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“Lute, no!”


She pulled back, and he let her go. “Rhetta will be wondering what’s taking us so long.”

“Okay. I certainly wouldn’t want Rhetta to get the idea that I’m out here kissing my ex-wife. It could damage my image of most eligible bachelor.” His words were tinged with sarcasm.

“What you’re really afraid of is that Miss Home Ec will find out.” Her tone matched his.

“You’re right. I’ve got to have someone to fill in when you leave.”

She balled her fist, wishing that she had the nerve to hit him.

He reached across her and opened the car door. The interior light came on, and Nelda collected her shoes and purse. Without looking at him, she got out of the car. By the time she reached the porch he was beside her, his hand on her elbow. She wanted to jerk away, but the thoughts rushed in like an ocean wave—last kiss, last touch. . . .

“Garlock, as always, writes a sterling story with characters you want to hear about.”

—Southern Pines Pilot (NC) on After the Parade
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“[A] touching story of two people at cross purposes who struggle to save their marriage and get on with their lives after the Second World War.”

—Romantic Times

“This story oozes with danger and intrigue. Ms. Garlock keeps the reader rooting for the lovers. . . . A wonderful ending to a terrific series.”

—Rendezvous

“Fast paced, poignant. . . . No one brings home small-town America in a more picturesque manner than bestselling author Dorothy Garlock.”

—Harriet Klausner, Under the Covers Book Reviews

“A compelling relationship drama. . . . The characters are well crafted. . . . A refreshing tale.”

—Affaire de Coeur



WITH HEART
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“Another winner! . . . Unique touches and continous surprises that keep the reader enthralled and turning the pages . . . With Heart is a testament to the human spirit.”

––Bookbug on the Web

“Four stars! . . . Combines murder and corruption with a sweet, tender love story and compelling secondary characters.”

—Romantic Times


WITH HOPE
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“A warm and satisfying love story. . . . Garlock launches a promising trilogy of novels set during the Great Depression. . . . This difficult, dynamic time comes alive in her hands. . . . Always likable characters drive the plot of this vividly depicted romance.”

—Library Journal

“Garlock tackles Depression-era Oklahoma with wit, freshness, and memorable characterizations.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


WITH SONG
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“This is an excellent book. . . . She writes about the era so well that you really feel you are there.”

—Interludes
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To my many friends in Clear Lake, Iowa, my hometown, who helped me remember how it was during the winter of 1958 and 1959.

A special thanks to Nels Larsen, who was the chief of police during that time, and to Iola Cash, who farmed with her husband Bob Cash north of town.







SEASONS OF LOVE


Do you remember the springtime,

When young love was sweet and strong

And we were swept by its promise sublime

Into joy and passion—headlong?

We can never forget the autumn

When anger and venom held sway.

Defaming our love and its outcome

Casting our dreams away.

In sorrow, I felt the winter’s breath,

In my arms, my daughter, so cold.

The lonely days passed stark as death

Until my ambition took hold.

It was summer at last when I found you here.

Birds sang when I knew your embrace,

But now you’re remote when I am near.

Has a new love taken my place?

That lost spring can come to us once again

Though outside the soft snow falls.

Love stands rapping at the door.

Will you say “yes” when it calls?

—F.S.I.
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Prologue
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Clear Lake, Iowa

1949


“I NOW PRONOUNCE YOU MAN AND WIFE.”


The young girl, her hand held tightly by the slim blond youth standing beside her, scarcely heard the muttered words of the justice of the peace. Still in a daze, she signed the papers that lay on her grandmother’s dining-room table.

“I appreciate your doing this on such short notice.” Vaguely, Nelda Hansen (spelled with an e) heard her father thank the man he had brought out from town to marry her to Lute Hanson (spelled with an o) so that the child she carried would not be born a bastard. His voice reached her as if through a tunnel, but, it pierced her to the heart when he returned to issue a brutal order to Lute.

“Get out of here, you little prick. My lawyer will send you the divorce papers. You’d better sign them damn quick and send them back. Hear me?” Captain Donald P. Hansen was an impressive figure in his Marine Corps uniform emblazoned with a string of medals.

“Nelda, come with me.” The boy tugged on her hand. “Please . . . Nelda,” he begged. “We’ll get by. I’ll take care of you.”

“I don’t think you heard me!” her father bellowed. “I said get the hell out of here. Take care of her?” he sneered. “You’ve not got a pot to piss in, nor has your old man. All he knows how to do is scratch in the dirt out on that hardscrabble farm his daddy left him.”

“Donald, that’s enough,” Grandpa Hansen gently admonished, only to be quickly overridden by his son.

“By God I never thought my daughter would stoop so low as to get herself knocked up by a rutting, wet-eared, hog-slopping hayseed!”

“Captain Hansen, Nelda is my wife now. I’ll take care of her—” The boy tried vainly to stand his ground against the angry Marine captain hardened by years of experience in intimidation.

“Boy, get this through that dumb head of yours. Don’t try to contact my daughter . . . ever. She’s not for the likes of you. You,” he said to the girl in the bobby socks and ponytail who leaned for support against the table, “get upstairs and get your things. We’re leaving here in five minutes.”

“Nelda, it’s now or never. Don’t let him do this—”

Through her tears, she saw a big hand clamp down on the boy’s shoulder, propel him out the door, and slam it shut behind him. Over the roaring in her ears, she heard Lute’s old truck start and, with blurred vision, saw it go past the window. Then her grandma’s arm was around her, guiding her up the stairs.


Nelda had always feared her father: his loud voice, his piercing eyes, his forceful manner. All of her life she had lived on or near a Marine base and was used to hearing him issue commands that were immediately carried out. She was programmed to obey him.

Captain Donald P. Hansen had enlisted in the Marines right out of college and had quickly been singled out to attend officer’s school. The Marine Manual was his Bible. He lived for the Marine Corps. He had married the daughter of a general, a gentle girl who had given birth to their only child. Three years ago, Nelda’s mother had died during a fever outbreak in the Philippines.

When the captain remarried, his second wife understood that a career officer needed to be socially active if he expected to advance in rank. She went with him when he was called on to fulfill a special assignment in the Pacific, and Nelda was sent home to spend the school year with his parents.

Returning to the farm of his youth to introduce his new wife to his parents, he learned that his sixteen-year-old daughter was four months pregnant. He took control of the situation immediately. Twenty-four hours later, the captain, his wife and his daughter were in a car headed for the airport in Des Moines.


1950

On a cold January day, seventeen-year-old Nelda Hanson stood beside her grandparents and Lute’s mother at the graveside service for her six-month-old daughter, Rebecca, and wept quietly. She had gained an unwelcome maturity.

Sick for most of her pregnancy, she had given birth to the tiny baby girl who now lay at rest in the black Iowa soil. Her father had insisted that she give the child up for adoption, but for once in her life she had stood firm against him and refused. In the tirade that followed, she learned that Lute’s father had been the captain’s boyhood enemy. Her father swore he would never forgive her for disgracing and betraying him.

Her stepmother had helped Nelda leave Virginia while her father was away. She had returned with her baby to her grandparents’ farm only to discover that Lute had enlisted in the Navy the day after the wedding.

When she learned that Lute had not come by to see her grandparents or to inquire about her and their baby when he’d come home for a brief visit after boot camp, Nelda could not really blame him. He had been treated despicably by her father, and she had been too weak to stand by him. It was plain that he had cut her out of his life and wanted nothing more to do with her. With that knowledge, the dream she’d been harboring that they would meet again someday and renew their love, died a quick death.

Two weeks after Nelda and the baby arrived in Iowa, Becky woke with a high fever and had to be rushed to the hospital. Nelda’s grandmother had insisted that Lute’s mother be told, and Mrs. Hanson had come to the hospital and at last held her only grandchild. During the hours Nelda sat with her beside the baby’s crib, Mrs. Hanson had been careful not to give out any information about Lute.

When the doctor told her that there was little hope her baby would survive, Nelda felt guilty for bringing the baby across country.

“Don’t blame yourself,” the doctor said. “The infection had long been in the little one’s bloodstream and would have run its inevitable course even had she stayed in Virginia.”

After the funeral service, Nelda told her grandparents that she was determined to start a new life far from her father and stepmother. Deeply disappointed in their only son for his insensitivity and his harsh treatment of his daughter, the old couple had lavished their affection on Nelda. With their support, she had been able to enroll at the University of Chicago.

The pain of the past could not be erased, but the future held hope and challenge. Nelda was ready to begin her new life.


 

 


Chapter One
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August 1958


SHE WAS HOME. SHE HAD LIVED IN CHICAGO FOR quite a few years, but she had always considered Iowa as her home.


Over the years since she last had been here, she’d forgotten how hot and sultry it was in summer and how high the country roads were graded to allow the winter’s snow to blow off and into the ditches on each side. She’d forgotten the miles and miles of cornfields, though she was once again amazed at how corn could be knee-high by the Fourth—a farmer’s standard for a good crop—and be well over six feet tall in time for the county fair in the middle of August.

Nelda drove slowly through Mason City, remembering marching down Federal Avenue with the Clear Lake High School Band on Band Festival Day. Lute had met her, and they had sneaked away to eat a hamburger before she had to board the school bus back to Clear Lake.

She passed the fairgrounds, where acres of cars and stock trailers were parked, and the grandstand, where rodeos were held. A Ferris wheel was spinning, and pennants were fluttering. During her other life, she had been there, holding tightly to Lute’s arm as they strolled toward the cattle barns. Lute had loved to hang around the stock pens, looking at the champion stock and talking to the boys who were exhibitors.

Lute. How long had it been? Eight years? She could scarcely think of herself living that other life.

“Want to get out, Kelly?” she said, hearing a whine from the back seat. “I’ll find a place for you.” Turning off at a crossroads, she drove a short distance and stopped. When she opened the car door, the big Irish setter jumped to the ground, shook himself, then went the few steps necessary to reach the tire, where he hoisted his leg.

“My tires will be rotten by the time we get to the farm,” Nelda complained as she stroked the dog’s head when he returned to her. “But what the heck! You’ve come all the way from Chicago in this old car. I know you’re tired of being cooped up. It won’t be long now. You’re going to think you’ve died and gone to heaven when you see all the space you’ll have to run in.”

She drove the eight miles into Clear Lake singing Elvis Presley songs to Kelly. When Kelly lifted his nose and howled, Nelda said, “You don’t like the hound dog song? How about ‘Heartbreak Hotel’?” Kelly howled again. “You don’t like that one either? What’s the matter with you, dog?”

She reached Clear Lake, turned down Eighth Street, and drove past Central School.


“This is where Grandpa went to school, Kelly,” she said to the dog. “It’s old. Grandpa said it was built back in 1912. The redbrick building at the end of the block is where I went . . . for only a year. On the steps of that building, Lute asked me to go out for the first time. I was afraid Grandpa wouldn’t let me go, but he liked Lute, and he said I could. I just had to be back by ten-thirty.”

She turned on Main Street and angle-parked in front of Jensen’s, the grocery and meat market where her grandma used to trade. When she had called her grandpa’s lawyer, Mr. Hutchinson, and told him that she was coming, he had assured her that the house would be ready for occupancy and that all she had to do was bring her personal belongings and stock the refrigerator.

At the motel the previous night, she had made a list . . . several lists. At times she thought that she lived by lists. She took the grocery list from her notebook and got out of the car.

“Stay here and watch things, Kelly.”

“Arrr-woof,” was the answer.

Nelda was greeted by one of the clerks when she entered the store, then little attention was paid to her. The merchants were used to strangers in the summer because the lake, one of only a few in Iowa, attracted tourists. She quickly filled the cart with what she needed to get by for a few days, wheeled it up to the counter, and waited to be checked out.

“Here for the big dance?” the clerk asked.

“What big dance?”


“At the Surf Ballroom. The Everly Brothers will be here tonight.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“Are you from around here?”

“Chicago.”

“Ah . . . Chicago. I thought you might have been in before, but I guess not.”

“I’ve been here off and on. I used to come in here with my grandma, Mrs. Eli Hansen.”

“Ah, Freda Hansen, she was a dear soul.”

“Yes, she was.”

“Ah, then, you’re . . . Donald Hansen’s daughter. He was a couple of grades ahead of me in school. Ah, let’s see, your bill is six dollars and sixteen cents.”

While the woman bagged the groceries, Nelda dug in her purse for some bills, wondering if the woman could talk without saying . . . ah.

“Careful, the eggs are on top,” the woman called, as Nelda pushed at the screen door with her backside and went out to the car.

She drove slowly down Main Street, past the Corner Drug, then the two blocks to the lake. During the WPA days a wall had been erected along the lakeshore at the foot of Main Street. People sat on it now, watching the fishermen on the long dock that stretched out from the boat ramp. Children played in the grassy space in front of it and in the square that was City Park.

Turning back from the lake, she headed out of town, eager to see the old farmhouse that was now hers. It had been a long drive from Chicago, and she was exhausted; but the trip had helped her unwind from her last job of creating a totally new decor for one of Chicago’s most expensive nightclubs.

The road she traveled ran parallel to the lake, which had fourteen miles of shoreline. Nelda breathed deeply, savoring the cool fresh air blowing off the water. She turned off at a gravel road.

On the crest of a hill she caught her first glimpse of the white frame, two-story house with the glassed-in front porch and the long-paned windows. It was set back from the road on a grassy knoll bordered on the north by a thick grove of cedars and on the west by a cornfield. East of the house she could see the rambling hedge of lilac bushes and, behind it, the big red barn and the tall silo. The most pleasant times of her childhood had been spent on this farm.

The car bumped over the rutted lane. When she reached the house, she pulled around behind it and parked alongside the back porch as Grandpa used to do. The doors of the barn and the other outbuildings were closed. Wheel tracks were visible where someone had driven in through the barnyard to the corncrib—the man who rented the land, no doubt.

She sat in the car and looked out over the yard. It had been neatly mowed and the bushes trimmed. A piece of heavy rope—all that remained of the swing Grandpa had made for her—hung from the big elm tree. She was glad that her friendly giant had survived the Dutch elm disease that had swept this part of the country. It looked as sturdy as ever, but somehow it didn’t seem as huge as it had when, as a child, she’d peered up into its branches.

“We’re home, Kelly,” she said softly. “No Grandma or Grandpa to greet us. I miss them so.”

As soon as she opened the door, the dog scrambled out and began dipping his nose to the ground to sniff all the new, exciting smells. Nelda climbed the steps to the door of the back porch, fumbled in her purse, and found the key to the house the lawyer had sent her.

Her eyes misted when she entered the kitchen and looked around the familiar room. Everything was clean, the tile floor shining, the windows sparkling. She smiled when she spotted the big refrigerator/freezer—one of her grandma’s concessions to “modern conveniences,” the other being the electric stove. On the kitchen table lay a note that said the boxes she had sent ahead were on the front porch.

Nelda went to the door and called Kelly in before she inspected the rest of the house. Enraptured by the natural scents of grass, trees, and warm earth, the dog took his sweet time responding to her whistle.

“You’re a city mutt,” she scolded, as he trailed into the house. “You’d better stay inside until I can go out with you. This is a different world, fella. No telling what trouble you’d get into out there. You might even scare up a skunk. Now isn’t that a frightening thought?”

His tail between his legs, Kelly looked adequately chastened, sulking like a disappointed child. He definitely was not happy to be called into the house. He pressed his wet nose against the clean windowpane and looked out, something he couldn’t do in their high-rise apartment in Chicago.

“Look at it this way, dog. We’ll be here for at least six months. You’ll have plenty of time to explore the countryside. So come on, wag your tail and let me know you’re happy that I’ll have time to work on my textile designs.”

Kelly wagged his tail halfheartedly, then he turned back to gaze with longing at the grove of thick evergreens and underbrush.

The steady hum told Nelda that the refrigerator, next to the range, was running. On the other side of the room was the wood-burning cookstove that Grandma had refused to give up. Memories of freshly baked bread from that old stove assailed her. It kept the kitchen toasty warm in the winter. Nelda sighed. The best and the worst times of her life had been spent right here in this house.

On her first trip to the car she brought in the groceries. She put away the perishables, then lugged in the two large suitcases that almost filled the trunk of her cream-colored 1954 Ford.

By the time she finished the unloading, her back hurt, two of her long, beautiful nails were broken, and her shirt was glued to her body with sweat. She tried to run her fingers through her hair, but it was a mass of damp curls. Grimacing, she remembered the years when she’d wanted it long and straight so that she could have a beautiful, flowing ponytail like that of her friends. Now it was short and artfully styled with every second wave cut so that it no longer resembled a curly metal pad used to scrub pots and pans.

In her old room, she made her bed, using the freshly laundered sheets she found in the chest in the hall. Nelda reminded herself that she must compliment Mr. Hutchinson for the excellent job. Her grandmother’s linens, towels, dishes, everything was as neat and clean as if her grandmother had done it herself. Grandpa Hansen’s land had been rented, but the house had been closed and left just as it had been when her grandparents lived in it.

The bathroom off the kitchen—converted from a pantry so necessary to the houses of eighty years ago—was roomy, and it was charming. The old-fashioned fixtures included an oak commode with a towel bar across the top. Peeling off her clothes, Nelda filled the claw-footed bathtub with warm water and eased her slender frame down into it.

Kelly nosed open the door and padded into the room. He tilted his head and looked inquiringly at Nelda.

“It’s a far cry from the big tub in the apartment, isn’t it, fella? But we’ll get used to it. All that peace and quiet out there is going to be a blessing for both of us. I hadn’t realized how easy it was to lose sight of goals in the hustle and bustle of the city. Here I’ll have plenty of time to rest and think and decide what direction my life should take now.”

After her formal education, Nelda had been invited to join an interior-decorating firm, where she had quickly established herself in the field of commercial decorating. Her last job had cemented her status among her contemporaries, and had left her more than solvent for a while. She had decided that it was an ideal time to take a leave of absence and pursue an unfulfilled dream of trying her hand at textile design. The perfect retreat was the farmhouse her grandparents had left her.

Only by coming here, she had reasoned, could she make a decision about whether or not to sell the farm. She pushed to the back of her mind the fear that unpleasant memories might stifle her creativity and make her unable to work. Here for a short time, she reminded herself, she had been wonderfully happy and free of the burden of being the daughter of the dreaded Captain Hansen.

During the past eight years her thoughts had often returned to little Rebecca and to Lute. How different her life would have been if her father hadn’t torn them apart. As far as she knew, Lute was still in the Navy. Did he ever think of her and the child he had never seen? His mother would have told him that his baby had died. Did he grieve just a little bit for that wee life he had helped to create?

Two years after they buried Rebecca, Nelda’s grandmother had died, and her grandpa followed her a year later. Nelda had come back for both funerals. Both times she had seen Mrs. Hanson, but had learned nothing of Lute.

Her father, stationed overseas when his parents had died, had not come back for either funeral. Nelda had neither seen nor heard from him since she and her baby had left Virginia, which was all right with her.

She was doing the best she could to forget the damage her father had done to her life.


 

 


Chapter Two
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NELDA WORKED AS IF POSSESSED. AT THE END OF the day, she was pleased that the boxes she had thought would take forever to unpack were empty, folded flat, and stored in the shed. Her books were arranged on the long oak library table in the living room, her record player was set up, and her workbench and supplies were in place on the glassed-in front porch.


She had even spent an hour in the yard gathering plants, leaves, and wildflowers for possible use as patterns for her designs. Her aching muscles attested to the fact that she alone was responsible for these miracles.

By night she was so tired that she opened a can of soup for herself, then bathed and got ready for bed. She missed seeing the evening news, a program she watched regularly in Chicago.

“Kelly, do you suppose they sell television sets in Clear Lake?” she muttered to the dog at her heels as she headed up the stairs to the haven of the four-poster walnut bed. “I wish I hadn’t sold mine. Oh, well, it was too heavy for me to load in the car anyway.”

Waking early the next morning out of the deep sleep of the righteously weary, she heard a stock truck rumble past the house before she jumped out of bed to attack the new day. This was a special day, Becky’s birthday, and this year she was here in Clear Lake to put fresh flowers on her daughter’s grave.

As she ate buttered toast and drank her coffee, she wrote out her list of things to do. Go to florist, cemetery, buy TV, washer, and dryer, go to telephone office, see Mr. Hutchinson.

Since she planned on calling on the lawyer who handled Grandpa’s estate, she dressed up a bit in a sleeveless yellow dress with a tight bodice and a full skirt, slid her bare feet in high-heeled sandals, and went to the back steps.

“Kelly. Come.” She waited a minute, then called again. After a little while she went around the side of the house and whistled. Kelly came loping toward her from the lilac hedge, his ears flopping and his nose covered with black dirt.

“For goodness sake! What have you been doing? If it was safe to do so, I’d leave you here.”

“Arrr . . . woof!”

“Well, get in the car. I swear that this country living has gone to your head.”

After rolling down the back windows so that Kelly could poke his head out, she drove down the lane to the road and turned east toward the greenhouse across from the cemetery.

• • •



This was crazy! It had to be here, right on the far end of the plot. The lush grass was just as smooth as if it had never been disturbed, but there was no marker that read: REBECCA LOUISE HANSON. The marker for Grandpa and Grandma was there, so this had to be the right plot.


Nelda’s heels sank into the spongy turf as she walked around the plot where her ancestors were buried. Hansens all—Hansens with an e. There were at least ten graves in the plot, surrounded by a low stone divider. A large marker proclaimed the Hansens one of the first families to settle this rich Iowa farmland.

Puzzled, Nelda scanned the names on the row of small headstones set on a concrete base level with the neatly manicured lawn, then read them again to be absolutely certain what she was seeking was not there.

Her heart pounding, Nelda stood clutching a slender parcel of flowers while she fought for control. Unbelieving, she stared at the spot where her daughter should be buried, choked back tears, and blinked against the glare of the sun. A weak breeze ruffled her curly dark hair, and she pushed it back from her forehead.

As she looked across the lawn dotted with markers toward the custodial building, a man came out the door and bent to work on a large power mower. The scolding of a blue jay from its perch in an evergreen tree reached into Nelda’s consciousness, its squawk almost surreal in the stillness.

In a daze, she walked toward the workman, trying to push aside the thought that she was losing her mind. Becky had to be there, in that spot! Her grandfather had given her the plot, and he had bought the small stone for the grave.

She reached the man as he stood to wipe his hands on a greasy rag.

“Mornin’, ma’am.”

“Morning.” Nelda was so breathless she could barely speak. “I’m Nelda Hanson. I’m terribly confused. My relatives are the Hansens down there.” She lifted her arm to point at the large granite monument. “I haven’t been back here for a long while.” Tears sprang to her eyes. “She was buried in that plot, but she’s gone. My daughter . . . Rebecca Louise Hanson. It would have been her birthday today.”

“Well . . .” The man continued to wipe his hands, obviously uncomfortable at witnessing Nelda’s distress. “Well . . . now, I’ve been working here only a couple of years. What’s the name again?”

“Rebecca Louise Hanson . . . with an o. All the Hansens down there are spelled with an e. We put her there . . . she was only six months old.”

“Was there a stone on the grave?”

“A small one.” Nelda felt as if she were in a hollow tunnel, her own voice echoing distantly in her ears.

“Well . . . maybe if you looked around . . .”

“Where else would I look?” She felt the hysteria rising again.

“Well . . .”

Distraught, she was sure if she had to stand before this blank face another minute, she would scream with exasperation.

“All the records are down at the city office, but—wait a minute—hey, Walter.” A man wearing overalls emerged from the utility shed.

Nelda looked at him as if he were a lifeline, her anxious eyes clinging to his weathered face.

“Do ya know anythin’ about a Rebecca Hanson . . . with an o . . . bein’ buried down there with old Eli Hansen and his bunch?”

Sharp blue eyes raked Nelda’s face. “You mean Lute Hanson’s little girl?”

Nelda’s heart plunged wildly. “Yes, yes. Lute’s and . . . mine.” The voice that erupted from her throat was cracked and breathy.

“Well . . .”

Dammit! Couldn’t they say anything, but well? She clamped her mouth shut to keep from yelling at them.

“Lute had her moved a long time ago. Right after old Eli died.”

“Moved her?” She opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again, and gasped. “Where?”

“Over yonder in the new part.” The man in the overalls raised his arm. “It’s been a long time. Five or six years . . .” Nelda murmured her thanks and started walking in the direction of his pointed finger.

“It’s a long way,” the other man called after her. “Clear up against the fence at the far end. Maybe ya ought to drive up there.”

His words were soon lost to Nelda as she hobbled quickly in her thin-soled sandals over the bumpy, narrow, cobblestone lane past Sorensons, Andersons, Jacobsons, and Olsons, some with an e and some with an o. She absently noticed how well the grounds were kept, how quiet and peaceful it was. It was fitting that the only sound was a mourning dove cooing its lonely call.

At this end of the cemetery the walk curled around carefully plotted flower beds of colorful petunias backed with a border of chrysanthemums. The trees were young and vigorous, and the snowball bushes thick with glossy leaves.


Reaching the last section, she walked along until she saw a long, low marker of dark granite with simple straight lines. It had the look of eternity about it, and carved in the stone was the name: HANSON.



Nelda stumbled toward it. Two smaller markers were set in the ground to the side of it. One read: REBECCA LOUISE HANSON, daughter of Lute and Nelda Hanson. The next line was a date span of only six months. A box overflowing with sunny yellow marigolds sat snugly against the small marker.



The words on the other marker hit her like a dash of cold water. LUTE HANSON.


Lute! Nelda felt her strength draining. She swayed closer, then realized that only the date of his birth was carved in the stone; a blank space was left for the other date to be filled in when he was buried here. Relief made her knees weak.

Nelda stood with her head bowed, a strange calm replacing her panic of moments before. After a few minutes she knelt down beside the grave, losing herself in silent reflection.

Becky would have been eight years old today and in the second grade at school. Would her hair have been brown and curly like mine, she wondered, or blond and straight like Lute’s? She’d had Lute’s blue eyes, and the little fuzz on the top of her head had been blond, but it might not have stayed that color as she grew older. She had been such a sweet, good baby, crying only when she was hungry or wet or tired.

Oh, Lord, it had hurt so when she lost her little one.

Why had Lute moved Becky here? It must have been a blow to his pride to have a grave space and a marker for his child provided by someone else. But what else could she have done?

With her toes and knees cushioned in the soft grass, Nelda placed the gladiolas, still swathed in protective green tissue, on the ground. They were the only pink flowers the florist had. Peeling away the wispy layers of paper, she realized that the stems of the flowers were far too long for the glass vase she had brought for them.

Nelda dug into her shoulder bag to find a nail file. Then, as she sawed away with the crude cutting tool, memories flooded her mind. Her senior year of high school here had been the happiest year of her life, especially after meeting Lute. They had spent every spare minute together, going to the basketball games, riding the roller coaster and roller-skating at Bayside Park. They had sat in his old pickup truck at the Lighthouse drive-in and devoured root beer floats. And on special occasions, when Lute could afford it, they had gone to a dance at the Surf Ballroom.

Nelda-and-Lute. Their names had been linked into a single phrase by their classmates. Of course, they accepted without question, that Nelda and Lute would spend their lives together. How wrong that prediction had been.

Absorbed in her task and her memories, Nelda was completely unaware anyone was nearby until out of the corner of her eye she glimpsed large scuffed boots and the legs of faded work jeans.

She scrambled to her feet to face the man standing silently on the other side of her child’s grave. She felt as if every drop of blood in her body had drained to her toes. Speechless, she opened her mouth to draw in a gasp of life-saving air.

Lute?

Could this big, muscular man be the lanky boy she had married when she was sixteen and he was eighteen? It could be no one else. His thick blond hair glistened in the sunlight. It was trimmed close at the sides, the top combed back. He had not adopted the flattop or the ducktail hairstyles so many men were wearing nowadays. His shoulders looked a yard wide in the short-sleeved, faded work shirt. In one hand he clutched a bouquet of flowers. Bright blue eyes were fastened to her face.

“Hello, Lute,” she whispered, unable to speak normally.

When he just stood there staring, saying nothing, she had to stifle the wild impulse to reach out and touch him, to verify his physical presence. Finally, he spoke.

“What brought you here?”

She lifted her shoulders, trying to encompass a world of explanations with the silent gesture. She wished he would stop looking at her.

“Why did you move her?” she asked, startled by her own bluntness.

“Why not?” he replied evenly, as if she’d posed the most commonplace question in the world. “She was my daughter. As soon as I had enough money, I bought a plot of ground and buried her in it. I sent your grandpa’s estate lawyer the money for the marker.”

Even his voice was deeper and stronger than she remembered. This man didn’t resemble the soft-spoken boy who had stood valiantly beside her when she told her grandparents that she was four months pregnant.

“You could have notified me.”

“You could have notified me when my baby died. Didn’t you think I’d be interested?”

“How can you say that? I knew your mother would let you know.”

“I say it because you never made any attempt to communicate with me. You shut the door firmly in my face just as if the baby you carried wasn’t mine.” His face was suddenly harsh and powerful, his jaw jutted in angry determination, the mouth curved downward, reflecting his contempt for her.

Stunned by his outburst and grasping in a flash of sudden clarity how badly they’d each misread the other’s withdrawal, Nelda sprang to the defense.

“I was sixteen, and I was sick—”

“You didn’t protest once. If you had come with me when I begged you to, things might have been different. Your daddy considered me white trash and shoved me out of your life not ten minutes after we were married, and you let him.”

“It wasn’t what I wanted—”

“—Five days later I got the divorce papers.”

“You signed them fast enough. Daddy said you were glad to be rid of me.” Relived anguish tore at her heart.

“And you believed him. I don’t suppose he told you that I had tried to call you. He knew that I was in the Navy and said that if I called again, I would hear from my commanding officer. I was a kid then, too, and his threat scared the hell out of me. He said the only thing I had to give you was a baby in your belly and an o in your name.”

“Oh, Lute. I’m . . . sorry.”

Nelda almost reeled from the force of his bitterness. His words hit her like stones. She knew her face had paled, and she looked away from him. Her gaze fell on the grave of their child, and all the sweet, bitter memories came rushing back. During the dark days of her pregnancy and after Becky was born, she had held out the hope, even after Lute had signed the divorce papers, that he would come to her, that their love was strong enough to overcome her father’s objections. Then after a while she’d had to reconcile herself to the fact that their time together was over.


“Are you trying to make me feel guilty, Lute?” Fairly quivering with torment, Nelda looked directly into his eyes. “I’ve never blamed you for anything. Even at sixteen, I knew the chance we were taking when we made love. I’ve never regretted it for a second. You and the baby were my life. For the first time I had something of my very own, something that had nothing to do with my father.” Tears filled her eyes, and she tried to blink them away.

Not since Becky’s death had she felt such crushing anguish. She wanted to hate Lute for being here, for bringing back the heartache she had tried so hard to overcome, but hate wouldn’t come. Instead, she remembered his tenderness when she told him she was pregnant, and how he had held her and promised to love her and take care of her and their baby for the rest of his life. A big promise for a skinny boy of eighteen with only his mother and a not-too-reliable father for a family.

Then she remembered their wedding day. How awful it had been! Her father had made what should have been the sweetest, most sacred moment in her life . . . dirty and degrading. He had ranted and raved, calling her a slut and Lute a randy whoreson. He had said that he would be disgraced if it became known that his daughter screwed around in a haystack like a common whore.

Nelda put her hands on each side of her head in an attempt to squeeze out the thoughts.

She looked up to see Lute studying her. Looking deeply into his eyes, she tried to read the emotions flashing across his features. For a moment she thought that he was on the verge of tears, but then he was down on his knees, his fingers raking some dead grass away so he could place his bouquet next to the marker.

Through a blur of her own tears Nelda watched his capable movements. She remained standing, the full weight of what was happening holding her in place. She saw the sun glisten off the blond hairs on his forearms, and her gaze traveled down to his hands. The glint of a wedding ring caught her eyes.

Lute had remarried. A wave of sickness surged through her. She should have expected it. Eight years had given him plenty of time to meet someone and fall in love.

Lute! Oh, Lute, with the windblown hair and the sun-browned neck, where did our love go? Do you ever think of that time so long ago, when we couldn’t be near each other without touching, and when our eyes would cling to each other, even across a crowded room? We had to be together every possible minute in those days. I remember. Oh, I remember, my love, my only lover—

Lute stood abruptly and looked down at her, his face shuttered once more. She instantly dropped her gaze to the flowers at her feet.

“You’ll need water for those. I’ll get some.” He pried his hand into the pocket of his jeans, brought out a jackknife, and opened it. “Here. You can cut the stems with this,” he offered, almost gently.

Nelda took the tool from his hand without looking at him and knelt to work on the flowers still lying spread out on the waxy florist paper. Her fingers were shaking, and she could hardly hold the knife, but she managed to cut the stems. Her mind was still in an eddy of confusion when she finished and bunched the flowers to fit into the vase.

Lute returned and poured a generous amount of water from a coffee can into both the box of blooming marigolds and her vase. Without a word he took the knife from her hand and dug a hole beside the marker for the vase, anchored it securely, then picked up the stem ends she had cut and dropped them in the can.

When he stood, Nelda stood beside him.

“I didn’t remember that you were so tall.”

“I’ve done a lot of growing during the past eight years, both in mind and in body. A man grows up fast when his wife is jerked from his arms ten minutes after they are married. And when she has his child, and he never even gets to see it.”

During this crisp, clipped speech Nelda stood quietly, only her eyes moved, looking quickly away from him and back again.

“Can’t you understand what a strain I was under? I was sixteen and I was sick—”

“You were old enough to have a baby.” He paused, a pained expression crossing his face. “Old enough to sue for a divorce,” he added, his words as brittle as icicles.

“Stop! I’ve had to live for eight years with what my father did. He told me that you wanted nothing more to do with me.” In her frustration she yelled the words.

“You could have found out for yourself. But it’s over. Over and done with.” He flung the last words over his shoulder and walked rapidly toward the black pickup truck parked in the lane.

“Over for you maybe,” she whispered. “It will never be over for me.”


 

 


Chapter Three
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NELDA LOOKED DOWN AT THE GRAVE ONE LAST time before she turned and headed back to her car. She felt as if all the strength had been drained out of her, but she stiffened her back, determined to hold her head up . . . at least until she passed Lute.


Lute put the can into the back of the truck and stood waiting for her to reach him.

“How did you get out here?”

“My car is over there . . . where I thought Becky would be.”

“Get in. I’ll drive you over. You look as if you’re about to melt into a puddle.”

Nelda hesitated, then said, “Thanks.”

By the time she reached the passenger side of the truck, Lute had flung open the door. The step into the cab was high, but she grabbed on to the door handle and pulled herself up. It had been years since she had been in a pickup, and never one as nice as this one, with its red-leather seats and black-rubber floor mats. She thought of the battered old pickup Lute used to drive when they were going together. They’d driven that old truck to Clausen’s Cove, a remote beach on the lakeshore, and made love for the first time.

Nelda rushed into speech, not wanting to remember.

“Is your mother well?”

“Fine.”

“My father’s married for the third time. He divorced his second wife. She was all right. She’s the one who helped me leave Virginia and bring Becky back here to Grandma’s.”

“I was aboard ship when I got word about your grandparents. I liked them both. They were decent folk.”

“They liked you, too.”

“Is that your car?”

“Yes. Oh, my goodness. I forgot about Kelly! I bet he’s dying for a drink of water.”

Disregarding Lute’s quizzical glance, Nelda popped out of the truck and hurried to her car.

“I’m sorry, boy. I forgot it would be so hot in there.”

Kelly shot out the door the minute it was opened and put his nose to the ground to explore the vicinity.

Nelda heard the truck door slam, then saw Lute getting the coffee can from the back.

“Come on, boy,” he called. “Let’s get you a drink.”

Kelly happily bounded after Lute across the lawn to the water hydrant and waited patiently for the can to fill. He lapped the water greedily.


Nelda watched them, hardly believing that it was Lute who was there with her dog. Lute. In all her dreams she had never imagined that he was anything but an older version of that thin, blue-eyed boy with the shy smile. Discovering that he was now a virile, rugged, terribly handsome man sent her already confused senses into a reeling revolution.

When the pair returned, Lute dropped the can back into the truck and stood staring at her, looking as though he were about to speak.

What could he say to the sophisticated career woman who had barged into his life again? Suddenly he felt uncomfortable at having just taken over—driving her back to her car, tending to her dog. He was angry with himself for rehashing the past. Enough talk! He turned and got into the cab, immediately starting the engine.

“Thanks,” Nelda said, just as the truck began to move.

Lute raised his hand in a salute and drove on down the lane toward the gate. He had not expected their first meeting would be at the cemetery. Seeing her had been like a blow to his gut.

Hutchinson had told him about her success in Chicago, that she had not remarried. He had said that she was coming back for a while and would decide then if she was going to sell the farm. Lute had not been prepared for the fact that she was no longer the slender, shy girl whose eyes seemed too large for her face. She had been so timid back then and so starved for affection that it had invoked a protectiveness in him the first time he saw her. Just a kid himself, he had wanted to put her in his pocket and take care of her. Instead, he had let his passion get the better of him and had ended up leading her into trouble they were both too young to handle.

She had the rounded figure of a mature woman now. He remembered the first time he had touched her breasts. They had been the small breasts of a fifteen-year-old, scarcely a handful. Their lovemaking had been so sweet, so all-consuming, so beautiful. But all that had been a lifetime ago. He had just had his twenty-seventh birthday. Nelda would be almost twenty-five. Hard knocks had made her stronger. She was no longer that timid girl.

All the old hurt had come bubbling up when he saw her. He had come down on her pretty hard. In a way he understood why she had acted as she had. A lifetime of being intimidated by that arrogant bastard had beaten her down . . . and she had been just a kid.

That’s all water over the dam, he told himself as he turned into the driveway of his farm home. Still, he hadn’t been prepared for losing all his brainpower when he looked down on that mop of curly hair and realized it was . . . her.

Lord, how he had loved that girl. She had been like food and water to him. When her father had shoved him out the door that day, he had cried all the way to their favorite picnic spot at Clausen’s Cove and had sat there in his old pickup for hours. Finally, he had gone home to tell his worried mother that he had decided to join the Navy.

The service had been good for him. He had grown up, learned that there are all kinds of people in the world: some good, some bad, and some arrogant sons of bitches like Captain Hansen, although Lute had not met one to compare with him.

When his four-year enlistment was up, Lute had come back to bury his father and to farm the land that had been in his family for many years. He sponsored a 4-H chapter, enjoying mentoring kids who would someday be farmers. He had refereed a few basketball games, was active in the Lions Club, had his horses, his bike, and a few close friends. He had been fairly content with his life . . . until now.

• • •

Nelda watched until the black truck passed between the stone pillars, then got into her car and called to Kelly. The dog was reluctant to come, and she had to call several times. Finally, he jumped into the car and she closed the door.


Automatically she put the car into gear and drove out of the cemetery. She followed the county blacktop to the graveled road leading to the farm and turned in at a rusty tin sign that proclaimed: 4-H MEMBER LIVES HERE.



“We’ll have to do something about that sign, Kelly,” she observed tiredly, fondling the dog’s ears. “We’ll have to put up one that says: POOPED INTERIOR DESIGNER AND HOUND DOG LIVE HERE.” The setter nuzzled her arm and made a swipe at her face with a wet tongue.


Not until she had parked the car behind the farmhouse and turned off the motor did she remember the list she had made that morning. Kelly’s eyes were fixed on the lilac bushes, and he was whining to get out.

“Okay, fella. We’ll go into town after lunch.”

Nelda stood on the back porch steps and watched the dog, his tail wagging, his nose to the ground. He ran around the side of the house, then back, chasing a squirrel until it ran up the oak tree. He continued to bark at it as it scampered high into the branches. At least her dog was happy, Nelda thought with a touch of self-pity.

She picked up an apple on her way through the kitchen to the front porch. She sank down in the wicker rocking chair and looked out across the lane to the field of tall corn. All her attempts to put Lute from her mind were futile. She kept seeing the ring on his finger. I never had a wedding ring. She wondered what type of woman he had chosen for his wife and if he had bought her a plain gold band to match the one he wore?

Why did it hurt after all these years to picture him with someone else? She had thought of him off and on over the years, not continually, because she had become resigned to the break between them. But not a day had passed that she wasn’t reminded that she had given birth to his daughter. A child playing in the street, an advertisement in a magazine, or a program on television always pulled that memory sharply into focus.

For a long time the pain of remembering Becky had been powerful enough to double her over, but gradually she was able to recall the pleasures of motherhood as well. She sometimes wondered if she’d ever experience those joys again.

After she was told that Lute was eager to be rid of her, she had tried to close her mind to him, to pick up the threads of her life, and, by keeping busy, to hold thoughts of him at bay. She had managed quite well at first. She had the baby to occupy her thoughts, then school, and finally her career. Now the magic, the inexplicable magnetism of him, was drawing at her. Contentment would be impossible now if she stayed here.

She’d always felt that she would see him again . . . someday. But now, on her second day back, he had come barreling into her life again, blasting all her cool philosophizing.

And he was married.

She didn’t understand why she was surprised and why she even cared. Something was terribly wrong with her character if just the thought of him with someone else, making love to another woman as he had made love to her, made her heartbeat escalate, her palms grow moist, and a dull ache settle in the middle of her body.

Disgusted with herself, she went to the door to throw out the apple core. It opened at her push. It was unlocked! She pulled it closed and locked it with a click. She was sure that she had locked it last night before she went to bed, and she hadn’t come out to the porch this morning.

Grandma and Grandpa never locked the doors. She doubted they had a key. That was then. Times had changed. Living in Chicago, where break-ins were a common occurrence, had taught her to keep doors locked.

On her way back through the house, she paused at the big oak coffee table and looked down at her picture album. Had she left it there? She must have, she thought, and picked it up to put it back on the shelf under the library table. Oh, well, with so much on her mind, it was a wonder she didn’t forget where she had left her head.

After repairing her makeup and combing her hair, she locked the back door and went to the car. Kelly was nowhere in sight, but she could hear excited yelps coming from behind the shed.

“Kelly. Come,” she called.

When there was no response, she walked across the yard to the shed to see Kelly digging fiercely in the ground in front of the door.

“Stop that!” The dog looked up at her and whined. “I’m leaving, and if you want to go you’d better get in the car or you’ll stay here locked on the porch. Now come on.”

She waved her hand and the dog, with his tail between his legs, walked beside her to the car. Before he got in he looked back at the shed.

“Arrr . . . woof!”

“There’s nothing in that shed but Grandpa’s old harnesses and things like that. Nothing to eat, except maybe a mouse, and you have never eaten a mouse in your life.” She opened the car door. Kelly jumped up onto the backseat and sat down on the blanket she kept tucked over the seat cushion.

Nelda drove directly to Mr. Hutchinson’s office. She parked the car, leaving the windows partially open for Kelly.

“Don’t let anyone get in the car. That’s your job until I get back.”

“Arrr . . . woof.”

“I’m glad you understand. Be back soon.”

Inside the office she was greeted by a pleasant gray-haired woman who smiled at her when she came in.

“May I help you?”

“I’m Nelda Hanson. I’d like to see Mr. Hutchinson.”

“Have a seat, and I’ll tell him you’re here.”

The receptionist left the area and Nelda settled in a chair beside the window. Almost immediately the woman was back, followed by a tall man whose face was young and unlined though his hair was iron gray. He wore a dark suit, a white shirt, and dark red tie.

“Mrs. Hanson.” He came toward her with an outstretched hand and a smile on his face. “We meet at last.”

“I’m glad to meet you, Mr. Hutchinson. After our many phone conversations, I feel that I know you.”

“The same here. Come on back to my office.”

They walked down the hall to the large office at the back. The lawyer offered her the chair in front of his desk, then went around and sat down.

“Are you settled in? Did you find everything all right?”

“Yes and yes. Thank you for making it so easy. The house and all in it was in perfect order. I had no idea what condition it would be in after being vacant for so long. I was pleasantly surprised.”

“I have good people who checked on it from time to time. When you called to say that you were coming, they cleaned it thoroughly.”

“They did that all right. Even lined the drawers with fresh paper before the clean linens were put away. I appreciate it. Will the cost be taken out of the farm account?”

“Yes. The farm has made money the last few years. I invested some of the profit for you, and you have a tidy sum on hand.”

“I don’t think I’ll need to draw on it. I’ll be all right money-wise for a while.”

“It’s available, as are the books anytime you want to look them over or have an accountant do so.”

Earl Hutchinson leaned back in his chair and studied the woman seated before him. He had not pictured her as being so pretty. For a woman so young, she was well thought of in her profession. When he had talked with her on the phone she had been all business, quick and firm in what she wanted. He liked that.

“I’ve heard from your father . . . several times, in fact.”

“Oh, dear. Hearing from my father is never good news.”

“He wants to buy the farm now that he has given up on breaking Eli’s will.”

“Why does he want it? He hated the farm. As long as I can remember, he was ashamed that his father was a farmer. He would refer to him as owning farms . . . plural. At times he would talk about the Hansen Estates, again plural.”

“As your lawyer, I feel I can speak frankly. Major Hansen—”

“Oh, he’s a major now?” Nelda said with a sarcastic tone in her voice. “It took him long enough. He’s been trying for it for years.”

“Yes, well, the major was considerably put out when his father left the farm to you. He did all he could to break the will, but it was airtight.” Mr. Hutchinson pulled open a drawer on the side of his desk and brought out a file. “He says that when it goes on the market, he wants a chance to bid on it.” He placed a letter on the desk in front of Nelda.

“I don’t want to read it, Mr. Hutchinson.”

“He was foolish enough to ask me not to tell you he wanted the farm. I’m your lawyer, not his.”

“I’ve not made up my mind about selling. I’ll be here for six or eight months. It depends on how long my boss in Chicago will hold my job. There wouldn’t be much of a demand for a commercial decorator around here.”

“There’s another party here who is interested in buying the farm if you decide to sell. Eli wanted you to sell to a local person rather than a conglomerate, you know. The farm was clear of debt when you inherited it. Eli left money to pay the inheritance tax. You can sell the farm and invest the money, or keep it and rent out the land. In a few years land may go up in value. Either way you will have a nice little income.”


“I’ll think about it. If you answer my father’s letter, tell him that I don’t intend to sell, and if I do, it won’t be to him.” Nelda stood, her face frozen in lines of determination. “If there’s nothing else to discuss, I’m off to buy a television set. I miss watching the evening news.”

Mr. Hutchinson stood and followed her down the hall.

“You can get a television down the street at Clear Lake Appliance, or go over to Sears in Mason City, where there’s a larger selection.”

“I’ll need an antenna installed.”

“You can arrange that with the appliance store. If not, let me know. I’ve got a handyman who will do the job. By the way, I notified Bob Halford down at the telephone company to hook up your phone and to send out a desk phone. The one on the wall has been there since the Civil War.”

Nelda laughed. “Well, not quite, but almost. Thank you. I was going to the telephone office next. You’ve saved me a trip.”

“If there’s anything I can do, let me know.”

“I will. Thank you. Mr. Hutchinson, who is renting the land?”

“Lute Hanson.”

“Lute?”

“When Oscar Olsen sold out and went south, Lute asked to rent it. His land is next to yours, and he’s a damn good farmer. The land produced more this past year than it ever has. Lute rotates his crops. Corn one year, soybeans the next. Is that a problem?”


“No problem. I was just curious. Who cleaned up the yard and trimmed the hedge?”

“Lute or his hired man.”

Nelda heard Kelly barking as soon as she stepped out the door. She hurried to where she had parked the car. A woman had backed away and stood looking at Kelly.

“Don’t put your hand in the car,” Nelda warned anxiously.

The young woman turned and smiled, her big brown eyes sparkling and amused. Though a bit plump, she radiated a wholesome charm with her fresh complexion and shining brown hair.

“I know better than to do that. Your dog is beautiful and so protective.”

“He thinks the car belongs to him, and he’ll not allow anyone in it if I’m not here.”

“I thought I knew every Irish setter in the area.” Her eyes widened when she looked at Nelda. “Well for goodness sake! I can’t believe it. You’re Nelda Hansen. Remember me, Linda Sharp?”

“Linda?” Nelda’s brows puckered, then she smiled in sudden recognition. “Of course. Linda from my homemaking class.”

“I know. I know. I’ve gained weight.”

“It’s been such a long time—”

“I’m so glad to see you.” Linda suddenly, impulsively, hugged her. “I’ve thought about you.”

“You were my closest friend, Linda. I’ll never forget that.”

“You didn’t have much time for girlfriends, if I remember right.” Linda’s brown eyes teased. “You only had eyes for Lute in those days.”

“Those days are over, Linda. What about you?”

“I married a fella from Ventura and have a five-year-old boy. I’m Linda Branson now. I’d love to hear about all you’ve been doing. I saw your picture once in a magazine, and I was so proud that I knew you. Do you have time for a Coke?”

“Sure. Where can we go?”

“Corner Drug okay? I’ve a weakness for fountain Cokes.”

Thirty minutes later, Linda was walking with Nelda back to her car.

“You’ve seen Lute?”

“Yes, I’ve seen him.”

“Good-looking devil, isn’t he?”

“He is that.”

“I’m sorry about your little girl. I never even knew that you and Lute had married, or about the baby until after it died and you had left here.”

“It was . . . sudden. Lute was in the Navy. We were already divorced.”

“Yeah.” Linda sighed. “You two were . . . so in love.”

“And . . . so young,” Nelda said laughingly, although she felt like crying—remembering.

They reached the car and Kelly allowed Linda to stroke his head. “He’s a beautiful dog. We have two setters,” Linda explained. “One English, one Irish. Kurt likes to hunt.”

“I’ve had Kelly three years. He was a year old when I got him from a coworker who was moving into an apartment that didn’t allow pets. He is my best friend. We talk to each other, don’t we, boy?”

“Arrr . . . woof!”

Kelly’s eyes were on his mistress’s face, and his tail was beating a tattoo against the back of the seat.

“Do you need to get out and water the tires?

In answer, Kelly’s tail went faster.

“All right. You can get out for just a minute. We’re going to see about buying a television set. After that, we’ll go to the grocery store and then home. That’s what you want, isn’t it?” She didn’t stop to think that Linda might think she was slightly wacky talking to a dog as if he were a person.

“He’s very well trained. Too bad husbands don’t train as easily,” Linda said with a short laugh. “This has been such fun, but I’ve got to get on. Eric, my son, goes to afternoon kindergarten, and he’ll be home soon.”

“It’s been fun for me too, Linda. My phone is being connected. Call me sometime, or come out. I’d like to keep in touch.”

“I’d like to. I really would.” Linda’s eyes were focused on a car coming slowly down the street toward them. It stopped and the man in the car spoke to Linda.

“Ain’t it ’bout time for Eric to get home?” The man wore a greasy billed cap. The arm that rested on the window ledge was generously sprinkled with dark hair. Dark eyes swept over Nelda then stayed on her face.

“Not for fifteen minutes yet.” Linda glanced down at her watch.


“Better get goin’ then.” The car moved slowly away. Linda’s face was flushed when she turned back to Nelda, who was urging Kelly into the car.

“I had better get going. It’s been great seeing you.”

“Can I give you a ride home?”

“I’ll walk down to Lincoln School and walk home with Eric. This is his first week of school. Besides, I need the exercise.” She laughed nervously. “Kurt says I’m as broad as a barn door.” She waved and walked briskly down the street.

Nelda was pleased that she had met Linda. She had thought about her over the years, hoping that she was happy. Although pretty and smart, Linda had not been one of the “in” group because her mother and her father spent more time in the beer joints than they did at home.

At the appliance store, Nelda bought a television set and an antenna and made arrangements for delivery and installation. It took longer to buy enough groceries to last for a while than it did the television. Mr. Jensen helped her put them in the car.

“I’m ready to go home, Kelly. How about you?”

“Arrr . . . woof.”


 

 


Chapter Four
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THE DAY HER PHONE WAS CONNECTED, NELDA called her boss in Chicago and left her phone number—which was a mistake. The very next evening she had a call from the owner of the nightclub she had decorated in Chicago.


“Hey, babe, whatcha doin’ out there in the sticks?”

“Hello, Mr. Falerri. How did you get my number?” she asked, although she knew. Darn you, Della. You know I’m not interested in this man.

“I got ways, babe. When ya comin’ back to the big windy?”

“I’ve not decided, Mr. Falerri.”

“Where ya gettin that ‘mister’ stuff? I’m Aldus, sweetheart. Ever’body calls me Aldus. Say, folks really like the looks of the place, and I been braggin’ ya up.”

“I’m sure Elite Decorators appreciate it.”

“Not Elite Decorators, puss, you. The broads at Elite didn’t have nothin’ to do with it. Come on back here and open up your own joint. I’ll getcha all the business ya can handle. When Aldus Falerri talks, folks listen.”

Nelda closed her eyes and gritted her teeth before she answered, trying hard to remember that he was a client, a valuable client who could steer thousands of dollars worth of business to Elite Decorators.

“I’ve business to finish up here, Mr.—Aldus. It will be some time before I can get away.”

“Hurry it up, babe. I want to show you off and . . . show you the town.”

“That’s kind of you.”

A roar of laughter exploded at the other end. Nelda could picture him laughing with the smelly cigar clenched between his teeth.

“That’s rich, sweetheart. Ask anybody. Aldus Falerri ain’t kind! Aldus Falerri is business, little puss. It’s what made my club the best on Chicago’s South Side. When I want somethin’, I go for it. Remember that, puss. Aldus Falerri’s got strings: I can call in favors.”

Was that a threat? Nelda hated it when he called her puss.

“I’ve got to go. This is a six-party line and someone else wants the line. It could be an emergency.” She jiggled the dial to add authenticity to her statement.

Forgive me, God, for this lie.

“Six people on your line? Honey, I can fix that!”

“No. No, please. That’s the way it is here. I’ll get in touch with you as soon as I get back to Chicago.”


“That’s my babe. ’Bye, honey.”

“Good-bye.”

Nelda hung up the phone and looked down at Kelly lying on the floor beside her.

“Sheesh! That man is enough to make me want to stay here forever. You wouldn’t like him one bit, Kelly. He’s fat, he’s almost bald, and he smokes smelly cigars. I had to put up with him while I was decorating his nightclub. I never thought that I’d have to put up with him out here.”

• • •

During the following week, Nelda became absorbed in her work and time passed quickly. She and Kelly roamed the ditches along the roadside looking for specimens to take back to her workbench. For every quarter mile Nelda walked, Kelly ran a mile. At the end of the day they were both tired. On the back steps Nelda brushed the burrs and twigs from Kelly’s furry coat before she allowed him in the house. After watching her new television for a while, she was ready for bed.

It was so peaceful, so quiet, except for that motorcycle! It had gone by the house several times, always in the evening. And Kelly detested motorcycles. On the long trip from Chicago he snapped and growled at every motorcycle they passed. Whenever this one sped past he went crazy, racing through the house and barking furiously.

“Hush,” Nelda scolded each time. “That bike has a right to be on that road. Calm down.”

On Monday morning she washed clothes for the first time. Remembering the fresh, outdoorsy scent of line-dried bedding from her childhood days at Grandma’s house, she decided to forgo the convenience of the new electric dryer and hauled the basket of wet laundry to the clothesline. She wiped off the line and pinned up the sheets, towels, and various pieces of clothing: panties, bras, shirts, shorts, and two cotton skirts. Then she stood back and admired her work.

“Pretty neat, huh, Kelly?”

Lying on the back steps, the dog moved his tail in a swipe at the screen door. His eyes were on the shed.

“Still think you’re going to get a mouse out of that shed? Well, good luck.”

Nelda went back into the house, put a roast in the oven on low heat, then began to work on the project she had started the day before. She spent the rest of the afternoon at her easel painstakingly painting a yellow tiger lily she thought would transfer beautifully to fine cotton fabric.

Sometime in the middle of the afternoon, she felt a prickling on the back of her neck as if someone were staring at her. She stopped painting and looked all around. Surely Kelly, who lay on the back step, would let her know if anyone was around.

In late afternoon, Nelda added a couple of potatoes to the meat roasting in the oven. She liked cooking, but not just for herself. The roast beef would be enough tonight and for sandwiches for a few days. How much more gratifying it would be, she mused, to be preparing this to share with someone else.

Banishing her errant thoughts, she went out to gather the clean, dry clothes from the line. She had started on the towels when she heard the dreaded roar of the motorcycle. She looked about for Kelly. He was standing beside the house, his head cocked to one side, the fur on the back of his neck standing at attention.

“Kelly! No!” Nelda knew even as she shouted that the dog, fixated on that hated machine, wouldn’t hear a word she said. She dropped the towels into the basket and took off in a run after the red streak tearing down the lane toward the road. “Kel—ly! Kel—ly! Come back here.”

Kelly reached the road, whirling and barking at the monster coming toward him. He lunged and jumped, his own barks drowning out the voice of his mistress calling to him. For a moment Nelda thought he’d turn tail and come back, but instead he dashed back directly into the path of the machine. When it hit him, he flew into the air, landed hard, and lay still. The rider had done his best to avoid the collision. The back wheel of the cycle spun in the gravel before the machine skidded down the incline into the ditch beside the road.

Nelda slammed to a halt and clapped her hands over her ears, her heart pounding like the beat of a drum.

“Oh, no! Oh God, no!”

She began to run again. Her frightened eyes saw the rider limp up out of the ditch. Thank God, he was all right, but Kelly lay like a rumpled red blanket in the road.


The man reached the dog the same time Nelda did. She threw herself onto her knees.

“Oh, Kelly, don’t be—” With relief she saw that he was still breathing. He whined and tried to lift his head. In anguish, she cried, “Do something. Oh, please, do something—”

The man snatched a knit cap off his head and removed a pair of goggles.

“Lute!” Blond hair was plastered with sweat; blue eyes so narrowed she couldn’t see them carefully examined the dog. “Lute, are you hurt?”

He looked at her and then back at Kelly, who was weakly emitting pitiful yelps.

“I’m all right. Get your car and a blanket to lay him on and we’ll take him to the vet.”

“Is it . . . bad?” She hated to ask the question, but she had to know. The dog had been her companion for the past three years, and she couldn’t bear to lose him.

“I don’t know. He’s stunned, and he must have broken or cracked ribs. Get moving. Get the car.”

Nelda ran to the house, grabbed a sheet off the line, snatched up her purse, turned the lock on the door, and slammed it. In the car she fumbled for the keys, then whipped the car into gear, backed it up with a jerk, and turned it around. She had run so fast she was gasping for breath and had a pain in her side but refused to acknowledge it.

She saw Lute wheel the cycle up out of the ditch and park it in the yard beside the lilacs. When she stopped the car, he reached for the sheet and spread it over the backseat. Nelda knelt beside the dog, who looked up at her with pleading eyes, bringing tears to her own.

“You’ll be all right,” she crooned. “You just forgot that you’re a city dog and not used to running free.” She rubbed the back of her hand over her eyes to rid them of tears before she looked at Lute.

“I’ll try not to hurt him when I lift him,” he murmured. “Hold the door open. Easy now, fella. This is going to hurt, but we’ll do it as fast as we can and get you to the vet. He’ll have you fixed up in no time.” Kelly let out a yelp and tried to move his back legs when Lute burrowed his hands beneath his body. “Whoa, fella. Easy now.”

Lute spoke to the dog in a low, soothing voice, lifting him in his arms and easing him onto the sheet-covered seat.

“You ride back here with him and try to keep him quiet,” he said to Nelda.

Cautiously she climbed in and squatted on the floor, careful not to jar Kelly’s long body which took up the entire seat.

Lute had to move the seat back in order to get under the wheel of her car. Loose gravel noisily spattered the fenders as he drove the car swiftly down the road. On her knees beside the dog, Nelda stroked his head, praying he was not seriously injured. She thanked God it was Lute who had hit him, not some uncaring stranger who would have simply driven away.

As Nelda looked at the sun-streaked blond head, unbidden thoughts invaded her mind.


Oh, Lute! I remember when my hands knew every inch of your body, and yours knew mine.

As if she had spoken, blue eyes met hers in the rearview mirror, and Lute’s intense stare brought color flooding to her face.

“It’s just a mile or so now.” His words broke the spell. “I hope Gary is home. There’s a dog show at the fairgrounds. He could be over there.” Seeing Nelda’s panic-stricken eyes in the mirror again, he added reassuringly, “If he isn’t home, we’ll go to the fairgrounds; it’s only a fifteen-minute drive.”

By the time they turned into a driveway and stopped in front of a brick building set close to a new ranch-style house, Kelly was lying quietly, his eyes closed, his mouth open, and his long tongue hanging limply out the side of it.

“I’ll see if Gary is here.” Lute spoke softly but moved quickly.

Nelda watched him try the office door. It was locked, and her heart sank to her toes. Lute strode briskly to the house and rang the doorbell. Despite her anguish over Kelly, Nelda couldn’t take her eyes off him. His shoulders, hugged by a knit shirt, were broad and muscular, his waist and hips narrow in comparison.

She had loved him for all his tender, caring qualities when he was young. She recalled the harshness of his words and the hardness in his eyes that day at the cemetery. Yet here he was, all gentleness and compassion. Was he still, inside, the Lute of their youth?
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