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Praise for
Where Treetops Glisten




“What a treat—three of my favorite novelists have joined together to write a compilation of compelling World War II stories. The Turner family in Where Treetops Glisten captured my heart, and if you enjoy reading inspirational romance, I know these stories will capture your heart as well!”

—MELANIE DOBSON, award-winning author of Chateau of Secrets and The Courier of Caswell Hall

“These are three wonderful Christmas stories filled with period details that 1940s fans are sure to love and with characters whom readers will remember long after they close the cover. I laughed and cried with each new story. All three were wonderfully woven together to make a cohesive whole. Sarah Sundin, Cara Putman, and Tricia Goyer are sure to make your Christmas a little brighter.”

—LIZ TOLSMA, author of A Log Cabin Christmas Collection

“The fragility of life, the certainty of loss, the daring of love … Where Treetops Glisten skillfully weaves a family’s poignant loss with enduring faith and the sweet surprise of Christmas love reborn.”

—CATHY GOHLKE, award-winning author of Saving Amelie and Promise Me This

“Rich with faith and deep love, Where Treetops Glisten is a must-read for your Christmas season.”

—CINDY WOODSMALL, New York Times best-selling author of the Amish Vines and Orchards series

“Any book by Cara Putman is an automatic read. Where Treetops Glisten is a hometown World War II book that captures your heart with its charm. It made me wish I could experience Christmas in that era. Highly recommended!”

—COLLEEN COBLE, author of Seagrass Pier and the Hope Beach series
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In many ways this is a story of siblings surviving and finding love during World War II. I’ve been blessed to share my life with three siblings. To Janna, Joshua, and Joel: I’m grateful we shared our childhoods, but even more that I can count you as friends today. And I’m delighted that each of you have found the love stories God wrote for you.

—Cara Putman
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In loving memory of my grandmother, Grace Potter Powell, 1915–2014, with deep gratitude for sharing her love of words and story and history.

—Sarah Sundin
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To Maaike van Beek, my sweet Dutch friend who shared her Uncle Arie’s story and allowed his final letter to be used within the novella Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas. And to all the dedicated women and men in World War II—from Army nurses to those in the Dutch Underground—who sacrificed their lives, and their immediate happiness, to serve and care for others.

—Tricia Goyer




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



Prologue

White Christmas

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

I’ll Be Home for Christmas

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen



Epilogue


Holiday Cookie Exchange

Readers Guide

A Chat with the Authors

About the Authors




[image: ]

Winter Wonderland

by Sarah Sundin





December 24, 1941

Lafayette, Indiana

Even her morning rheumatism couldn’t stop Louise Turner from decorating for Christmas.

Louise rubbed her sore hip. She’d been born the day the Civil War ended. Her husband, Henry, had fought in the Spanish-American War. Her son, Robert, had served in the Great War. And now her grandchildren faced another world war.

“War or no war, we simply must celebrate Christ’s birth. Isn’t that right, Ferdinand?”

Her black-and-white cat didn’t even blink in response. He sat on yesterday’s Journal & Courier, his front paws tucked in neatly, covering the horrid headlines that screamed death and destruction and panic.

After the cruel attack on Pearl Harbor, the Japanese had been barreling through Thailand, Malaya, and the Philippines and across the Pacific, taking another island every day, it seemed. The Germans loomed at the gates of Moscow, and in Libya the British and Australians battled the Germans and Italians.

The world was a horrible place.

Louise set her jaw. Gloom and despair led to defeat. Victory could only be achieved with faith, hope, and resilience. She’d learned that lesson well in her seventy-six years, and now she’d pass it on to her family.

She inspected the Christmas tree in the bay window. Thank goodness Robert and his wife, Rose, had set it up before Pearl Harbor, because after the declaration of war, all holiday preparations had screeched to a halt. Louise had been paralyzed like the others, but that would end. Today.

Humming “Winter Wonderland,” she crossed into the dining room, opened the door that led to the side porch, and dragged in the box of greenery she’d paid the little neighbor boy to collect.

The song, a huge hit from a few years back, had been perky and festive during the ravages of the Great Depression. Now her family could use some cheer to get through the recent tragedies and coming trials.

Louise shut the door against the predawn iciness and pulled a chair to the transom separating the dining room from the living room. Robert would tan her hide if he saw her climbing onto the chair. That was why she’d gotten up early.

Louise peered through her thick glasses. Yes, the nails were still in place to hang the greenery. She stuck several lengths of string in her mouth, gathered an armload of pine boughs, and worked her way up onto the chair, gripping the doorjamb for balance. If she fell and died, at least she’d go out having fun.

“Grandma!”

Louise met the brown eyes of her grown-up grandson Pete, who burst into laughter.

He’d probably never seen his grandmother with string hanging from her mouth like the tongue of an anteater. Louise smiled around the string and wiggled her eyebrows.

Pete strode over to her in his bathrobe, his wavy dark hair mussed from sleep. He looked so much like her Henry fifty years ago. “Get down from there,” he said. “I’ll take your place. I’ll even let you boss me around.”

Sometimes good sense had to prevail. Louise took Pete’s hand and eased her way off the chair.

Pete plucked the string from her mouth. “What are you doing?”

“Decorating. It’s Christmas Eve, and the house looks forlorn.”

“It’s four o’clock in the morning.”

“When else can I work in privacy?”

“You mean, when else can you work without getting caught.”

She patted the young man’s rough cheek. “Ah, to be twenty-nine again and know everything.”

Her oldest grandchild leveled his lawyer gaze at her. “I know you’re sneaking around.”

“And you know why.” Louise motioned Pete up onto the chair. “The family is in mourning—the whole country is. No one feels like decorating, but if I do it, no one will rip it down. They’ll know it’s the right thing to do. Turners don’t let anything get them down, not even another war.”

Instead of climbing onto the chair, Pete nosed around in the box of greenery. He pulled out a sprig of mistletoe. “Maybe so, but we need to set aside one Turner tradition this year. For my sisters’ sakes.”

“Oh dear.” Louise rummaged in the box. “I told the boy no mistletoe. Poor Abigail. Poor Meredith.”

Abigail’s high school sweetheart had been killed at Pearl Harbor, and the girl was in the depths of grief. Then Meredith had come home from nursing school in Miami Beach, devastated. Instead of receiving an engagement ring for Christmas, she’d received a broken heart.

Pete grabbed a pine bough and climbed the chair. “Well, the British get through all that bombing with cheer and a stiff upper lip. If it works for London, it’ll work for Lafayette, Indiana.”

“That’s the spirit.”

He angled a smile down at her. “I’m just glad I can get in the fight.”

Her heart lurched. Instead of aiming those fine dark eyes at judge and jury, Pete would be scanning for enemy aircraft. He’d done the right thing by enlisting, but as a pilot? It was so dangerous. At least when Robert did his duty in the Great War, he served as a lawyer in the army.

But the Lord would see the Turners through. He always did. He had seen Robert and Rose through miscarriages, a stillbirth, and the deaths of two precious children. Even if the worst happened, the Lord would hold them up by His mighty hand.

“Next?” Pete opened and closed his hand in front of Louise’s face.

She blinked and passed him another bough and piece of string.

“Grandma! It’s wet.”

Louise chuckled. “Serves you right for interrupting me.”

“Interrupting what?” a new voice asked. Abigail ambled in with Merry, both wrapped in red bathrobes and blue sorrow.

“Your parents’ surprise.” Louise gave the pretty brunettes a soft smile. The surprise was also for her granddaughters, to show them life went on even when your heart was torn to shreds.

“Oh.” Merry’s dull, dark gaze skimmed the boughs, and she joined her older sister on the couch.

Going back to school and keeping busy would be best for both girls. Abigail’s studies in education across town at Purdue University would occupy her focused mind, and over time she would heal.

Merry had a year and a half left of nursing school in Miami Beach. She hadn’t said a word about joining the Army Nurse Corps, but the need for nurses would be as great as in the last war, if not more so. How could a girl with Merry’s adventurous spirit resist the call of her country?

Would she end up overseas with her big brother? Both of them in danger? Witnessing death and destruction?

Louise hefted up a smile to heft up her spirits. “One more bough should do it, Pete.”

“This time, give me the dry end of the string first. Please.”

Oh, but the damp end was so tempting. But she’d better be good. It was Christmas Eve after all.

“Well, well, well …” Robert shuffled in with his arm over Rose’s bathrobe-covered shoulders. “Memories of Christmas past. Our children making a racket before dawn.”

Rose tapped her chin. “Except as I remember, it was always Christmas morning—not Christmas Eve morning.”

As one, the three grandchildren pointed accusing fingers at Louise.

She batted innocent eyelashes. After all, someone had to bring color into this household.

Last year, when she’d moved into her son’s home—into a first-floor bedroom, nonetheless—she thought she’d taken one step closer to the grave. She couldn’t have been more wrong. She had so much to give her family, and she relished doing so. Now she knew every day meant one step further into abundant life.

The next few years would bring turbulence to her family. They needed her faith. They needed her wisdom. And they needed her joy.
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Thursday, October 29, 1942

Lafayette, Indiana

Tackle your greatest fear?

Professor Plante had smiled as he issued his challenge, as if the assignment was easy to achieve. Even a privilege. Yet five minutes after class ended, Abigail Turner remained frozen at her desk. A school project worth twenty-five percent of her grade tied to her greatest fear? And one that had to be developed and completed before the holidays? The professor called it a simple way to overcome the past by focusing on the future. A way to explore the principles they’d discussed and apply them to their own lives before trying the ideas on future clients. Didn’t he see how tied the two were? How there was nothing simple about confronting dark moments in the past that were best avoided?

Abigail pushed back from the desk and joined the last students streaming through the door to the hall. She didn’t notice anyone else who had broken into a cold sweat at the professor’s instructions. In fact, most joked and bantered like another week of school was almost over, leading to another weekend of studying, Purdue football, and any odd jobs they worked. Maybe her fellow students didn’t carry the fears and weight of the past as tightly as she did.

She tried to shake it off as she’d done over the years. She still had weeks to create the right experience for the project—at least until the end of the semester. Professor Plante had even made it sound like the students could have longer if they didn’t mind an incomplete on their transcript.

As Abigail entered the hallway of Purdue’s University Hall, she froze. The October wind gusted through the door and toyed with her hat, but that didn’t account for her inability to move. No, she could only blame that on the reality that if she was truly to do this assignment, she had to find a way to open her heart to someone else. How could she make Professor Plante or anyone else understand that she couldn’t do that? Not when it risked someone else leaving her.

“I have to get to work.” She whispered the words as she tightened her grip on her bag, which was loaded down with textbooks, then forced her legs to move.

What would her life be like if Sam Troy, her high school love, hadn’t enlisted and then died that terrible day the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor? With his death, her carefully constructed dreams for the future crashed into an abyss, one she couldn’t seem to climb from.

She glanced at her watch and frowned. If she dawdled any more, she’d miss the bus that would carry her down the hill, across the Wabash River, and to downtown Lafayette in time for her shift at Glatz Candies. With the weekend approaching, she looked forward to a couple of days to concentrate on the confections that made the restaurant and candy shop known around town. Soon she’d learn the secret to making the popular candy canes. Maybe she could coax the owner into teaching her the tricks to the twisted sweet that night.

“Slow down, Abigail.”

Abigail grinned as her classmate Laurie Bertsche hurried up, her polo coat buttoned to her throat. Abigail nudged her friend in the shoulder. “It’s not cold enough for that coat yet.”

“I’m from Florida. We don’t do cold.”

“Then why pick Purdue?”

“It picked me, since it was as far away from home as I could afford.” Laurie shuddered and gripped the coat around her throat. “What do you think of that assignment?” She rushed on before Abigail could interrupt. “It should be fun to think of something. There are so many people who need help.” Laurie paused, frowned for a moment, then shrugged. “I’m not sure what I’ll do yet. Do you have ideas?”

“Not yet.”

“You’re so intense; I know you’ll come up with something brilliant.” Merriment danced in Laurie’s green eyes. “I need a favor tomorrow night. One of the guys I know from town asked me to a movie and dance. I said yes, but the problem is he has a buddy. Say you’ll join us.”

“You know my stance on boys.”

Laurie singsonged as they waltzed through the doors. “No dating until this war business is over.” She paused and a serious glint entered her expression. “This isn’t a boy like you’d see here. He’s not a student, but a man supporting his family.”

“I can’t, Laurie. If he’s not in the military yet, he will be any day. Life is too uncertain to risk even friendship.” Abigail had certainly learned that lesson between Sam, her brother Alfie, and her sister Annie. Professor Plante wanted her to confront her fears by acting in opposition to those very fears that life had branded into her. How could she do something and then write an essay explaining how the action had changed her? What if she did something and found she was still afraid of losing someone she loved? Should she help the military boys in some way? Or should she focus on children? Would either satisfy her professor?

“You mean you won’t.” Laurie’s words jarred Abigail from her thoughts. “I intend to have a great time with Joey, but I wish you’d come. Joey’s friend seems nice, and you don’t need to worry that it will be for more than one night. Now if something develops with Joey, that’s just icing for me.”

“Try ice on the Wabash,” Abigail mumbled. “The kind you fall through.” The kind that broke your heart into shattered pieces, like the fragile ice coating the wide river, and left you frozen inside when you fell into the cold current.

Laurie shook her head. “Too early for that kind of ice. I’ll have enough fun for the two of us. Call if you change your mind. If not, I’ll see you in class Monday.”

The rumble of the bus on State Street warned Abigail she’d better hurry.

Don’t leave! I can’t be late for work.

She waved frantically as the driver shifted the bus into gear. She rushed into State Street, waving. Brakes screeched and someone tugged her back to the curb right before a car whizzed by, horn blaring. Her heart stuttered in her chest. She’d come too close to landing under the wheels of that car.

“You all right, miss?”

“Thanks to you.” She turned to her rescuer, and his gaze captured her, a mix of sadness and concern swirling in his eyes.

“You coming? Or standing out there all day?”

Heat flooded Abigail’s cheeks at the bus driver’s barked words. After checking for traffic, she hurried across the street, then tripped up the stairs, thrust a token into the box, and stepped down the aisle, barely noticing the young man who had rescued her following with a slight limp. The grinding gears and the bus’s accompanying lurch pushed her down the aisle, and she collapsed onto an empty seat. The young man took the one opposite her.

She glanced at him under her lashes, noting the broad shoulders that indicated a life of work. There was something about him, as if his dog had just died, that made her want to reach out.

He slouched in his seat, hands clasped in his lap, shoulders slumped forward. A hat was crammed on top of dark hair that curled at the nape of his neck, longer than the regulation cuts worn by enlisted men. There was something familiar about him, yet she was certain they’d never been introduced. Abigail shrugged off the feeling. Even in the United States’ heightened war machine during 1942, Purdue’s campus flowed with men. The difference was many wore a uniform. This one didn’t. Why? Could it be whatever had caused his limp?

His glance rose, colliding with hers. Caught. He’d discovered her staring. Still she couldn’t look away, not when such uncertainty resided in the pools of his hazel eyes. Something inside her froze, caught between wanting to help and distancing herself from the pain she saw reflected in the depths of his gaze. Maybe the pain was what she recognized.

She swallowed around a sudden tightness in her throat. “Thank you for what you did out there.”

“You’re welcome.” His deep voice made it sound like it was nothing. He simply took heroic actions every day.

“I’m Abigail. Abigail Turner.”

“Jackson Lucas.” He looked back down at his hands.

Abigail felt the chill of the disconnection. She yanked a psychology text from the bag at her feet and opened it to the next chapter. The short ride would be better used preparing for Monday’s class than wondering about the man seated across the aisle from her.

Her vow to avoid romantic relationships, no matter how casual, had not been some fly-by-night decision. She had carefully considered her course after Sam’s death.

The war that had torn the world apart had arrived in the United States. Sure, it hadn’t physically touched the nation since Pearl Harbor, but to see the war’s effect, all one had to do was look at the men in uniform walking the streets or notice the blue and gold star flags hanging in homes across town. The war had touched so many lives, even in this sheltered city. She would never forget the pain that stabbed through her each time she drove by the Troys’ home and saw the gold star flag hanging in the front window. Such a simple symbol that communicated so much senseless loss.

Abigail forced her gaze to remain firmly on the page even as her thoughts wandered. She’d made the right choice. She was certain. Nothing was worth risking the pain of losing more people she loved. Not when her big brother Pete was finishing requirements to be a fighter pilot while her sister Merry was training to be an army nurse. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing them, and she wouldn’t risk opening her heart to anyone who could be taken by the vagrancies of war.

Jackson Lucas felt the weight of the envelope shoved inside his jacket as if each page were a solid plank of the heaviest walnut rather than smashed wood pulp. When had he started comparing weight to wood? His heritage belonged to a farm, not a plant, yet he’d moved to Lafayette to work in a factory rather than sell the farm and force his mother and sisters to move. He’d worked hard and saved every extra penny, all in an effort to fix what the lean years, the thirties, had stolen from them.

Now it was clear he shouldn’t have moved away, even if it had meant earning the money his family needed to keep the farm.

The papers inside his jacket proved he’d failed in that effort. Somehow even after all his work and focus, his family would still lose the only home his sisters had known. What would Mother do now? How could he provide for them without the farm?

What a mess.

He studied his hands. The calluses had shifted—similar but not the same—as his work had changed. He raised a hand and twisted his wrist, examining every line, smudge of oil, and mark.

If only he could trace his thoughts as easily.

Without the sun shining on him, he felt different. Like one of the cardboard cutouts his employer transformed into toys that thrilled children. He had nobody to thrill, not when he was as lifeless and bland as the cardboard before the adhesive and pictures were applied.

The bus rumbled to another stop, and a young woman hurried on board. This one wasn’t as clumsy as the previous gal, Abigail. Jackson glanced her way again. What had she seen when she studied him?

Did she find him wanting too?

He shook his head. He had to clear his thoughts, or he might as well not go on the date his buddy had set up. Why had he agreed to it? The words of the letter threatened to derail any chance he had of salvaging the evening, but Joey had refused to listen when Jackson argued he wasn’t interested. He guessed he’d complained one too many times that Lafayette would never feel like home. His friend had lost patience and ordered him to appear at the Glatz Candies shop downtown on Friday night to meet a local girl.

“Nobody likes being alone.” Joey’s words couldn’t have been truer.

“Excuse me?”

Jackson jolted as the gal across from him leaned into the aisle, the thick textbook in her lap threatening to tumble to the floor.

“Did you say something?” Her eyes danced as a curl slipped free of her headband.

“I don’t think so.” Surely he hadn’t repeated Joey’s words out loud.

Her smile widened. “Oh.”

“Oh?”

“You’re one of those.” She tapped a page of the textbook as the bus lurched through another gear, chugging across the bridge that separated Purdue’s campus and Lafayette.

“I don’t understand.”

“One of those men who likes to deny he might have a feeling.” She eyed him a moment, then turned back to her textbook. “That’s what my professor likes to claim, anyway. All men deny their emotions. I find his statements rather overbroad and all-inclusive. Don’t you?”

Jackson felt his collar tighten as if someone had yanked back on it. How had he landed in the middle of this conversation? “I don’t know.”

“I’ll admit my father and brother don’t walk around spouting emotion.” She paused as if caught in a thought, and her face twisted in a way that indicated it wasn’t pleasant. “Still, they don’t exactly hide what they’re thinking. How about you?”

“I have sisters. Three of them.”

“Oh.”

After an uncomfortable moment, Jackson felt the bus grind to another stop. “Looks like this is me. Nice to talk to you, miss.”

“Miss Abigail Turner,” she said again. The smile that accompanied her name warmed him. “This is my stop too. Thanks again for your help.”

Jackson nodded and waited for her to move ahead of him. She slipped past and then off the bus. He looked at her seat and saw a black book lying near the window. Picking it up, he noticed her name on the cover. By the time he stepped off the bus, book in hand, she’d disappeared.

How could he find her to return it? He cracked the cover and noted it was a calendar that included an appointment today at Glatz Candies. Since it wasn’t out of his way, he could take the book there and try to catch her. He tucked it into his deep jacket pocket, and his fingers brushed the envelope.

Jackson’s thoughts moved faster than his feet as he trudged toward the corner, weighed down by the words that filled the envelope. He pushed its message to the side, and his thoughts turned to the events on campus. Could a young woman like that ever give him a second glance? He doubted he compared favorably to the men she saw on Purdue’s campus every day. At one time he’d dreamed of studying a subject like agriculture or engineering, using an education to get off the farm or improve it. After Dad died, he thought studying might give him techniques to improve the farm. Now he knew just what a pipe dream he’d fostered. He shoved his hands deep in his trouser pockets as he waited for the bus to move on and traffic to clear.

He crossed the street and headed up Main to the shop. It hadn’t taken many days in Lafayette to realize Glatz’s was a popular lunchroom and candy store, a favorite of locals and college students. Maybe on the way he’d find a convincing reason for why he’d agreed to this foolish date or a way to talk Joey out of including him. The bus ride served as exhibit A for why he shouldn’t pretend to be suave and talk to young women he didn’t know.

Who did he think he was? Cary Grant?
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Abigail pushed through the heavy front door at Glatz Candies, enjoying the ting-a-ling of the bell. The solid counters stood separated by an aisle. One was lined with candy displays, the other with the soda fountain and a food preparation area. Large metal cash registers sat on each counter near the door. Business was slow as usual during this late-afternoon slot. The after-school rush had ended, and people’s stomachs hadn’t reminded them it was time to eat again.

“Good afternoon, Hannah,” Abigail said to the girl behind the soda fountain counter.

“Like a Coke before you head upstairs?”

Abigail considered the idea for half a second before nodding. Once she started making whatever candy the store needed, she’d get hot quickly. “Add an extra squirt of cherry?”

“Of course.” Hannah Morris blew blond hair out of her eyes and then pumped squirts of Coke chased by cherry into a glass before adding ice and the fizzy water. After a few quick stirs with a long-handled spoon, she slid the drink across the counter. “Here you go.”

Abigail took a sip, savoring the sweetness. “Perfect. What do we need today?”

“Not sure. The boss said he’d leave a list for you.”

“All right.” She guessed she wouldn’t make candy canes today. “See you later.”

The book bag pulled at her shoulder as Abigail hiked up two flights of wooden stairs. Behind a closed door, away from prying eyes, stood the room where the magic of candy making occurred. Her parents had told her the store hadn’t changed much since their visits during the early years of their marriage. Now she was part of its story.

Some would think it a nuisance to spend hours away from others while repetitively creating candy. Abigail used it as a chance to review whatever lectures she’d heard. Other times she’d memorize a list of terms while stirring the sugary or chocolate confections. She maintained top grades in her classes while earning the extra money to not be dependent on her parents. She might not have left home like Merry, but she liked gaining a measure of independence while she figured out her future, a future that would allow her to help struggling children. Her time at the Purdue Nursery School had only added to her commitment to learning more about how children coped with the strains of life.

Still, she couldn’t study all the time, despite Merry’s teasing, so she’d brought a small radio to break the silence. She flipped the machine on, found the list of candies, and started compiling the ingredients she’d need to make the candied fruit slices. Some girls might prefer the chocolates or caramels, but she’d take the lightly fruited sweets any day.

Time passed as she measured ingredients, stirred the concoction, and poured out the candy. After an hour, she wiped sweat from her brow. Time for a break while the latest batch cooled and set.

She slipped down the stairs, the empty Coke glass in her hand. Tables had begun to fill with a small supper clientele. Hannah took an order while one of the new cooks hustled about, filling other orders. Abigail slipped past him and refilled her glass with water. The coolness of the restaurant felt so good, she decided to sit for a few minutes and enjoy it before heading back to the superheated kitchen.

As she scanned the tables, her gaze landed on the young man who had saved her from being hit by a car. He looked as perplexed and lost as he had on the bus. His shoulders slumped over an empty plate from a weight she couldn’t see, but she imagined it had something to do with the papers he studied. The way he looked at them that hard for so long, it was a good thing he didn’t have Superman’s x-ray vision, or the words might have burned off the pages.

There was only one thing to do—see if she could help.

No, she didn’t know him. And yes, he might not be comfortable opening up to a stranger. But he bore the burdened look of someone who needed a friend. If her mama had taught her anything, it was to reach out to those who were alone. He certainly looked alone as he stared at the papers in his hands.

Abigail edged toward the empty seat at the small table next to his. In the tight space, she jostled his table before sitting down. “Sorry.” She turned her brightest grin toward him. “I’ve been upstairs making candy and needed a drink desperately.” She took a sip through the straw in her water glass. “Do you need a refill?”

“What?” The skin across the bridge of his nose and around his eyes wrinkled as he turned toward her. “Say, I’ve been looking for you.”

“Really?”

He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small black book. “Is this yours? It was on your seat after you left the bus.”

“My school calendar.” She took it. How had it escaped her bag? “I didn’t realize I’d left it behind.” She exhaled heavily. Her life was cataloged in the diary’s list of dates and assignments. “Thank you. I’ve got everything I need to get through the semester in there.” She smiled. “Your glass is empty. Can I get you more? It’s the least I can do. Please tell me you haven’t waited for me for an hour.”

“Has it been an hour?” He glanced at his watch. “I lost track of time after I ate. I don’t need a refill.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t look it.” She covered her mouth. That wasn’t what her mama had in mind when she encouraged her children to befriend the friendless. “Sorry. My mouth can rush ahead of my brain sometimes. It’s a real problem.”

Silence settled over them, and she peeked at the papers. It looked like they bore a legal header. Bad news more than likely. He shoved the papers, words down, on the table. Heat climbed her neck. Had he caught her looking?

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have tried to read your papers.”

He expelled a heavy sigh. “I wish I didn’t have to.”

“Do you have anyone to help?” She raised her hand as he stared at her. “I don’t mean me. My father’s an attorney, one of the best in town. I’m sure he can help you. Well, unless you murdered someone. But I know you haven’t or you’d be in jail. And even then, he’s the only attorney in town I’d really recommend.”

Take a breath! All this babbling made her look nervous. Surely she wasn’t, not around a near stranger. Men simply didn’t affect her that way. Not since her pact to maintain her distance for the duration of the war.

He chuckled, low and pleasant. “Are you always this talkative?”

“Not usually.” She grinned. “If your problem is legal, you need to talk to an attorney before you decide what to do. I’ve heard my dad tell more than one person that he could have helped if they’d only given him time.” A thought popped into her mind, and she blurted before common sense could stall the words. “Why don’t you come to dinner tomorrow night? My mama enjoys cooking for company, and you can show Father the papers. It’s perfect.”

“I don’t know.”

“Really, I insist. After all, you did bring my book to me.”

His intense eyes studied her a moment. What did he see when he looked through her like that?

“All right. I can reschedule an appointment.” He shrugged as if shifting the weight that balanced between his shoulder blades.

“You’re sure? You’ll come?”

“I said yes, didn’t I?” His lips tipped into the beginning of a smile.

“Wonderful. Our house isn’t far from here.” She gave him directions, then stood. “I need to get back to the candy. See you tomorrow night, Mr. Lucas.”

“Until then.”

The way he looked at her, sadness burdening him, almost broke her heart. What had she gotten herself into?
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The next evening, Abigail scurried around the table adjusting the napkins and silverware until they were precisely placed at each setting. She’d already changed her dress twice since getting home from school and couldn’t stand still.

Grandma came up behind her and reset the forks, a twinkle in her chocolate eyes.

“Grandma, please.”

“Why are you so intent on the table?” A knowing smile settled over her face, as if she could sense tonight was more than a normal dinner for Abigail.

“I’ve invited someone to dinner.”

“Really?” Grandma settled against the solid buffet that lined the wall, her gray curls shifting. “I knew something was up. You don’t act like this normally. Is it a young man?”

Heat rushed into Abigail’s cheeks.

“So it is.”

“Grandma, I simply invited him so Father could give him advice. I want him to feel welcome while he’s here.”

Grandma tilted her head like a bird who’d identified her next meal. “Of course straight napkins will ease his loneliness.”

Abigail picked up a navy-blue napkin, then set it down as Grandma chuckled.

Grandma turned as Mama entered the dining room. “Did you know about this, Rose?”

“I did.” A soft smile curved Mama’s mouth. “Abigail, what has gotten into you? You know we’ll do all we can to make him comfortable and welcome.”

Abigail huffed a curl out of her eye. She knew they meant well, but their attention could be intense without her siblings around to help deflect their focus. Still, why did she care? She barely knew Jackson Lucas. She shook her head. Maybe that would dislodge the interest she’d taken in him.

The doorbell rang and she hurried toward the door. Grandma followed, but Abigail stopped by the fireplace.

“Well, aren’t you going to let him in?” The twinkle in Grandma’s eye indicated she knew Abigail didn’t want her grandmother to open the door. Who knew what the woman would say?

Abigail took a breath. Jackson had really come. She hadn’t been sure he’d clear whatever appointment he’d had to dislodge. As soon as she’d heard he had an appointment, she should have offered an alternative, but she hadn’t. Abigail caught her breath and prayed the evening would go well. Could Father ease the tension from the young man’s face?

“Open it already.”

Abigail scrunched her nose as she turned her back on Grandma. When she opened the door, Jackson stood there looking a bit like he was ready to bolt.

“You made it.” Abigail shivered as a breeze swirled in the house, the bite in the air proclaiming it was nearly November. She took his arm and gently tugged him inside. “I’m so glad you found our house. Perrin Avenue is tucked at such a funny angle, it can be tricky to locate.”

“Thanks again for inviting me.” He held out a small box of chocolates. She smiled as she saw the Glatz label. “I wasn’t sure what you’d like. Flowers are hard to find this time of year.”

“Thank you. These are my favorites. In fact, I made some last night.”

Mama cleared her throat.

“Jackson, may I introduce my mother, Rose Turner, and my Grandma Louise? Mama, this is the young man I told you about. Jackson Lucas.”

“Ma’am. Thank you for allowing me to join you.” He bowed slightly, his wool Mackinaw jacket tightening across his shoulders.

“So glad you could.” Mama smiled as she gestured toward the matching wing chairs set near the fireplace. “We’ll be ready to eat as soon as Mr. Turner arrives.” She glanced at her slim watch. “That should be any minute, unless he got caught at court.”

Abigail looked at their living room, which flowed into the dining room. A davenport covered in brocade tapestry sat in front of the window box, forming a comfortable conversation area with the navy wing chairs. An oriental rug covered the hardwood floor, and a marble-topped coffee table rested between the furniture. The roses carved into the couch and table brought the room together. To the side, by the wall between the living room and dining room, stood the piano that Merry hadn’t played very well when she was home. Abigail had always thought it a welcoming room, but how would a man perceive it?

She jiggled the box. “Let me put the candy in the kitchen.”

When she returned to the living room a moment later, Jackson stood in front of the fireplace, his coat now on the coat tree, staring at the family photo perched on the mantel. Abigail shoved down the bitter anxiety that chased the sorrow. The photo always looked incomplete, sitting there without any acknowledgement of her brother who had died in a car accident and sister who had died of influenza. They might have died years ago, but it still seemed wrong to have a photo with only the five who remained.

Her eyes landed on Pete, handsome in his dress uniform, pilot’s wings affixed over his left breast pocket, the US and Army Air Force prop insignia on his lapels.

“Your brother?” Jackson asked.

“Yes. He’s training to fly fighters. We don’t know where or when he’ll deploy.” Please keep him safe. She couldn’t bear to lose another sibling.

Jackson studied her as if something in her words hinted at more than she’d offered.

The door banged open. “I’m home and famished.”

Her father’s boisterous voice caused Jackson to turn. He stiffened as he did, feet spread wide.

Father walked toward him, his topcoat open to reveal the charcoal three-piece suit he usually wore on court days. He’d loosened the knot of his red and navy striped tie, signaling the end of a long day doing battle in a courtroom. He flipped his hat onto the coat tree nestled into the alcove, then slipped his coat off. “Welcome to our home, young man. I understand you have legal needs.”

“I …”

“Robert, give the poor man a chance.” Mama pulled off her apron as she stepped out of the kitchen. “Jackson, I apologize for my husband. He’s very focused on fixing problems.”

“Makes me a good attorney.”

“An excellent one. But please save the legal discussions for after dinner.” She gestured toward the dining room. “If you’ll all have a seat, we can have our meal.”

As Jackson held out a chair for Abigail, he cleared his throat. “Is that a roast, ma’am?”

Mama smiled. “With all the fixings.”

Grandma leaned toward Jackson as he sat. “Rose makes the best mashed potatoes.” Abigail bit back a giggle as Jackson nodded. Grandma edged even closer and dropped her voice to a stage whisper. “Butter would make them better though.”

Father cleared his throat and led the family in a quick blessing for the food. As soon as he finished, he said, “So tell us more about yourself, Mr. Lucas.”

Jackson shifted in his seat, rubbing his right leg as if it hurt. “I work for the puzzle company. On one of their lines.”

“I love working their puzzles.” Grandma waved her hands as she talked about piecing together one of the five-hundred-piece puzzles that had a dozen birds tucked within its perimeter.

“Do you like what you do?” Mama’s tone was interested as she passed a basket of bread.

“Yes. It’s not the same as being on the farm, but I enjoy it. I’m still getting used to working inside all day, but I enjoy watching the process. Right now we’re working on toy kits for Christmas presents.” There was a slight hesitation in his tone that made Abigail wonder what the but he didn’t speak was. “It’s a good job, and I’m grateful for it.”

“Honest work is always something to be grateful for.” Father launched into an example from a current client’s battles. As he listened, Jackson rubbed his leg a few more times. It seemed to be an unconscious gesture, and he always returned to the same spot.

“We talked about the importance of meaningful work in one of my classes today.” As Abigail had sat in the classroom, she had wondered what hers would be. She thought she knew, but sometimes she wondered if she dreamed of doing something impossible.

“I always thought my work would be on the farm, but life changed that vision.” Jackson shrugged. “I’m learning to adjust my plans.”

Father launched into another story, and Grandma interjected her insight with a touch of humor.

Abigail picked up the bowl of green beans and held them toward Jackson. “We canned these this summer. Hottest day of the year too.”

“You should have seen her. Wet curls all around her face.” Grandma’s smile coaxed an answering one from Abigail, and Jackson turned to her with a smile. It was the most relaxed she’d seen him.

“My sisters aren’t fond of canning either,” Jackson said.

“Oh, it wasn’t so bad. My sister Merry usually helps, but she was gone, so it was my turn.”

The meal passed in a blur of circulating bowls, clanking silverware, and conversation. At one point Abigail noticed Jackson patting his shirt pocket. Did he wonder if the legal papers were still there? Abigail glanced at her father and smiled as he regaled them with another story. Surely he could do something to ease the shadows from Jackson’s eyes.

She hadn’t learned much about Jackson the night before, but he had a story. Would he reveal it to her and let her share the burden? She felt drawn to him, and it made her pause. What was it about this man and his quiet ways that made her want to help him?

After a bit, Mama signaled it was time to clear the dinner plates. “Abigail, will you help while I cut the cake?”

Abigail nodded and took Jackson’s plate. “You’ll love Mama’s angel food. She makes the best cake in the world. I’m just grateful Father finally got her an electric beater, so we don’t have to take turns whipping the egg whites into submission.”

Grandma pulled a silly face as she studied Jackson. “If I’d known we’d have company, I’d have made some of my famous cookies and saved Rose from beating those eggs for twenty minutes.”

“I don’t mind.” Mama handed a plate to Jackson. “I enjoy baking for company. We’ll have a bowl of canned strawberries out in a moment if you’d like to add some to your cake.”

Abigail returned from the kitchen with a bowl of strawberries and another of whipped cream. She set them in front of Jackson, then sat down as the easy conversation continued. She loved the way her family could make anyone feel at home. It was a special gift they offered others. Conversation slowed while everyone dove into the cake. Abigail enjoyed every bite of the fluffy delicacy. With sugar rationing in place and Grandma hoarding what they did have, she’d better enjoy the sweetness while sugar remained available.

Father patted his stomach. “Thanks for another great meal, Rose.”

“My pleasure.”

While they said the same words almost every night, it didn’t stop Mama’s cheeks from coloring with a sweet rose.

“Mr. Lucas, when you’re ready, Abigail can show you to my office.” Father nodded to them all, then stood and strode toward his second office.

Jackson pushed his plate back and placed his fork across it. “Can I help with the dishes?”

“Certainly not.” Mama softened her words with a smile. “You’re our guest. Besides, I know you have a problem Mr. Turner can help with. Go on back.”

“Here. I’ll show you.” Abigail prepared to stand, but before she could, Jackson was on his feet and poised to help with her chair. “Thank you.”

“My mother raised me to be a gentleman.” The faintest twinkle surfaced in his eyes. “In a house full of girls, I had plenty of opportunities to practice.”

“So I see.”

“Let me grab my papers.”

While he retrieved them, the thought flitted through Abigail’s mind that with manners like that, any girl would be blessed to have him as a partner through the days of her life.

She tucked her chin and led him to the back of the house.
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What had just happened?

It seemed like the manners his mother had drilled into him had somehow bothered Abigail. Yet she hadn’t seemed offended. On the contrary, she’d seemed grateful, until she tucked her chin and wouldn’t meet his gaze.

She led him to a small room behind the kitchen, then paused to point to the room beside it, which had a closed door. “That’s Grandma’s room. She’s lived with us several years and keeps the door closed so her beast of a cat can’t escape.”

“She keeps things lively around here, doesn’t she?”

“She does. I can’t imagine her not being here.” Abigail opened the opposite door. “Here you go.”

She gestured for Jackson to enter the room, then closed the door behind him. At some point it might have been a bedroom, but now the walls contained Mr. Turner’s home office. A small yet sturdy desk stood in the center of the room. A typewriter sat on a small table next to it, with a bookshelf behind.

Mr. Turner tugged a chair from the corner and set it in front of the desk. “Have a seat, Jackson. Ready to let me look at your papers?”

“I’d be glad to, sir.” Jackson swallowed. “The thing is, money’s tight …”

Mr. Turner held out his hand. “Let me read the document. If more is needed, we can discuss price. You may not need my services, so there’s no need to discuss cost until we know what we’re facing. I’m glad to do this for a friend of Abigail’s when she asks.”

Silence settled over them as Jackson studied Mr. Turner. He seemed sincere, but how could Jackson make him understand the serious nature of his family’s finances? He didn’t want to accept charity, not when he’d worked so hard so they wouldn’t need it. Ever since Dad had died, Jackson had struggled to pull the farm out of the depths created during the years of economic depression. Should he mention he’d only met Abigail yesterday? Would that change Mr. Turner’s willingness to help?

Jackson had to face facts.

He didn’t understand how the bank could foreclose on the farm when he’d sent money for the payments to his mother month after month. What options did he have? Mr. Turner stood ready to help.

Jackson tapped the envelope, then surrendered it. “Here you go.”

Mr. Turner settled back in his chair after placing an empty pipe in his mouth. Time passed with only the rustle of a turning page scratching the moments.

This night had made him miss the cozy kitchen back home and his mother’s good meals. This time of year, the produce would be gone, but Mother would have canned enough to keep the family eating like royalty through the cold months.

If only he could somehow travel the thirty miles to Attica and spend one evening with his kid sisters. They poked, prodded, and loved each other with a fierceness he missed. Even more than the easy camaraderie between Abigail and her family. The Turners loved each other, but it wasn’t the same as being surrounded by his sisters. Being here made him miss them all the more.

What would they do when he told them they had to leave?

He belonged there with them, on the farm where he knew what to do in every situation because he’d grown up trailing his father and watching his hero’s response to each problem. Nothing had fazed the man … but Jackson couldn’t say the same about himself. The packet of legal documents weighed heavy on his heart. The bank couldn’t foreclose.

Not when he’d economized, pinched, and scraped every last penny together to send home.

It hadn’t been enough.

All his effort and work hadn’t been enough.
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What could they be talking about in there?” Abigail groused as she took another plate from the drying rack and wiped a dishtowel across it.

This length of time usually meant a serious legal problem, and she didn’t want to think that a man like Jackson would carry that kind of burden. She’d hoped he’d missed a detail that made the papers unimportant, but they must be as dire as his body language had suggested. At dinner he’d answered Mama’s questions with short answers—never rude, but distracted. As if the papers he carried weighed down his soul. Jackson had relaxed a bit as the evening progressed, but the sad aura she’d noted the moment she met him never lifted.

Father had worked miracles for people before. Surely he could do it again.

“Do you want him to sit with you on the swing?” Grandma held her hands under her chin and winked. “It’s a perfect night to stare into his dreamy eyes.”

“Mama, make her stop. It’s too cold and she knows it.”

“Just ignore her.” Mama shot Grandma a look, then shook her head. “How did you meet him?”

“On the bus. Then at work. I accidentally left my calendar on the bus, but he figured out I worked at Glatz and brought it to me. I could tell he was burdened, and … I didn’t think you’d mind.”

Grandma brought a round of plates to the sink. “Well, he seems very nice. I’m glad you invited him.”

“I always have room for one more, especially with Pete and Merry away.” Mama rinsed a plate and put it in the drying rack. “We’ll see if your father can help him.”

“If I know Robert, he’ll do all he can.” Grandma headed back to the table.

Once the table was cleared and the dishes washed and dried, Abigail flopped onto the couch and pulled a textbook onto her lap. She read one page, then another, then stopped. So far, not a word had penetrated her memory. If asked, she wasn’t even sure she’d know the subject. She flipped the book to the cover and sighed. Accounting was not where she wanted to focus her thoughts right now.

A door opened down the hall, and she shot to her feet.

“Relax, Abigail.” Mama slanted a look her direction, before glancing back at her Look magazine. “I’m sure all is well.”

“I appreciate your time and advice, Mr. Turner,” Jackson said as the two men walked into the room.

Her father clapped him on the shoulder. “I’ll do a bit of investigating and get back to you in a couple of days.”

Jackson nodded, then turned toward Mama. “Thank you for welcoming me to your home and for the meal.”

“Glad you could join us.” Mama grabbed a paper-wrapped package from the counter. “I’ve put a few leftovers in here for you.”

Color flushed his face. “My thanks.” Jackson turned toward Abigail, and her breath caught as his hazel eyes found hers. Abigail waited, but he didn’t say anything. She shifted her feet, and he blinked as if exiting a dream. “Well, I’d better head home. Thank you again.”

He headed for the front door so quickly Abigail had to hustle to catch up. “Was Father able to help?”

He shrugged, a gesture burdened by more than his coat he reclaimed from the coatrack.

“Good luck to you.” She bit down on her lower lip and took a step back.

“Thank you.” He opened the door, then seemed to gather himself as he stood taller. “I appreciate the chance to meet your family. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye.” She watched as the young man slipped out the door and down the sidewalk.

“I can see why you need a no-boyfriend policy.” Grandma leaned against the door, watching Abigail watch Jackson. “He’ll be back.”

“Only if Father needs something. And I bet that will be handled at the office. Good night, Grandma.”

Abigail turned and hurried up the wide stairs to tackle her homework. As she wrestled with material for her psychology class, someone knocked at her door. She exhaled a breath. “Yes?”

“May I come in?” Father’s voice was serious and insistent.

“Yes sir.”

Abigail set her book to the side and watched as Father entered and glanced around her room. It was small, but the private space still felt strange after sharing it for so many years with Merry. True, she could now keep it as neat and organized as her studies and work schedule allowed, but she missed the late night talks and the way she could always count on Merry to brighten the dullest day. Even painting the walls a new color couldn’t make the room feel like hers alone or remove the memories of years spent giggling together under the covers.

Now her younger sister would brighten the days of men in uniform as she nursed them back from injuries. As much as she sometimes envied Merry’s purpose, Abigail knew she wasn’t the right person for a nursing position—not when the sight of blood made her stomach turn and her head suddenly lighten. But with Merry finishing nursing school, this room and part of Abigail’s life felt empty.

Father sat next to her on the bed. “Your friend is a nice young man.”

“I don’t know that I’d call him a friend. We only met yesterday.”

“All the same, I’m glad you brought him home. He needs help, and you were right to invite him here.”

“Can you help?”

“I’ll try. There seems to be quite a mess to untangle, but I’ve done that before.” He sighed and pulled his glasses off to pinch his nose. “It’s hard to understand how some things happen, but God has a way of sorting it all out. If it doesn’t, I’ll just blame you. Say your enthusiasm got the best of you. Ignore the fact that you have one of the kindest hearts I know.”

“Father!” He looked at her, and the twinkle in his eyes made her smile. “Is there any way I can help?”

Father’s lips firmed into a straight line. “You know I can’t discuss my clients’ problems. Mr. Lucas is no exception, even if you did bring him to me.”

Abigail knew that with those words, the conversation had ended. Father took his ethical obligations seriously and refrained from delving into specific details about clients’ ongoing business at home. He might tell stories, but kept them general. That was one reason he kept his home file cabinet locked.

“Are you sure you can’t make an exception this one time?” An urge to know what burdened her new friend burned through her. She wanted to help, and connecting him with Father wasn’t enough. She wanted to do something herself, something that would ease his burdens.

Father shook his head as he leaned back and then stood. “Any information will have to come from him. I just wanted you to know I’ll do my best to help. And I’m proud of you for offering him assistance and friendship. See you in the morning.”

Abigail stared at the closed door for some time after Father left. He was proud of her. She would soak in that revelation for a moment. She knew he loved her deeply, but she often felt overlooked in between a fighter pilot and soon-to-be nursing sensation. Her life was quiet and small in comparison, yet she longed to make a difference.

Could that difference come through seeing the deep hurts and loneliness that others carried? No one should walk through life as burdened as Jackson Lucas. Yet could she risk her heart in accepting his pain and having a terrible result? Maybe it was easier—it certainly was safer—to walk through life sheltered from others’ hurts. But she sensed an opening in her heart, and it felt good.

Given time, she’d learn his burdens, and if he’d let her, she’d gladly share them.
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Tuesday, November 10

Jackson slogged home after another day at the puzzle plant. The machines had been making cardboard play sets in addition to puzzles for months, in preparation for the rapidly approaching Christmas season. With so many raw materials reserved for war production, many young boys would find a cardboard Old West fort or Civil War play set under the tree this year. Jackson would take each of his sisters one of the dozens of puzzles the machines pressed, rolled, and cut. His ears rang from the level of noise that assaulted them during his shifts.

Days like this left him longing for the peace he’d find in the fields or the gentle sounds of the barn while he milked the cow. The mechanical whirs and bangs of the factory
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