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			Praise for Promise to Cherish

			“Promise to Cherish is a gritty, historical novel that stays true to post World War II views, while weaving a beautiful love story between a nurse and an Amish conscientious objector. Elizabeth raises the stakes over and over, creating a suspenseful story that I couldn’t put down until I’d read the very last word.”

			—Leslie Gould, bestselling author of Becoming Bea

			“Elizabeth Byler Younts’ Amish heritage and historical research shine again in this dynamic sophomore novel, which examines the plight of unwed mothers and conscientious objectors in the unstable wake of post-war American society. Readers will be entralled with the story of Christine and Eli all while asking temselves if they would choose a life of love—even if that meant leaving everything you love behind.”

			—Jolina Petersheim, bestselling and award-winning author of The Midwife and The Outcast

		

	
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    

[image: Title Page Image]




		
			To my daudy, Freeman Coblentz.

			You’ve been gone for many years, but your service and stories live on.

			To all the Americans who served in the Civilian Public Service,

			your stories matter.

		

	
		
			Letter to the Reader

			Dear Friend,

			I first want to thank you for picking up this book. We all have a long list of wonderful books to read and what to read next is a big decision. So, thank you.

			Promise to Cherish is the second book in The Promise of Sunrise series. The first in the series only briefly spoke about the Civilian Public Service, while this book focuses heavily on the camps and life. 

			I took the creative liberty to change names, scenarios, and facts to best suit the novel while still keeping with the spirit of the era. I wanted to handle this history with sensitivity, and I pray I honor our country’s history. I’m a proud military wife with an ancestral line of Amish conscientious objectors. I truly respect both. This is only a snapshot of one scenario.

			I’d also like to clarify that the terminology used in the book with regards to Down’s Syndrome is based on historical language, and is only used to remain accurate to the era. I have a very strong love and kinship with these very special people, having grown up with a cousin and aunt with Down’s. 

			Back in the 1940s my daudy was among the many young Amish men drafted to fight in World War II. Since he was a conscientious objector, however, he was sent to work at the Civilian Public Service labor camps and mental hospital units with over twelve thousand others. Though this unique service is braided together with the history and politics of our country, it has been largely overlooked. 

			From my earliest memories of our horse and buggy and kerosene lamp-lit home, to our braided and pulled back hair and the best baking in the world, my whole life has been enmeshed with the Amish, and this story comes from the front lines of my heart. From my very family roots comes the story of Eli Brenneman and Christine Freeman.

			Until next time,

			Elizabeth

		

	
		
			Prologue

			1944

			The sudden grip on Eli Brenneman’s arm brought him back to his surroundings. He looked down and found the probing eyes of Matilda Miller on him.

			“Hi, Eli.” Matilda smiled and tilted her head as she looked up at him.

			Eli and his friends used to call her Fatty Matty in grade school. She wasn’t Fatty Matty anymore. She was petite and even pretty, in a simple sort of way. Matilda, who hated being called Matty, was a few years younger than him and one of the few older girls who still attended Singings.

			He looked around. He had not been paying attention for the last few minutes. The Singing was nearly over and a yellow-­faced moon had just replaced the quiet November sunset. A bit of light cascaded from the golden windows from the king’s house they’d just exited. A few flashlight beams flickered on as they all congregated outside. The brisk autumn air was nice after the stuffiness of inside.

			“Hi, Matilda,” he said, giving her his full attention. 

			“Rufus just called out Walk-a-Mile. Girls choose partners,” she told him. He’d never noticed before but her voice reminded him of a mouse—high pitched and squeaky.

			This was his last Singing before he left for the Civilian Public Service camp for conscientious objectors in Hagerstown, Maryland. Shouldn’t he be sad to leave his home? Going to the Sunday evening Singings with the young people from his district had been his routine since he started his rumschpringa at sixteen. 

			He’d always teased and toyed with the girls, so finally being allowed to date had just added to the fun all those years ago. But now after more than ten years of Singings and so many girls, he was ready for a change. The day his draft notice came, it struck him that he was in the same place in life now that he had been in when he started managing the farm at twenty. Nothing had changed.

			Eli hadn’t, however, wanted to go to a labor camp in order to make a change. He managed his father’s farm, and his abilities would be wasted working in the backwoods of Maryland digging ditches. But it would be his way out—for now. He didn’t want to leave the Amish for good, but he did need to get away, even if just for a short spell of time.

			As the couples lined up, Matilda pulled Eli to the back of the line. He’d played this game many times, and if you were lagging in the back there would be no one behind you to tap your shoulder and force all the men of the group to move forward one girl. If you were steady with a girl, you didn’t want to be in the middle of the pack where the lousy fellow behind you would end up walking with your girl. You’d have to tap a lot of shoulders to get back around to her. That was how Walk-a-Mile was played.

			“I wanted to talk to you before you leave this week.” She smiled as she spoke. Her brown eyes batted in the moonlight. She made him curious.

			Matilda wasn’t the kind of girl that usually flirted with him. She was more of a straight-and-narrow kind of girl. People called Eli vilt. He knew he should want to tame his wild ways. His gaze fell on his brother Mark and his new girlfriend, Sylvia, a short distance ahead of them. Mark had wanted to date Sylvia for years. During those years, however, Sylvia wanted Eli instead of Mark. In his usual thoughtlessness, Eli had dated her out of a competitive spirit and had only split with her because of his draft notice. He didn’t want her to wait for him. She’d run straight into Mark’s arms.

			“A fine pair,” Matilda spoke up. 

			Apparently she’d seen where his eyes had landed. She was right. Eli and Sylvia had never been right for each other anyway. Mark was ready to settle down, and Eli suspected they’d be married by spring. The fall wedding season was coming to an end.

			“They’ll probably be married by spring.” Matilda echoed his thoughts. She paused briefly.

			“So, you’re going to be a camper in Hagerstown? Leaving in a few days?” She took his arm again. Her touch shouldn’t have annoyed him. It was part of the game.

			He nodded and imagined the long bus ride away from home.

			“The Singings won’t be the same without you.”

			“Oh, I reckon you’ll still have a gut zeit. You always seem to, anyway.”

			“A good time without you? You’re funniest of the yungeh, Eli. You always keep everyone entertained.”

			He smiled at her compliment, but her calling him one of the young people—at his age—grated. Since receiving his draft notice and taking stock of his life, he realized he was nearly the only twenty-five-year-old man still unmarried and without any real prospects. He wasn’t the model of a well-brought-up Amishman. Most men four and five years younger weren’t just married but were already fathers.

			“I’d like to write you while you’re away.”

			“Yah?” His head twitched with surprise. In the dim light he could see that her cheeks had grown rosier from the cold air and that she never ceased to smile.

			“Mem and Dat said that as a community we should support you boys who get drafted. Especially after what happened with Henry Mast.”

			She was right. No one wanted any other Amish boy leaving the CPS to enlist in the army. The whole idea of the camps was to provide a place for conscientious objectors—the conscies, as they sometimes called the campers—to serve peacefully in the midst of the war. The only other options were noncombative roles or ending up in prison. Defying the Amish standards and the options the government offered was not their way. Eli was not going to enlist like his best friend Henry had. He would serve out his time and return to his farm work, but he would not return to this. The idea of returning to Singings and playing games with many who were only sixteen and seventeen years old made him see clearly how childish he’d been for so long.

			He let out an audible sigh. Maybe Matilda was right. Getting letters from home would help him through what he expected to be mundane and unsatisfying work.

			“Sure, you can write,” he said. “I can’t promise you’ll get many letters back. I’m not very good at breevah schravah.” He couldn’t remember the last time he’d written a letter.

			He laughed.

			“Maybe you can just drive me home sometime when you get back as a thank-you.” Suggestion filled her high-pitched voice reminding him of the udder of a cow that’d missed a milking.

			Eli cleared his throat in order to push away a chuckle. Then he stopped walking and turned to look at her. She bit her lower lip and her intentions, amidst her nervousness, were clear. He had to defuse this. He gripped the curl of his hat, forcing her hand to drop from his arm.

			“Matilda, it’s nice of you to want to write me, but it has to be just as a friend.”

			Matilda didn’t move for several long moments. Finally, she nodded and her eyes lowered to the cold ground in front of them. The group finished Walk-a-Mile, and the couples headed toward the buggies and their horses that were loosely tethered to the hitching post. Eli wasn’t in the mood to say a lot of good-byes to the group, so he decided to crack a few jokes instead.

			“Just wanted to say bis schpatah.” He gave a quick wave as he said he’d see them later.

			“Blap rahs druvel. We’ll miss you, Eli,” someone yelled out. Several more agreed that he should stay out of trouble.

			“Too bad I won’t miss you,” he yelled back, getting a hearty laugh.

			Everyone’s eyes were still on Eli even as the laughter died down.

			“You know, I thought at first that I’d take some books with me, to pass the zeit. Maybe some westerns, but I heard I might not have much time to read with all the ditches I’ll be digging.” A few laughs filtered through the group. “So I decided to take with me the shortest book ever written. You know what it’s called?”

			The curiosity in the group was palpable.

			“Amish War Heroes.”

			Laughter erupted as everyone waved and he waved back. A few of the boys gave him a hearty handshake or a slap on the arm as they walked by. As the group cleared Matilda still stood there.

			“You’re always so funny, Eli,” she said, walking up to him. She looked around. “Well, I better go. I’ve got three miles to walk before I get home. I’ll get your address from your mem.”

			Eli watched her walk away and couldn’t help but release a sigh. He never could say no to a pretty girl, even if he had no real intentions with her.

			“Wait, Matilda.”

			She turned, and the moon’s glow was like a spotlight on her.

			“Hop in,” he said. As he said it he had a feeling he would regret this decision. When they were both in the darkness of the buggy with only the moon to light their way he spoke. “I know we’re just friends, but you shouldn’t have to walk home alone.”

			“Jah, friends,” Matilda said with a soft and breathy voice.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			1945

			January sunlight spilled onto Christine Freeman’s face and reflected off her glasses. She closed her eyes in the white light and pretended she wasn’t just standing in front of a window in the drab hospital hall. She had always loved mornings. And she would continue to find beauty in her mornings even while she worked at the dreary Hudson River State Hospital as a nurse for the mad. With almost no budget, the hospital was nothing more than a primitive asylum. Had it ever truly been an asylum for its patients? A sanctuary? A protection? A refuge?

			She opened her eyes. Across the wintry lawn at the top of the hill stood the gothic Victorian Kirkbride structure. It was the hospital’s main structure and stood like a palace against the washed-out sky. Its green hoods pointed to the heavens. Its wards stretched in opposite directions like wings of an eagle, one for men and one for women. It was also where she lived, in one of the small apartments on the top floor. Though the Kirkbride building was designed to be a comfortable setting for the patients, giving them jobs and a purpose, during these bleak years of war many of those ideals were lost. The palatial building was more prisonlike than ever. 

			Edgewood, the two-story building Christine worked in, was dwarfish and rough by comparison. Being from nearby Poughkeepsie, she’d often viewed the hospital from the outside. How many times had she and her friends ridden their bikes out to the edge of town where the timeworn Victorian buildings stood, hoping to catch a glimpse of the lunatics. She had never imagined that she would work there someday.

			Christine wanted to run down the path and away from this place. But there was no point entertaining such notions. Her family needed her to work. End of discussion. Their very survival depended on it.

			A mournful cry from the nearby dorm room infiltrated her thoughts. She released a long exhale, then moved away from the window. She pulled at the tarnished gold chain from under her Peter Pan collar. The small cream-faced watch at the end of the necklace ticked almost soundlessly in her hand. Her twelve-hour day couldn’t wait any longer. After tucking the watch back beneath her pale blue and white uniform, she stepped inside the thirty-bed dorm that then slept over forty-five men. She scanned the room to find the moaning patient. The paint-chipped iron beds were crammed so tightly it was difficult to see. The few who refused to leave their beds or had been sedated during the night shift were the only rounded figures atop the cots. 

			Christine walked to the second row and went sideways through the narrow aisle to check on the noisy patient. Wally. Electroconvulsive therapy usually caused gastrointestinal and abdominal discomfort, but Wally’s always lasted longer than a typical patient’s. Christine didn’t have any medications with her but knew Dr. Franklin had a standing order of hyoscine to treat Wally’s nausea. Confirming his temperature was normal, she left the room.

			She passed several of the rooms with two beds and a few with only one, usually retained for contagious patients. She would have to visit each as soon as she spoke with the night nurse to assess how her shift had gone.

			Christine passed another dorm room with nearly fifty beds and let out a sigh, noticing how few of the beds had sheets. Even the mattresses themselves were thin and flimsy, covered in shabby vinyl and incapable of adding any warmth to their inhabitants. Though she’d gone through three years of nursing school at this very hospital, she had a difficult time growing accustomed to how little bedding and clothing the patients received. It was not as tragic in the summer—save for the patients’ modesty—but when the autumn breezes brought in winter storms, a sense of failure came over her. 

			The Kirkbride patients were supposed to make clothing for everyone, but with dwindling supplies and money everything was at a minimum or a standstill. The state only provided one sheet and one set of clothing per patient. If they were soiled, the patient would have to go without. Her efforts to coordinate a clothing drive had been thwarted. The town wanted little to do with the institution. Outside of some extraordinary donation, the funding they needed would have to come from the state alone.

			As she moved on, Christine dreaded the scent of urine that lived in the very concrete blocks of the building’s walls. The smell in the day room heightened. The odor in the hallway was mild by comparison. 

			“Remember, Christine,” she said quietly to herself as she pulled open the door. “This is the day the Lord has made. I will rejoice and be glad.”

			Rejoice. Be glad. Rejoice. Be glad. 

			In order to accept the difficulties, she focused on the good she wanted to do for her patients and her family. With her brothers dead and buried half a world away in a war-torn country, her parents needed her income. That thought alone gave her the encouragement she needed to continue.

			Christine’s lips stretched into a forced smile, she pushed her glasses up on the bridge of her nose, and walked into the day room. Every corner of the large, square, gray room was filled. The windows let the light pour in, though darkness would have been preferred. Nearly a hundred men were walking in circles, hugging themselves, leaning their heads against the walls, sitting in the corners, and only a small handful congregated and interacted with one another. There were a few metal chairs, three rickety tables, and one bedbug-infested davenport. The tables usually held a few boxes of mismatched puzzles, several checker boards, tattered newspapers, and outdated magazines.

			The night-shift staff gave Christine’s day-shift attendants a rundown of how their night had gone. Todd Adkins, the most experienced attendant, listened carefully to what the other attendants said. A loud crash came from the far right corner of the day room and the attendants jumped into action. Christine couldn’t see what the problem was in the sea of bodies but knew Adkins could handle it. 

			What would she have done in her first month as an official nurse in Ward 71 if it hadn’t been for Adkins? Of course, Christine wasn’t alone. Nurse Minton was the experienced nurse in her ward. How the two of them managed to keep track of over a hundred men with only two aides, she didn’t know.

			Christine said good morning to a few of the nearby patients. None of them even looked in her direction, except for Floyd, the only mentally retarded mongol patient in their ward. He was secretly her favorite patient. It was one thing to study Dr. John Langdon Down’s work, which clinically described the syndrome in the mid-1800s, but to interact and observe Floyd was far better than learning from a textbook. He was sensitive, funny, and by far smarter than anyone gave him credit for. He bore no resemblance to the term mongoloid idiot used to describe his condition.

			Floyd’s small, almond-shaped eyes, like slits in his puffy face, sparkled. He smiled at her, with more gums than teeth, and then returned to tapping two old checker pieces together. She patted his head as she passed him. Christine walked over to the office in the corner of the room where she would prepare to hand out the morning round of medications.

			“We had to restrain Rodney a few hours after our shift started. He went after Floyd.” Millicent Smythe, one of the ward’s night-shift nurses, was writing in the patient logbook in the office. Her lips were pasty and unpainted, though twelve hours ago they’d been as red as Christine’s. Dark circles framed her brown eyes and her voice carried a hint of exhaustion.

			“What? Floyd? He wouldn’t hurt a flea.” Christine said.

			“Rodney said that Floyd was cussing at him. Rodney had all of them riled up—acting like the big cheese. It put a wrench in the whole night. Mr. Pricket even had a difficult time with him.”

			Mr. Pricket was one of the oldest and most experienced attendants in all of Hudson River. Surely Rodney’s latest outburst would finally get him transferred to Ryan Hall, where the truly violent and disturbed patients were kept.

			“I know what you’re thinking.” Millicent looked over at her and raised a dark brown eyebrow. “Ryan Hall.”

			“Aren’t you?”

			The other nurse shrugged. “They are even more crowded than we are and there are injuries weekly—both the patients and the staff. If anyone needs more help instead of more patients, it’s them.”

			Just before Millicent left she called over her shoulder. “Have an attendant check on Wayne and Sonny when you get a minute. Wayne was agitated last night. Oh, and the laundry is behind—again.”

			Christine nodded and hustled to get started handing out medications. The patients who were able lined up for their medications, which she handed through the open Dutch door. The attendants helped the less competent patients line up. She took a tray of medications out to the remaining patients who weren’t able to form a line or were bedridden. This took some time, since each had to drink down the medications in front of her so she could check inside their mouths—under their tongues and in the pockets of their cheeks.

			When she was nearly half through with administering the medications, the attendants began taking the patients in shifts to the cafeteria to eat breakfast. When a patient in the other hall needed an unscheduled electroconvulsive therapy, often referred to as shock therapy, she was pulled in to assist since Nurse Minton was busy with an ill patient who had pulled his IV from his arm. 

			When she finally returned to the corner office in the day room her logbook was still open. Quickly Christine documented the lethargy of one patient she’d noticed earlier in the day and the aggressiveness of another. She reviewed the schedule for the rest of the day: more shock therapy, hydrotherapy for calming a few patients, and numerous catheterizations for the patients who refused to use the toilet. How would she keep up with it all?

			She didn’t have time to dwell and carefully picked up the tray of medications she needed to finish. Christine was only a step out of the office when Wally approached her.

			“Hey, nurse, have a smoke for me? Have a smoke for me?” Though his words were still slurred she was glad he had come out of his stupor from earlier that morning. “Come on, have a smoke for me?”

			“Wally, you know I’m not going to give you any cigarettes.” She smiled at him. It was difficult to have a conversation with the men when they stood nude in front of her. She had trained herself to treat them as if they were fully clothed individuals and would look them directly in their eyes. 

			“Aw, come on, nurse, I know where you keep ’em,” he whispered loudly, stepping closer to her as she closed and locked the Dutch door. “What if I tell ya you’ve got some nice gams? You’re a real Queen ’o Sheba! Prettiest nurse here.”

			“I don’t smoke, Wally.” It was only a half lie; she did smoke on occasion, but would never give a cigarette to a patient. “Now go back and play checkers before you get beat.”

			“No one ever beats me. You know that. Never.” He repeated never over and over as he walked away.

			The door to the day room swung open and hit the wall behind it. Adkins jogged in. His eyes were round and his face was as colorless as his starched attendant’s jacket.

			“Nurse Freeman,” he said, breathless and shaky.

			“What is it?” She’d never seen Adkins rattled before.

			“I went to take some breakfast to Wayne and Sonny.”

			“Just now?” She sighed heavily. “Adkins, this isn’t like—”

			“While you were in shock therapy I had to pull Rodney into solitary and this is the first chance I’ve—it doesn’t matter now.” Adkins breathed heavy and shook his head. He stopped long enough to look into Christine’s eyes. “Wayne and Sonny are dead.”

			“Dead? What do you mean they’re dead? From influenza?” They’d been sequestered to a private room for contagion for the last forty-eight hours.

			He shook his head and grabbed her arm, making the small cups of pills on her tray rattle. “Froze to death.”

			Numbness fixed her where she stood. Christine wasn’t sure she would be able to move from that spot. Had she heard him properly? It was her fault. She should’ve sent Adkins to check on them as soon as Millicent mentioned it. How long had it been since they’d been checked on? Her heart bemoaned that she had not insisted Adkins or even an attendant from Minton’s hall check on them immediately. She took a deep breath and the stench of guilt filled her lungs.

			“Nurse Freeman?” His grip tightened on her arm.

			“Yes.” She returned to the corner office behind her and calmly put the tray of meds on the counter. Then, with Adkins on her heels, she jogged to the last room in the hall.

			Christine pushed her way through the crowd of patients gawking at the unclothed bodies that lay frozen. She wrapped her arms around herself, partly for warmth and partly for a sense of security. Her breath puffed white as her breathing quickened. Snow piled in small mounds on the floor and the walls were frosted around the two sets of open windows.

			“Get everyone out,” she said rigidly to Adkins, who obeyed immediately.

			Once the room was empty she had Adkins call for the administrator, Jolene Phancock. Christine also wanted to make sure Minton had heard the news. Once the two veteran staff members arrived they could instruct her on what to do next. Perhaps all that needed to be done was to call the morgue on the grounds to come pick the bodies up. They would hand them over to the state and have them buried in some unmarked plot for no one to grieve over.

			“Good morning, Nurse Freeman,” Ms. Phancock said in an even and pleasant voice as she walked in. She was too friendly not to give a proper greeting, but her voice carried the bitterness of the morning’s events.

			“Not a very good morning, unfortunately.” Christine tiptoed around the snow to the open windows and closed them. “Wayne is—was—always opening windows. We should’ve found a way to bolt the windows shut in here. I never thought this could happen. I feel responsible.”

			Like a hollow cavern, Christine’s voice echoed in her own ears. Reality and dream crossed each other and she wasn’t sure what was true anymore. Wayne’s naked body, in the fetal position, was blue, and his bedsores were flaky. A shudder shook her body. Sonny, also blue, was long and skinny, and his toes were curled. He lay flat otherwise and had not even curled around himself to conserve heat. Guilt filled her empty heart. 

			She picked up Sonny’s chalk and slate on the floor next to his bed. As a young boy, deaf and dumb, he was sent to the Children’s Ward. There he’d been taught to write a few simple words in order to communicate. She blinked back hot tears when she saw what was scratched onto the slate.

			Cold.

			“Let me assure you that you are not to blame.” Ms. Phancock released such a heavy sigh Christine could feel the weight of it around her. The administrator made a fist with her hand and pursed her lips.

			“Ma’am?” She laid the slate back down on the frozen floor.

			“We need more workers.” Ms. Phancock’s fist pulsed up and down with each word. “You and the rest of the staff cannot possibly do more than you already are.”

			Christine agreed, of course, as she looked at the tragedy before her.

			She found herself sorry that Sonny’s nakedness was so visible, more than Wayne’s. Of course, they often had more naked patients than clothed ones. Keeping patients clothed was difficult if they were incontinent or when they displayed erratic behavior. But this time it seemed worse. He wasn’t just asleep or behaving dangerously. He was a human being who was lying naked in front of everyone coming in or near the room. She untied her apron and draped it over his lower body.

			“What are you doing?” Nurse Minton asked as she strode in. Christine looked up at the older nurse. Her hair was already coming out of her severe bun, as if she’d been working all day instead of only a few hours.

			“He deserves some dignity.” Christine turned to her superior.

			“Thank you, Nurse Freeman,” Ms. Phancock said. “You’re right.”

			Nurse Minton remained quiet.

			“Can we tell the state what’s happening here? Maybe they will find a way to get us the help we need.”

			“That sounds about as likely as a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.” Ms. Phancock sighed as she spoke. She patted Christine on the shoulder and told her that Gibson from the morgue would be there soon, then she left.

			The two nurses remained in the room, silently together for several pregnant moments.

			“Did you record Rodney’s insulin shock therapy today?” Nurse Minton finally broke the quiet.

			“Nurse Minton, we have a real tragedy here, and you want to talk about insulin treatment?”

			“We are nurses, Freeman. This is our job.” Her voice came out harshly, and even the old, jaded nurse seemed to realize it and cleared her throat. “I’ve been around long enough to know this is part of the job—though terrible, I understand. I also know that we have to keep the ward running regardless; otherwise another tragedy will be right around the corner.”

			Christine nodded. Minton was right. She turned toward the older nurse and stifled a loud sigh. “Yes, Rodney got his insulin treatment.”

			“Did his anxiety and aggressiveness subside? I was dealing with the other hall and haven’t checked on him yet.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Subsided was putting it mildly. Rodney had gone into a coma from the massive dose of insulin. He had lost all control several hours earlier when the doctor had come to see him about his outburst the night before. Like a frayed rope under too much strain, he snapped. “Tonic-clonic seizures continued for several minutes post therapy. He’s being observed for any aftershocks now.”

			“Fine.” Nurse Minton looked at Christine out of the bottoms of her eyes, with her chin up and nose in the air. The older nurse was no taller than the younger, but looked down at her in any way she could find. Tall women were typically placed on men’s wards with the expectation that they would be able to better handle the larger male patients.

			“Dr. Franklin has a standing order of barbital for him. If he wakes up agitated I will administer it. Dr. Franklin said to keep him in the restraints until he returns.” The use of the sleeping drug was a mainstay in the hospital.

			“I’ll leave you to deal with Gibson and the morgue; I’ll get back to the patients. We still have a full day.” The older nurse started walking out of the room.

			“Nurse Minton, don’t you wish there was more we could do? You’ve been here for years and I’m new, but I already feel so helpless.”

			“Adkins said you were idealistic.” The older nurse’s mouth curled into an unfriendly and mocking smile. “Idealism doesn’t work in a place like this. Look around, Freeman. This facility is its own town, with its own community. You know that. Do you think the state is going to listen to you, a woman just barely a nurse? Your very meals depend on the garden the patients maintain and their harvest and canning in the fall. Why do you think it’s like that?” She paused for a minuscule moment, appearing not to want an answer from Christine. “Because no one wants to bother with the patients. No one wants to even believe they exist, including the families that drop them off. They want to go on with their nice simple lives behind their picket fences and pretend this beautiful building isn’t more prison than hospital. Besides, even if we had more clothing for the patients, what we really need are workers. There’s just too many patients and not enough of us.”

			They’d been over capacity for a long time without any help in sight. The war had taken so many of their staff away while an excessive number of patients poured in—some of them soldiers returning from the war and unable to cope.

			Without another word, Nurse Minton walked away but turned back after several steps.

			“Adkins says you sing hymns to your patients.” One of her eyebrows arched and a crooked smirk shifted across her lips.

			“I think it helps their nerves,” she said pushing up her glasses though they had not slipped down her nose.

			“Sing all you want, as long as you’re getting your work finished.” The nurse turned and walked away.

			“S’cuse me, ma’am,” a deep voice said a few moments later.

			Christine’s eyes caught Gibson’s. He was holding one end of a canvas stretcher and a younger man held the other. Gibson was a tall, brawny colored man with a voice that was gravelly yet still somehow kind. His cottony hair and eyebrows reminded Christine of summer clouds. His eyes, on the other hand, haunted her.

			Gibson’s job was to gather the deceased and take them across the hospital grounds to the morgue. If warranted, a doctor would perform an autopsy before the patient was prepared for burial. In that brief moment she returned to a hot August day when she had observed an autopsy. Half her class fainted. Christine nearly had herself. The odor, sight, and sounds, mixed with the humidity, made her fantasize about running away from the school.

			Now, in the frozen days of winter, Christine wanted to pretend she was somewhere else. She shuffled awkwardly back toward the wall near the windows, her knees locked. She could not watch them take the bodies away, not like this. Without a word, she pushed past them and left the room. She ran to the opposite end of the hall and leaned against the stairwell door. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Eli Brenneman blew warmth into his hands. They were chapped and calloused. He and several other Civilian Public Service campers had been digging fence posts for what seemed like a month. How this satisfied the government was beyond him. Requiring hard labor from thousands of men, without paying them a dime, had nothing to do with the war effort—but there were worse options for him. Several inches of wet snow had fallen while they worked. The rubber boots he wore sunk into the slush along the ditch. He wiggled his toes, trying to keep them from going numb. He would have to write to his mem for another pair of socks.

			The sun settled deeper into the sky. It was late afternoon but he wasn’t sure what day of the week it was. Days rose and fell, one after another, and were each the same except Sundays. Since they didn’t work on Sundays, it was the slowest day of the week. The dark winter evenings seemed to last an eternity—it made him so stir crazy he couldn’t even sit still to read a book. Sundays made him miss the comfort of his Amish settlement in Sunrise, Delaware. He’d been away for several months and missed the steady lifestyle of his community. The world beyond his home was not as wonderful as he’d imagined, especially as a conscientious objector living in a country at war. Going into town wasn’t even allowed because of the dangers. Conscientious objectors were not liked.

			The relief he’d experienced when his draft appointment had arrived pricked his heart. He had wanted to leave his community—­his family, even. But when he arrived at the camp he realized what he really wanted to leave behind was himself. He dug the posthole digger harder and deeper thinking about his disloyalty to those who depended on and loved him. He had taken up with the Civilian Public Service almost joyfully, even making jokes about it. He had gotten himself in too deep back home—with girls, his influence, his lack of responsibility. The one thing he was good at was running the farm. But still, he left without a care. 

			He yanked his hat off and wiped away the sweat. The dampness around his head made him colder. Eli pulled the hat deep onto his head. The labor camp work was more draining than anything he’d ever done. Being raised on a dairy farm had always been demanding, but the rewards of the labor made it worth the effort. Here he was working merely to pacify the government. It was just work to keep them busy and away from home. Surely there was more meaningful work they could do.

			“Brenneman,” a loud voice called from a short distance away. 

			Eli turned to see one of the camp directors waving him into the administrative building.

			“You in trouble again?” one of his fellow campers said with a chuckle as Eli ran in.

			Eli didn’t feel much warmer once inside the administrative building but was glad to be out of the wind. He went into the office and waited for the director to acknowledge him before he sat down. Stewart Blunt was a nice man, older with deep lines in his brow. He was thorough and friendly, but there was always a measure of sadness around his eyes. Eli watched as Stewart looked over a document with a grimaced face, mumbling as he read the words. It sounded like a buzzing bee. Eli had to keep himself from laughing. Mr. Blunt cleared his throat as he stacked the documents against the desk and then looked up at Eli with a smile.

			“Eli, please, have a seat.” He gestured to the seat in front of the organized aluminum desk.

			Eli sat and his mind spun. Why was he called into the office this time? He’d been in there often. It was a running joke among the other campers that he was always in trouble, but he never was. In reality he hadn’t done anything to get himself into trouble, but the idea usually followed him regardless. He’d once been asked to keep morale up when there had been some unrest regarding the campers in the nearby communities. Another time the director asked Eli to manage the crew building a new chicken house. Yet another time to head up the building of a new fence.

			“We have an opportunity and I think you’re perfect for it.” He paused. “There’s a unit being detached to Poughkeepsie, New York. Thirty men. You’d be thirty-one.” He paused and looked back at the document. His mouth moved while he mumbled what he read. The buzzing returned.

			“What’s in Poughkeepsie?”

			“Hudson River State Hospital. It’s for the mentally unstable, the insane, the feeble-minded. They are over capacity and under-manned.”

			“I don’t know. I’m not sure I’d be any good working in a hospital.” 

			“Well, these jobs usually are a mite more specialized. Many of the men in the unit have some college education or experience working in hospitals before. But I think you’ll catch on. So you’re being transferred.”

			“How would I even fit into this group? I only have an eighth-grade education.”

			“You’ll receive training and attend classes once you arrive at the hospital. And, let me assure you, this unit will be there to enrich the lives of the patients and offer custodial care. You’ll bathe them and help them eat—keep them corralled, so to speak. I don’t think you need anything more than human kindness to do this kind of work.” The man grinned a little. “We have detached units all over the country working in hospitals like this and reports are saying that not only are the hospitals appreciative of the service, but the campers are feeling useful. They say that the job is very rewarding. This is an all-Mennonite unit, so you’ll be fine in that regard. You have proven yourself here and you are a very strong young man.”

			“Strong?”

			“Yes, apparently they are really looking for people who are tall and strong to help with the unruly patients. When I read that, I instantly thought of you.” As if handing Eli a compliment, his smile grew wider.

			Eli’s shoulders sagged. They only needed his brute strength? Was that all he was good for? The fact that he’d been asked to head up some of the building projects came to mind. He inhaled, and for the first time in his life he found his mind and heart longing and praying for God’s peace.

			“When do I leave?” he sighed.

			“April.” The director stood and put a hand out to Eli.

			Eli shook the director’s hand and after signing a form turned to leave.

			“Oh, Eli, here’s a letter for you. It was missed earlier.” The older man’s furrow lifted momentarily as he smiled and handed Eli the envelope. “Looks like pretty handwriting—sugar report?”

			Eli nearly rolled his eyes at the mention of sugar report. Simply any letter from a girl did not make it a sugar report, which, in the CPS, were letters from wives and girlfriends. Matilda did not fit into these descriptions.

			“Not quite,” he answered back as he grabbed the letter and stuffed it into his back pocket. “Matilda’s just a friend.”

			After his duties and their evening meal, he retreated to the barracks. There were several conscies setting up a Monopoly board and a few others writing letters or reading. He went to the sink in the corner of the room and washed his face and hair. The cool wind that coursed through the broken window nearby chilled him. His wet hair was icy. 

			“Hey, Eli, you coming?” One of the men he worked with held up some Monopoly money.

			He shook his head. “Not tonight.” 

			The group moved on with the game without him.

			He reached his bottom bunk and pulled out Matilda’s letter. She’d been true to her word and written him faithfully. He’d also been true to his word and barely wrote her back; in both letters he’d written in the two months he’d been away he closed it with Your Friend hoping it would remind her that there was nothing special between them. Her letters always covered all the district’s news. One letter even described his brother Mark and Sylvia’s wedding down to the sliced almonds that decorated their cake. It wasn’t a month after he left for the CPS that they were quickly married. He’d always known that Sylvia wasn’t the girl for him, but dating her made Mark angry. Why had he done that? Of course Mark hated him.

			February 4, 1945

			Dear Eli,

			Hello in the Name of our Lord! How is the camp treating you? I wish you could visit home. I saw your mom at church and she said they all miss you. Norman Hershberger came home this week from your camp. His mother already looks healthier now that he’s home. Norman said you are well-liked there. I am not surprised. He also said that letters from girls are called sugar reports. How sweet. I think I quite like that.

			Your brother and Sylvia look real happy and their little house is so nice. They make such a nice pair, don’t you think?

			Eli stopped reading and stuffed the letter back in the envelope. He did not want to read about Sylvia and Mark. He’d gotten his fill of hearing about his brother after his mother first wrote him about their wedding. A wedding after the fall wedding season came as a shock. When it was clear the families rushed the wedding because of an expectant child, the awkward timing became understood.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			The winter passed in slow motion. By the time April arrived, the nurses became restless and the patients were antsy. Keeping them cooped up in the ward for so many months made everyone feel sufficiently crazy. At least once the warmer weather came the attendants would be able to take the patients out walking.

			“My favorite dresses to dance in are my spring dresses, not my boring winter ones,” Millicent Smythe said on a slow Sunday afternoon as several of the nurses spent time together in the day room at the top floor of the Kirkbride. She perked up. “Let’s go dancing on Saturday night.”

			Everyone quickly agreed, even Jeanne. She was a nurse in the Children’s Ward and Christine’s best friend from high school. She’d been widowed several years earlier. Her husband, Paul, had died only days after landing in Europe. They’d only been married for a few months when he left for overseas. The stress of his death had forced Jeanne to also lose the baby she had been carrying. She usually avoided all festivities.

			By that Saturday six of the nurses squeezed into Millicent’s powder-blue Mercury Eight—borrowed from her older brother—and giggled the whole way to the dance hall. They shed their winter blues as quickly as they could drive out of the hospital lot. The hall was as busy as ever. Christine didn’t often go dancing, not wanting to spend any extra money. But with the stresses of her job weighing her down, she decided she needed the fun. If it meant she would have to wait a smidgen longer for her new nursing shoes—so be it.

			The dance hall reminded Christine of the high school dances her mother had forced her to attend in the school gymnasium. She suddenly had the urge to shrink away into a corner as she had years ago, but when her group found a table near the wooden dance floor and bar, it was clear that retreating wouldn’t be possible. They pulled chairs over for everyone and took in the excitement of their surroundings. The ceiling rafters were lined with streamers, the band’s loud music and the chatter of the crowd around her set a happy scene in motion.

			“Look at all the men,” Millicent said, elbowing Christine. Millicent put special emphasis on the word men and with it brought giggles and agreement from the other nurses. Away from the hospital, the serious nurse became a gregarious young woman. Her curly hair, usually tamed beneath her nurse’s cap, was styled to perfection tonight with pin curls framing her heart-shaped face. She took a pull from the cold drink in front of her and slammed it down against the wooden table.

			“Take a look at that fella,” Gussie, another nurse, said, tilting her head over. “The one with the cocky grin.”

			Christine blinked to see who Gussie was talking about.

			“He reminds me of Errol Flynn in Robin Hood.” Nearly every statement Gussie made was in reference to some picture show or Hollywood star. Her own fire-red hair had the waves of a starlet. She wore an emerald-green dress with a low-cut neckline and a full skirt that would twirl better than anything else on the dance floor. Her strong New York accent made Christine smile. Her own eastern accent, barely noticeable, was nothing like Gussie’s, who had grown up very close to New York City. “Ain’t he a looker. Not so handsome as Clark Gable, but he is something else.”

			Everyone but Jeanne agreed whole-heartedly. From Christine’s vantage point, the tall man had a strong, chiseled face and broad shoulders. His greased hair gleamed under the lights. A few moments later, the man came into full view, displaying the loss of an arm. All of the ladies’ eyes diverted quickly.

			“Hey, Bette Davis—er, I mean, Jeanne—you a nun or something?” Gussie asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence that hovered over the women. 

			“A nun? No, it’s just that—” Jeanne began.

			“Jeanne’s just a bit of a wallflower, is all. But she was a cheerleader in high school, and homecoming queen,” Christine interrupted. 

			Christine didn’t want her friend to talk about being a widow when they were out to have fun. It was the same reason she rarely spoke of her dead brothers. Everyone knew someone who had died. No family was exempt. At this point, however, no one wanted to talk about it at every turn since the signs of the war were everywhere regardless—the one-armed man, men still in uniform, and empty chairs around the dinner table.

			“What about you, Christine, you’re tall and curvy—you really don’t got a fella?” Millicent piped up again. Every sip of drink brought out more of her eastern accent.

			She shook her head. The conversation moved on without her before she could think of anything to contribute. Her thoughts lingered on being called curvy. Christine wondered if she really meant fat? No one had ever called her fat, though she’d never been willowy thin like Jeanne. Her hands smoothed down the length of her flat abdomen, then she straightened her glasses, and exhaled. And if curvy was really a positive, it had never worked for her. She was known as the smart girl in high school and she hadn’t dated much. She’d stood in Jeanne’s shadow as she floated around with her boyfriend Paul, the football player.

			“Hey, Christine, anyone ever tell you that you look kinda like Vivien Leigh with lighter hair?” Gussie broke into her thoughts.

			Christine rolled her eyes. “Gussie, please,” she laughed, then threw back her head and put the back of her hand against her forehead. “Kiss me, Rhett.”

			The group of ladies laughed and collectively said, “Frankly, my dear, I don’t—”

			“Remember, we are ladies.” Jeanne piped up. “Nice girls do not cuss.”

			“Oh, fiddle-dee-dee.” Christine elbowed her friend. 

			They all laughed.

			“Enough talk.” Gussie stood from the table. “Let’s dance. Who’s with me?”

			They all danced through several songs. Christine found that the one-armed man had a lot of rhythm and he took turns dancing with nearly all of them. They all had to remind Gussie not to twirl too fast otherwise her garter and panties were on display, but other than that, they all had a smashing time. After several laughable efforts at an East Coast Swing and the Jitterbug, Christine needed a break. She and Jeanne each ordered another Coca-Cola and sat down. Their friends continued spinning on the dance floor.

			“Don’t look now, but I think I just saw Jack Delano.” Jeanne elbowed Christine and pointed with her pinky as she sipped her soda.

			She peeked over carefully, then looked back at Jeanne. It was him. She’d know that face anywhere.

			“Is it true that Sandy Jordan split with him?” she asked Jeanne. Christine couldn’t imagine why.

			“Yes, she wrote him saying that she wouldn’t wait for him when he wasn’t even halfway over the Atlantic. She started dating Tim Crandal who returned injured from the war shortly after.”

			She just couldn’t imagine why anyone would leave Jack Delano. They’d gone to high school together. He was handsome, smart, a football and basketball star, and everyone seemed to want to be his friend. After all, their high school had voted Jack most popular. His father died when he was a boy, but she did not know many other personal things about him. He and his mother came to church some Sundays. She also heard they occasionally visited Jack’s well-to-do grandfather in New York City on the weekends. 

			Christine tempted another glance. Jack’s black hair was slicked to perfection. His Italian roots made his skin tan enough to make him stand out in a crowd. She bit her bottom lip at his handsome, chiseled face when suddenly Jack looked over. Their eyes met for a moment before she turned away. How long had she been staring?

			“I think he saw me looking,” Christine said to Jeanne. “Please tell me he’s not coming over here.”

			When she saw her friend smile and wave over her shoulder, she immediately grew warm.

			“Jeanne?” Jack’s voice, deep and sharp, came from behind her.

			Christine squeezed her eyes shut for a few moments and did not turn around.

			“Jack, you’re back!” Jeanne stood and hugged him. Jeanne’s husband, Paul, and Jack had been good friends. “And how dapper you look in your uniform. Who would’ve thought you were over there for so many years. You don’t look a day older than when you left.”

			A distinct pause filled their conversation.

			“I was sorry to hear about Paul.” Jack’s soft voice could barely be heard over the ruckus around them.

			Christine sensed Jeanne nodding her head—she usually did when people brought him up.

			“Who’s your friend?” Jack’s voice resonated against her back. 

			Christine wondered how her hairstyle looked from behind. Her caramel-colored hair was in the usual victory rolls on top, but she’d left her length to cascade in waves past her shoulders. Usually the back of her hair was in a snood or rolled up when she was working. Why worry over it? It wasn’t as if he was looking at her.

			“You remember Christine Freeman?” Jeanne grabbed Christine’s shoulders and pulled her up. “Christine, say hello to Jack.”

			After that awkward introduction, Christine couldn’t do much more than nod. She may have waved a few fingers in his direction also. His dark eyes met hers and her knees wobbled.

			“Sure I do.” He smiled and nodded.

			“You do?” Christine hadn’t meant to say that. She pushed her glasses up and began pulling at the skirt of her dress then moved to the neckline of her dress—or rather, Millicent’s dress. She had insisted it was perfect for Christine’s shape. It was much lower cut in the front than what she usually wore. Why couldn’t she just have worn something more sensible? She imagined her cleavage getting more obvious by the moment.

			“You’re Pete’s kid sister, right?” Jack took a long drink from his cup, and then smiled at her. “I guess not so much of a kid anymore.” He winked at Jeanne and chuckled.

			Pete was her brother, the oldest of the four of them, and had died a few years earlier. All through school she had always been known as Pete or Nathaniel’s sister. They were special and popular. She had not proven the same.

			“Pete’s dead,” she blurted out. “I mean, yes, I’m Pete’s sister.”

			Jack nodded. “I hadn’t heard. I’m sorry.”

			Christine nodded back, feeling a lot like Jeanne, only less sympathetic in her awkwardness.

			“Wanna dance?” He looked at Jeanne.

			“Oh no.” She waved her hands. “I’m beat. But you and Christine should dance.”

			His eyes went slowly back to Christine, who held her breath. What had Jeanne just said? He put his glass down on their table and lifted his eyebrows at her.

			“How ’bout it?” His hand extended toward her.

			Jeanne nudged her. 

			“Okay,” was all she could say and she took his hand. The warmth of his hand made her entire spine tingle. She was holding Jack Delano’s hand and he was about to dance with her. She had been in the Math Club and had worked at the YMCA locker room since age fourteen, when all her popular classmates were playing sports and spending time together. She’d never held a pom-pom or gone to a homecoming dance with a boy. She and Jack had nothing in common, but here they were hand in hand.

			As soon as they stepped foot on the dance floor the big band music shifted from a lively tune to something slow and soft. 

			“Fellas, why don’t you hold those pretty dolls a tad closer for this next number.” A man’s warm, soft voice came through the stage’s microphone. 

			Jack pulled her closer than she expected and she could smell the slight scent of alcohol on his breath. It heightened her sense of his nearness and she let her rigidity go. Christine’s body grew warm. She’d never had a man press his hand against the small of her back and draw her in. All the boys she’d grown up with had been off to war for so many years, and the ones who hadn’t gone to fight usually weren’t worth dancing with. 

			“So are you a nurse like Jeanne?”

			She nodded, not able to find her voice.

			He nodded back. 

			“Do you like it?”

			She imagined herself only nodding and not saying a word. That question was not easy to answer. Before she knew what to say, her mouth opened and she spoke.

			“I had been interested in nursing for a while when the war started,” she began. “I knew nurses would be needed.”

			“But you stayed here. You didn’t go over there or work at a military hospital?”

			“My ma didn’t want me to go far away, like my brothers,” she said and shook her head. “I needed to be here to help support the family. Hudson River was short-staffed because of the war and my ma had me enrolled in their nursing program before I even had a chance to say no.”

			“Sounds like my mother,” Jack said.

			“Really?”

			Jack narrowed his eyes. “She always tries to make plans for me. Her and my grandfather, that is.” He smiled down at her for a moment. “How’s your father? I remember Pete telling me about your father. A hero of the First World War. Has a bad leg because of an injury, right?”

			Christine nodded. He was shot in the leg during the war and had walked with a significant limp up until a few years ago.

			“Just as my brothers left for the war, right after Pearl Harbor, he lost his ability to walk. His knee never really recovered fully from his injury, but now, nearly twenty years later, he . . .” She wasn’t sure how to finish. He’s an invalid? He’s unemployed? He won’t even try to find a job? “No one wants to hire someone who can’t walk.”

			“Surely a seated job for a war hero can be found.”

			“Not when your only credentials are door-to-door sales before the war. Afterward he worked in a factory, but he had to stand for hours . . . besides, all sorts of younger soldiers returning are looking for work, too.” She winced at the edge in her voice. This topic made her uncomfortable—all of it leading to how poor they had become. She didn’t know him well enough to know if he was judging her or not.

			They danced in silence for a short time. It was an easy silence, but Christine was eager to get to know him better.

			“What are your plans now that you’re home?”

			“Well, Columbia next semester, and living with my grandfather in the city. I’ll have to take a few extra summer courses, but then I’ll graduate.” He looked so handsome when he smiled. “You know, Christine, I always wondered about Pete’s quiet little sister. Neither of your brothers were very quiet.”

			He was right about that.

			His head tilted as he looked at her and he smiled as he spoke. “I always knew you were smart, but now I can see you’re also pretty.”

			Her face grew warm and her entire body matched the heat. Had he really just called her pretty? The words from “I Don’t Want to Set the World on Fire” filled her ears and their bodies swayed until it was through. Jack Delano had just set a fire in her, like the song said. A new fire that she’d never experienced before.

			[image: ]

			The next day Christine went to church with her family. Though her family’s home was only a few bus stops away from the hospital, the transformation from the grim and prisonlike hospital to small, cottagelike homes and steeple churches always brought her a sense of peace. 

			Their church, Pine Hill Community Church, was just down the street, and they’d been going there for as long as she could remember. Nothing had changed much in all her years there. The church still had the bell that rang at sunrise and sunset on Sunday. They still had the annual Sunday School picnic where they’d bake pies and sweet breads to sell for the hungry kids in Africa. Preacher Mabry still turned red about halfway through his sermon. And everyone still called Mrs. Nellis Mrs. Cupcake because the scent of cupcakes always wafted around her.

			A few hours later, she sat at her family’s kitchen table, just as she had in her youth. Her father, Harold, had always been quiet, especially now that his two boys were gone. Doris, her sister, wasn’t much different—often being scolded for bringing novels to the table. An awkward yet smart girl, Doris didn’t care about popularity in school. She worked at the local bank as a secretary. 

			While Christine had also not been popular she was outgoing enough to make friends. She had been the captain of the Math Club, and when the science teacher had gotten ill in the middle of class, she’d taught the rest of the lesson. She tutored other students, which was how she and Jeanne had become friends. 

			Christine’s mother, Margie, was a busybody and pretended better than anyone that their family wasn’t in a near-poverty state and completely dependent on Christine’s and Doris’s incomes. Margie had only been speechless once in Christine’s memory. The haunting quiet had consumed the house in the weeks after the telegram came telling them that Peter had been killed in action. Only weeks later another telegram came saying that Nathaniel had died also. Margie was never really the same after that, though she hid it well, most of the time.

			“Do you want my help?” Christine asked this every Sunday when she went home after attending church with her family. Her mother always said no, especially on days she’d prepared chicken.

			No one would ever forget how Margie had gone into a near-catatonic state after the deaths of Peter and Nathaniel. She could do nothing, which left Christine to cook for the family for the first time in her life while balancing the added responsibility with nursing school. A full week into her new duty, she’d burned everything except the chicken. It was undercooked. This forced her mother back into reality. Putting the chicken back into the oven was Margie’s first sign of life.

			“It’s chicken, honey,” her mother said with a sigh hugging her words. She cleared her throat then put a smile on her lips that reminded Christine of a mannequin in the window from the dress shop downtown. Fake. 

			“Any job interviews this week, Dad?” 

			Sometimes asking poured salt in the wound of unemployment, but her concern was genuine. Her dad inhaled and the muscles in his neck grew tight.

			“Doris got me an interview at the bank, but it didn’t work out.” His voice was devoid of emotion and his face remained placid. “They said there might be duties I cannot do because of this.” He gestured to his wheelchair. “When I asked them what those duties were, since the job was for a teller, they just said it required standing for long hours.”

			He shrugged.

			“I think I’ll join Doris in the living room and read the paper until dinner’s ready,” he said, without looking at either her or his wife.

			Christine grimaced as he wheeled himself against the table leg, then the corner of the cabinet, before he was able to get out of the kitchen. After using his cane for church, his body was too exhausted to do anything but sit in his wheelchair.
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