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Prologue

_________
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At this point in the story, Diane thought it best she delegate the writing of Prologues and Epilogues to me.  I am Annie, granddaughter to Janet and John.  Remember, Diane is writing these books after the year 2000, over thirty years after the events she is describing.  I am assisting Diane at her request.

The other thing you need to know about me is I inherited Molly’s special sensitivity.  Think of it as the ‘family curse’ if you like.  I don’t know what it’s like to be ‘normal’ so I don’t think in those terms.  I have adjusted to being different and just try to deal with it in a kind and helpful way.  I get a little support from Catherine from time to time.  If that makes you smile it’s ok.

So why does Diane want me to take over writing the ‘Prologue,’ and ‘Epilogue’?  Up to now, she has been ok handling descriptions of herself back when she was a beautiful model.  And she has been ok writing about her secret crush on Steve.  However, when she got to writing about the letter from Steve at the end of this book, she turned to me and said, “I can write the story, but I can’t step aside and comment on it.”  I watched her try.  And I agree.  She answers my questions about it with great emotion.  

So, up to now, I have been helping with the mechanics of creating the manuscripts.  And, with my special sensitivity, I have more and more been holding her accountable when she has tried to avoid fully describing how people related to her back then.  At the beginning, she said you would know the full story.  I’m here to assure that she keeps that promise.  Especially where her part is concerned.  Especially where Steve is concerned!  —  Annie
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Chapter One

Sunday, Christmas Day, 1966
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Janet heard a soft voice saying, "Good morning, sleeping beauty.  Merry Christmas!"  There was a pause then again, "Good morning, sleeping beauty.  Merry Christmas!"  She realized it was her mother's voice and struggled to open her eyes.  "Good morning, sleeping ...

Janet interrupted, "Good morning, Mother."

Molly, "Well well, sleeping beauty awakes!"

Janet managed to turn over and look at her.  "What time is it?"

Molly said cheerfully, "About fifteen minutes past your father leaving to pick up Ward.  About twenty minutes after my calling John.  Seeing as how he's expressed an interest in my becoming his mother-in-law, I thought I could take the liberty of asking him to get his tail over here.  About ten minutes before ..."

Janet interrupted, "Twenty minutes!  He'll be here before I can get dressed!"

Molly, "About ten minutes before I start breakfast."  Janet got briskly out of bed.  Molly said, "Well that got things moving!  Merry Christmas!"

Janet was searching out clothes.  "Merry Christmas, Mother."

Molly, "I reminded your dad about the problem with the company car in cold weather.  He said he'll have Vald adjust the automatic choke."

Janet stopped and looked at Molly.  "I woke you last night?"

Molly, "Starting a car after the porch light is out always sparks your father's curiosity.  I assured him you were only going to Diane's."

Janet went back to getting dressed.  "Thank you.  Sorry I woke you."

Molly, "Harken, I think I hear the doorbell.  See you in the kitchen."

Janet, "Thanks, Mom."  She thought, I slept so soundly.  It's late.  I have to get dressed and brush out my hair.  She hustled to get it done.

In the kitchen, Molly poured John a cup of coffee and said, "Janet had a long, exciting day yesterday.  I let her sleep in.  I just woke her when you rang the bell."

John, "Thank you."  He sipped his coffee.

Molly, "George went to pick up Ward.  They should be back soon.  I'll have breakfast ready then."

John, "Mrs. Wright rises early.  We opened presents waiting for Janet to call.  She got me some nice ties."

Molly, "What did you get for her?"

John, "Janet and I found some special coffee blends for her percolator."

Molly, "She'll enjoy that."

John, "I think this afternoon will be 'establish a kitchen' day.  Will you and George attend?"

Molly laughed, "Perhaps for awhile.  I'll let George decide.  It would be fun though!  —  What are you going to do with all those empty boxes?"

John smiled, "We've already established that's not MY problem."

Molly laughed, "A strong, steady hand, that's what she needs."

John, "Thank you."

––––––––
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Janet checked the mirror.  I'm not pleased with this.  It's Christmas.  John must be in the kitchen with Mom.  —  He's already spoken for me.  —  I'm going to start over and do this right.

This time she liked the dress.  She did a little more work on her hair and was pleased with that, too.  She heard her father and Ward enter the front door.  She opened her bedroom door to go down, and heard Ward say, "It's a lot safer coming over here when there's no snow on the ground."  She remembered the snowball fight she had started last Christmas, and how cold the snow was when they put it down her back.  They went on to the kitchen as she went down the stairs.

When she reached the dining room door, she looked in.  Her mother had already set the table.  She saw a few things she could do and busied herself with that, listening to the chatter from the kitchen.  Molly said, "I'm almost ready to serve breakfast.  George, will you check on Janet?"

Janet, "I'm here, Mom.  I finished up the table for you."

Molly, "Feeling a little ‘taken for granted’ already, John?"  They all laughed.

Janet, "If he would come in here where there is a little privacy, I would give him a proper good morning welcome."  That brought ‘oohs and ahhhs’ from the kitchen.

Ward, "Go on, John."

George, "They're still a bit shy."

John entered the dining room a little embarrassed.  She gave him a passionate kiss, then said, "Good morning!  Merry Christmas."

John said softly, "Good morning, Merry Christmas.”

Molly said from the kitchen, "She's had enough time.  Go on in and be seated, everyone."

John pulled out Janet's chair and seated her.  The rest entered the room, and Molly brought in breakfast.  George said the standard prayer with proper acknowledgment of Christmas Day.  They began eating.

Molly, "John says this afternoon will be 'establish a kitchen' day at the Winthrop Place.  We're all invited."

Janet, "This afternoon!  I was thinking right after we open presents here, while Mom's preparing Christmas dinner."

They all looked at John who said, "I stand corrected on the schedule.  Perhaps there could be a kitchen inspection after dinner."

Molly, "She may not be able to get it all done before dinnertime."

Janet, "I doubt that I will.  I want to wash everything before I put things away.  Mrs. Wright has already cleaned the cabinets though.  —  If a suitor would help with the washing and drying, that would speed things up some."  Everyone laughed at the thought of John washing and drying.

John, "I have special army training.  She may be surprised at my efficiency."

Janet, "Thank you for volunteering."

Ward said to George, "He's got it bad."  Everyone laughed.  Ward continued, "I hear you received special consideration at the family breakfast yesterday."

George, "He received conditional approval on his request to court my daughter with an intent to win her hand in marriage."

Ward, "Is that so?  What were the conditions?"

Janet, "Never mind.  It's simply a timing thing of no consequence."

George, "He has to come to terms with her being a very complicated person."

Ward, "If you are requiring him to understand a woman before ...  Well, that's a high hurdle for any man."

Janet, "He doesn't have to understand my complications, simply outlast them."

John decided this was one discussion he didn't want to take part in.

George, "I have little doubt he's up to the job.  But the proof is in the doing."

Janet, "He doesn't have to prove anything, just be patient."

Ward, "A woman, especially a bright, ambitious, beautiful lady, can strain any man's patience.  George, this may be more difficult than you think.  You set the bar awfully high."

George said flatly, "If he wants my blessing, he'll just have to measure up."

Molly was watching Janet build up a head of steam.  Janet said, "A woman, especially a bright, ambitious, beautiful one, can usually get the man she wants."

They all laughed.  Molly said, "Well I guess your fate is sealed, John."

John, "I hope so."

Ward, "They go so willingly."

The jesting had brought everyone’s spirits up.  They finished breakfast in warm friendship.  Molly and Janet cleared the table, while the men talked of work going on at the mill.  They assembled in the living room to open presents.  Janet put on a Christmas record and handed out presents.  The presents all proved thoughtful and appropriate.  Then Ward pointed out there were several presents hidden at the back of the tree.

John, "Those are from Janet's other gentlemen friends.  She doesn't want to annoy me by opening them now."

Janet, "I never open Diane's present except when alone.  She has a sense of humor not suitable for mixed company or family."  They all laughed.  Janet continued, "But I would like to show off the present I gave John."  She took the briefcase out of the linen box and showed it to Ward.

Ward, "Wow, I didn't think they made these anymore.  Nicely engraved, too."

John, "I feel like it's a lot to live up to."

George said flatly, "You'll soon get your chance."

Janet, "Well now that we've all done our duty here, perhaps John and I should go to the  and check out our tree there."  They all laughed.

George, "What's the rush?  Molly could serve up some tea and crumpets."

Molly, "Oh, let them go.  She's got up such a head of steam I wouldn't want her to blow a gasket."

Janet, "I'll get my coat."  She went to the hall closet and brought John's coat for him, too.  She said, "Merry Christmas!" as John waved goodbye and she ushered him out the door.

Molly, George, and Ward watched out the window as they got into John's car and left.  Ward asked, "She's still writing to the Doyle boy?"

Molly, "Every day."

Ward, "And John still doesn't know?"

George, "That's the complication she wants John to be patient about."

Molly, "But now she's a mile out on a limb and it just keeps getting worse."

George, "And we've been pulled out on that limb with her."

Molly, "When she's free of writing to Steve, she's determined to tell John about it.  She doesn't want that hanging over them, to come out at some time later.  I dread that day.  We're going to be on the hot seat, too, for knowing about it."

Ward considered the problem.  "I think they'll handle it.  But you're right, it's going to be one hell of a day."

––––––––
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In the car, Janet was becoming more excited.  "I feel like a little kid again.  And I GOT A TRUCKLOAD OF TOYS!"

John laughed, "What if Mrs. Wright, our chaperone isn't there?"

Janet, "Then we are going to break some rules!  Or you can leave and go back to my parents and explain why you left me alone."

John laughed some more.  "I wouldn't want to get in the way of a bright, ambitious, beautiful lady."

Janet, "They were yanking my chain; they deserved that."

John, "I thought they were yanking MY chain!"

Janet, "Same difference."

John laughed, "I like the way you think.  —  When we get there, how do you want me to help?"

Janet, "Get rid of empty boxes from my kitchen!"

John, "How about I break them down and put them out on the porch?"

Janet, "Great!  You can wash and I'll dry and put things away."

John, "Thank you for letting me participate."

Janet, "You're welcome!"  John laughed at her great excitement.

He drove up the driveway to the Winthrop Place.  He stopped, half expecting her to jump out of the car.  Instead, she took a deep breath and stared out the windshield, waiting for him to open her door.  As he did so she said, "John, things are so wonderful.  Anticipation is such a wonderful feeling.  We are so blessed.  Let's be so very careful not to mess this up."

John, "Come on.  I want to watch a bright, ambitious, beautiful lady establish a kitchen.  And I suspect the Winthrops are smiling down on us."

Janet, "I hope so.  Let's see if I can do this with the dignity and respect they deserve."  John helped her out of the car.  They walked to the back door where Janet stopped him.  "Let's go around to the front porch and make a dignified entrance."

John, "All right."  They went around and up the steps to the porch.

Mrs. Wright looked up from her writing, surprised.  She got up and opened the door for them.  "Aren't we formal this morning?  Merry Christmas!"

Janet, "Merry Christmas!  We're here to clean up all these boxes from your dining room."

Mrs. Wright was grinning.  "What took you so long?  I thought you might be here at daylight."

Janet, "So much excitement yesterday.  Mom let me sleep in."

Mrs. Wright, "John told me all about it.  Congratulations, or should I say Great Happiness, on having a formal suitor!"

Janet, "All the above!  Thank you."

Mrs. Wright, "I'll clear my writing off the table so you have room."

Janet, "I don't want to interrupt.  I can use the other end."

Mrs. Wright, "No way.  I wouldn't miss this happening.  I'll sit in the living room and watch."  She took her writing materials and left.

John, "There they are.  I should have brought a camera."  A flash went off.  Mrs. Wright had taken their picture.  They all laughed.

Janet took a deep breath and found a box with a kitchen set of pots and pans.  John opened it for her and they took the utensils to the sink.  They prepared wash water and began the process of washing them.  Mrs. Wright began documenting the happenings with her camera.  John washed while Janet dried, then Janet put things away, apparently having it all planned out.

They continued in this fashion and slowly the stack of boxes diminished while the stack of broken-down boxes built up on the porch.  Mrs. Wright started another roll of film.  She got a closeup of John's wrinkled hands from the dishwater.  Janet teased that an Army specialist should have known to wear rubber gloves.  They were just getting down to the linens, when the phone rang.

Mrs. Wright answered, then said, "Molly says Christmas dinner in half an hour.  It sounded like a warning."

Janet, "What are you doing for dinner?"

Mrs. Wright, "I'm dining with friends.  We coordinated with Molly on the timing."

Janet, "Thank you.  We'll bring my parents when we come back.  You needn't rush."

Mrs. Wright, "And miss out on the finale?!  No way!"  They all gathered up to leave.

––––––––
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At the Berkins’, George and Ward had just returned from the mill and were sitting at the table.  Molly said, "I was beginning to wonder.  You took much longer than usual."

George, "So much has happened.  So much has to be planned."

Ward, "We missed having John with us."

Molly, "You weren't going to drag him away from Janet this morning.  Not with her kitchen waiting for them."

George, "I know.  But last year we thought it might be awkward, then he understood and joined in with us in a quiet way.  It's the only day the mill is totally unoccupied and quiet.  I wish he could have been with us.  He truly understands."

Molly, "I called and talked with the pastor.  He's in."

George, "So the pastor took you up on it?"

Molly, "Sure did.  He and Cathy will be Marion's guests.  They'll wait for our call.  Then they'll drive up there."

George, "And we are taking dessert?"

Molly, "Already completed and ready."

George, "Last year the kids were camped here.  Now it seems like she's really on her way out.  The house is going to seem too empty and less energized."

Molly, "I know.  She's given us more years than I expected.  Let's treasure the days we have left.  —  And you're gaining a son that you like."

George, "Couldn't have done any better if I had picked him myself."

Molly, "Right, sir Cupid!"  Molly was bringing the dinner to completion.

Ward, "Is that the same Cupid that sent them to that trade show together?"

Molly laughed.  "He still won't admit it."

George, "I was just taking care of a business problem.  They came back still addressing each other by their last names."

Molly and Ward both laughed.  Molly said, "With twinkling eyes.  Then Janet pounced on him the first moment she could get away with it."

George, "That was the Supers’ decision, right, Ward?"

Ward, "Without objection."

Molly, "A whole mill yard full of cupids!"  Molly busied herself completing dinner.  George and Ward talked about the work being done at the mill during the shutdown.  Janet and John entered the kitchen.  Molly said, "Janet, help me carry things to the table.  Everyone else assemble in the dining room."

By the time Molly and Janet had the meal on the beautifully-set table, the men were in place to seat the ladies.  George did a beautiful simple prayer.  When they settled in, eating, Molly asked, "How is the kitchen coming along?"

Janet was excited. "Only things left are odds and ends of utensils and the linens.  I can't wait to put one of those tablecloths on the table!"

Molly, "I was thinking—we have a big meal here.  How about when you're ready, we bring dessert up and close out Christmas dinner there?"

Janet, "OH!  That would be great!"  She looked at John.  "Perhaps we should ask permission from Mr. Richards and Mrs. Wright."

John, "It's fine by me.  We should ask Mrs. Wright."

Molly, "We discussed this possibility earlier.  She'll be ok with it."

Janet looked to Ward.  "Will you come, too?"

Ward, "For Molly's desserts I'll drive up any hill."

Janet, "Great!"  She gave John a perky smile.

George, "Well I guess our Darling Daughter has begun her transition away from the nest."

Molly, "John will keep that to a proper pace, I'm sure."

Janet, "All I want is a place to cook.  I'm content to transition at the proper social and customary pace.  —  Under Mrs. Wright's watchful eye."

John, "As complications dictate."

George, "Well said, John."  They all laughed.

The dinner continued in a warm, happy manner with light teasing and laughter.  When they were finished Molly allowed Janet to help with the cleanup.  The men went to the living room and talked of future expansion possibilities.  When Molly and Janet finished in the kitchen, they joined the men.

Molly said, "Janet is to call us when she's ready.  We called Marion and all is arranged.  We'll take dessert when we go, sir George."

Janet, "Then we should get going, John."

John, "Is Mrs. Wright there now?"

Molly, "If not, she'll be there soon enough."

Janet, "See?  No problem!  Let's go!"  They all laughed and Janet got their coats out of the closet.

When they were out the door, George said, "What about the pastor?"

Molly, "We're to call when we leave.  They'll be right behind us."

––––––––
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In the car John said, "Wasn't that a wonderful meal?"

Janet, "Everything is so perfect.  I'll cherish these memories."

John, "I love seeing you so happy and energized."

Janet, "Can't you drive a little faster?  I have a kitchen to complete!"

John laughed and added a couple of miles per hour.

––––––––
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An hour and a half later, Janet called Molly, "I'm setting the table!"

Molly, "Very well.  We're on our way."  Molly hung up and called the Pastor's home.

––––––––
[image: image]


Janet said, "Now I have to choose a tablecloth for our first serving.  Come help, Mrs. Wright, John."

Mrs. Wright, "Perhaps we should put the second leaf in the table."

Janet, "This is perfect for six, don't you think?"

Mrs. Wright, "Actually I invited a couple more guests.  —  people you know.  —  Think of it as a Christmas surprise."

Janet, "Making 8.  John, will you help me with the table?"  Janet gave John looks while they did the table.  He indicated he didn't know.  Janet said, "Only two of the tablecloths are large enough for the full spread." John placed the additional chairs at the table.  Janet got out two tablecloths, one white and one blue.

Mrs. Wright, "Oh the blue is so beautiful!  Don't you think, John?"

John, "I think so.  How about you, Janet?  It's your party."

Janet beamed.  "Blue it is!"  She placed the tablecloth, then found the dessert plates and place settings, with color-coordinated cloth napkins.  She added candlesticks and inserted white candles.  She placed condiments in beautiful containers at the center of the table, then stood back.  Mrs. Wright and John applauded.  Janet was elated.  She surveyed her domain.  All was ready.  She hugged John and led him to the living room sofa to await their guests.  Mrs. Wright took a picture of the table.

John had gotten a nice fire going in the fireplace.  The Christmas tree lights were on.  It was cold enough outside that moisture made beautiful patterns on the many small old-style window panes.  Mrs. Wright said, "I hope the Winthrops can look down on this scene.  I know they would be so pleased to see their home come alive like this!"

After they relaxed awhile, cars came up the drive.  John said he would go out and help carry in the desserts.  Janet and Mrs. Wright stood and smiled at each other.  Mrs. Wright said, "It's wonderful to see you glowing like this."  They went to the back door and helped the group enter with several containers.

As they went to the kitchen, Molly said, "Oh!  What a wonderful table, Janet."  In the kitchen, Janet and Molly prepared several desserts.  Just as they had put everything on the table, Janet saw two people coming around toward the front porch.  She was shocked to see it was the pastor and his wife.

Mrs. Wright saw Janet's reaction.  "Oh, my guests are here, right on time!"

Janet, speechless, looked to her mother.  Her mother grinned back at her.  Janet struggled to come to terms with the approach of Pastor Hodge and his wife.  Janet felt John beside her and took his hand.  They watched Mrs. Wright go to the door and welcome them.

Mrs. Wright, “Pastor Hodge and Cathy, please come in!  I think we all know each other:  Ward Handleman, George and Molly Berkins, John Richards, and his frequent visitor, Janet Berkins.”  They shook hands all around.  Janet was functioning, but still speechless.  She kept glancing at her mother.

Pastor Hodge, "I understand there is a new kitchen to be dedicated.  —  Have you found a new name for this homestead?  We've always known it as the Winthrop Place."

Mrs. Wright, "We decided to keep the name until the legalities are settled.  We're just renting and expect to move out soon after the court rules."

Pastor Hodge, "The Winthrops attended a different church, but I know they were fine Christian people.  I think we could dedicate this home, since it's been empty awhile.  If you're renting, I assume the new kitchen isn't a part of the homestead."

There was an awkward silence as John nudged Janet.  Janet said softly, "Actually, the kitchen is a gift to me from my parents and John."

Pastor Hodge and Cathy seemed amused.  Pastor Hodge "So you have a kitchen in Mrs. Wright's and Mr. Richards' home?"

Janet could feel her face getting warm.  John said, "She continues to live at home with her parents.  However, she has requested the opportunity to perfect her cooking interests with us.  We have strict rules and Mrs. Wright supervises."  Janet glared at her mother.

Pastor Hodge, "Interesting arrangement."  He turned and smiled at George and Molly.  "It's making the rounds that Mr. Richards has received permission to court Miss Berkins."

George, very much at ease, "That's correct.  He's made it clear he intends to seek her hand in marriage."

Molly, "For some complicated reasons, they are going forward with the kitchen and cooking part a little out of order."

Cathy Hodge, "Very clever, Mr. Richards, confirming the cooking part before fully committing."

John, "Actually, that idea originated with Janet."

Janet thought, can this get any worse?

Pastor Hodge, "Well there's wonderful desserts on the table if you will all take your places ..."  Pastor Hodge moved to the head of the table.  George took the opposite end.  Molly and Mrs. Wright seated themselves with their backs to the windows.  Janet and John seated themselves with their backs to the kitchen.  Pastor Hodge continued standing.  "Heavenly Father, we rededicate this home to you under new occupancy.  Please bless the Winthrops and assure them their home is in the best of hands.  We also request your blessings on the relationships which are formed here in love.  And please, Lord, bless this kitchen and the promise it holds of much joy and happiness.  Please bless this courting couple and the relationship they are forming in Christian love, according to Your guidance.  And bless the wonderful Christmas desserts before us, in which we partake in the celebration of Your birth so many years ago.  Amen."

John said with great sincerity, "Thank you, Pastor."

Janet was filled with confused emotions.  Actually, this was wonderful and somewhat embarrassing.  This had been her and John's little arrangement.  Now it was becoming far too public and  —  she wanted to think, pastoral  —  but that made no sense.  She helped with the serving.  Not only were the guardian angels looking over her shoulder, they could be ignored for the most part with the pastor and his wife right here at the table.  And the pastor's words, 'forming love according to Your guidance' echoed in her conscience.  That was NOT EXACTLY the way she had gone about solving her problems.

Cathy Hodge, "Janet, you set a wonderful table.  Will you show me your kitchen when we finish?"

Janet, "Of course.  Thank you."  She looked at her smiling mother.  Of course.  Dear ole Mom had arranged this.  She tried not to glare at her.

George, Pastor Hodge, and Ward were discussing the projected expansion of the mill.  John had finished dessert and was seeking her left hand under the table.  Janet took a deep breath and held his hand.  She worked on finishing her dessert, which, she suddenly realized, was very good.  She looked around the table.  Here was a wonderful scene:  her parents, Ward, Mrs. Wright, and John.  This was a moment in time she would never forget.  Her first table included the pastor and his blessing of her table and kitchen.  She remembered the FIRST table she had set for John at the cabin, a table she had served in flowing towels.  Then she remembered, MOTHER!  No, she was in conversation with the pastor's wife, not tuned in.  Janet realized John was smiling at her.  Janet said, "What are you laughing about?"

John grinned bigger.  "It’s not often I see you overwhelmed."

Janet, "Enjoy it while you can."

John, "I think your mother has engineered this little party to help keep us in line."

Janet whispered, "Our little hideaway, with a chaperone, seems far too public right about now."

John, "Most are finishing up.  Let's clear the table."  They got up and played busboys.  John began washing the dishes and putting them in the drainer.  Janet began drying and putting away.  When all but the desserts were cleared they finished up, while the others conversed at the table.  Mrs. Wright got up and refreshed everyone's coffee.  Janet went to Mrs. Hodge and said, "You wanted to see the kitchen."

They began a show of the pots and pans, while John rejoined the table discussion.  John whispered to Molly, "Are you taking this back home?"

Molly, "Keep anything you want.  We'll take the rest."

John picked a couple of things and put them in the refrigerator.  Janet and Mrs. Hodge were discussing the finer points of food processing.  Eventually, they all ended up back at the table, where the pastor was telling funny stories.

They noticed the sun was starting to set.  It was clear the party was breaking up.  John helped George get Molly's desserts back into their car.  When they returned to the room, everyone was standing.  Pastor Hodge said to the group, "Thank you for inviting us.  The food was delicious, the conversation excellent.  And I feel privileged to have been a part of this blossoming courtship.  Mr. Richards, Miss Janet, best to all and good night."  The pastor and Cathy left.

Janet turned to Molly and Mrs. Wright.  "Thank you for the Christmas surprise."  There was an edge to her voice.

Molly and Mrs. Wright laughed.  Mrs. Wright said, "It was your mother's idea."

Janet, "I knew it!"

John, "Actually, I like the dedication.  It was an honor having the pastor and his wife here on Christmas."

Janet, "Wait 'til you hear his next sermon:  ‘Proper Progression of a Courtship.’"  They all laughed.

John, "I think his taking part kind of sanctions our arrangement."

Janet, "I'm sure you know, Mr. Dictionary, 'sanctions' can take on different meanings depending on the circumstances."

George, "Do I sense a guilty conscience here?"  They all laughed.

Janet, "What you sense is a desire for a certain amount of privacy."

Molly, "Lovers don't like having light shine on them."

George, "Speaking of light, the sun is setting.  We should go."

Janet hugged her father, then her mother.  "I love you, Mother, even when you make me feel uncomfortable."

Molly, "That's what mothers are for!"  George and Molly left out the back door.

When they were gone Mrs. Wright said, "Janet, why don't you tell me how you really feel?"

Janet thought about it.  "I feel loved to distraction."  Mrs. Wright laughed while John tried not to.  Janet said, "Come on, John.  Let's put the table back the way it was."

She inspected the tablecloth, found no stains, and put it away.  They returned the table to its normal size.  When they returned to the front room, Mrs. Wright was gone.  It was almost dark outside.  John worked on the fire in the fireplace and brought it back to life.  They sat on the sofa together.  John said, "Why don't you tell ME what you really feel?"

Janet laughed.  "It's like the day you and Miss Beautiful put me in that birthday parade.  I feel honored to distraction.  I don't like it when life gets out of control."

John, "You don't like it when life gets out of YOUR control."

Janet, "That's what I said.  —  I was thinking of this as our little hideaway, where I could secretly cook for you.  Having Mom and Dad here was a necessary distraction.  But the pastor and his wife!  —  I've lost the feeling that it's our secret place."

John, "Perhaps that's what your mother had in mind."

Janet thought about it.  "What really scares me is - someday I'll be a mother!  I'm not so sure I'm wise enough to handle it."

John, "And how many children do you want?"

Janet, "Three, I think.  Two boys, one for you and one for Dad, and a girl for me and Mom."  She remembered the dream of Catherine telling her she would not have a daughter.

John, "Sounds like a plan, God willing."

Janet, "God willing."  She thought, perhaps I’ve given up part of that blessing.

John, "I think having the pastor here has had a sobering effect on you."

Janet, "These last two days, I can never remember having so much joyful excitement.  I'm ready to wilt.  —  Tomorrow we have to go grocery shopping."

John, "So much for wilting."

Janet, "I have this wonderful kitchen and no food to cook!"

John, "I spirited a couple of the desserts into the icebox."

Janet, "I saw that.  Good thinking."  They snuggled a bit.  —  "We have about three hours until I must go."

John, "And many more days of vacation  —  with specially-cooked meals."

Janet, "We are officially a courting couple now.  What new privileges do we have?"

John, "I fear we have already explored all of those limits."

Janet, "I mean other than our overnight aberration."

John, "I was excluding that."

Janet, "Ohhhh."  She snuggled closer.  "I was hoping you could think of something."

John, "Have you ever considered, socially, it's the lady who’s supposed to hold back?"

Janet, "How can I hold back if you don't try to go forward?"

John was cautious, "Perhaps YOU could suggest something."

Janet, "I was thinking of a blanket and pillows on the floor in front of the fireplace."

John, "And have you any thoughts of Mrs. Wright returning to this room?"

Janet, "Oh that ..."  She kicked her shoes off, pulled her feet up onto the sofa, and snuggled closer still.  She teased him into a long, passionate kiss.

Then John said, "Thank you for holding back."

Janet, "Mmmm  —  you're welcome."

John, "We should make plans for tomorrow."

Janet, "Breakfast at my place, grocery shopping, lunch here."

John, "And about visiting surrounding towns.  —  Our public relations project?"

Janet, "That, too.  —  I need to start hiring staff for the office."

John, "Got anyone in mind?"

Janet sat up, "I need one part-time and one full-time.  I'm going to talk with Joy about the part-time until she graduates this coming year."

John, "Joy Bidwell from the business supply store?"

Janet, "That's right.  She may know someone who graduated last year for full-time.  I'd like someone compatible with her."

John smiled, "And what about dinner tomorrow evening?"

Janet, "You liked that meal I fixed at the cabin, steak and stuff.  Will that be all right?"

John, "Wouldn't complain about that.  And the dress code?"

Janet gave him a look.  "Don't press your luck!  Rather CONSERVATIVE casual for me."  Then she challenged, "It's your home, dress however you like."

John thought about the coming day.  "I should probably make an appearance at the mill tomorrow.  I'll feel your father out about that at breakfast."

Janet, "This is all so wonderful.  I never imagined life could be so good."

John, "We're both getting what we really want.  And best of all we're doing it together."  They snuggled together, relaxing again.

In a little while, Mrs. Wright entered, smiled at them, "Don't mind me.  I'm going to finish off the day with a little writing."  She sat down at the table with her back to them.  After awhile, they forgot about her even being there.

At 9:00 o'clock they roused themselves and prepared to leave.  Janet chatted a bit with Mrs. Wright and they were off in John's car.  Janet said, "It's not quite so cold tonight."

John, "The high-pressure area has moved east enough to pull up some air from the south."

Janet, "What makes an automatic choke on a car race the engine?"

John, "I thought you knew everything about cars."

Janet, "I know there's a bi-metal spring that closes a flap to restrict air into the carburetor.  That makes the fuel-to-air mix richer.  But just that shouldn't affect the gas pedal and race the engine."

John, "There's a little cam with steps on the throttle shaft.  If the choke's set too rich, that little cam holds the throttle open too far and the engine races."

Janet, "So if you loosen the little bracket that holds the choke, and turn it toward lean, that would solve the problem?"

John, "It should.  I could do that for you."

Janet, "That's ok.  Dad will have it done at Vald.  I just wanted to understand the mechanics  —  since I have an expert available."

John, "Glad to help."

––––––––
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At the Berkins’ home, they said goodnight with a passionate kiss.  John walked her to the door then he drove away as she watched out the glass door.  Sure that he was gone, she went to the dark kitchen as her parents had already retired.  She looked in the drawer where they kept some utility items and found a screwdriver.  She got the kitchen flashlight, took down the company car keys, and turned off the porch floodlight as she went back to the front door.  When she reached the car, she unlocked the door and made sure the emergency brake was on, then she lifted the hood, positioned the holding rod, and used her flashlight to look under the air cleaner.

When she found the throttle linkage on the carburetor, she could just see the round bottom of the automatic choke housing.  Sure enough, under the choke, she could see the little cam steps next to the throttle shaft on the carburetor.  With her hand, she operated the accelerator linkage.  The little cam turned and prevented the accelerator linkage from closing the throttle.  Gotcha, she thought.  First problem, the big air cleaner was in the way of adjusting the automatic choke.  Careful not to lose the wing nut, she removed the air cleaner and set it down on the roadway, then took the screwdriver and loosened the automatic choke bracket.  She found the arrow pointing toward 'Lean' and turned the round choke housing in that direction.  She tried the accelerator linkage again.  The little cam now let the throttle close.  She tightened up the three bracket screws and tried the accelerator linkage again.  The throttle still went closed.  Carefully, she put the air cleaner back on and tightened the wing nut.

She started to close the hood and realized that was going to make a very loud noise.  She slowly lowered the hood and carefully pressed down on it until she heard the safety latch catch.  Good enough, she thought.  She gathered up the screwdriver and flashlight.  She returned to the kitchen, put away the flashlight and screwdriver.  After washing her hands she dialed Diane's work phone.

Diane, "I was wondering if you might call again tonight."

Janet, "How about a Christmas night conference?"

Diane, "Come on.  Don't ring the bell."

Janet hung up and went back out to the company car.  All right, she thought, nice and quiet, please.  She pumped the accelerator once and hit the starter.  The engine started, stumbled a bit, then settled into a smooth idle.  Nice, she thought.  She let it warm for a few moments, then pulled smoothly away.  She drove to the well-lit library parking lot, got out, and closed the hood properly.  Then she drove on to Diane's.

Diane was waiting on the stairs and let her in.  In the basement, Diane said, "You are an amazing friend to keep doing this."

Janet, "So tell me about your Christmas."

Diane, "Mom and I started cooking this morning.  Relatives came.  We cooked and served.  Relatives ate.  We cleaned up.  Relatives visited and left.  Mom and I congratulated ourselves on doing well.  I brought my presents to my room and sat."

Janet stared at her.  "Tell me about your presents."

Diane, "All appropriate and serviceable.  Yours was especially thoughtful.  How did you like mine?"

Janet, "Totally inappropriate, funny, and possibly useful if I get up enough nerve to try it!"

Diane smiled, "Glad you liked it.  You found the chocolates underneath?"

Janet, "Yes.  Those are very special, dark German chocolates.  —  I haven't opened the ones from the Privateers or Steve yet."

Diane, "Tell me about your Christmas.  Don't hold back.  You're my romance novel."

Janet stared at her then started to cry.  Diane held her and let her cry for awhile.  Finally, Janet said, "This is so unfair.  My life is so wonderfully full.  I should be able to share that with you somehow."

Diane, "Janet, Janet!  Three months ago you were devastated and my life was good.  All we need to do is help each other through the low points.  You care enough to come here tonight.  That means so much to me."

Janet, "I know someone wonderful is going to happen to you.  I don't understand why it's taking so long."

Diane, "As Pastor Hodge says, perhaps I haven't prepared myself well enough yet."

Janet, "Perhaps he isn't ready yet.  You're a lot of woman to deal with, you know."

Diane, "Enough of this.  Tell me about your day.  I want to revel in every beautiful moment of it."

Janet sat back and took a deep breath.  "I was sleeping so soundly this morning Mom woke me twenty minutes after she had called John.  She told me since John had announced his intention to make her his mother-in-law, she felt free to call him over for breakfast."  Diane laughed and Janet continued to tell her the full details of her day.

Janet ended the account with her feelings about the pastor dedicating her kitchen.  "I had been thinking of the place as our little hideaway.  Then Mom arranges for the Pastor and his wife to arrive and add his blessing.  I had to describe our arrangement about having my kitchen in John's place.  Mrs. Hodge complimented John on having the good sense to check out my cooking skills before becoming more committed."  Diane erupted in laughter.

Diane, "Janet Berkins, you are something else.  What did John have to say about that?"

Janet, "He takes everything in stride.  Didn't phase him a bit.  He thanked her for the compliment."

Diane laughed some more.  "I should write a book, but no one would believe it!"

Janet, "Everything is so perfect, except for this thing with Steve.  Now that John has made Super, he is so confident with me.  I have to let him progress us.  But every step down that road is going to make it more difficult when ..."  The silence hung in the air.

Diane thought, it helps to know your life isn't perfect.  But I'm not going to mention that again.  She said, "Everything you're doing is honorable.  John will be enough of a man to understand that."

Janet, "I don't feel honorable, but I would feel terribly dishonorable and selfish if I stopped writing to Steve."

Diane, "Someday I'm going to tell Steve exactly what you did for him."

Janet, "If he learned how serious I am about John, he would tell me to stop writing.  —  And if something happened to Steve, then I would always wonder ..."

Diane, "Isn't it strange how a person's integrity can lead them into such awkward situations?"

Janet, "There should be a law!"  They both sat looking at the floor for a long time.  Janet was trying to understand how her complication could work out with John.  Diane was thinking about her life.  It was a comfortable silent time spent together.

After a good while, Diane said softly, "I spend so much time working in my model persona.  Even with the old soldiers, I have to stay in that persona.  I've tried to be myself.  It confuses them."  Janet sat listening attentively.  Diane continued, "When I come back home I can be myself again.  We come down here together and I know who I am.  —  But each time it seems just a little more fragile.  —  I need someone to share me.  —  I need someone to look into my eyes, wanting to know who is really in here."  She paused for a long moment.

Janet said softly, "By someone, I assume you mean a man."

Diane, "My father could never do it.  He loves me.  He's such a great help to me but he could never look into my eyes curious to know who I really am.  —  I'm afraid someday I'll come back here and find there is nothing left of me but the model."

After a long moment, Janet asked, "Is that why you look at guys the way you do?  Are you trying to see through their eyes, into their heart?"

Diane, "I want to see who they are.  I wish they would look back to see who I am.  —  Instead  —  All I ever see is fear."

After a long time, Janet said, "Somewhere out there is a guy looking into girls’ eyes thinking, why do they always pull away?  What are they afraid of?"  Diane started to cry.  Janet took her in her arms and they cried together for a long time then Janet whispered, "I know who you are.  Don't ever forget that.  Don't ever leave me."

Diane whispered, "Don't ever leave me  —  except when you have a letter to write  —  or one of your four men to date."

Janet pulled away.  "You know what I meant."

Diane, "Yes, I know.  Thank you.  —  Now go write your letter and get your beauty sleep for your man tomorrow."

Janet got up.  "Keep looking into their eyes!  He's out there, Diane."

They went quietly up the stairs to the hallway.  Diane let her out the front door thinking, is there really a guy out there, looking into girls’ eyes  —  wanting what I want  —  experiencing what I'm experiencing?
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Chapter Two

Monday, December 26, 1966
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John heard a faint tapping, then he heard it again.  The third time he realized it was on his bedroom door.  He rolled over in bed and said, "Yes?"

Mrs. Wright, "Janet just called.  She wanted assurances you were moving toward breakfast there."

John, "I am now."  —  He thought, I really relaxed after yesterday's formalities.  He vaguely remembered pleasant dreams.  He got up focusing on what to wear.  Oh yes, grocery shopping first thing.  She'll be chomping at the bit.  He shifted into getting ready for work mode with sports clothes.  After a quick shave and a 'thank you' to Mrs. Wright, he headed out the door.

Mrs. Wright walked to the phone and dialed the Berkins' number.  After the answering machine message, she said, "Mission accomplished.  He's on his way."  Then she hung up.

That brought laughter in the Berkins' kitchen.  Molly thought, the women who move the men to run the world are in gear this morning!  She said to Janet, "You want me to go grocery shopping with you?"

Janet, "No, thanks.  I want John to take me."

Grumpy Father observed from behind his newspaper, "Grocery training."

Janet, "I may need a strong man to push my cart.  —  And by the way, we won't be here for lunch OR dinner."

Molly, "Well, sir George, we're free to roam."

Grumpy Father, "You want to verify your chaperone is fully aware of today's task?"

Molly, "Already done."

Janet gave her mother a look.  She took a deep breath and said, "About the Doyles ..."

Molly, "I'm listening."

Janet, "I need to go see them  —  sans John.  I was thinking if Diane and I went together, it would be reasonable for John not to go.  I would like to go to their home for a meal.  Talking during a meal slows down the discussion.  However, it would be awkward inviting myself and Diane over for a meal."

Grumpy Father, "It's already plenty awkward.  Why worry about that now?"

Molly, "You want me to call?"

Janet, "Do you have any suggestions?"

Molly, "Limited to going to see them?"

Janet took another deep breath.  "Yes."

Molly thought about it.  "If I called and made an invitation for you and Diane to take them to lunch at the Green Meadows, then I could tactfully suggest it would be easier to talk if they invited you and Diane to their home."

Janet, "And Father could take John to the mill.  That would be perfect."

Grumpy Father, "What if I don't want to go to the mill?"

Molly, "Ok, I'll make the call for you.  What day?"

Janet, "ASAP when Father gets in a mood to go to the mill."

Molly, "I'll shoot for tomorrow."

Janet topped off her father's coffee and gave him a kiss on the forehead.  Seeing nothing more to be done in the kitchen, she took her grocery list to the living room to watch for John.

Molly said to George, "She's on her way out.  Can't you just feel it?"

Grumpy Father, "Yeah.  That 'we won't be here' kind of hit me, too."

––––––––
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John stopped out front and felt the nervous expectation again.  He could see the Christmas tree lights in the window, then there was that silhouette behind the door glass.  He went up the walk.  The door opened and he was warmly greeted with a generous kiss and the transition was complete.  They were a couple again.

Janet, "After breakfast, we're going grocery shopping!"

John, "Are the stores open this early?"

Janet, "They certainly are.  Come on and let's have breakfast."

John was warmly greeted at the kitchen.  Molly went into finish mode to complete cooking breakfast.  She said to Janet, "You going to the fresh market?"

Janet, "We'll start there and fill out the rest at the Supermarket, just like you trained me."  Molly smiled.

John, "I went in there a few times.  It's more like a farmers’ market back home except for the butcher shop.  And there are no canned goods."

George, "That store has evolved over the years.  It was the first general store here, selling everything.  There are some really old pictures with a horse watering trough and a tie rail out front.  Then a hardware store opened, so they dropped the hardware.  As the mill and town grew, they gradually turned into a grocery store."

Molly, "Then in the ‘40s, the supermarket chain built a modern supermarket grocery store here.  Everyone was excited, but wondered what would happen to OUR grocery store.  The owners
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Book Eleven: Steve’s Letter
By

Diane Williams Doyle

This is the the story of my friend like a
sister, Janet

These extensions have been so hard on my parents.
Somehow they have formed an opinion of what this is all
about. I know it wasn't from you. At one point they
complained bitterly about your loyalty to me. In the next
letter they apologized and assured me they held no hard
feelings toward you. Both letters arrived the same day.
They knew you were only carrying out my wishes. [
never meant for you to be under pressure and have to
stand up to my parents about all this. Iowe you so much
for your loyalty and friendship.
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