast while it’s still hot and take time to read to him a bit, oh my goodness! I cannot tell you…”

			A shallow breeze conveyed the subtle scent of lavender, Pausing mid-step, she breathed in through her ultra-slim nose. “Why, no one but me has ever…” She hesitated. “…except Doctor Graham, of course, and Judson. Most evenings, he takes a notion to get Elwyn some fresh air.

			“That wonder of a man! He hauls Elwyn downstairs, out to the porch after most of the boarders have gone to their rooms. Often, he pushes the chair, and the two of them go for a walk.” The floorboards on the first landing breathed a welcoming sigh as she passed the worn banister.

			“It gets harder and harder. Judson…” Her tender brown eyes found a spot in the wainscoting and rested there. “He brought Elwyn back to me—he had been wounded and suffered shell-shock, too, but still found me. He knew Elwyn belonged here.”

			As if pondering whether to continue, she stalled. This old house seemed almost alive. Were the walls listening, awaiting her next word?

			“Somehow, Judson got himself over to France in the first place. They weren’t looking for men of his origins—darker-skinned, you know. But if Judson decided on an action it would be mighty hard to hinder him.

			“Way back in the Deep South, his people were warriors and earlier, in the wilds of Africa. Elwyn told me when news of the Great War filtered to Judson, he yearned to fight. He’s one of those who doesn’t quite fit anywhere, but he found a way…”

			The clock’s tick became loud in my ears. The golden-bronze of Judson’s skin reminded me of a statue I’d seen once in a town square, weathered but burnished. A mulatto, some would say. Not quite one, not quite the other.

			“And he fits here, too. Once we settled Elwyn, Judson simply stayed on. People around here highly value his work—he’s never without something to fix or build. Especially now, with the Bluebonnet factory going up over in McGregor and a new warehouse or airplane hangar on every corner.”

			“He’s found a place to belong.”

			“You are so right.” We proceeded down a few more steps before she turned to me.

			“There will be a war, he says, no doubt about it. He watches everything and has met with some of the soldiers here. Besides, Judson…has a way of simply knowing things.”

			This hallway, adjacent to the dining room, revealed another sort of knowing…the skill of the woodworkers who set these boards in place, sanded and varnished them to a luster, and the window makers who gave such attention to each detail, creating this unique beauty.

			An aromatic remembrance from tonight’s meal—cornbread, scalloped potatoes and ham, homemade pie—lingered too. Another brand of beauty.

			Probably most boarders were none the wiser, but the door to Judson’s room, just down from Miss Millicent and Elwyn’s, harbored a distinct squeak. Often in the darkness between midnight and the first thought of morning, Elwyn would cry out and Judson’s door would jerk open.

			Footsteps sounded in the hall, shushed voices… My tiny room, once a third-floor storage space, sat right above them and echoed each break in the silence.

			On those nights, a puzzle piece slipped into place for me. Judson still carried out his warriorhood. Seminole, perhaps, mixed with the blood of slavery, his step stayed light for such a large fellow. I imagined him in the dark, gaze focused, back straight as a telephone pole, his mission clear—to care for his buddy.

			“When he lifts Elwyn to his rocking chair on the porch and they begin to discuss the day, I relax.” Miss Millicent added, “Do you understand?”

			“Ma’am, I…I think I might. Someone else takes over for a while. Is that what you mean?”

			“Exactly. How insightful you are—a godsend to us in these dire times. And do please call me Miss M, like everyone else.” She stopped and faced me, awaiting a response.

			“I do hope to be of help, Ma’am…Miss M. We all have to support each other, right?”

			There in the lower hallway, near a grandfather clock forever casting time aside, we caught our breath. An east window looked down at the back yard and on a path overshadowed by a tall cottonwood and dappled in sunlight. Was it part of this property, and if so, where did it lead? For just a moment, I glanced out to see the sunshine play on the branches, and before I knew it, Miss M had disappeared. Had she gone into the kitchen through the door on the left or further down, to the dining room?

			I couldn’t say, most likely because Elwyn’s form…the way his eyes scattered as they tried to focus, the trace of ammonia and aftershave in his room, how he jerked in his chair, that shriveled leg… The entire scene had penetrated me.

			Similar sights played out with patients when I volunteered over at the V.A. hospital three days a week. Plenty of older men who had lost their way out in society and would remain in the V.A. until they passed from this world.

			Then there were boys learning to walk again, to find words to converse, to discover how to use an arm or leg shattered in a pilot-training crash. They struggled to move beyond the boundaries of their wounds.

			Miss M was right to use the word dire. Regardless of our country’s official status, the war had already begun. Pilot training, with its share of accidents, kept our wards nearly full, since this dry, flat countryside made a perfect setting for aerial instruction.

			Outside of town, near the site of the original Lake Waco Dam, workers were constructing an airfield. An airport for the city, word had it, a municipal airport. But Judson claims the U.S. Air Force will soon use the facility for recruiting and training.

			In the last war, Elwyn and Judson led the way. Now, they observed young fellows flooding to Waco, ready to offer their all. And night-by-night, with gusto, they shared front-porch speculations. For a man otherwise so silent, Judson wakened his tongue to speak with his war buddy. And after days spent mostly in solitude, Elwyn came alive.

			Mama had such high hopes for me. As long as I can recall, she asserted that my intelligence exceeded all expectation. Now I have learned through hard experience, with fearsome war news from Europe and betrayal on every hand, common sense holds far more sway than mere intellect.

			With the hospital patients and right here at home, faithful service wins over brilliance every time. Where had my intellect gotten me, anyhow? When I ponder this, the ever-fading image of my years with Clyde spring up again to mock me.

			Judson, his days filled with hard labor and his nights encumbered by cries from the darkness, instructs me. We’ve barely shared two words, but his steadfast behavior communicates more than can be verbalized. It’s not simply his actions, but his bearing, like a ship set on its course once and for all.

			His brand of wisdom cannot be learned from books or even honed through practice. His insight comes as sheer gift—as Miss M says, “He just knows—he said Doctor Graham was the one who could help Elwyn, and here we are years later, with the good doctor still coming to care for him.”

			She speaks like this in a tone of wonder. “Judson is our special gift from heaven, that’s all I can say. And I am so very grateful.”

			Judson’s cavernous facial lines tell their own story, along with a luminous glimmer in his black eyes. Who knows what he experienced in the Great War, in addition to seeing his comrades slaughtered or rendered senseless by gas attacks?

			And who can tell what he endured before that, during his childhood? I can only imagine, as Mama’s people hailed from deeper in the South. Many of the tales she told in my childhood claim a violence all their own.

			Case in point, her Uncle Rand, who struck out from his rural home to seek his fortune when he turned fifteen. But his older brother, Hoke, wanted Rand to farm with him for the rest of their lives.

			Having taken over the family farm when their Papa died, Hoke followed his wayward sibling and summarily brought Rand home in a hastily-constructed wooden box. Come Hell or high water, this young’un would submit to his will.

			True story. Hoke saw himself as the family boss. So, for the rest of his days, he farmed alone.

			Senseless, this saga, like the Great War. And like this developing one, except that evil seems so much more powerful today. At least last time, military mechanization had not progressed so far.

			But come what may, England must win, even though some side with Neville Chamberlain and believe in appeasing Herr Hitler. Right here in Texas, plenty of folks agree. They call themselves isolationists, as opposed to interventionists, who want the U.S. to get involved. President Roosevelt, the isolationists say, will lead us from wise neutrality straight into destruction.

			In one of his Fireside Chats, the President told us America should be the “Arsenal of Democracy.” On September second last year, he openly defied the Neutrality Acts by passing the Destroyers for Bases Agreement. In exchange for military base rights in the British Caribbean Islands, this deal gave fifty WWI American destroyers to Great Britain. And as isolationists are quick to point out, Hitler and Mussolini responded by joining with Japan in the Tripartite Pact. For every move we make, the enemy makes another.

			

			Until now, this ongoing debate had been largely lost on me, for Clyde preferred seclusion—total isolation. Nary a newspaper or town meeting or political campaign reached us on the ranch.

			But thanks to Judson, I hear all the details now and have gained new understanding of the tensions that existed during those years. Of an evening when I occupy a rocker at the far end of the porch, the specifics gradually fill in. It’s as if I’ve finally come out of infancy and can take adult food.

			Judson makes clear that while some of our citizens still debate, for all practical purposes, we have already entered what he believes will become a full-blown war. Over at the V.A., support for his view—admissions and death tolls—keep mounting.

			We have been supplementing England with our Merchant Marine. Already, we have lost plenty of ships and men.

			At every turn, another need sprouts. Then another, and another. These doctors, some who served during the Great War, devote their lives all over again. Many have taken to bunking at the hospital on the heaviest days.

			Because of Doctor Graham, I feel a part of that group, too. A very small fragment, but still a minute measure of the healing.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			January 1942

			Minnie Louise Haskins—such a simple, straightforward name. I don’t know what else she wrote in her lifetime, but this evening when Judson and Elwyn discussed the goings-on in Europe between Great Britain, France, Serbia, Russia and Germany, they mentioned King George VI’s Christmas broadcast of 1939.

			Having inherited the throne when his brother Edward abdicated in ’36, this British monarch never planned on being King, but has grown into his role. His much-awaited Christmas address encouraged British citizens and others around the world.

			Why did he choose a woman’s poem for the broadcast? In the library, I discovered that his decision centered around thresholds. He encouraged his people to move through doors into unknown places, urged them to take one step at a time to alter their circumstances.

			On the eve of 1940, nothing could have described England’s position better. With Hitler’s monstrous beast of an army lurking just across the English Channel, vastly significant decisions lay ahead.

			Of course, I did not hear the King’s speech, but the copy I pored over satisfied a profound need. The poem he used, written by an obscure woman who had worked both in India and in London’s poor East End, someone largely unknown to the King’s listeners, struck a chord.

			Reading more about Minnie, a professor who penned these thoughts in 1908, made her phrases simmer inside me for weeks.

			And I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year:

			‘Give me a light that I may tread safely into the unknown.’

			And he replied,

			‘Go out into the darkness and put your hand into the Hand of God. That shall be to you better than light and safer than a known way.’

			So I went forth, and finding the Hand of God, I trod gladly into the night. And He led me towards the hills and the breaking of day in the lone East.

			Minnie Louise titled her work, “God Knows,” but the powers that be altered it to “The Gate of the Year.” A gate stands for an area to cross, a liminal space, a gap of unknowing where one steps out or through, unaware of the results.

			Another two years have passed, but Ms. Haskins’ sentiments also describe our world at present, scarcely three weeks since the Japanese attacked our Navy at Pearl Harbor. What had seemed like growing chaos as folks from all over came here for factory work has now turned into full-fledged pandemonium.

			Nights have become like day. People work all hours in shifts that go on and on. Increased traffic from so many Army vehicles gluts the streets, and even the earliest morning now echoes the noise of people at work.

			But not at Miss M’s. Oh no! Here, a haven awaits boarders. Entering by any door, walking the hallways, climbing the stairs, one senses peacefulness. Even the wall hangings create serenity—hand-stitched prose or poetry, pastoral landscapes against faded wallpaper, long-cherished portraits.

			Perhaps Miss Haskins’ poem describes my journey to this abode. So much upheaval, yet I could not have traveled through the hill country at a more opportune juncture. Even then, from all over the country, men and women were being drawn to the perfect flying weather here.

			Now, other businesses have begun to flourish. Recent word has it that the General Tire and Rubber Company will soon build here to support the airplane industry, and contractors are developing more housing for workers.

			From the time of the black blizzards, great clouds of dust sweeping over the Midwest and South, nonexistent wages have greatly increased, with jobs springing up out of nowhere. From aircraft manufacturers to creameries, nearly every company requires more workers.

			But back to this house… Doctor Graham brought me here as by divine appointment. That very night, in a cubbyhole off the kitchen with the water pipes for company, my heart found its ease.

			Miss M apologized for the cramped space and the sounds coming from her recently purchased Frigidaire, assuring me that she would ready a room for me the next morning. But just as that friendly shade tree over grey limestone guided me to the sunlit bottle on the first day of my trek, so did this happenstance.

			The Frigidaire’s gurgles and groans produced an odd sense of hominess. Their rhythm muted the clock’s ticking, which would have kept me awake.

			If only I had known when I started out, as Miss Minnie wrote, that I could put my hand into the Hand of God. But despite Mama reading the Bible aloud and having me memorize verses by the bucket load, life with Clyde had drained all spiritual sense from me.

			Except for one truth. I must leave. I had known this for months but seeing someone after my hens nudged me. And then, Clyde’s passing that fateful night spurred me to act. The moment I did, everything changed.

			Oh, a deep ache still holds my heart—a longing for my son, Jesse. To touch him, to see him and hear his voice. I can scarcely imagine this. The other throbbing, to be near my sister Annie once more, has haunted me since Mama passed.

			But Miss Minnie used the word finding. Perhaps that Hand held mine far before I realized it. Something is to be said for initiating a passage with nothing but need, devoid of all except yearning. Yearning for family, yearning for life during all those lost days that ran together like mist.

			Perhaps we simply lift a foot in a direction and take a step forward, or a step away. Is that all it takes to start again? Isn’t this what the great men and women did?

			

			Wasn’t it Sam Houston, the father of the Texas Revolution, who said, “Texas has yet to learn submission to any oppression, come from what source it may.” Unlike Texas, I submitted to Clyde far too thoroughly. Yet still today, our people as a whole have not learned that submission—hopefully never will. Every morning, a line forms at the recruiting station, filled with young men their mothers would call boys.

			With over two thousand like them dead in the waters of a Hawaiian harbor we’d never heard of before December seventh, revenge rules. The streets overflow with hatred for this enemy.

			I wonder, did Judson and Elwyn entertain the same level of fury back in their day? The correct term may be fervor. Once again, I wonder how Judson managed to gain entrance to a military that blocked his race from serving? So many questions I’d like to ask.

			One day Doctor Graham remarked on the recruiting lines to Miss M when she took him up to check on Elwyn. “Those boys look so proud, don’t they? I recall feeling the same during the Great War. We believed in the cause. We wanted to do our duty.”

			“Yes. Duty first. About that—I heard they brought in more pilots from a crash again last night.”

			No reply from the doctor except this: “Just so you know, Elwyn will never be forgotten. No matter how tight things get at the hospital, he will always be on my mind.”

			“Thank you, Doctor.” After a long silence, with their footsteps the only framework, “How long do you think…?”

			Merely a snitch of conversation wafting through the stairwell. I heard no more but assume Miss M referred to Elwyn’s prognosis. In recent weeks his energy has dwindled, yet his spirit remains so strong.

			What a powerful promise. Doctor Graham will remember him no matter what. Does he make home visits to other veterans, or to Elwyn alone? If so, what stirred him to extend this extra service to one victim of his war?

			At any rate, he means what he said. We all live on such vows, and to analyze his would be to scrutinize love.

			After dusting the dining room, I fetch water and another rag for the wooden bannister, a lovely piece that must have taken the builder a great deal of time. All the while, ponderings fill my mind.

			So many unknown facts, so much behind choices we glibly judge. Running my rag between each opening in the bannister, my view includes the floor above and the one below, depending upon the angle.

			My present location on my knees between the two is only temporary. Each time I gather my scrub water and step down, regaining my footing takes a moment. Nothing against either below or above, past or future, but always a need for stability wherever we find ourselves.

			To know this is to seek solid ground.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Some mornings when I collect the eggs, I lollygag a bit in the back yard. Often, the sun has just begun to spill light through our crepe myrtle trees, and I take time to breathe deep of the cool air. On my days at the hospital, a world of not-so-pleasant odors awaits, so I take advantage of this path through the property. The whole grassy expanse belongs to Miss M and Elwyn—what a delight!
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