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Prologue

Pine Rapids, Wisconsin
August 1896

“Well, this is it, love,” John told Wilma as he helped her out of the coach and onto
the wooden platform at the Pine Rapids depot.

It was the underside of hell, she thought. Blackberry bushes and spindly
hemlocks rustled in the scorching sun, interspersed with the remains of cut pines,
stumps large enough to nap on. There was not a good shade tree or a lawn in
sight. A grizzled, bearded man, missing an arm, spit on the platform. Another
lumberjack, dressed all in dirty wools despite the heat, leered at her, missing
teeth. The day itself felt parched, and the air smelled thick, bursting with the
climax of blooms. She had to squint against the sun. The music that typically ran

through her mind had gone silent. The train behind them belched steam.
That she had abandoned college, her piano, for this!

She drew in her breath at the sight of a man like a Norse prince approaching.
His boot heels clomped on the boards. His dark suit was well cut, expensive. He

doffed his hat, revealing thick gold curls, and grinned. “John,” he called.

So this was John’s brother, who, like his father, had been kept from the
wedding by business concerns. Wilma’s mouth was dry. Her fingers tingled in the
heat.

“Gust,” said John, when the man stopped before them. “This is Wilma.”

“Wilma,” said Gust, taking her hand and bowing to her. When he straightened,

their eyes met. His were the color of a deep lake on a bright summer day.
“More beautiful than John told us,” he said.
She opened her mouth to speak, but found she could make no sound.

“Take us home,” John said. “We’re hungry.”



Once arrangements had been made for the newlyweds’ trunks, Gust led John and
Wilma around the depot to a lacquered black carriage. A matched set of impatient
bays snorted and stomped as though they would be off of their own accord if Gust
and his party didn’t hurry. Gust climbed up first; Wilma looked away. When she
looked back, he had turned, and held out his hand. She hesitated, glancing back at
John, then reached up to Gust.

For a moment, she felt herself weightless; though she stepped up into the
carriage, it seemed she’d been borne up by the inclination of Gust’s arm. As he let
go of her hand, she sank onto the leather seat. Her corset was like a vise around
her middle, and she closed her eyes, tried to take a deep breath. She felt John
settle on the seat next to her, Gust on her other side. She heard Gust click his
tongue. She opened her eyes, just in time to get dust in them, as the horses jerked

the carriage into motion.

She had met John her first week at Lawrence College her freshman year; he was a
senior that year. He swore it was love at first sight, though she didn’t believe him.
He wrote her poetry all through fall term, brought her flowers daily, and listened
for hours outside the practice room in Main Hall as she played piano—Chopin,
Beethoven, Liszt, Mozart, and scales, always the scales. He finally declared his
love at a Christmas banquet. She held him off, giggling with her friends about his
country accent, disparaging him as the son of an immigrant. But when she
mentioned him offhandedly to her father that Christmas, her father raised his
eyebrows and told her that John’s father, Knute Mickelson of Pine Rapids,
Wisconsin, was not just any immigrant. As a young man fresh from Norway,
Knute had started as a dockhand in Green Bay. With pennies he pinched from his
wages, he had invested in land to the northwest, unsettled areas covered thick as
the hair on a man’s arm with towering trees of such girth that a big man could not
reach halfway around. He had logged his land himself until he could hire crews;
he had sold the logs to be milled until he’d earned enough to build his own
sawmill on the Bear Trap River north of Pine Rapids, which was hardly a town at
all until then. Wilma’s father, who was himself a paper man, said with admiration
that Knute was as smart and ruthless as any Yankee, and besides that he’d married
a Yankee woman who’d been born and raised in New York, a farm woman who
had relished conquering the land, and rising in social status as a result, just as

much as her immigrant husband had.



When Wilma told them what her father had said, her friends suddenly agreed
that John was just about the most handsome man they had ever seen. So when
John proposed on St. Valentine’s Day, she turned him down, but hinted that he
might persist. By March, they were engaged, and when he kissed her, she felt a

jolt under her skin. There was no other explanation, she thought, but love.

But what had she known about love? About as much, she supposed, as the poor
spinster poet Emily Dickinson, whose just-published volumes Wilma had devoured
as a teenager. Her favorite lines: “Wild nights! Wild nights! / Were I with thee, /
Wild nights should be / Our luxury!” But all Wilma had dreamed of then were ice-
skating parties, bonfires, Hubert Graham sneaking his hand inside her muff to
clutch her hand, pressing his shoulder against hers as the firelight flickered across
his face and danced in his dark eyes. And then, years later, when John Mickelson
had kissed her—one night even, daringly, pressing a hand to her breast—she had

thought that was all there was, really.

The wedding night had been alarming, to say the least: a horrendous puncturing
of her innards. She’d had no idea what to expect, and he had simply brazened
ahead. (What could she have expected? She had no idea, now. Perhaps something
more discreet? More genteel? Certainly not the heaving, painful, liquid mess it
was.) Subsequent nights were less surprising, though the whole of the act was still
more than she could comprehend. She bore through by focusing on one sensation
at a time: his piquant smell pervading her breath; his clammy cheek pressing hers;

his hand trailing over her skin; her gasp when he met the place where she parted.

The newfound knowledge clotted in her gut. Some of her turned to mist, and

crept out the pores of her skin.

She blamed her father. She had counted on him to insist that she stay in school
at least one more year. For as long as she could remember, he had professed that
her study of the piano was his dream as much as hers. He had also always been
able to construe just what she wanted, whether she told him the truth or its
opposite. So, following her engagement, she hadn’t hesitated to tell him—in
John’s presence—that she wanted the wedding to be this summer. To her horror,
he voiced not one objection, and even offered to host the reception at his home!
Of course, he had recently acquired a new family, a widow and her three
adolescent sons; Wilma and her sisters might as well have been dust. She set her
wedding for July, and made certain it was extravagant enough that the bills, at

least, would not escape her father’s attention.



But, in the end, she knew the blame was hers to share. She was a frog, splayed
out flat with a finger pressed in the middle of its back that kept it from jumping.
Lighten the pressure just by a whisker and the frog squirmed to get free. Lift the
finger entirely and there was no telling where the frog would leap off to.
Marriage, for example!

She did try to stay still whenever possible. True, she feared falling, tripping,
other graceless mishaps. But mostly, she feared that her legs would remember the
joy of running, and get away from her. As a child, she had been a top pick for
neighborhood baseball games, and wrinkled her nose at her oldest sister’s
warnings that she was bound to be an old maid if she couldn’t behave herself like
a proper girl. But then, the strange summer that she was twelve, her knees melted
every time Hubert Graham winked at her, and in her heart blossomed a yearning
that he would see her as more than a great leadoff hitter.With her sister’s
admonitions ringing in her ears, she finally set down a list of Rules for a Proper

Girl, and determined to abide by them.

Though the Rules had evolved slightly in the intervening years, she continued
to rehearse them, trying to keep the frog in check. One, always be pleasant and
kind; hold your temper. Two, do not exert yourself visibly. Three, do not say out loud
what you really think, at least not until you have carefully considered the consequences
of such a statement. Four, ignore physical discomfort; if you cannot ignore it, at least do
not mention it. Five, do not indulge in licentious thoughts, especially about mill hands;
they are of a lower class. Six, remember to defer to a man’s point of view, even if you

know he is wrong. Especially defer to your husband.

Wilma willed the music to begin again in her mind. Chopin’s Nocturne in B-flat
Minor, she told herself, and then her hands could almost touch the swelling sad
phrases, as she swallowed her nausea against the jouncing of the carriage as it

rolled over jutting roots and veered around stumps that littered the roadway.

They drove past a row of tiny whitewashed clapboard houses, then made a sharp
left. Visible to the right, now, across a stump-studded field, were narrow
smokestacks, a large clump of buildings, and sky-high piles of planks that looked
from this distance like matchsticks. The mill. She could hear the clump and drone

and whine of its operation even above the staccato noises of the horses’ hooves.

The carriage streamed dust as they picked up speed, approaching the town’s

center. They rumbled across a plank bridge above a river the width of a street,



then made a quick turn to the right. They were in the business district now.
Businessmen and workingmen and lady shoppers in long skirts and shirtwaists
with gigantic leg-of-mutton sleeves, traversing the boardwalks in front of wood
and stone buildings, turned their heads to watch as Gust sped by. Upon a closer
look at the people, she spotted Native women in simple skirts and tunics and
Native men, too, which surprised her. “There’s the bank,” John shouted, pointing
at a two-story red stone structure with a corner door and cupola. “For God’s sake,

Gust, you're scaring Wilma to death!”

Wilma felt her sleeve brush Gust’s, and he turned to grin at her as they raced
away from downtown, following the path of the river. Looking up at her brother-
in-law, she was not quite conscious of the few frame houses built upon the rising
hill on the left side of the dusty street, and hardly noticed a hopeful row of maple
saplings. But suddenly she saw the house upon the highest hill, overlooking a
bend in the river. It was majestic: three stories tall, painted a tender dove-gray
and trimmed in white. In contrast to the rugged town, this house was surrounded
by an immaculate lawn, flower beds, and several small trees, including a line of
firs that had been planted at the western edge of the yard. It was a house fit for a

prince. Someone like Gust.
“Is that—your house?” she asked him.
He laughed. “No, it’s yours,” he said.

“It’s Pa’s,” John said, and Wilma felt her breath leave her, as Gust turned the
horses up the street that ran to the side of the house. He reined them in at the

bottom of the driveway that led up to the carriage house.

“Now, don’t disappoint her,” Gust said. “It’s most certainly yours. All you got to
do is let Pa live on the third floor. Now that Ma’s gone, it’s what he decided.”

“Really?” Wilma said.

“And there’s a whole staff that comes with it for you—two maids and a cook

and a yard man,” Gust said.
John broke in. “What about the little house he was building for us?”

“I'm living in it,” Gust said. “I think Pa took a liking to Wilma, you know, when

you sent her picture.”

Wilma sensed rather than saw John climb down out of the carriage.



She looked at Gust then, caught his bright eyes. Looked away again quickly. She
knew she should slide away from him now that John was gone, but she felt frozen
to her seat. He isn’t a mill hand—but worse! My brother-in-law! She turned to watch
her husband, who was gazing up at the house as though he’d never seen it before.

Without looking back, he began walking up the hill.

Clenching her hands together, Wilma watched him go. But she could feel Gust
studying her; could feel, as she turned her gaze toward him, him opening the book

of her, tracing the words there. “Were I with thee—"

Steady, steady, she told herself, shrinking from him. Darn that frog!—it wanted
to grab the reins and slap the horses into motion, race laughing out of this terrible

town, hanging on to Gust’s arm.

“You’ll forgive me,” he said, “if I say I think my brother’s a pretty lucky fellow,
then.”

“Oh, yes, I'll forgive you.”

Ask me if I want to go for a drive, begged the squirming frog.

“Want to see your new house, then?” he asked.

“Yes,” said the frog, when pressed by the finger. She took a breath, squared her
shoulders. Do not indulge—

She watched Gust climb down from the carriage, both admiring and envying his
ease. She gauged the distance to the ground, and pictured herself falling flat on

her face in the attempt to reach it.
He turned, and held out his hand to her. She hesitated.

As if he understood her reluctance, he reached up, circled her waist with his
hands, and lifted her down. She was mortified that she might stink of sweat; when
he released her, she stumbled. He took hold of her elbow to steady her. He
smelled like cigars and peppermint. He smiled. Just one of his teeth was a little

crooked.

She took as deep a breath as the corset allowed, and forced herself to turn from
him. She looked up the hill. Her knees felt unwilling. You know we have to, she
scolded them.

“I'll walk you up,” he said, behind her, and she knew he was more honorable
than she.



One foot then the other and don'’t trip! she told herself. Though with her high button
high-heeled shoes—not to mention the difficulty she was having breathing—
tripping was a distinct possibility. John had already disappeared inside the back

porch. “Does he always treat you with such regard?” Gust asked, beside her.
“What?” said Wilma, thinking, One foot then the other and don’t even look at him!
“Nothing,” Gust said.
They took a few more steps.

“It’s been no different, my whole life,” he said then. “He’s got nothing but

himself on his mind. I had hoped that with a girl like you—"

Suddenly, she felt so dizzy that she had to clutch his arm to keep from toppling

over.
“Forgive me,” he said, reaching out to steady her. “I shouldn’t have said—"

“No,” she said, needing the corset loosened; she couldn’t breathe. With all her
might, she was trying to abide by her Rule. Ignore physical discomfort. At least don’t
mention—

“It wasn’t my place to say nothing.”

Despite her efforts, her legs crumpled. He held her elbows and they sank to the

ground in tandem.
“It’s just that—I was—going to faint,” she said. “The—heat.”

“You’re awful pale,” he observed, and his hands slipped from her elbows to her

waist.
She looked up at him, her eyes wide.

“Godsakes,” he said, and sprang to his feet. He turned from her, removed his
hat, ran his hand through his hair, jammed the hat back onto his head. “Forgive
me,” he said. “I'll help you up to the house, then. You’ll be all right?”

“Yes,” she said, though she knew it wasn’t true. She had never been the type to
faint at a little heat. She realized she’d been feeling peculiar for a couple of weeks
now. And she should have bled five days ago. Until this moment, she had
attributed the delay to the strain of the wedding, or to what she supposed might
be her body freezing up with fear of the unfamiliar attacks upon it. The
unsettledness of her stomach could be explained the same way. The tenderness of
her breasts?

And now this man.



She could not have anticipated such a sudden conglomeration of disasters.
“Help you up?” he said, reaching out his hand.
Do not, she told herself, and she let him help her to her feet. She didn’t dare to

look at him when she linked her arm with his.

They resumed their climb uphill just as John stuck his head out the back door,
wondering what was taking her so long. “The cook has coffee for us, and I want to

show you the place,” he called.

“Don’t tell him,” Wilma whispered. One foot then the other and don’t even look at

him. “Please.”
W
“Please.”
Gust said nothing more. She could feel him like a storm beside her.

He released her at the back stoop, and faded away with a call that he would see
them later. John swept her up off her feet and into his arms; Wilma’s stomach
lurched and she let out a whoop of surprise. John began to laugh, and soon Wilma
was laughing, too. She couldn’t seem to stop herself. He carried her up the steps
and inside.



Making Marriage Work

The bride who wants to do her full job will plan from the start to create the
kind of home her husband wants, and to do it with no more assistance than

he willingly offers.

—“Making Marriage Work,”

Ladies’ Home Journal, June 1950



HOME OF MRS. CECILIA FRYT,
412 W. First Street, Pine Rapids, Wisconsin
Tuesday, June 13, 1950

Dolly, her brand-new sewing basket hanging from the crook of her
arm, set out for Cecilia Fryt’s bearing a fresh plate of Lacy Raisin

Wafers, clutching a note in her fist that read “412 W. 15%.” It was a
perfect June day, and Dolly, having breezed through her ironing and
the rest of her chores this morning, would have preferred to stay at
home sunbathing in her backyard with a good book, but she hadn’t
dared turn down the invitation she’d received Sunday at church.
Having grown up in a small town, she knew in her bones the
Herculean efforts that newcomers had to make to get accepted into
the best circles, and she wouldn’t have her yet-unborn children
suffer because she hadn’t had the sense to help out the Pine Rapids
Ladies Aid.

Dolly didn’t know Pine Rapids very well yet, though she knew
that the Bear Trap River carved a rock-stippled, elongated S through
it, with a babbling rapids punctuating its eastern bend. (Everyone
who was anyone, she had been told, lived south of the Bear Trap,
but not too far south.) And to find the address on the note, she knew
enough to walk straight up Jefferson Avenue to First Street, where
the busy downtown hugged the south side of the river’s S.

She turned left onto First Street at Holman’s Market, hurrying
along the sidewalk that ran between the storefronts and an
unbroken row of Fords, Chevrolets, and Buicks that were nosed up
to it. She nearly bumped into a man who was transfixed in front of
the lawn mowers in the window of Wasserman’s Hardware, and he
turned as though angry, but once he saw her he just raised his
eyebrows and smirked, tipping his hat back on his head. She



blushed and walked faster, watching that she didn’t collide with
anyone else, though it was hard to avoid some of the women who
were so intent on their shopping.

It was only three blocks before she left downtown behind, and she
was grateful for the shade of the tall maples that lined the
sidewalks. Scanning the house numbers, she wondered if Mrs. Fryt
could possibly live in the house that Dolly had fallen in love with
the day that she and Byron had driven into town in their Chrysler,
pulling the trailer loaded with their belongings. She could see the
house up ahead, sitting high atop the hill above the river like an
aging queen on her throne, three stories of disintegrating dove-gray
clapboard and melancholy stained glass, trimmed in an aged white,
with a stately front porch and third-floor windows on the side and
in front that poked up like pointed caps.

Of course, Byron had just snorted that day when she’d pointed it
out to him. “Falling apart, looks like,” he’d scoffed. “Someday we’ll
have a brand-new house, Doll. Modern. Nothing old-fashioned like
that for my girl.” But for Dolly, it had been love at first sight,
though the corner of the porch was caving in and the roof was
pockmarked with missing shingles. She had gazed longingly back as
the house grew smaller in the Chrysler’s rear window, until it
slipped from view.

A block before the grand house, the north side of First Street
became all brambles and birches, as the road curved to hug close up
against the Bear Trap, and a hill began to rise to its south, so that all
the houses were up a set of stairs from the sidewalk, first four steps,
then six, then eight, then ten, as the hill got progressively higher.
The number 412 hung from the railing of the last set of steps, which
led to a tepid green house with a pinched look about it. To reach the
dove-gray house from here, Dolly would only have to cross the
avenue and run up the hill. She climbed Mrs. Fryt’s steps wistfully,
watching the beautiful house all the way up and even as she stood
on Mrs. Fryt’s porch, waiting for an answer to the doorbell.

Mrs. Fryt’s door opened reluctantly, as though it was
unenthusiastic about visitors, and Mrs. Fryt greeted Dolly with a



grunt of assessment. She was taller than Dolly, and stout, with iron-
gray hair swept up in a bun, and a face like an old potato. She
looked Dolly up and down with caterpillar eyes behind her glasses,
eyes that were the same color green as her house. Dolly thought the
house had taken the years better than Mrs. Fryt, who must have
been nearly eighty.

“Well, come in,” the lady said, without a smile. Dolly obeyed and,
once inside, had the immediate sensation of being flattened.
Profusions of flowers danced across wallpaper as far as the eye
could see, while more than two dozen spider plants dangled from
the ceiling, as well as from several coat trees stationed at intervals
throughout the room. Chairs, lamps, a radio, and even the upright
piano, all festooned with lace doilies, appeared hard-pressed to hold
their heads up in the fray; lace curtains hung bravely at the
windows. On the lace-covered coffee table was an issue of The
Saturday Evening Post and a blue glass vase filled with yellow tulips.
The air smelled slightly of mothballs.

“My, what a lovely home you have,” Dolly said.
“Dorothy, is it?” Mrs. Fryt said, her potato chin flapping.

“Dolly,” Dolly said. Oh, this was going to be a disaster. She began
to worry that she hadn’t dressed correctly for the occasion: Mrs. Fryt
probably didn’t approve of the red ballerina slippers she had just
purchased at Birnbaum’s, or her glossy red fingernail polish. And
her dress—white, flaring, sleeveless, trimmed in red—was probably
too risqué for the Ladies Aid. Well, she was here now, and might as
well make the best of it.

She smiled. “I brought some cookies for you, Mrs. Fryt.”

“Why, look there! It’s our newest member!” Emerging from the
parlor was Corinne Olson, who had been the one to issue Dolly the
invitation. Taking Dolly’s shoulders in her large hands, Corinne
looked down at Dolly with a wide smile that narrowed her blue eyes
to tiny slits. Her hair, done up in a twist, was so fine and blond that
whatever silver there might have been blended right in; a wisp of it
had escaped, and skimmed the side of her powdered full-moon face.



She wore a blue dress with a delicate white floral pattern, and the
girdle underneath was obviously too tight for her full figure. The
essence of Corinne—the delicate scent of her powder, especially—
reminded Dolly of her grandma, and Dolly swallowed back a lump
that rose inexplicably in her throat.

In a blur, the wafers were whisked away, and then Dolly was in
the parlor, where the floral and lace theme was perpetuated, only
the spider plants being fewer. A brightly patterned quilt on its frame
stretched almost the width of the room, and two ladies were seated
working on it, facing the parlor door. They stopped their
conversation and looked up at Dolly with matching Lutheran smiles.

At Dolly’s side, Corinne Olson brushed her hands together.
“Thelma, Jeannette—meet Dolly Magnuson, if you haven’t met her
before. She and her husband are new in town—just about a month
now, isn’t it, Dolly? She’s moved here from Minnesota and doesn’t
know a soul, and so, when I met her at church on Sunday, I said for
her to come on over and we’d put her right to work!”

As the ladies greeted her, Dolly felt much too vivid, her hair too
black, her lipstick too red. Most of all, she felt much too young—the
other ladies all looked old enough to be her mother, if not her
grandmother. But as Corinne Olson sat down facing the window,
knees under the quilt, Dolly sat to her right, holding her sewing
basket in her lap. With a glance through the fringe of lace curtains,
Dolly noticed that the window provided a perfect side view of the
grand dove-gray house across the street.

One of the women across the quilt stuck her needle into the quilt
top and reached to shake Dolly’s hand. “I'm Thelma Holt,” she said,
smiling warmly despite the weariness that showed in her night-blue
eyes. She had stylish salt-and-pepper hair, and her elegant sapphire
blue dress looked store-window perfect. Her hand was thin but
strong; a double strand of real pearls encircled her wrist, and she
wore a matching pearl necklace. She had the look of a woman
whose husband was somehow important in town—Dolly wondered
who Mr. Holt was.



The mousy woman to Thelma’s right smiled a little in Dolly’s
direction. “Jeannette Wasserman,” she said quietly, though her eyes,
behind a pair of thick glasses, stayed on her work. Her nose
twitched once like a rabbit’s.

Mrs. Fryt was making her way around the quilt to sit next to
Thelma. “Now, Dolly,” she said, as she squeezed her prodigious rear
end behind the quilt frame and lowered herself into a chair, “mind
you aren’t like some of the others and only come when it strikes you
as convenient. This is important work we’re doing here, making this
quilt to raffle off at the fall bazaar. I'm sure Corinne told you, the
fall raffle is our biggest fund-raiser of the year. And this year, we’re
trying to raise enough money to buy a new organ for the church. We
Lutherans may be in the minority in this town, but we do what we
can.”

“This quilt pattern is called Wild Goose Chase,” Corinne said,
laughing. “Not that we think our goal is unreachable!”

“I'm sure Dolly will do just fine,” Thelma said. “Do you have a
smaller needle, Dolly?”

Dolly looked at the needle she held between her fingers, which
was a good two inches long. It was the only size she had ever used
for all the sewing she had done in her life, which admittedly wasn’t
much. She greatly preferred shopping at department stores to
constructing her own clothes, and she had always pawned off on her
mother whatever hemming and mending couldn’t be altogether
avoided. “Smaller?”

“Mercy me,” Mrs. Fryt said. “I suppose you’ve never quilted in
your life.”

“Corinne said you all would teach me,” Dolly said.

Thelma tsked at Mrs. Fryt. “Of course we will, Dolly,” she said,
digging into her own basket beneath her chair. She came up with a
tiny needle and held it up to Dolly, who nearly had to squint to see
it winking in the sunlight. “Here, use one of mine. The smaller the
needle, the smaller your stitches will be. And that’s what we want,
small stitches.” Thelma smiled encouragingly, and Dolly reached out



to pinch the needle from her hand. It was no thicker than a piece of
thread.

“Now, take some of my thread, too, Dolly,” Thelma said, rolling a
spool across the quilt. “And you’ll need a thimble.”

Dolly retrieved her thimble and her tiny scissors from her basket
and snipped a long piece of thread from the spool. Now there was
the problem of getting the thread through the tiny eye of the needle.

“What does your husband do, Dolly?” Thelma asked, Dolly
imagined to distract everyone from her struggle with the needle.

“He’s part owner at the new Chrysler dealership,” Dolly said,
poking the thread.

“Oh, yes!” said Thelma. “Roy Ostrem’s new place.”

“What this town needs with another car dealership, I'll never
know,” Mrs. Fryt grumbled. “We already had one.”

“My husband was in the war with Roy Ostrem,” Dolly explained.
“That’s why we came here.” Finally, she got the needle threaded.

“Good, Dolly,” Thelma said. “Now put your thimble on the middle
finger of your right hand. You’ll want to tie a single knot at the end
of the thread, then you’ll put your left hand under the quilt and use
your thimble to operate the needle. You see the three layers of
fabric: this beautiful top that some of the ladies pieced together,
then the cotton batting in the middle, and then the backing. To
start, you just put your needle through the top but not through the
bottom, all right? And then pull it right back out the top. Your knot
should get stuck there in the middle, in the batting. That way, we
just have nice stitching showing on both the front and the back of
the quilt when we’re done. Why don’t you show her, Corinne?”

Corinne, still trailing the aroma of powder, reached over and
quickly accomplished what Thelma had explained. So quickly, in
fact, that Dolly still didn’t exactly understand. But she took the
needle from Corinne with a grateful smile, anyway.

“Good!” Thelma said. “Now, to stitch, use your thimble to push
your needle from the top all the way through the three layers, until



you feel a prick on your finger below. But don’t pull your thread out
the bottom. Just use the thimble to angle the needle right back up
through the top, and you’ll do this as many times as you can at
once.”

“And try not to bleed on the quilt,” Mrs. Fryt put in.

Thelma laughed at the look on Dolly’s face. “You’ll feel a little
prick on your finger, that’s all. You’ll build calluses, after a while.”

“Watch me, Dolly,” Corinne said, and Dolly observed as with a
few deft flicks of Corinne’s wrist her needle sliced through the
quilt’s three layers, and four teeny stitches appeared. Then Corinne
grasped the needle between thumb and forefinger and pulled the
thread all the way through.

“There,” Corinne said. “We’re quilting ‘by the piece,” you know, so
that means all you have to do is go around the edges of each
individual piece. Try to stay in about a quarter inch.”

Dolly blanched. There had to be about a thousand triangles in the
quilt—scraps left over from the ladies’ sewing projects of the last
three decades, Dolly assumed—arranged in an eye-popping pattern
of lights and darks that formed diagonal lines around solid muslin
squares. And she was expected to sew around each triangle?

But the women, evidently of the opinion that Dolly was now
prepared for a career in quilting, had already gone back to their
own stitching. Dolly inwardly sighed, and decided she might just as
well try.

“Dolly’s husband’s just as cute as can be, by the way,” Corinne
said. “I met him at church. He reminds me of the Mickelson boys,
you know? Blond-headed, handsome, like they were?”

“Mercy me,” Mrs. Fryt said, stitching. “Do we need another thing
in this town to remind us of the Mickelson boys?”

“Who’re the Mickelson boys?” Dolly asked, wrestling with her
needle. She had pushed it down through the three layers of the
quilt, but she couldn’t get it to angle back up again properly. Not
even once, let alone five times.



“They were neighbors of mine,” said Mrs. Fryt, jerking her head
toward the window behind her.

Dolly looked out at the house she loved—the front and back
porches, the bay windows upstairs and down. The missing shingles.
“I saw that house and wondered who lived there,” she said. “It looks
almost deserted. But—I think it’s the grandest house!”

“Oh, you bet!” Mrs. Fryt said. “The only house in town with its
own hill to stand upon.”

“They were nice Lutherans,” said Thelma flatly. She had put down
her needle and was touching the pearls at her neck. Dolly wondered
what it would be like to go through life being so elegant.

“Oh, Thelma!” Corinne said, laughing. “You with your rose-
colored glasses.”

“Well, they did go to our church for many years,” Thelma said,
picking up her needle again. “And they did do a lot for this town.”

“It’s been four years since any of that family has so much as set
foot in this town,” Mrs. Fryt said. “Or that house. Ed Wojtas was
keeping it heated in the winter and mowing the lawn and whatnot.
They kept the electricity and the water on, and every day he’d go in
there, regular as clockwork, and flush the toilet upstairs and run a
little water through the pipes so they wouldn’t freeze. But now, of
course, he passed away in April, and I haven’t seen a light on in
there since. They’ve got one of the Peterson boys mowing the lawn
now. I see him early every Monday morning, out there clickety-
clicking along, always in such a hurry. Heaven only knows what
shape the inside of that house is in by now. I keep watching to see if
someone will come back for it.”

As though it were a lost glove, a misplaced handbag, Dolly thought.
At the same time, a part of her thrilled that it was indeed vacant.
“Well, I'd like to live there,” she said. “Is it for sale?”

“Mercy me,” exclaimed Mrs. Fryt. “New in town and already with
designs on the Mickelson house.”



Jeannette’s rabbit nose twitched. “No one from Pine Rapids would
want to live there.”

Mrs. Fryt said, “Well, you don’t live across the street from a
family for going on sixty years without coming to feel they’re yours
for better and worse, Jeannette. At least, I don’t.”

“Mostly worse, with the Mickelsons, I would think,” Corinne said
cheerfully.

“Oh, Corinne,” Thelma said.

Mrs. Fryt went on. “I wouldn’t have minded, when I was a young
bride and Amos brought me to live in this house. I wouldn’t have
minded one bit if the Mickelson house had fallen right to the
ground. It seemed so pretentious to me, and every day when I
looked out my window there was this reminder that we were not
quite. That bay window like a little sister putting her tongue out at
me: ‘Look what you can’t have. Look at who you aren’t.””

“Well, really, Cecilia, who else in Pine Rapids but the Mickelsons
would have had marble brought from Italy for their fireplaces?”
Corinne said.

“But now I'd as soon put a needle in my own eye as watch it
crumbling this way, you know? So slow and painful. Despite Ed
Wojtas’s efforts, bless his soul. There’s just no substitute for life in a
house. I suppose I'm mellowing in my old age.”

Ha! Dolly thought.

Mrs. Fryt shook her head. “A wrecking ball would be the thing, if
it’s got to go.”

Dolly drew in her breath: just the thought of it! But Thelma and
Corinne were nodding in agreement.

Mrs. Fryt pushed her glasses up on her nose and tackled her
stitching again. “Well, it isn’t any of our business,” she said,
undulating her needle through the quilt. “That’s what they told us,
isn’t it? If not in so many words.”

Dolly was just ready to ask more when Corinne broke in. “Now,
let’s not go airing all Pine Rapids’ dirty laundry when Dolly’s brand-



new in town! She won’t want to stay!”

Dolly knitted her brow, but decided to keep quiet. It was her first
meeting, after all; it wouldn’t do to ruffle feathers, and it seemed
that this Mickelson family was a sore subject with the ladies. So she
sat quietly and continued to struggle with the tiny needle, as
conversation turned toward the best spots to pick wild raspberries,
the current sale on at Wasserman’s Hardware—Dolly gathered that
Jeannette’s husband owned the place—and the ladies’ chagrin that
their new young pastor was unmarried. Dolly began to imagine a
discussion at the synod level of the problem of sending any poor
pastor’s wife to Pine Rapids to try to wrest control of the Ladies Aid
from Mrs. Fryt, who, in Dolly’s mind, was surely notorious. There
was no chance to turn the subject back to the Mickelson house, even
when the group took a coffee break. Everyone raved about her Lacy
Raisin Wafers, though, until she blushed with pleasure. It was a
recipe from her new Good Housekeeping cookbook, so she felt it a
special victory that they were received so well.



The Meal Planner’s Creed

My family’s enjoyment of food is my responsibility; therefore—I will increase
their pleasure by planning for variety, for flavorful dishes, for attractive color,

for appetizing combinations.

—The Modern Family Cook Book, 1942

HOME OF BYRON AND DOLLY MAGNUSON
406 Jefferson Avenue, Pine Rapids, Wisconsin
Tuesday, June 13, 1950

In nearly two years of married life, Dolly had prided herself on
never serving Byron the same dinner twice in the same month. She
kept a calendar on which she noted each evening’s fare and where
the recipe could be found, whether on a color-coded, numbered card
in her recipe box, or in one of her several cookbooks. She also jotted
down Byron’s comments: “Not bad, hon;” “Tastes great, Doll;”
“Mmm-mmm.” Nuanced critiques, to be sure, but Dolly noted them
faithfully. New recipes were indicated on the calendar in red ink,
and she held herself to at least ten red notations per month. The last
thing she wanted was for Byron to grow bored with her, to find her
predictable.

It was true that the stuffed pepper cups had met with little
success, and the salmon mousse had received a “We got any
hamburger, hon?” It was also true that at times he had pleaded for



the familiar solace of a pork roast. But Dolly soldiered on. Even in
the midst of the move from Minnesota, she kept up her system,
accomplishing it by packing her cookware and utensils last—along
with two place settings—in a box labeled DOLLY—VERY
IMPORTANT. This box traveled just inside the rear door of the
trailer, so that Dolly could unpack it immediately upon arrival in
their new home. So intent was she on accomplishing Chicken
Hawaiian that evening (once Byron had unhooked the trailer, she
sped off in the Chrysler to find a market) that even as she’d
scrubbed the kitchen from top to bottom she had scarcely registered
the red poppy wallpaper gracing the walls, the black-speckled white
linoleum on the floor. A week later, though, shopping at J. C.
Penney’s, she had found some gauzy white curtains with red poppy
appliqués to hang at the window above the sink between the
cupboards. A step in the right direction, at least, but somehow the
curtains didn’t make her feel any better about Pine Rapids or the
bungalow, either one.

Their first morning in Pine Rapids, she and Byron had gone down
to Ralston’s Furniture and bought a modern table, red Formica-
topped, edged in stainless steel, for the kitchen. It came with two
leaves and six metal chairs upholstered in red vinyl. It was at this
table that they sat this evening over a supper of Tuna Noodle
Casserole, with a molded peach salad on the side. Dolly had felt too
done in after the Ladies Aid gathering to attempt anything more
complex, though she had taken the time to adorn the table with a
single red tulip from the side garden, placing it in a pewter bud vase
that had been a wedding gift. She was pleased with the effect
against the wallpaper—plus, in the flaring white dress with red trim,
she, too, matched the table setting perfectly. In a moment of
inspiration, she had even kept on her frilly red half apron—a friend
back in her hometown of Battle Point had thrown her a well-
attended Apron Collection bridal shower, so Dolly owned an
impressive variety of aprons, nineteen in all, one to match nearly
every one of her dresses—because she had read somewhere that
“nothing says ‘happy home’ to a husband like his smiling wife, in an



apron and lovely dress, bidding him come to the table, where she
has a colorful, balanced, hot meal waiting.” Despite the relatively
humdrum tuna casserole, and even though the heat of the oven had
made her sweat straight through her girdle, Dolly still thought she
was a wife Byron could be proud of.

But he didn’t seem to notice her, the apron, or the table setting.
They were eating late again—Monday through Saturday, he rarely
was home before seven. And, unlike many other husbands that Dolly
knew of, he never even came home for lunch; he was afraid he
might miss a sale if he left the Chryslers to themselves over the
lunch hour. Dolly’s suggestion that he and Roy take turns going
home for lunch so the lot would always be manned had been met
with “I don’t think so, Doll.” He had promised his schedule would
ease up once the dealership was more established, but Dolly wasn’t
holding her breath. Well, less work for her, she supposed, since
packing a lunch was much easier than having to cook a hot meal
and then clean up after it. It was nice, actually, that she could get
through her own work without interruption. Or so she told herself.

“I thought I had a sale made this afternoon,” he was saying,
between bites. “I kept telling the guy, all these new features, at this
price! Well, maybe he’ll come back tomorrow.”

“Yes,” Dolly said, stirring figure eights in her casserole.
“Aren’t you hungry, Doll? You’d better eat before it gets cold.”

She took a bite. She did like this casserole; she had made it four
times before, according to her calendars. They chewed together in
silence.

She didn’t think it reasonable that this was all their life would be
forever.

“Byron?” she said. “You know that house up on the hill that I
like? Up at the edge of town?”

“Sure.”

“I found out today that it’s empty. Has Roy said anything to you
about it? Do you think it might be for sale? Maybe you could get a



good price on it. I could fix it up.”

He squinted. “Don’t you like this house? I picked it out because I
thought you’d like it.”

“I do, Byron,” she said, looking at the swirls of casserole on her
plate.

“Besides, I can’t see the sense in moving when we’re just getting
settled here.”

“But, Byron, that poor house is suffering. If we don’t take care of
it, who will?”

“I don’t think so, Doll,” Byron said, and turned his attention to his
peach salad.

Dolly couldn’t sleep that night. Byron’s quiet breathing grated on
her nerves. She flopped over and propped herself up on her elbow to
look at him. Goodness, he had big ears. A cute mouth, though, and
dreamy long eyelashes. But what in the world was it about him that
she had been so convinced she couldn’t live without?

Disgusted, she flung back the covers and threw her legs over the
side of the bed. She padded across the floor in her bare feet,
grabbed her robe out of the closet to cover her flimsy nylon
nightgown, and went out to the living room, flopping into a chair
and fishing her cigarettes out of her sewing basket. Byron didn’t like
for her to smoke in the house, but she lit one anyway and puffed
with relish, turning sideways in the chair, dangling her legs over its
arm. She thought about the scrap-book she had labored over for
more than four years, which she had left back at her parents’ house
in Minnesota under her frilly bed. She still remembered the headline
of the article, clipped from the Battle Point Gazette and glued
tenderly to the first page of the scrapbook: BYRON MAGNUSON

COMPLETES BASIC TRAINING. The date was February 1942.

Dolly had been only twelve years old when Byron Magnuson,
eighteen, had lined up with about two dozen other Battle Point boys
on the depot platform to bid the town good-bye in front of the train.



It was a frozen, overcast day, just ten days before Christmas, a week
after Pearl Harbor. The farm boys with their pink cheeks and bright
eyes were puffed up to the size of real men in their plaid mackinaws
and heavy boots. A few members of the high school band huddled
together and repeatedly blared “Over There,” a song that had
worked well for the previous war. Dolly stood on her tiptoes to see
through the jostling crowd, her gloved hands nestled in the pockets
of her wool coat. The ties of her knit hat chafed her chin. Members
of the crowd surged forward to kiss cheeks and shake hands, the
women fading back with proud tears in their eyes. Dolly’s gaze was
drawn to Byron; she thought his large ears, which were bright red
from the cold, distinctive. He was smiling at the crowd,
magnanimously, she thought, and the way he half closed his eyes
against the cold, looking proud and invincible, caught her fancy.
She elbowed her best friend,

Jane, and told her, “That’s the boy I'm going to marry,” pointing
her chin at Byron. Jane laughed with delight. “Byron Magnuson!
Sure, Dolly, and I'll marry the one next to him.”

From that day forward, Dolly had combed the Gazette each
evening for news of Byron, and each snippet went into the
scrapbook. She prayed fervently for his safety, especially when word
came that he was going over to Europe, and later, that his tank
battalion had been involved in the fighting. She imagined various
scenarios in which he came home to Battle Point, saw her on the
street (or at the post office or at the movie theater or at the
homecoming football game), and fell madly in love with her. As the
years went by, the frequency of her daydreams did lessen, and she
dated a boy in her class that she liked quite well. But, out of either
habit or a lingering childish devotion, she kept up the scrapbook of
Byron’s exploits.

When he finally came home, just before Christmas in 1945, she
was sixteen. She and Jane were trading secrets over malts at
Bridgeman’s when he and three other fellows, all wearing uniforms,
strutted in and flopped into a booth two down from theirs.



Dolly, who hadn’t seen anything in the paper about him being
home, nearly choked on her malt.

“What’s the matter?” Jane said, turning to look.

“It’s Byron!” Dolly whispered. “Isn’t it?” For despite the many
hours she’d spent gazing at the grainy Basic Training photograph
from the newspaper (they ran the same one every time his name got
in), she couldn’t be absolutely sure. He looked a lot older, for one
thing, and she had never imagined him as having changed from the
day she’d seen him at the depot.

“Byron Magnuson?” said Jane, much too loudly for Dolly’s
comfort, twisting her head again to try to catch a glimpse of him.

“Jane!”

But the boys in uniform were laughing and joking too noisily to
have heard her.

“Well, you’ve got to go say something to him!” Jane said. She had
spent four years hearing Dolly’s dreams of Byron Magnuson, and
was impatient for action.

“What would I say?”

“Tell him you’ve been waiting all this time for him to come
home!” Jane giggled.

“Oh, hush,” Dolly said, and quickly formulated a plan. “Come on,
Jane, let’s go,” she said.

“Go?” Jane said. “I haven’t finished my malt yet.”

“Well, hurry up, then,” Dolly said, tapping her fingernails on the
table.

When they finally stood up from their booth and put on their
coats, a waitress had just brought the boys each a hamburger. “Now,
watch this,” Dolly told Jane, wishing only that she was wearing
pumps instead of her childish saddle shoes. As she and Jane passed
the boys’ booth, Dolly, walking slightly behind Jane, dug in her
pocket for her gloves, dropped one, and kept walking.

She was almost to the door when a male voice called, “Mish?”



She turned. He had her glove in hand, and was just swallowing a
big bite of hamburger. Then he smiled that magnanimous smile. He
had a tiny smear of mustard at the corner of his mouth. “Think you
dropped this,” he said, holding the glove out to her.

“Oh, thank you so much,” she said, a little breathless despite
herself, stepping forward to take it from him. She wished she could
say something else, but he was already turning away, so she turned
away, too, not wanting to make a fool of herself.

Still, as she and Jane exited Bridgeman’s into the starry night, she
was pleased, and told Jane, “Did you see the way he looked right in
my eyes? I always knew he’d be the nicest boy in the world!” She
smelled her glove, and was thrilled to think it smelled of onion from
his hands.

“Of course,” Jane said.

Disappointingly, when questioned after their wedding, Byron
didn’t recall the incident at Bridgeman’s, not even the glance they
had shared that Dolly regarded as having moved the earth. Because,
after that, there was no way she would even consider dating any
other boy.

Her pursuit of Byron was subtle but plotted, involving numerous
small sabotages to her father’s brand-new 1946 Chrysler, which had
just been purchased from Mike Sullivan’s dealership. Mike Sullivan
was Byron’s stepfather, and it wasn’t long before Dolly discovered
that Byron was working there selling cars.

“I’ll take the car down to have it looked at, Dad, I don’t mind,”
Dolly would tell her father, that spring of 1946, having loosened
this or punctured that the night before.

Her father would shake his head. “Just can’t understand how in
the world so much can go wrong on a new car.”

“I don’t know, Dad,” Dolly would chirp, running off to fix her
hair. Of course, she always waited at the dealership while the
repairs were being made. At first, Byron would merely acknowledge
her presence with a nod and, later, that cute smile, but toward
April, he sat down and talked with her.



“You’re here just about every Saturday,” he observed. He looked
younger again than he had when he’d just returned from the war,
and handsome in his salesman’s outfit of white shirt, black pants
and necktie. Dolly supposed that soon he would be taking over the
management of the dealership.

“Oh, my father’s had awful trouble with his car,” she said.

Over the summer, she cut back on the sabotages, lest anyone
become suspicious, but, knowing that Sunday was Byron’s only day
off, she let it slip that she always spent Sunday afternoons down at
the town beach. The first Sunday, he came with his friends. The
group of boys set up several yards away from where Dolly and Jane
lay on their towels, Dolly in her brand-new red two-piece, and only
when everyone was in the water did he acknowledge her with a
splash. By the end of the summer, though, they habitually set up
their towels side by side, and whenever they went in the water
together, he dunked her. She had her heart so set on him that,
although she hated to be dunked, she would come up laughing. She
loved the way he looked with droplets of water sparkling on his face
and his long eyelashes, the way his smile looked in the sun.

Jane got impatient before Dolly did. “The way he treats you, it’s
like you’re his little sister,” she told Dolly.

“He’s just trying to figure out how he feels,” Dolly said. “He’s very
attracted to me, but he thinks I might be too young for him.”
Somehow, she felt she knew him better than she knew herself.

“Well, show him you’re not, then,” Jane said.
“You’re not suggesting—"

“You haven’t so much as hinted to him that he should kiss you,”
Jane said.

Jane was right, Dolly realized, so the next Sunday she let Byron
chase her through the water out behind the diving platform, and
when he dunked her, she came up sputtering and looking at him
with big eyes.



“Hey, I'm sorry, Doll,” he said, laughing, reaching out to hold her
elbow. “Did I catch you off guard?”

She let the water push her closer to him, and rested her hand on
his biceps. She batted her eyes once, helplessly.

“Jeez, Doll,” he said. “I guess you know everyone’s talking about
us.”

“No, I didn’t know,” she said, telling the truth.

“They’re laughing at me ’cause they say I'm stuck on some kid.
You're only sixteen.”

“I’'m almost seventeen,” she said, and closed her eyes.

So that was that. Once he kissed her, his lips wet with lake water,
the practiced kiss of an older man and not the sloppy fumblings
she’d encountered with the two boys she’d kissed before, she knew
she would never kiss another man in her life.

It was brief, though, and when he pulled away, he looked rueful.
“I shouldn’t have done that,” he said, and pushed away from her,
splashing water over his face with both hands. This only made her
love him more.

It was three months later that he called her up and asked if he
could take her out for her birthday. Apparently, whatever
compunction he had about dating a sixteen-year-old was put to rest
by the occasion of her turning seventeen.

Looking back on the entire episode from the distant vantage point
of being twenty, Dolly, puffing on her cigarette, thought she should
have realized that his caution—the very steadfastness and step-back-
and-think that she had so admired—would prove an inconvenience
once she was married to him.

Sometimes she just couldn’t believe she had unwittingly married a
man so like her father. She had spent her life subverting her father’s
best intentions for her, his cautionary tales of what good girls ought
not to do. She would listen carefully to all his reasons why, and then
go out and do exactly what he had said not to—not out of spite, but
because she never found his reasons compelling enough to heed. He



had been especially upset about the flight lessons—but then, so had
Byron, although she hadn’t even been married to him yet when she
sank her life savings from seven years of babysitting into three
lessons in a two-seated Piper Cub. It had been worth it, though, the
feeling of soaring under her own control, even just for a moment,
when the instructor had let her take it on her own. “How could you
think this was a good idea?” both Byron and her father had
sputtered, separately, when they’d found out, and both were deaf to
her protests that the WASPs had had a fine record in the war and
that, had she been only slightly older, she would have joined.

With Byron’s reaction to her deepest dream, she should have
realized her mistake, that the romance she had infused him with
was all of her own invention.

Ever since their wedding, “I don’t think so, Doll” seemed to be
Byron’s favorite phrase. Sometimes he’d laugh a little when he said
it, as though he thought she was cute for thinking of whatever
foolish thing she had just proposed. Of course, when he wanted to
uproot her from her hometown, take her away from her family and
friends, so he could go into business with an Army buddy, did she
have the option of saying, “I don’t think so, Byron”? Of course not.

Stretching her bare toes toward the ceiling, she inhaled of her
cigarette. “I don’t think so, Byron,” she said aloud to the night, just
to see how it would sound.



Decorating is the loving interest and attention given to a home in order to
bring out the beauty of everyday things. It can be an expression of your
interest in your family, and it can enrich your family life by endowing it with

more graciousness.

—pPopular Home Decoration, 1940

HOME OF MRS. CECILIA FRYT.
412 W. First Street, Pine Rapids
Tuesday, June 20, 1950

At Dolly’s second Ladies Aid meeting, the ladies gathered around
the Wild Goose Chase quilt in Mrs. Fryt’s parlor in the same seats as
the week before: Corinne Olson and Dolly faced the window, while
Jeannette Wasserman, Thelma Holt, and Mrs. Fryt faced the door.
Dolly was quite proud of her first row of stitching, given that this
was only her second time quilting, but when Corinne glanced over,
pushing back the wisp of silver-blond hair that had again escaped
from its twist, she said, “Don’t worry, Dolly. It just takes practice.”

Thelma, looking elegant in a smooth green dress and the same
pearl necklace and bracelet, peered across the quilt. “Dolly’s doing
fine,” she said. Grateful for Thelma’s warm smile, and for the
kindness, Dolly stifled the anger that had flared up in her.

She usually wasn’t so quick-tempered, but as if it weren’t
frustrating enough to try to manipulate a minuscule needle through
three layers of an uncooperative quilt—in truth, when Dolly glanced



at Corinne’s stitches, she saw that her own were at least twice as
large, and crooked besides—Dolly was also feeling particularly
homesick today for her family and friends back in Battle Point.

She supposed her homesickness had been aggravated by a difficult
week. She hadn’t had a minute to herself; she hadn’t even been able
to start the new Cherry Ames book her sister had sent her. After she
finished her regular chores each day, she had so much shopping to
do to get the bungalow decorated. She had been thrilled to find at
Penney’s a set of bright pink towels that exactly matched the shade
in the floral print wallpaper in the bathroom. But Byron had
squawked at the sight of them, saying he refused to use a towel of
that color. So it was back to Penney’s again, and again. She brought
home the light blue, the bright blue, and the green, in succession,
but none looked as good to her against the wallpaper as the pink,
and the issue still wasn’t resolved. When she threatened to give up
on the towels and start looking for new wallpaper instead, Byron
said he would paint the room white, but he hadn’t even bought the
paint yet. Until he did, they were getting by with their old towels—
a wedding gift, they were lime green and looked hideous with the
wallpaper—because she didn’t know which color she would like
with the paint. (And he’d said: “It’s going to be white, Doll! Any
color will go fine with it. Just get what color you like.” And she’d
said, “I like the pink.”) Adding to her frustration, she had spent
hours shopping for pillows for the sofa, finally settling on a pair
with stylish buttons in their centers. But Byron had said they were
uncomfortable to lean against. She toyed with sending him out to
find pillows and seeing how he liked it, but she discarded the idea,
knowing that he would have no sense for color. Any man who
would think white was the solution to their problems ...

What made everything seem worse was her conviction that she
would have no such frustrations if she could put her creative
energies to work on a house that was worth the effort, one like the
Mickelson house. The bungalow was satisfactory, but there were
dozens of houses of the same design in Pine Rapids; even Dolly’s
most heroic decorative touches would never make it exceptional.



The Mickelson house, though, was unique. It had true potential, and
it needed Dolly, especially since, according to the women of the
Ladies Aid, no one else in town would have it. It needed Dolly
before it caved in on itself from lack of care and love.

She just had to convince Byron at least to look into whether it
might be for sale. All week, she had concentrated on making his
favorite dinners, ones that had received at least an “Mmm-mmm” in
the past. She had worn her sexiest negligees to bed, even though the
summer nights in Pine Rapids were really too cool for them. She
had feigned more excitement than she felt at his news that Motor
Trend magazine had just proclaimed the 1950 Chrysler “a car of
comfort and a car of class.” She had listened carefully to his
explanation of the Prestomatic Fluid Drive Transmission. Her plan
was to continue working on him; she would know when the moment
was right to broach the topic of buying the Mickelson house again.

“Isn’t it nice that Cecilia got so much quilting done over the
week,” Corinne Olson said, breaking into Dolly’s thoughts.

“Well, someone has to do it,” said Mrs. Fryt. “We have to have
this quilt done in a matter of weeks. And you know what happened
last July and August. Everyone coming and going like butterflies,
anytime they pleased. No sense of commitment.”

As if on cue, there was the sound of Mrs. Fryt’s front door
opening. Dolly turned with everyone else to see a thin girl with
short copper hair breeze into the parlor. “Sorry I'm late, Grandma,”
the girl said, making her way toward an empty chair. Her green
dress was loose on her angular body.

“As I was saying,” Mrs. Fryt said. “Here’s my granddaughter, Judy
Wasserman—who couldn’t be bothered to come last week.”

“Hello,” Dolly said, glad to see another younger person, hopeful
she might become a friend. “I’m Dolly.”

But Judy looked down her beaky nose at Dolly and sniffed. “Hi,”
she said, as she sat down, and Dolly knew just by her tone of voice
that friendship was unlikely. Besides, Dolly could see now that Judy
was older than she had looked at first glance. There were crow’s-feet



at the corners of her eyes, and her skin was the hue of an unbaked
pie crust; she wore bright pink lipstick that was completely wrong
for her. She might have been thirty, and there was no wedding ring
on her finger. Dolly suddenly felt sorry for her.

“Hello, Mother,” Judy said to Jeannette, whose nose twitched in
response. So, Dolly realized, Jeannette must be Judy’s mother and
Mrs. Fryt’s daughter! No wonder Jeannette twitched! Immediately,
Dolly could see the resemblance among the three of them: Not one
of them had any color in her eyebrows or eyelashes, for one thing,
and they all had that pie-crust pallor.

“I'm sorry about last week, Grandma,” Judy said, as she got a
needle out of her sewing basket. Dolly didn’t think she sounded very
sorry. “I told you, Dad needed me at the store.”

“Judy works for her father at Wasserman’s Hardware,” Mrs. Fryt
told Dolly. “Until she can manage to catch herself a husband.”

“Grandma!”

Corinne broke in. “Speaking of lack of commitment, remember
Wilma Mickelson? Every May Day, Wilma would promise to help
with the fall bazaar. And then by the Fourth of July she’d tell us,
‘I'm afraid I haven’t the time.”

“Quilting was never Wilma’s cup of tea,” said Thelma gently,
touching her pearls.

Corinne laughed. “But Wilma let us down like that ten or fifteen
years in a row!”

“This was the woman who lived in the house across the street?”
Dolly asked.

“Yes,” Mrs. Fryt said. “And an unfortunate choice it was when
John Mickelson selected Wilma for his bride. She never was any sort
of mother to those four children. Not that he was much of a father.
He paid more mind to that bank of his than to any of those children.
And Wilma was so busy playing that piano—she left the children to
the maid!”



Mrs. Fryt shook her head. “And I can tell you, that maid didn’t
keep much of an eye on them. There was many a time I had to go
out and calm them down. Oh, they were wild, always playing in the
street. Football, baseball, anything they could holler about. Those
boys would be out there in their short pants and their caps.” She
met Dolly’s eyes. “Jack and Chase were the oldest, and Harry was
the third boy, about four years behind Chase. You could pick any of
them out halfway across town, those blond heads and that swagger
they all had. The youngest was a girl, named Jinny. There were
times when she was five, six, seven years old that she’d be out there
with her brothers, her skirts flying up for all the world to see,
sliding in at home plate. No proper mother would have let her carry
on like that. But those boys thought it was the funniest thing. You
could tell they were letting her get the home runs, pretending they
couldn’t pick up the ball and such. Chase, especially, had a soft spot
for Jinny.” Light glinted across Mrs. Fryt’s glasses. “I wouldn’t let
my Jeannette play with those Mickelsons. They were too rough.”

“They weren’t so bad, Mother,” Jeannette said.

“Jeannette,” said Mrs. Fryt. “For all you’ve been married to Albert
Wasserman some thirty years, and for all Jack Mickelson would
never give you a second look, I don’t think you’ve ever gotten over
fancying him.”

“That isn’t true, Mother.”

“Of course, Jack Mickelson thought he was too good for anyone in
this town,” Mrs. Fryt went on. “He always was the most supercilious
boy. I'll never forget when he hit a baseball right through my dining
room window. I was in my kitchen stirring up a rhubarb cake and I
heard an awful crash in the dining room. I ran in there and wouldn’t
you know it, there was his baseball. The window was gone, and I
saw children in the Mickelson yard, up there on the hill, giggling
and catcalling.

“I recognized Jack with the bat in his hand, and I was not
surprised. I suppose he was about nine years old then. Well, I



snatched up that ball and marched right out there. And did those
children run! Except for Jack. He didn’t even look worried.”

“That sounds like Jack Mickelson,” said Corinne.

“He was just as cheerful as could be! ‘Thanks for bringing my ball
back, Mrs. Fryt!” he said. ‘Sorry I hit it through your window.””

Dolly laughed in spite of herself, thinking, I'd like to meet Jack
Mickelson.

““You ought to be ashamed of yourself!’ I told him. But he just
plucked that ball from me like he was picking a blueberry, and he
said, ‘I’'m sorry, Mrs. Fryt. Send my dad the bill; he’ll pay you for the
window.’”

“Those Mickelsons and their money,” Judy sniffed, with a little
sneer of her bright pink lips.

“Yes,” Mrs. Fryt said. “I wasn’t about to let him get away with
that. I asked to see his mother. So he called for Wilma, and when
she appeared, wouldn’t you know, she was wiping her hands on an
apron. Trying to keep up appearances! Even though everyone knew
she didn’t do a lick of work around that house—she had two maids
and a cook!—and spent all day playing that piano. If only I could
have had the luxury. You ladies remember, she had that haughty
nose, and the corners of her mouth turned down even when she
didn’t intend to frown!

“Well, she came down the steps, holding her head high that way
she did. You should have seen the dress she was wearing that
afternoon: a high-necked sky-blue thing that looked like it wanted
to go to tea with the Vanderbilts. You ladies remember the clothes
she wore. Never a thing not custom made for her down at the Style
Shoppe. Not until the thirties, anyway; maybe she started shopping
at Birnbaum’s and Penney’s then.”

“I'm sure she did,” said Thelma.

“Well, do you know what she said, when I told her what had
happened? She just looked at me and said, ‘Jack is getting awfully
good at baseball!””



Dolly laughed with the others.

But Mrs. Fryt frowned. “It was Wilma that did the family in, I'm
convinced of it. Almost before it even began.”

“You can’t blame her entirely,” Corinne said.

“Well,” said Mrs. Fryt, “I can tell you this much: When Wilma
came to town as John’s bride, and old Knute gave her and John that
house as a wedding present, that was what opened up the rift
between John and his brother, Gust.”

“That couldn’t have been Wilma’s fault,” Thelma said.

“Well, as I heard it,” Mrs. Fryt said, “she didn’t do a thing to try
to ease the situation. I suppose she felt the house was her due. And
then she cast her spell on Gust! You can bet that didn’t help matters.
Batting her eyes at her own brother-in-law.”

“That was never proven,” Corinne said.

“It was clear in his face. I’ll never forget, I was walking downtown
one day, and Wilma was ahead of me. She started up the steps to
the bank, and just at that moment, Gust burst out the door. The
minute he saw Wilma, he turned white. He’d been about to slam his
hat onto his head, and all of a sudden he was struggling to tip it at
Wilma! And, by the way, she was out to there with his brother’s
child! I kept walking, but I heard what he said to her, and the way
he said it. ‘W-Wilma! What a pleasure to see you.””

“What did she say to him?” Dolly asked.

“She said his name, that was all, and ‘Good day.” But, when I
turned to look, she was blushing. It was her tone—low and cool but
sweet as honey. She knew how he felt as well as I did.”

Corinne sighed. “Remember that pin-striped suit from Chicago,
and that gray felt bowler Gust always wore? And that beautiful
carriage of his? When he drove down the street, you couldn’t help
but stand on your tiptoes to watch him as long as you could. And he
never married!”

“Well, he was in love with Wilma,” Mrs. Fryt insisted. “Why
would he marry anyone else?”



“I can’t believe that of Gust,” said Corinne.

“Maybe the curse made him do it,” Judy said.

“What curse?” Dolly asked, sitting up straight.

“Judy,” Jeannette said.

The ladies studied the quilt, focusing on their stitching.

Mrs. Fryt sighed. “The story goes that some Indian chief’s young
daughter is buried on that hill, and the old chief put a spell on the
land to keep folks off it. He said that great sorrow would come to
anyone who disturbed his daughter’s resting place, and it would be
the deepest kind of sorrow—that caused by love.” She shook her
head. “Of course, Knute Mickelson didn’t pay any mind to the
rumors, he just went ahead and built that ridiculous house. And his
wife died three months after they moved in.”

I won'’t tell Byron, that’s all, Dolly thought quickly.

“But no one knows if the story about the curse is true,” Corinne
said.

“Well, I for one wouldn’t live in that house for all the money in
the world,” Judy sniffed.

“I’'m sure all it needs is someone to really love it,” Dolly insisted.

“Oh, they loved it, all right,” Mrs. Fryt said. “And you can see
where it got them.”



THE MICKELSON HOUSE
502 W. First Street, Pine Rapids
March 1897

Wilma’s body was utterly, painfully out of her control.

Always, she had cultivated a cautious relationship with it,
distrusting it, doing her utmost to keep it in check. It frequently got
out of hand when she played the piano, becoming possessed by the
music, swaying and moving and breathing with far too much relish
and zest. A delicious feeling, in truth, but the minute she stopped
playing, she would feel ashamed, and resolve not to let the music
get the best of her the next time.

But now her body’s rebellion was more horrifying than ever. It
had grown huge, distorted. It desired unseemly amounts of foods
she had never cared for. It was too ungainly even to sleep in, and
when she walked, she felt she was being pulled behind a royal
entity with a will of its own. Each day when the maid Terese laced
Wilma into her dreadful “maternity corset,” a complicated
contraption with five separate sets of laces on the back, front, and
sides, the maid was forced to lace it a little looser around Wilma’s
midsection, which continued to expand without Wilma’s consent.

The worst thing about her condition was that she could hardly
play the piano. She could hardly reach it! Not a decent range,
anyway. This morning, in the middle of practicing her scales, she’d
screamed in frustration, pounded the keys, and collapsed in tears
onto the piano’s sturdy forehead, pressing her own temple there as
though it were a lover with whom she was trying desperately to
regain a past understanding. Terese had come to inquire, and
suggested Wilma go for a walk, to clear her head. “It’s a lovely day
out, ma’am, quite warm, and I'm sure you’d feel better getting some



fresh air. You've been cooped up in the house all winter! Perhaps
just a short walk around the block; mind you don’t go downtown
and let folks see you in your condition.”

Wilma scarcely heard Terese’s admonition: Cooped up, why, yes,
she had been! For months, she had endured the strict supervision of
Dr. Seguin. This was at John’s insistence; most of the well-off ladies
in town waited until the last possible moment to consult a doctor,
for modesty’s sake. Those who were not so well off dispensed with
the doctor altogether and consulted a midwife when the time came.
Wilma knew that most other women worked until the last possible
moment, but the doctor had suggested it would be a good idea for
Wilma to rest a good portion of each day, warning her especially not
to excite herself too much with her music. She did her best to follow
his orders, but playing the piano was another appetite over which
she had no control—just as now she could not hold herself back
from the lure of fresh air.

As Terese helped her on with her cape and her favorite green hat,
Wilma said, “You’ll do me the favor of not mentioning this to Mr.
Mickelson, won’t you?”

“Oh, yes,” said the maid, the gray skin around her eyes wrinkling
kindly, as she saw Wilma to the door. “I know just how you feel.” A
widow with five grown children of her own, who had been unable
to afford to keep her farm after her husband had died, Terese was
the senior of the two maids and Wilma’s favorite of the household
staff. Two immigrant girls, one Norwegian and one Swedish, were
laundress and cook, and there was a yard man named Nathaniel,
whom Wilma avoided at all costs. He was in charge of the cistern,
the boilers, and all the mysterious things in the basement, plus the
horse and carriage, the grounds, the plumbing, the gas lamps—all
the things that Wilma considered John’s domain to supervise
(indeed, John’s father, Knute, supervised most such matters). Wilma
stuck to the more feminine areas, and Terese was kind enough to
coach her through the daily struggles of managing the household:
planning the meals, overseeing the household budget, making sure



that the staff was always busy accomplishing their duties, and in the
proper priority.

Even when Wilma was feeling ill due to her pregnancy, she
always spent two or three hours each morning, after John left for
work, with her lists and ledgers, then met with Terese, who would
communicate Wilma’s wishes to the rest of the staff—to Wilma’s
relief, since the girls spoke only a little English. Sometimes Wilma
supposed that Terese, to shield Wilma from the worst of the work,
made many of the inconsequential decisions herself. That was fine
with Wilma—she wished she could hand over all the headache-
inducing, monotonous duties. Keeping the house had never
interested her; even when she’d been young and her mother had
tried to teach her certain crucial skills, Wilma had always had her
mind on Chopin or Mozart, and had rushed off to the piano the
moment her mother released her, with not a second thought to what
she had just been told.

Now there were many days when Wilma, sweating over a ledger,
staining her fingers with ink, hated herself for being fool enough to
marry so soon, when she could have continued to study the piano.
Darn her sister, anyway—she’d made her fear becoming an old
maid!

If only Wilma had known the headaches involved in married life.
For example, if the dinner table wasn’t properly set—golden
flatware properly aligned with the bottom of the gold-rimmed plate,
gold-rimmed goblet set to the proper angle of the plate, and so on—
Wilma’s father-in-law, Knute, would raise his eyebrows and say, “I
see you haven’t got those kitchen girls trained yet, then, Wilma.” He
was awfully particular, Wilma thought, for a man who, according to
his stories, had eaten off the same tin plate for six months in the
woods every winter when he was young, with his pocketknife his
only utensil. Now he liked things to be just so—to prove all he had
achieved, Wilma supposed—and it seemed impossible to please him.
And then there was the matter of pleasing her husband! If the menu
didn’t vary enough from day to day—too many rutabagas night after
night come January, for example—John would be sure to complain.



Never mind that he expected her to achieve these spectacularly
varied menus on a limited allowance, and had lectured her on the
importance of never letting a morsel of food go to waste. She didn’t
think it was her fault if rutabagas were the only thing piled sky-high
in the root cellar, while everything else had dwindled. But of course
it was, they told her. It was all a question of management! Of
planning!

Nearly every day she imagined packing her trunks and getting on
the train to Appleton. She was certain the college would let her back
in! She could just pretend that her marriage had all been a bad
dream.

If not for the problem of the baby on the way.

Wilma stepped out onto the front porch and relished the warmth
of the sun. As the door shut behind her, she put the worries of the
household out of her mind and, beginning to imagine a theme from
Beethoven’s Sonata Pathétique, determined to enjoy the beauty of
the new spring, which was lovely even in a town as ugly as Pine
Rapids. She knew John and Knute weren’t altogether happy to see
spring arrive, since it meant the end of the cutting season in the
forests, and huge payouts to the men who had labored for them
logging all winter. This was the busiest time of year at the mill,
though, and profits would follow once the felled trees had been
processed.

In the distance upriver, Wilma could see the mill’s smoke, and she
could hear its noises, too: the pounding of the logs being shoved
about, the high whine of the saws, the shouts of men and the
slapping sound of the planks being stacked one on top of another.
The Bear Trap River had thawed in places and the slate-colored
water sparkled as it tripped over icy rocks. Last week there had been
a blizzard, but today all the snow was melting into the streets and
the walks and the river, and, just as Wilma made her way down the
porch steps, a robin hopped across the walk in front of her, then
lifted itself in flight. The baby kicked in her belly. “Hush, now,
baby,” she whispered, breathing in the spring-silver air. “We'’re
going downtown. Maybe we’ll order some spring dresses for



Momma to wear after you’re born!” She was suddenly desperate for
at least a glance at something really stylish, if such a thing could
even be found in Pine Rapids.

The weight of her belly threatened to topple her as she proceeded
down the stone steps with her spine held stiff by her corset, but the
warmth of the sun on her face was pleasing, and she went
delicately. It seemed easy to forget discontents, on such a lovely
spring day, and to remember only hopes and dreams. Soon, her
shoes were clicking down the boardwalk, and her steps felt light,
despite the ache in her back, the heaviness in her middle. The only
sound was the river babbling its way around the rocks. On the hill
in front of the houses on First Street, the brown earth was peeking
through the melting snow, and patches of purple crocus bloomed.
This spring, John had told her, the Pine Rapids Beautification
Committee was distributing grass seed to every homeowner in town,
and Knute Mickelson had donated money for a stump removal crew
to clear the main thoroughfares—as it was, winter was the only time
when people could travel easily. Sleighs glided easily over roads
packed with snow, whereas in spring, the muddy, rutted, stump-
pocked roads became nearly impassable. The drier seasons of
summer and fall were only slightly better. Whatever improvements
could be made would certainly be a relief, Wilma thought—after
having grown up in well-settled Kaukauna in the east-central part of
the state, Pine Rapids still seemed to her like an uncivilized frontier.

As she approached downtown, there came on the breeze the smell
of thawing horse manure, and the sounds of bells jingling, carriage
wheels jouncing through the muddy gravel, horses whinnying,
voices calling across the street or down the block—and then it all
came into view: the red stone buildings, the throngs of traffic, the
businessmen in dark suits and bowlers, the draymen in working
clothes, and the women in creations of all colors, many with hats
rising from their heads like the plumes of birds. Wilma straightened
her own hat and pinched her cheeks. She had been so excited at the
prospect of an outing that she had forgotten to look in the mirror to
see that everything was in order. She had forgotten that she had an



image to maintain, as the wife of one of the most important
businessmen in town. No matter what language they spoke—and
Wilma could still hardly identify all the different languages that
could be heard in Pine Rapids, including but not limited to
Norwegian, Danish, Swedish, Polish, Menominee, and a great deal
of German—Wilma knew everybody talked about the Mickelsons.

She glanced over at the bank on the opposite side of the street,
hoping that John wouldn’t happen to look out his office window
and see her pass by. Then she recognized Gust’s horse tethered
outside.

Gust rarely came to the house, and when he did, he, John, and
their father, Knute, would argue about business, the bank, the mill,
their voices growing louder and louder, until Wilma could stand it
no more and would excuse herself to the parlor and the piano. Yet,
even as the noise of her music drowned the men out, her ears would
perk up when Gust’s voice came through: “... just don’t see how you

can ...;” “... if only you’d look at it from the other ...”

She never intended to listen for his voice, but she couldn’t seem to
stop herself. When he was near, she did her best to avoid so much as
looking at him—not to the point of being rude, but she did try to
remain distant. Yet, she so enjoyed the sight of him. She knew that
if she wasn’t careful she could lose herself for hours in just
examining the whorls of his hair, the highlights of blond over light
brown, and, in wintertime, dark brown; the unruly perfection of it
as it tickled the tops of his ears and the back of his neck. She knew
she could lose herself in his eyes, too, pinwheels of silver-blue. She
had prayed for God to put the same light in John’s eyes, but so far
He had not. He was challenging her to sin, she supposed. He was
challenging the frog.

The baby kicked. “Shall we go see your uncle Gust, Baby?” Wilma
whispered. “Kick once for yes and twice for no.”

The baby kicked once. (The baby always kicked only once, then
paused, then kicked again, but no matter: She was crossing the
street.)



She squared her shoulders and, clutching her handbag in one
hand, lifted her skirt an inch in front with the other, as though that
would keep the street’s mud from getting on it. Her only intent was
to catch a glimpse of him, and there wasn’t anything wrong with
that. Half the women she knew (church women, no less, and just as
married as Wilma herself) would have crossed town for a glimpse of
Gust Mickelson, and all Wilma was doing was crossing the street.

Her foot was on the bank’s bottom step when Gust burst out of
the door, his face flushed, jamming his hat onto his head. When he
saw her, he stopped. “W-Wilma!” he said, fumbling with his hat. “I
—what a pleasure to see you.”

Someone brushed behind Wilma, passing her. Gust was standing
so close, only two steps above her (now one! as he moved even
closer, turning his hat around in his hands). “Gust,” she said. “Good
day.” And she hurried up the steps, brushing past him, into the
refuge of the bank, damning the frog that had so shamelessly sought
him out.

The door swung shut behind her, and a lady customer, two men
conversing in the corner, and the young cashier all turned their eyes
toward her.

“Mrs. Mickelson,” the cashier said. “You’re here to see Mr.
Mickelson? He’s in a meeting with Mr. Mickelson, or, his father, I
mean, but I can see if—”

“Oh, no!” Wilma said. “Please don’t disturb him.” She suspected
they could see straight to the bottom of her heart.

But instead of her heart, they were looking right at her stomach.
Through the folds of her cape, they could see the shape of her body.
“I was just out for a walk, some air,” she said, gathering her cape
around her, turning to push the door open again. “Please don’t
disturb him.”

Immediate relief: the fresh air cooled her cheeks. But then Gust
was there, at the bottom of the steps. When he saw her, he smiled.
She would have turned to go back into the bank had that not
seemed an even more fearful choice than facing him. Oh, that he



should see her in this condition—heavy with his brother’s child and
yet utterly foolish over him! What had she been thinking?

But she smiled, started down the steps toward him. Steady, steady.
“Wilma!” he said. “I wondered if you might not be too long.”
“I—yes, John was meeting with your father.”

“Yah,” he said, with a rueful smile. “I was in that meeting until a
moment ago.”

She laughed. Perhaps he didn’t know her feelings, and she could
skate around them, even make them disappear. “So I had supposed,”
she said.

“In any case,” he said, “seeing you reminded me of a matter I
need to discuss with you.”

“A matter?”

“Yah,” he said. He touched her elbow and guided her down the
stairs. “May I walk you home?” he said. “We can discuss it on the
way, then.”

“Yes,” Wilma said. After all, she really didn’t need to go shopping.

He put out his arm for her to take, and led her back across First
Street. It seemed she could feel the heat of his skin through his shirt
and coat, her gloves.

Her shoes were clicking on the boardwalk again when he said,
“It’s about the baby, Wilma.” His tone was grave, and set her to
worrying immediately.

“What about the baby?”

“My brother tells me he’s certain it will be a boy, and that he’s
planning to name him Junior.”

“Yes, John James Mickelson, Junior.” John had insisted on it.

“All due respect, Wilma, you can’t saddle a baby with the name
Junior,” Gust said. “Poor child won’t have a chance, then. God
forbid he wants to do anything other than follow in his father’s
footsteps.”



Wilma laughed a little and, without exactly realizing it, settled
more heavily on Gust’s arm. They were out of downtown now, and
the houses were rising away from the sidewalk, up the hill. “I hardly
think so, Gust.”

He rested his hand atop hers; her heart gave a little lurch.
“Wilma,” he said, “don’t you ever feel you’re too young to have the
whole of your life set out before you?”

Wilma hesitated. “Sometimes, I suppose.”

“Godsakes, Wilma, I'm only twenty-two, and you’re twenty-one,
and chances are, twenty years from now, I’ll still be working at the
mill, and you’ll still be living in that house and married to my
brother. Only that baby will be almost as old as we are now, and
maybe he’ll have his whole life set out for him, too, then. He’ll have
the office next door to John’s. Especially if he’s called Junior!”

Wilma said nothing.
“Can I tell you a secret, Wilma?”
“A secret?”

“'m restless, Wilma. I went to a dance over in Victor last
weekend, and do you know I couldn’t find a girl pretty enough to
suit me, even to dance with?”

Something in her burned. “Of course you need a girl.”

“I think I should leave this town, Wilma, and go far away from
here. California. Alaska, even.”

“Oh, Gust, no, you couldn’t!” Then she realized what she had said.
Her shoes clicked along the walk; do not do not do not, she repeated
to herself, all the way to the bottom of the steps that led up to the
Mickelson house.

They stopped there. He took her hands in his. “Stay and be uncle
to your children?” he said. “And the second son?”

“Every child needs an uncle, don’t they?”
He did not smile; his eyes were sharp and bright.



“Besides,” she went on quickly, “it’s only a matter of time before
they let you have your way with the mill. John is so interested in
the bank, and your father’s so busy with his real estate. I overheard
them talking, and your father said he thought you ought to be given
full authority at the mill.”

“And what did John say, then?”

Wilma looked down at their hands entwined together. “He said
you were too young, and too reckless.”

“I had no doubt.”
“But your father will convince him, I'm sure of it.”

“And what about the rest?” he said. “What do I do about not
being able to find a girl pretty enough to dance with because I
compare them all to you?”

She drew in her breath.

He let go of her hands, and stepped back. “Forgive me—God-
sakes.” He took off his hat and ran a hand through his curls.

She recovered quickly; she had to. “Oh, Gust, you’re just teasing
me!” She was doing her best to swim to the shore of convention, to
keep from drowning in his eyes.

He smiled then, relieved. “Don’t you know,” he said, pretending
along with her. He replaced his hat, and offered his arm to her
again; she took it, and they started up the steps to the house. “And
how do you think that line will work on the ladies, then?”

“Oh, wonderful!” she said, laboring up the steps. “You’ll be
married in a fortnight.”

Though she invited him in, he bid her good-bye on the front
porch. “Forgive me,” he said, and she shivered at the light in his
eyes. She watched him as he ran down the steps. When he reached
the bottom, he turned and tipped his hat to her, then broke away
into a run. The Bear Trap River babbled in the distance, and the
baby in her belly kicked. Do not, she told herself again, and turned
to go into the house, shedding her cloak, desperate to return to her
piano.



The Family Hostess’ Creed

Happy family relationships are part of my responsibility; therefore—I will
save enough energy to do the job of being a happy and helpful hostess to my
family day after day.

—The Modern Family Cook Book, 1942

PINE RAPIDS WOMEN’S CLUB MEETING
Thursday, June 29, 1950

The ladies insisted that Dolly join the Pine Rapids Women’s Club,
which, according to Mrs. Fryt, had evolved out of the original
Beautification Committee. “One day we noticed Pine Rapids didn’t
look so bad,” she explained. “So we decided we could branch out. It
was during the thirties; we raised money for needy children and
such.” And, during the recent war, she told Dolly, the Women’s Club
had sold an amazing ten thousand dollars’ worth of war bonds.

The meetings were held the last Thursday of each month at the
town hall. Dolly was a little concerned about throwing off her
schedule at home—Thursdays were when she cleaned house, and
she needed at least six hours to do everything properly—but she
supposed that if the other ladies could take time away from their
homes, she could figure out how to make things work, too. Besides,
all the magazines said that community work could be a
homemaker’s saving grace, and after nearly two months in Pine



Rapids, away from the companionship of her mother, sisters, and
friends in Battle Point, Dolly was beginning to think she just might
need a saving grace soon.

Mrs. Fryt was the president of the Women’s Club, and, to start the
meeting, she led the ladies in a rousing contralto with the singing of
“Lend a Hand,” a song she had composed based on the group’s
motto. Not knowing the words, Dolly contented herself with
listening, steeling herself to be introduced. There must have been
twenty ladies there, and most looked to be at least twice her age.

Only two years out of high school, and I’'m already middle-aged, Dolly
thought. She had actually discovered a gray hair this morning,
which she had quickly attributed to an argument she’d had with
Byron the previous evening.

Swiss steak, steamed carrots, and mashed potatoes with gravy had
been the menu for the evening—followed by an apple pie made with
a Pillsbury pie-crust mix and served with a slice of cheese. Byron
hadn’t seemed to notice, wolfing down his food without a word. His
pie gone, he leaned back in his chair, knotting his hands behind his
head. “Well, think I’ll go out to the garage, Doll,” he said.

She stood to pick up his dessert plate and bring it to the sink.
“What did you think of supper, Byron?” she asked. She had spent a
good twenty minutes tenderizing the meat; little specks of beef had
littered the counter, the walls, even the floor, when she was done.
Another twenty minutes had been devoted to peeling and chopping
the apples for the pie.

“It was good,” he said. “I always like what you make, you know
that.”

“Well, it would be nice if you said so,” she said, sinking his plate
into the dishwater. She had been enticed to buy the pie-crust mix by
an ad she’d seen in Good Housekeeping, which promised in bold
letters ““You wonderful, wonderful woman’—that’s what he’ll say
when he tastes your APPLE PIE and CHEESE.” It wasn’t that she
really believed the ad in a literal sense, but whenever she saw
slogans like that, she just couldn’t seem to stop herself from hoping



that this would be the thing that would make Byron realize that
everything she did was because she loved him and needed to know
that he loved her, too.

“What’s that, Doll?”

“You never notice how hard I'm trying,” she said, hating the fact
that she was close to tears. Tomorrow, she thought blackly, he’d
probably go tell his business partner, Roy Ostrem, that Dolly had
gone hysterical.

“I do,” he protested. “I’d just like to get out to the garage. I've got
to get my lures organized—I'm going fishing with Roy on Sunday,
and my tackle box is a mess.”

Dolly held the plate down in the dishwater like she was trying to
drown it. “You don’t see enough of him the other six days of the
week?”

“You can come, if you want,” he said. “We’re going up to Pelican
Lake and put his boat in the water. He wouldn’t mind if you came
along. Maybe he’d like to bring his wife, too.”

“I was hoping we could go on a picnic together, just the two of us.
A drive in the country.”

“I’'m sorry, Doll,” he said. “I already made plans. But, if you want
to come, maybe you could bring a picnic for all of us.”

Dolly finally let go of the plate and took her hands from the
dishwater. She could see it was futile to try to make him
understand. Taking a deep breath, she dried her hands on her apron,
then stepped across the kitchen and sank down at the table again.
She wished she had a cigarette. “Oh, Byron,” she sighed.

“What’s the matter?”

It was a moment before she could speak. “I guess I just want a
baby,” she said. It seemed much easier to say that one true-enough
thing than to try explaining the whole mess of feelings that had
welled up in her—feelings she didn’t even understand herself and
that had suddenly made her feel all but hopeless.



Because this much was certainly true: On Tuesday night, after
Byron had fallen asleep, she had gone into the hideously
wallpapered bathroom and—in direct defiance of her every recent
prayer—discovered blood.

She had been brought up not to question God and His plans, but
she was beginning to think He had some explaining to do.

Byron got up from his chair and came around to kneel beside her.
He touched her face, and kissed her lightly. “It’ll happen soon,
Doll,” he said, smiling that smile she liked. “Want to give it a try
right now?”

Men!

With the song’s end, Mrs. Fryt ahemed, and introduced Dolly,
then added, “I hope you ladies will take the opportunity to meet
Dolly at the break or after the meeting. Next month we’ll vote on
the matter of her membership.”

Dolly smiled weakly at the group. She hadn’t been told her
membership would be subject to a vote.

Sure enough, both at the break and during the post-meeting
coffee, one lady after another made a point of meeting her and
sounding out her level of commitment to the Pine Rapids Women’s
Club.

She was so glad to see a familiar face when Corinne Olson came
up to her that she clutched Corinne’s hand and took a deep breath,
savoring the comforting grandmother-scent of Corinne’s powder.

“How are you holding up?” Corinne asked.

Though Dolly put on a smile, she wished that Byron had never
brought her to this town. Back in Battle Point, everyone knew her.
She was Dr. Bronson’s third daughter! Rose was the wild one, Lily
was the serious one, Jasmine was the baby, and Dolly was known as
“the bright one,” though she had never been certain if that referred
to her brains or her lipstick.

“Don’t worry, Dolly, you’re a shoo-in,” Corinne said. “The vote is
just a formality.”



“That’s what everyone said when I was up for homecoming
queen,” Dolly said. “And I lost to Betty Bowers, because she was
dating Harold Anders, and everyone wanted him for king.”

Dolly had never found the incident humorous, but Corinne
laughed and laughed and said, “You poor girl.”

Dolly walked home feeling lonelier than ever. As she kneaded
together the evening’s meat loaf, she watered it with two fat tears,
and when Byron sat down to it later, he raved about it; somehow,
that only made her feel worse.

I won’t be placated, she thought, later that evening, as she stood
out on the back stoop in her nightgown smoking a cigarette, the
chill of the night raising the hair on her arms. She hadn’t been able
to sleep; Byron’s steady breathing had aggravated her even more.
That he could sleep, when she was so unhappy! What’s the matter,
Byron? she thought, looking up at the moon.



Married life is serious business, as living always is, but it is easier and at the
same time more rewarding than single life. To be human is to be lonely. To

be successfully married is to have an inner bulwark against loneliness.

—The Good Housekeeping Marriage Book, 1939

HOME OF BYRON AND DOLLY MAGNUSON
406 Jefferson Avenue, Pine Rapids
Tuesday, July 4, 1950

“Hurry up, Doll, Roy’s got the car running, and they aren’t gonna
wait those fireworks for us,” Byron hollered from the front room.

Dolly met her own eyes in the bathroom mirror. She could see the
awful wallpaper behind her in the reflection—Byron still hadn’t
purchased the white paint he’d promised. She made up her mind.

She flipped off the light and went out to meet him. He looked
handsome and relaxed, his collar open, his face flushed. He and Roy
had been drinking beer just about nonstop since five o’clock, and
the combination of their loud chatter and the shrieking of Roy’s wife
and two children had given Dolly a first-class headache.

“Byron,” she said, “I—I’m not feeling very well. Why don’t you go
on without me?”

“What do you mean?”

“Really, Byron, [—I've got a headache and I just don’t—I think I'd
just like to get some sleep. You go on with Roy and Susie and have a



good time.”

“Are you sure, Doll? The fireworks only come once a year. And
Susie’s going to be disappointed not to have another girl along.”

“I know, but—"
Outside, Roy blasted his horn.
“Really, Byron, you go ahead.”

With a mournful look, he squeezed her hand. “Well, if you really
don’t want to go,” he pouted.

She watched through the curtains and breathed a sigh of relief
when the car pulled out of the driveway. She’d had about all she
could take of the Ostrems and their curly-headed cherubs. It had
been Byron’s bright idea to invite them over to celebrate the Fourth
—“It’s about time you get some friends your own age in this town,
Doll,” he’d told her—after he and Roy had had a grand time out
fishing on Sunday. Of course, they hadn’t brought any fish home.
Byron said they’d thrown them all back, but Dolly doubted whether
they’d even cast their lines in the water. Judging from their
performance tonight, they had probably been too busy drinking beer
and talking about Chryslers and their old buddies from the war.

And if Susie Ostrem was all she had to choose from for friends her
own age, Dolly thought she’d rather stick with the older women of
the Ladies Aid. The evening had been interminable. While their
husbands engaged in enthusiastic debate about the most outstanding
features of their Chryslers, Dolly and Susie conducted a faltering
conversation about the many uses for hamburger. And when the
younger toddler smeared a handful of Dolly’s Sunshine Salad on the
kitchen wall, Susie had only laughed and, as she picked up the
offending youngster to give him a kiss, said to Dolly, “Oh, you know
how it is! If you don’t have eyes in the back of your head—!”
Bouncing the child on one arm, she had dabbed at the stain with a
napkin, then gestured to the poppies. “Well, good thing you have
such busy wallpaper!” It was the final straw.

As soon as the car was out of sight, Dolly let the curtain fall and
made a beeline for her cigarettes. She went out on the back stoop to



smoke. Looking up at the stars, she began to feel better, though she
missed her family terribly. She had always gone to the fireworks
with her sisters and Jane, after a picnic at the lake with her parents
—fried chicken, potato salad, and chocolate cake. Tonight, Byron
had insisted on barbecuing the chicken on his new grill. He had
burned it, and that was the beginning of the end as far as Dolly was
concerned. She supposed it was nice that Byron and Roy were such
close friends, but she hated that she was expected to become friends
with Roy’s hideous wife. If this was Byron’s idea of a new Fourth of
July tradition, she wanted none of it. Not to mention that the
holiday had thrown her whole housekeeping schedule off track, and
now she would spend the rest of the week feeling off-kilter.

She stubbed out her cigarette and lit a second one—she deserved
it, she thought—as the night slowly enveloped her. She was just
about done with her cigarette and, with her headache feeling better,
ready to go inside to Cherry Ames, Night Supervisor—she didn’t care
if the books were juvenile, at least Cherry had adventure in her life—
when she heard the first blast of the fireworks. She was suddenly
struck with a wave of loneliness, and then she got mad. That
despicable Susie Ostrem was keeping her from seeing the fireworks!
She dropped her cigarette and ground it out with her shoe. She
walked around to the front yard, but when another firework
bloomed in the sky, she knew she would have to get closer to see
over the trees.

Her feet made no sound as she walked. Each time there was
another explosion, cheers and applause wafted through the quiet
streets and over the treetops. She walked faster, stretching herself
tall to try to see. Once she was past the courthouse, she decided
there wouldn’t be any harm in going another block closer.

Then she realized where she would have the best view, while still
avoiding the crowd: on top of the hill where the Mickelson house
stood.



She had intended only to watch from the yard, but once she got
there, she found that the garage, a large birch tree, and the row of
shrubs at the southern edge of the property obscured her view, so
she climbed up on the back porch stoop for added height, certain
that Wilma Mickelson wouldn’t have minded. She noticed with a
twinge of anguish that, although the lawn was clipped short, the
Peterson boy obviously didn’t trouble about the flower beds around
the house; they were thick with overgrown irises and choked with
weeds.

As another red floret bloomed and faded, a cloud scooted past the
moon, and a breeze rustled the leaves and Dolly’s hair. Her
headache gone entirely now, she breathed as deeply as she could
and leaned back against the house, raising her chin toward another
bright burst. The handle of the screen door prodded her back. She
turned toward it, and considered it. She glanced down the hill and
across the street to Mrs. Fryt’s house; no light was on. To the other
side was nothing but a row of fir trees and, past that, an open field.

She pulled on the handle. The screen door swung open without a
peep. She grasped the glass knob of the storm door, and her
stomach gave a little flip when the knob turned without resistance.
If it isn’t locked, then I’'m not really “breaking in,” she told herself, and
she pushed hard on the door.

It was with greater trepidation that, some time later, Dolly quietly
opened the door to her own dark bungalow. The fireworks must
have ended ages ago; Dolly had forgotten to pay attention. She’d
been entranced by the shadow-filled rooms of the Mickelson house:
the specters of covered furniture, the gentle murmur of the breeze
that came in through a broken dining room window. She’d even
found dusty photographs on the mantel, though in the dimness she
hadn’t been able to discern the shadowy faces.

“Doll?”



As Dolly’s eyes adjusted, she saw Byron rising from the living
room chair.

“Doll, where the hell have you been?” He came toward her.

“Oh, Byron, I'm sorry. I—I couldn’t sleep, and I went out for a
walk. I just—Ilost track of time.”

“I was worried to death about you, Doll,” he said. “And tonight of
all nights, when there’s all these drunks out running around, for you
to go out by yourself! You've got to think, sometimes, Doll. Jesus
Christ.” He sighed deeply, then took her into his arms. He smelled of
anxiety and beer. “Don’t ever do that to me again.”

“I won’t,” she said, her voice muffled in his chest.
“Now come to bed,” he commanded, and she followed him.



THE MICKELSON HOUSE
502 W. First Street, Pine Rapids
July 4, 1897

After the baby—a boy—arrived, the unseemliness of Wilma’s body
was unbearable.

Each time she hobbled to the lavatory, she would discover
brownish blood. More than once, the maid Terese had found her
curled on the bathroom floor, done in not so much by the sight of
the blood but by the hopeless conviction that it would never stop
coming. This might have gone on for days, or weeks; she didn’t
know. Time had taken on a curious elasticity, a meaninglessness
that she quietly savored. The Sonata Pathétique ran through her
mind over and over, yet her hands felt too heavy to move. She had
forsaken her household management duties, and did not even go
down to dinner to defend the table settings; Terese only consulted
her on major questions. Terese took care of the baby, too.

Wilma had been torn badly, Dr. Seguin had said, wiping his hands
when the ordeal was over. He prescribed rest, and seemed
remarkably unconcerned, once Terese had taken the squalling baby
away. Wilma herself was certain that she had come close to death,
and, day after day, in those weeks following the trauma, would
shiver at the visceral recollection of her body raging, splitting in
two, while the baby tore from her with a force she would not have
thought possible. She was horrified, too, to recall her own
screaming, the way she had surrendered her sensibilities—clearly
breaking Rule Number Four, to ignore or at least not mention
physical discomfort. She wondered how she would ever face the
doctor again—or anyone, for that matter—now that it was clear she



was not the lady she had always pretended to be, but merely an
animal.

Whenever John ventured into the room to sit on the edge of the
bed and rest his hand near (but never touching) her, she would
pretend to be asleep, and keep her head turned from him, though
the scent of his cologne made it impossible to pretend that he wasn’t
there. He would stay for a few minutes, perhaps say her name.
Finally, with a sigh, he would give up, and leave her. Then she
would open her eyes and study the pattern of the wallpaper, the
swirls of vining roses. Her flesh ached, dreading that he would soon
decide that she had been given sufficient respite from her wifely
duties. Dreading, too, the moment when Terese would bring the
fussing baby to her and demand that she bare herself to him like a
mother pig, or cat, or dog, and let him eat off her until both her
nipples were raw, for the milk of one small breast was never enough
to satisfy John James Mickelson, Junior.

A month after the baby’s birth, Dr. Seguin had begun to insist that
she was perfectly healthy, that she ought to get out of bed and ease
back into her normal routine. But Wilma couldn’t muster a
compelling reason to do so. From what she could tell, the household
was functioning just fine without her. Her sole responsibility seemed
to be to feed that rapidly growing baby, and that she could
accomplish just fine in her bed.

But this morning, John had burst in on her and demanded she get
dressed. He wanted his son to see the Fourth of July parade.

“You take him, John,” she said, nestling deeper into her pillow,
willing the music in her mind to drown him out.

“You have to come, Wilma,” John said. “I’ve bought a carriage for
Jack. We’ll wheel him down and watch from the bank steps. It
would look ridiculous if you weren’t there. People are already
starting to talk, wondering why they haven’t seen you or the baby
out.” His tone turned petulant. “I want them to see Jack.”

Wilma kept her eyes closed, and didn’t answer, hoping he would
give up and leave her alone, as he had on other occasions. She tried



to please him; she meant to, anyway. But sometimes he seemed to
ask so much.

“I’ll send Terese to help you dress,” he said, with an air of finality,
and she heard his footsteps going away, the door click shut behind
him.

So it was that by ten o’clock she was standing on the bank’s
bottom step in last year’s dress and summer hat, squinting against
the sun. Laced to her pre-baby size, the maternity corset was
excruciating. She had begged Terese to loosen it, but the dress—a
high-collared, elaborately trimmed affair with a bell-shaped skirt
and sleeves that billowed out from the shoulders and gathered again

in tight cuffs that reached halfway up the forearms—would not have
fit her.

Jack slept soundly in the wicker carriage parked on the sidewalk
in front of her, while John rolled it slowly back and forth, fielding
the admirers who came up to peer in the carriage and exclaim over
Jack. Wilma didn’t recognize most of them, and she was too
exhausted to try to remember their names, too embarrassed to meet
their eyes. She imagined they knew the way she had screamed, the
way she had bled. She tried to remember Chopin’s Waltz in B Minor,
closing her eyes briefly, allowing her fingers to press against the
sides of her skirt to mime it. But her mind stumbled, couldn’t recall.

She opened her eyes to see one of the few neighbors that she did
know charging across the dusty street toward them. It was Cecilia
Fryt, trailing in her wake her brown-bearded husband, Amos, who
owned the hardware store. Cecilia was a tall woman, and, though
Amos was taller, he always appeared stooped, compared to his wife.
Cecilia wore a hat with a great plume of peacock feathers; the
bellow-like sleeves on her dress made her shoulders look broad as a
man’s.

“Amos Fryt!” boomed John.

The man nodded in response, only the twitch of his beard
betraying a smile.



“So this is the blessed mystery child,” sniffed Cecilia, feathers
teetering as she examined the baby in his carriage. “I was beginning
to wonder if we’d ever see him.”

“Well,” John said, reaching up to rest his hand on Wilma’s
shoulder, “here he is now. Wilma hasn’t been feeling too well.”

Cecilia’s eyes bore into Wilma’s. Wilma, feeling light-headed,
recalled dimly that, just before Jack was born, someone at the
Lutheran church had whispered that Cecilia had recently lost a baby
some three months into a pregnancy. “But you know Cecilia,” the
churchgoer had said, with a note of admiration in her voice. “She
was right back out shoveling her walk the next day. In spite of what
Dr. Seguin might have told her. She doesn’t believe in pain, that
one.”

Wilma put out her chin. “I'm fine now.”

“Yes, she’s very well now,” John said. “And have you ever seen a
more handsome child?”

Cecilia looked down at the baby. “He certainly is large, for his
age,” she said. “Hopefully he won’t turn out to be heavy.” This with
a glance at John’s waistline, which had unquestionably widened,
this past year.

Wilma sensed John step back, speechless.
“We’d best go, Cici, so you’ll be on time,” Amos said.

“Oh, yes,” said Cecilia, with a pointed look at Wilma. “I'm
carrying the banner for the Beautification Committee.”

Wilma knotted her hands. She knew the things people said about
her: that she was “too high on her horse” to notice the needs of the
“common folk” and actually do something for Pine Rapids. Certain
things were presumed of the wives of the town’s businessmen,
particularly of a woman like Wilma who had household help, and
Wilma had not conformed. But she had been indisposed since the
day she’d arrived, with the business of having a child!

Wilma looked up and saw the peacock feathers moving away
through the crowd. Of course! Cecilia Fryt always had to have the



last word.

Then Wilma saw Gust, crossing the avenue toward them. She had
not seen him since before Jack was born. Shamefully, though, she
had dreamed of him—even, sometimes, when she was half awake.
Meaningless, she had assured herself at the time. But now the sight
of him made her mouth go dry. She was conscious of sweat forming
under her arms.

Unaware of Gust’s approach, John was talking to a couple that
Wilma vaguely recognized from the church, bragging about baby
Jack.

“Wilma,” said Gust, as he came near. Removing his hat, he
stopped before her. His curls shone in the sunlight. “It’s so nice to
see you up and about, then.”

“Hello, Gust.”

“And how’s my nephew?” he said, peering over the hood of the
carriage. “Sleeping soundly, I see.” His movement caught John’s
attention, and the two men greeted each other, John quickly
resuming his conversation with the couple from church.

“He’s fine,” Wilma said. “Thank you.”
“And you’re feeling well?”

)

“Fine, thank you,” she said, though she was dizzy and short of
breath; her corset was so tight!

For a moment, there seemed nothing more to say; their eyes
remained locked. “I was sorry,” he said finally, “that when I came to
the house you were indisposed.”

“You were at the house?” Wilma said.

He frowned. “Several times. You wouldn’t think I’d miss seeing
my nephew, now, would you? He’s quite something.”

“He is?” she said, then caught herself. “Oh, yes! Yes, of course.
Thank you.”

Gust grinned. “Jack.”



She smiled. “Yes. Jack.” Her smile faded; she fought the sudden,
inexplicable urge to weep.

A fire wagon, pulled by six black horses shaking their manes and
stomping their hooves, was leading the approaching parade.

Gust stepped up next to her, and turned toward the street. Oh,
don’t—don’t, she told herself, but it was far too late. The clanging of
the fire bell and the shouts of the crowd and the drumbeats of the
eight-member Pine Rapids High School band grew louder and
louder, and then her legs gave way, and all went black.

When she came to, she was stretched flat on a cool marble floor.
Looking up into the dimness of the room, she recognized the pattern
of the pressed tin ceiling. The bank. John was crouched next to her,
and Gust on her other side. “Thank God, Wilma, you’re all
right,”John said. “You fainted. Thank God Gust caught you. I'm
sorry I brought you out today. I thought you’d feel better if you got
out.”

Wilma looked up at Gust. He had caught her!
He smiled. There was an unidentifiable quiver in his eyes.

John patted her shoulder, and got to his feet. “We’ll go home
now, Wilma. You just rest a moment, and gather your strength. I'm
going to check on Jack. I left him with the Olsons, but I don’t like
having him out of our sight.” She heard him walk away across the
marble. The heavy door opened, letting in the sounds of the parade.
When it closed again, the quiet was like a salve.

Wilma closed her eyes briefly. “I'm so ashamed.”
Gust said nothing.

“I wish—" she began.

“Wilma,” he said.

She clenched her fists against all that was welling inside her.
Steady, steady. A tear escaped her closed eye. Still, he did not touch



her. When John returned, Gust stood back while John helped her to
her feet.

I wish I had known it when you had your arms around me, was what
she had come so close to saying. I wish I could know what it felt like.

But back out into the heat and noise, teetering along under John’s
arm, to where their baby slept on.



Take an interest in his appearance. Keeping his clothes in order is your job;
encouraging him to look his best, and admiring him when he does, should be

your pleasure.
—“Making Marriage Work,”

Ladies’ Home Journal, January 1950

HOME OF MRS. CECILIA FRYT
412 W. First Street, Pine Rapids
Tuesday, July 11, 1950

“I was wondering,” Dolly said, as soon as the ladies were settled and
stitching in Mrs. Fryt’s parlor. “Do you think there’s any truth to
what you told me about the Mickelson house? About it being
cursed, I mean?”

Ever since her late-night adventure on the Fourth of July, Dolly
had felt lost in the dream of that wonderful house. At the oddest
times, she would recall herself back into the shadowy rooms, just as
during algebra class her senior year she had (without necessarily
meaning to) recalled herself back into Saturday night and Byron’s
arms. She had felt so comfortable being in the house, she simply
couldn’t believe that there was anything so menacing as a curse
lurking about it.

“You just won’t let that family rest in peace, will you?” Mrs. Fryt
grumbled. Mrs. Fryt had grudgingly allowed the group to cancel



their meeting the week before, since it had fallen on a holiday, and
now she seemed to resent them all for slackers, ushering them
briskly into the parlor and bidding them to get straight to work on
the quilt. The room was stuffy today, despite the windows being
open; the ladies and the spider plants all drooped more than usual.

“Well,” Corinne said, “all we know for certain, Dolly, is that the
family did have more than their share of sorrows.”

“They were arrogant,” Mrs. Fryt snapped. “Had no sense of their
own human imperfections! That was why. And I can tell you to the
day when that house started to crumble. It was the day Jack
Mickelson decided to drag his brother Chase off to enlist in the First
World War.”

“They were heroes!” Jeannette said, surprisingly animated, among
murmurs of disagreement.

Mrs. Fryt harrumphed. “Yes, heroes, of course. We all know it,
and if we don’t, someone else will say it to us until we do. But I still
say, if Jack hadn’t been so bent on outdoing everybody in town by
enlisting the very day that war was declared—” She held up a hand
to quiet objections. “I know, some people say he shouldn’t be
blamed. But I was there, and I don’t see how we couldn’t blame him.
Taking Chase out of high school that way!”

“It was the bravest thing they could have done,” Jeannette said.

But Mrs. Fryt turned to Dolly. “The day the boys decided to enlist,
it was Good Friday—this would have been 1917. I was down at
Tomsovik’s Flower Shop choosing an Easter lily. Well, here comes
Wilma Mickelson in the door. I still remember what she was
wearing: a dress that reminded me of a silver maple leaf. Green lace
over silver silk. You would never have seen that dress on anyone in
this town except for Wilma. And she wore it like it was everyday!
With her fancy gray coat open over it. She had a broad-brimmed hat
to match, too, and even her shoes were that particular green. To
wear such shoes in mud season—I couldn’t understand it. Well, in
she comes, with Chase trailing behind her. He had his hands shoved
in his pockets and his cap pulled down low over his eyes. He was a



senior in high school that year, and he always looked like he had a
secret he could tell.”

“Goodness,” Dolly said, imagining.

“He drew wonderful cartoons for the school paper,” Jeannette
said, her voice low again.

“Well,” Mrs. Fryt went on. “That Wilma. It wasn’t enough for her
to get a simple Easter lily like the rest of us. She ordered a dozen
yellow roses, a dozen white roses, and three Easter lilies. She hadn’t
seen me when she came in, but I went right up to her. I must have
asked her if she was planning to come to the Good Friday services.
So what did she do but call out to Mr. Tomsovik to make it five
Easter lilies. “Two for the church,’” she said. “To set by the altar.””

“She always was generous,” Thelma put in.

Mrs. Fryt rolled her eyes. “Well, just then, the door slammed open
—1 still remember how loudly the bells on it jingled! And here was
Jack Mickelson, skidding to a stop. I'll never forget the way he
looked that day, his hair slicked back and his necktie off-kilter. I tell
you, my Jeannette wasn’t the only girl in the class of 1916 who
spent hours fixing herself up, hoping for a second glance from him.”

“Mother!”

Corinne laughed. “Even I remember that smile he had, back
before the war,” she said. “I was a married woman by that time, but
it was dazzling.”

“Well, that was the smile he was smiling that day at Tomsovik’s, I
daresay,” said Mrs. Fryt. “A smile like he could conquer the world.
And then I saw he was holding the newspaper, and I knew what
he’d come for.

“He didn’t have a word for his mother or me. He held up the
newspaper, looked straight at his brother, and said, ‘They’ve done it.
I’'m enlisting.’

“And then the littlest smile twitched on Chase’s face. ‘All right,” he
said. ‘T'll go, too.” They must have been talking about it all week
long, with the president and Congress making the steps toward war.



“You should have seen the look on Wilma’s face,” Mrs. Fryt went
on. “She went white as cream. Then, quick as that, she turned pink,
and stomped her foot. She demanded to know what they were
talking about, but she knew perfectly well. As though Jack didn’t
get his arrogance from her! Those boys left on Monday, the day
after Easter, for the recruiting office, to take the tests and whatnot.”

“Poor Wilma,” said Thelma, shaking her head.

“Well,” said Corinne, “you remember she was quick enough to
turn her back on everyone whenever she didn’t need us.”

“I'm sure she didn’t mean anything bad toward us,” Thelma said.
“She knit more than anyone for the Red Cross committee during the
Second World War.”

“Some little good it did when she didn’t pay any attention to the
quotas,” Mrs. Fryt said. “The national chapter would put out a call
for scarves, and she’d come to me with three sweaters! I was hard
put to explain to the higher-ups where all our chapter’s yarn was
going, when we weren’t meeting their quotas.”

“I think she just hated this town,” said Corinne. “And she hated
every one of us for being part of it.”

“Oh, but she tried so hard,” Thelma objected.

“Don’t you remember the way she was?” Mrs. Fryt said. “Letting
those children run wild? Not caring what anyone thought? As
though living in that house on a hill made her—well, there’s no
other way to say it—she thought she was better than everyone else.
It was scandalous. I’d never believe she was brought up Lutheran.”

Corinne laughed, then said, “Speaking of children running wild.
Did you ladies hear what happened on the Fourth out at the
Gronziks’ farm? A bunch of kids were out there late at night pushing
over the poor cows. Mr. Gronzik says he ran out there after them
but all he saw were the taillights, and the poor cows on the ground.”
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“Mercy me,” exclaimed Mrs. Fryt, and a discussion followed on
the heathen qualities of the younger generation. More terrible to



Dolly than what they were saying about the younger generation was
the fact that they didn’t seem to consider her a part of it.

“Well, T guess I really am old,” she told Byron that night at
supper, over the whir of the fan in the window. The skies had been
darkening all afternoon, and the kitchen was dusky, but Dolly didn’t
want to add extra heat by turning on the light—it was bad enough
she’d had to have the oven on to bake potatoes au gratin. They were
having fried pork chops and green beans, too, and even as she had
executed the menu, Dolly had cringed over its banality. She had
planned on making stuffed pork chops instead, but, once again, the
quilting meeting had sapped her verve.

He laughed. “Old? You? I don’t think so, Doll. Besides, if you're
old, what does that make me?”

“Ancient,” she said, and whimsically flung a potato slice from her
fork at his chest. It made a satisfying thwack.

He looked down at the cheesy smear on his shirt, and picked up
the potato from his lap with an air of weariness. “Doll,” he said.
“What’s gotten into you?”

She leaned back in her chair, sulking. “Nothing, Byron.”

He stood up from the table and began unbuttoning his shirt.
“You’d better wash this right away, so the stain doesn’t set. Good
thing I had my napkin on my lap, or you’d have to do my pants,
too.”

Suddenly, there was a great boom of thunder, and the skies
opened like a dam had burst.

Byron cursed, and lunged across the kitchen to unplug the fan and
yank it from the window. He slammed the window shut. Dolly leapt
up, too; in a moment, tearing around the house, they managed to
close everything tight, and then stood panting in the dimness of the
living room, listening to the pounding of the rain on the roof. It
reminded Dolly of home, of Battle Point, and she laughed. Byron,
his au gratined shirt gaping open over his undershirt, laughed, too,
and ran his hand through his hair, which had gotten a little wet in
his battle with the windows. Ever since those days at the beach



when she was sixteen, Dolly had always found him irresistible when
wet.

Unfortunately, even as he removed his shirt to reveal shoulders
good enough to make a girl go slack-jawed, his only thought was of
the errant au gratin potato. “Here you go, Doll,” he said, holding his
shirt out to her. “Maybe you could get that cheese out, before it’s
too late.”

A moment of incredulity passed, then she snatched the shirt from
him and stomped to the basement.



PINE RAPIDS MESSENGER
Friday evening, April 6, 1917

UNITED STATES DECLARES WAR AGAINST GERMANY
WORLD INFORMED OF ACTION AS
WILSON SIGNS DOCUMENT

WASHINGTON, APRIL 6.—War was declared at 1.13 o’clock this
afternoon.

At exactly that hour President Wilson signed the joint resolution
passed by the House of Representatives and by the Senate declaring
a state of war between the United States and Germany.

An hour before, the resolution was signed by Vice President
Marshall, at 12.13.

These were the last formalities necessary to make the United
States an ally of England, France, and Russia in the world war of
democracies against autocracy....



TOMSOVIK’S FLOWER SHOP
209 E. First Street, Pine Rapids
Friday, April 6, 1917

When her son Chase announced, “I'll go, too,” Wilma suddenly
recalled the circus she had been to as a girl: the cacophony of
calliope and shrieks; the pungent scents of popcorn, sawdust, and
the steaming piles that trailed the elephants; and the sequined lady
who had balanced prettily on the bare back of a black horse as it
galloped round and round the ring. Across the distance under the
big top, the lady’s gleaming smile was all that was discernible, but
as the horse pranced toward Wilma’s place in the grandstand, the
noise of its hooves growing deafening, Wilma could see the
trembling of the leg on which the performer was poised, and lines of
impossible strain between her eyes.

Looking at her two sons amidst the buckets of tulips and
carnations, their determined eyes locked with each other’s, she
suddenly knew how the woman had felt.

Steady, steady, she told herself. “What are you boys talking
about?”

The matching blond heads turned toward her; their eyes were
placid blue pools.

They were unfathomable, these boys, though they had been born
out of her.

“Boys,” she said.
They shrank in their boots, just slightly; their eyes crinkled.

“Wait for Mr. Tomsovik to get my order ready, and then bring the
flowers home.” Her heels clicked as she crossed to the door. “You



may send my husband the bill, Mr. Tomsovik,” she called, not
looking back, as she stepped out onto the sidewalk.

Just like the bareback rider, Wilma thought, her brave
performance was belied by trembling knees. The April air cooled her
fiery cheeks; she tightened her clutch on her handbag. The muddy
street was filled with cars, wagons and horses, shouting men waving
newspapers, some of them cursing in German. Women were
hurrying to finish their Easter shopping, palely proceeding under the
pretense of nothing being out of the ordinary. I will not faint, Wilma
told herself. She began walking toward home, her heels tapping
steadily on the boardwalk, doing her best to focus on the difficult
piece she had been working on lately, Chopin’s Sonata No. 2 in B-
flat Minor. She had first heard it in college when her instructor had
played it, and she’d been working up to it ever since, finally
beginning on the first movement last fall. It was that movement she
rehearsed in her mind now: the resonant early chords, then the
ominous theme that required the lightest touch yet the greatest
intensity as fingers tangled and danced to create the most gorgeous
of nightmares, with a beat like a frightened heart.

But she couldn’t help thinking: I should have known it would come
to this. The boys going to the war. It was payment for her sins.

She had always especially dreaded that some harm would come to
Chase. God knew she had a bond with him that she did not have
with her other children, and she supposed that He did not think well
of her, as a result.

But she should have known it would come to this! She had never
been able to stop Jack from dragging Chase along with him on all
manner of adventures, from the time they were small: fishing,
skiing, sledding, skating, sailing. When they got older, it was
football, basketball, baseball, the two brothers competing to see
which could outdo the other.

Chase’s competitive spirit waned whenever he wasn’t in direct
competition with Jack; Wilma sensed that he actually preferred the
solitude of his pencil and notebook. She had several of his drawings



posted on her vanity mirror in her bedroom. Her favorite was a
caricature of the family that he’d presented to her for Mother’s Day
last year, showing Wilma seated in a chair haughtily beautiful, John
standing behind her impressively pompous, Jack and Chase
assembled gawkily in baseball caps, Harry with hair standing on
end, Jinny perched on the arm of her mother’s chair. Our Family,
1916, he’d written in his block letters. For Mom. Love, Chase.

Chase kept his passion to himself; he was like Wilma with her
piano in that way. Jack probably didn’t even see it. And now Jack
was going to drag Chase off to the war!

She stepped out into Main Avenue without looking, drawing an
angry honk from a motorist. Two grinning young men ran past her,
one waving the newspaper, the other shouting, “Down with the
kaiser!” Their footfalls splashed mud on her skirt.

A knock at the parlor door interrupted the driving beat, the
movement of Wilma’s hands. When she lifted her fingers from the
keys, the sudden silence pounded in her ears. “Yes?” she said.

The new maid slid the pocket door open just wide enough to put
her head in. “Dinner is ready, ma’am,” she said, her accent thickly
Norwegian.

“Is my husband home?” Wilma asked.
“Yes, and the boys, too, ma’am.”

Wilma thought there was something odd about the girl’s tone, and
she looked to see that the maid was blushing. She was a young girl,
perhaps twenty, and too pretty, with curly golden hair and bright
eyes.

Wilma wished for the thousandth time that Terese had not
become too elderly to work. She was tired of these silly young
maids, who came off the impoverished farms where they’d grown
up, and all too easily got fancy ideas about their wealthy employer’s
sons. “You’re discharged,” she told the girl, hands still poised above
the keyboard. “You may come to collect your pay in the morning.”



“Mrs.—?”
“You heard me. We won’t be needing you any longer.”

The girl stifled a sob, and slid the door shut, leaving Wilma alone
again.

She was glad she hadn’t troubled to learn the girl’s name. She
took a deep breath and shook her head, trying to clear it. She
wanted to prepare herself to argue rationally with the boys. Surely
there was some way to convince them not to go.

She had to, because she had given her life for them already. Every
time she’d looked out the parlor window and dreamed that her
piano was on a stage and thought of the money her father had left
her when he died—money she had managed to keep a secret from
John by leaving it with her father’s advisers—and thought of
walking out of this house and not looking back, she had stopped
herself. She loved her children, and her dreams were withered like
old fruit, anyway. It was only the piano that made her think such
scandalous things. She would force herself to get up then, to attend
to the children, the drudgery of running the house, overseeing the
evening’s meal.

When Jack was nine, he had once caught Wilma seated at the
piano in post-sonata reverie, and he’d said, “What’s wrong, Mom?”
She had resolved then not to play unless the parlor door was closed,
shutting out the family, so they could not see that she was not what
she had always pretended. She did not want them to perceive that
mutinous part of her that yearned for escape. She did not want them
to see that her love for them had been holding her hostage in this
town, this house, for more than twenty years.

How dare those boys leave her now?
There was another knock at the door. “Mom?” It was Chase.
“Come in,” she said, turning eagerly.

Chase slid open the door and stood in its frame, his hands shoved
in his pockets. His handsome, narrow face hadn’t changed a bit



since he was about eight years old; he’d just kept growing taller and
thinner, straight as a white pine.

“Is everything all right, Mom? Brita just about ran me over out
there, and she was crying.”

Wilma turned her back to him, straightening her music. “She’s
terribly upset about you boys leaving.”

“Oh,” he said. He sighed. “Are you coming in to dinner, Mom?”

When she looked at him again, her heart lurched, and she said,
“You won’t go, will you, Chasey? You're only telling Jack that to
make him happy, and then you’ll tell him at the last minute that you
won’t go?”

His blue eyes clouded over. “I’'ve got to go, Mom,” he said. Then
he grinned. “Heck, someone’s got to look out for Jack, and see he
doesn’t get himself into trouble.”

She frowned, and cursed herself for not being more savvy. She
might have been able to manipulate him, if she had controlled her
outburst!
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“We’ll be fine, Mom, don’t worry,” Chase said. “Besides, it
wouldn’t be fair to let all the other boys do all the work, and us sit
back and watch.” Still with his hands in his pockets, he gestured
with his elbow for her to come on. “Dinner’s getting cold, Mom,” he
said, and turned away.

Wilma shook her head again. Please, she prayed.
It struck her that God might not recognize her.
Please, she began again, trying to sound like herself. Not my boys.

She got to her feet. She would work on Jack. If Jack didn’t go,
then surely Chase wouldn’t, either.

Steady, steady, she told herself. She walked to the parlor door,
bracing herself on the doorjamb a moment before crossing the
threshold and heading for the dining room.



Surprise your husband with an occasional token of affection, whether it be an

unexpected kiss or a little gift from the ten cent store or newsstand.

—“Making Marriage Work,”

Ladies’ Home Journal, January 1950

THE MICKELSON HOUSE
502 W. First Street, Pine Rapids
Wednesday, July 12, 1950

Just as Dolly had feared, the rain had blown in through the broken
bay window in the Mickelsons’ dining room, left a puddle on the
hardwood floor, and soaked through the large rug under the table
besides.

Last night, after six tears had fallen on Byron’s au gratined shirt
while Dolly removed the cheese stain, she had gone upstairs to
towel dry the windowsills. Even though she and Byron had closed
the windows as quickly as they could, some of the sills had still
gotten wet, and she was wiping off the sill behind Byron’s chair,
where he sat reading the newspaper, when it occurred to her what
shape the Mickelson house must be in. The breeze that had been so
pleasant the night she had been in the house would translate into
awful damage with such a rain.

Though her potato indiscretion had slightly derailed her plan to
persuade Byron to look into buying the house, Dolly was confident
she could get things back on track. So it was that, after she had



finished wiping down the windowsills, she went into the bathroom
to freshen up. As always, the sight of the wallpaper made her
furious, but she perfumed and fluffed her hair, reapplied her Mum
deodorant and her lipstick, put on her best Hollywood starlet
nightgown, and then went out to say to Byron, “Are you coming to
bed?”

And so it was that, just after noon today—having rushed through
the meal planning and food shopping this morning, cheating by
stealing the coming week’s menu wholesale off last year’s calendar,
the first week in June—she had slung a book bag full of rags and
supplies over her shoulder and set out for the Pine Rapids Carnegie
Library. At the front desk, she stopped to inquire where the back
issues of the Ladies’ Home Journal were, and requested that the
stoop-shouldered librarian help her carry a tall stack to a desk in the
back corner. “I’ll probably be here all day,” she told the woman.
“I’ve got so much catching up to do!” It was a needlessly elaborate
ruse, perhaps, but Dolly had read enough Nancy Drew to know that
establishing an alibi was never a bad idea.

After the librarian had been gone a few minutes, Dolly left the
magazines where they were, picked up her bag, headed down the
hall past the restrooms, and slipped outside through the custodian’s
door. She knew that Mrs. Fryt always had lunch with the
Homemakers’ Club on Wednesdays, but she was still nervous about
being spotted. Not wanting to appear suspicious, she made her
strides even and purposeful as she walked the few blocks from the
library. Then she hurried up the hill and straight in the back door of
the Mickelson house.

Like a wealthy old widow dressed up for a ball, the house had
been shown to its best advantage in the shadows of evening. In
daylight, it was dismaying. Knowing she didn’t have much time,
Dolly passed straight through the dusty kitchen and into the dining
room, going to work on the wet floor with the haste of an
emergency room nurse. After she sopped up the standing water,
though, she found disheartening evidence that this was not the first
rainstorm the broken window had endured. As Mrs. Fryt had



suspected, it seemed obvious that, at least since Mr. Wojtas had
died, no one had checked on the inside of the house. The floor’s
finish was all but ruined, and, when Dolly flipped up the corner of
the saturated rug, she found that its underside and the floor
underneath were dark with mold. The chair at the head of the table
was destroyed, too, its golden shot silk upholstery splotched with
brown patches, the wood spotted with white like a cancer.

“Sometimes you have to cut a part out to save the rest,” she
remembered her father telling her, but this cancer was too far gone.
Even the end of the grand mahogany table was mottled with white
spots. Dolly thought it was despicable that the Mickelson family had
let the house go like this.

At the very least, though, she could try to prevent further damage;
it would make her life much easier once Byron bought the house.
She wiped dry the aged windowsill and frame, then dug in her bag,
glad she’d thought to bring her hammer, tacks, scissors, and the
Koroseal Strawtex fabric she had purchased with the intent of
reupholstering Byron’s favorite chair. Of course, when she’d showed
him the Strawtex, he had laughed and said, “Baby-blue plastic? On
my chair? I don’t think so, Doll.” (This although he was supposedly
in favor of having a modern home!) Well, she was grateful now; it
would be just the thing to keep the Mickelson house dry.

When the work of covering the window was done and her tools
put away, Dolly sighed and took a long look around the dining
room. It was plain that even during Mr. Wojtas’s tenure as
caretaker, he had not loved the house, only tolerated it. Perhaps he
had provided it with the bare essentials—heat in the winter, a patch
here or there in the plaster, as though tossing a thoughtless plate of
raw hamburger to a caged lion—but clearly he’d had no real regard
for the house’s well-being. From the ruined rug, which was a rich
pattern of gold and brown and beige, all the way up to the golden
chandelier that hung dripping with cobwebs above the table, the
room was all gold and should have glimmered. A rich wood—now
dulled and dusty—ran halfway up the walls, framed the doors and
windows, and formed a built-in buffet along the wall to Dolly’s



right; above the wainscoting, the walls were papered a watery gold
to match the chairs’ upholstery. Opposite Dolly, at the other end of
the long table, was an opalescent marble fireplace; a golden
candelabra, its candles tipped at drunken angles, stood sentinel on
the mantel. Dust on the glass of the buffet and the cabinet that stood
in the far corner obscured the dishes still stacked inside. Dolly
stepped over to the buffet and pulled open one of its doors. She
crouched down to examine the white china rimmed in gold, the
gilded tureens, the golden sauceboats, running her fingers over their
smoothness, imagining the parties that must have gone on in this
house, the music, the dancing. She imagined the triumph of serving
coffee to the Ladies Aid using such china. It wouldn’t be as great as
flying an airplane, but at least Byron wouldn’t disapprove.

Another moment found her in the living room, examining the
photographs on the mantel there, now that the daylight afforded her
a better perception. There were six photographs altogether, four
large and two smaller. She assumed that the four large ones were of
the Mickelson children, and she picked out Jack and Chase in their
old-fashioned uniforms, drawing in her breath at the sight of Jack’s
smooth jaw, long-lashed eyes, and heavy mouth. No wonder the
girls had all been nuts about him. Chase had a narrower face and
mouth, and an impenetrable look in his bright eyes. The third boy,
with a narrow face like Chase’s, blond hair that stood up thick and
straight over his forehead, and a smile that said he was up to no
good, must have been Harry. The beautiful blond girl with her eyes
narrowed at the camera had to be Jinny. The smaller photos, one of
a handsome dark-haired boy with a reckless smile in a World War II
Marine uniform, the other of a pleasant-looking girl with a rosebud
mouth and curly blond hair, clearly were not as old, but it was a
mystery to Dolly who they could be. Wilma’s grandchildren,
perhaps? Dolly would have to find a way to ask Mrs. Fryt.

The rest of the living room, though it had not been rained on,
looked nearly as forlorn as the dining room. The sofa and chairs
were draped with white sheets, now gray with dust. Dolly’s eyes
swept over the photographs on the mantel. “How could you?” she



said, and she made up her mind: This family, wherever they were,
and whatever had happened, did not deserve such a fine house. It
was up to Dolly to rescue it from their neglect.

But the truth was, Byron, with his love of all things modern and
clean, would never buy it in this condition.

She was going to have to fix up this house.

She thought of the very first movie she and Byron had seen
together, around Christmas in 1946. It was called It’s a Wonderful
Life. In it, Donna Reed had taken a run-down old house and fixed it
up for her husband, played by Jimmy Stewart, without his knowing
she was doing it. But once he saw the glow that the old house had
put on his wife’s face, and the home that she had created for him
there, of course he acquiesced to live there. It had struck Dolly
particularly, sitting there in the theater on an almost-first date with
the man she hoped to marry. She had thought it a wonderfully
romantic thing, to make such an effort to create an ideal home for
the man you loved. And now she had the chance to do just that—
and this house wasn’t in nearly as bad a shape as the house in the
movie.

How Donna Reed had worked out the financial end of things
regarding the house in the movie was not specified that Dolly could
recall. Well, she would take things one step at a time. Maybe she
could fix up the house without anyone knowing, and then Byron
would buy it for her. In any case, the first step was to get the house
in shape for him to view. It seemed clear by the state of things that
none of the Mickelsons was ever going to come back.

The first thing she did was run the water in the kitchen sink until
it changed from rust-colored to clear. Like Mrs. Fryt had said, the
Mickelsons had kept the water connected. Now that Mr. Wojtas was
dead, Dolly would have to take over his daily duties, too.

When it was time to go home to start Byron’s supper, Dolly left
some supplies in the Mickelsons’ pantry, packed up the rest, and
tossed her bag out the parlor’s side window. The parlor was her



favorite room in the house, with a front window that looked out
over the grand front porch, and a side window that opened onto the
line of fir trees on the west edge of the property. It was papered in a
misty lake-blue, with brocade draperies of the same shade. The blue
rug was adorned with pink roses. In the center of the room stood a
dusty grand piano, and there was an old phonograph in the far
corner.

With a last look over her shoulder, Dolly slipped out the window
and landed in the weeds next to her bag. She had been able to
remove the screen by reaching out through a gash that ran down its
center, twisting its stops out of the way, and letting it fall to the
ground. Now she closed the storm window almost all the way and
put the screen back in place, though she could reach only to twist
the bottom stops back on. Now Dolly could come and go as she
pleased, not just when she knew Mrs. Fryt was away from home.
She would just have to bring something to stand on to boost herself
up into the house.

It was four o’clock when Dolly headed in the back door of the
library. The Ladies’ Home Journals were just where she had left
them, and, after she sat for a moment to catch her breath, she
gathered them up and brought them through the stacks to the
librarian’s desk, handing them over with a smile.

“Did you find what you were looking for?” the woman asked.

“Oh, yes, thank you!” Dolly said. “But I’ve so much more to learn
—TI’ll be back!”



THE MICKELSON HOUSE
502 W. First Street, Pine Rapids
Friday, April 6, 1917

“Jinny,” Wilma said, taking her place at the end of the table
opposite from her husband, “you’ll serve the dinner, please.” For
nearly twenty years now, at every meal, Wilma had sat with her
back to the window, while John sat with his back to the fireplace;
the children filled in like pegs around the table that glimmered with
gold-rimmed china and goblets and golden flatware—Jack and
Chase on Wilma’s left, Harry and Jinny to her right, nearest the
kitchen. Today, Wilma’s view of John was partly obscured by a
large arrangement of Easter flowers; more flowers bedecked the
mantel behind him. Today, Wilma could feel her family crumbling
into dust.

Jinny, who was eleven (“and a half,” she would add), shook her
bright blond head. “Mom, that’s applesauce. Where’s Brita? Or
Cook? Or Thora?”

Her brothers laughed, and her father tried to look stern but didn’t
succeed. Wilma had talked to them all repeatedly about not
encouraging Jinny’s impish behavior, but to no avail.

“First of all, young lady, I am quite certain that dinner is more
than applesauce,” Wilma said. “I discharged Brita, and Cook and
Thora have gone home early today.”

“Aw, Mom! Not Brita!” said Harry. His blond hair was standing on
end, as usual. Wilma had wrestled with that hair for years, and now
that she had given its care over to its owner, he had little more
success with it, despite frequent liberal applications of his older
brothers’ pomades.



Jack and Chase laughed, but they looked disappointed, too;
Wilma was glad she had made the decision. She didn’t know what
she had been thinking, to hire someone so pretty in the first place,
with all these boys in the house.

“Wilma,” her husband said. “I wish you would discuss these
matters with me before acting so quickly.”

“What about discussing them with me?” Harry grumbled.

“That’s the third one you’ve discharged this year, and we’re
barely into April,” John continued.

“Poor Hare,” Jack joshed his brother.

Harry’s eyes flashed up. “Hey, I think she was starting to like me.”
“When pigs fly!” Jinny said.

Harry reached over to thwack her with his middle finger.
“Children!” Wilma said. There was silence, and she took a deep

breath. “Now, we’ll say grace, and then Jinny will serve dinner. We
have to go to church at seven o’clock.”

Wilma looked at Chase, then bowed her head. She tried to listen
while John said the prayer, but when he said something about a just
war and a swift victory, she could listen no more.

The instant he was through, Harry’s voice broke in. “Our victory
would be swifter if I could go, too,” he said. “Can I, Mom?”

Wilma held her breath.

“If T pretended I was sixteen, you could sign a paper for me,
couldn’t you? I could pass for sixteen.”

“Like nothing,” Jinny said.

“Jinny, please get the food,” Wilma said, keeping her eyes on her
daughter until the girl stood and went through the swinging door
into the kitchen. Then Wilma turned to her youngest son. With
effort, she kept her tone even. “Don’t be ridiculous, Harry. You're
only fourteen, not sixteen. Even if you were sixteen I'd hardly sign
for you. I'm having a hard enough time thinking that Chase is old
enough to go.”



“I'm eighteen, Mom,” Chase said.

“In the nick of time!” Jack said, grinning. They had just
celebrated Chase’s birthday four days before.

“You were born prematurely,” Wilma snapped. “If you’d been
born when you were supposed to have been, in May, you would still
be seventeen, and we wouldn’t be having this discussion.”

“Mom, he’s plenty old enough,” Jack said. “Besides, isn’t it best
we go together? If he’d been born in May, he’d just be going next
month, that’s all. Or he’d be asking you to sign for him.”

“Well, he could at least wait until he graduates high school,”
Wilma said. A flimsy argument, but her head ached and she could
hardly think. She wanted simply to stand on her chair and scream
bloody murder until they agreed not to leave her.

But then, looking at them, the square of their jaws, the glint in
their matching eyes, she realized there was nothing she could say to
Jack to change his mind. And unless he did, Chase was going to go,
too.

John cleared his throat. “This is his chance to make history, not
just learn about it.”

Wilma glared at him. “I suppose you’re all for their going!” she
scoffed. “You men and your wars! Making history!”

“Mom!” shouted Jinny from the kitchen. “I can’t find the serving
fork!”

As Wilma got up, John said, “It’s the way of the world, Wilma.”

She slammed open the swinging kitchen door with the flat of her
hand. It was all she could do to keep from weeping.



Homes should mean something to us humans. They are a basic instinct. A
home, with a life that centers only on food and sleep, is not really a home, it’s
a house. Beauty and graciousness, joy of living, being used in every part,

these are the things that make a house a home.

—pPopular Home Decoration, 1940

HOME OF MRS. CECILIA FRYT
412 W. First Street, Pine Rapids
Tuesday, July 18, 1950

It was even warmer in Mrs. Fryt’s parlor than it had been the week
before; the smell of the ladies’ powder hung heavy in the air. Dolly
imagined that the only thing saving them from suffocation was the
hot whisper of breeze that occasionally rustled the spider plants. She
wished that Mrs. Fryt would turn on a fan, but Corinne had already
said that Mrs. Fryt, believing that fans circulated germs, didn’t even
own one. As a nod to the heat, though, she had provided the ladies
with glasses of ice water—anything else might have been the
purveyor of disaster if spilled on the quilt. With much grumbling
about the humidity, the ladies settled into their stitching, and soon
the only sound was an occasional clinking of ice cubes when
someone took a drink.

Right away, Dolly noticed that someone—Mrs. Fryt, she assumed
—had removed Dolly’s stitches from last time and re-quilted all
three of the triangles Dolly had spent the previous meeting working



on—the blue and white plaid, the green and white polka dot, the
brown and red floral. Of course, no one said anything, but it was
obvious the ladies felt her work substandard. Touching the tiny
replacement stitches, and looking at the many-colored landscape of
the quilt, at the places the ladies had completed to create perfectly
mounded little triangles within each separate triangle of fabric,
Dolly could see their point. She was determined to get better,
though, and she got to work on a red and white gingham piece.

Despite the heat and her frustrating lack of quilting talent, Dolly
wasn’t about to get discouraged. She felt as puffed up as someone
newly, secretly in love. She had sneaked into the Mickelson house
again on Friday—she hadn’t had anything too pressing at the
bungalow; Friday was her day to finish anything she hadn’t
managed to get to during the week, plus bake cookies and a cake,
and do general shopping, and she didn’t need to do any of that. She
had spent the afternoon dusting and oiling the woodwork in the
Mickelson dining room, cleaning the glass of the buffet and china
cabinet, polishing the marble fireplace, knocking down cobwebs
from the chandelier, and daydreaming about what living in the
house would be like. When she was done cleaning, she thought the
room nearly fit for a dinner party, except for the upholstery and
dusty rug. Well, she wasn’t about to start reupholstering things just
now, and she couldn’t find a vacuum in the house. She didn’t know
how she would possibly sneak even her Bissell sweeper, much less
her vacuum, across town, so she was resigned to leaving things as
they were for now. Tomorrow, she planned to tackle the parlor.

While in the house, taking breaks between tasks, she had spent
more time in the living room contemplating the photographs on the
mantel. She couldn’t understand how all of Wilma’s children could
have forsaken this house—and what about those two unknown
faces? The boy in the Marine uniform could hardly be older than
Byron. What had happened to him? Why wasn’t he here in Pine
Rapids?

She looked at the ladies bent over the quilt, and cleared her
throat lightly. “Did Wilma Mickelson have grandchildren?” she



asked.
“Here we go again!” Corinne laughed.

Mrs. Fryt looked up from the quilt, and trained her caterpillar
eyes on Dolly. “Why, yes, of course. Wilma’s oldest son Jack had
two children, JJ and Elissa.”

JJ and Elissa. The boy and the girl in the photographs. “So Jack
came home from the First World War, and he was all right? And he
went on to marry and have children? Who did he marry? Where are
they all now? Why don’t they live in the house?”

The ladies exchanged glances. “So many questions!” Corinne said.
“Yes, one thing at a time,” Mrs. Fryt said.

“You know,” mused Thelma, “for some time you would have
almost thought that everything was going to be all right.”

“That the curse was lifted,” Jeannette added.

“JJ and Elissa—Jack’s children—were certainly beautiful,”
Thelma went on. “And Wilma and John doted on them, as
grandparents do. I remember Wilma telling me about JJ, when he
was about six, walking all the way across town one day to show her
a frog he’d found on the riverbank. I suppose that was more than
twenty years ago now! Wilma said that when she saw that frog
cupped so carefully in JJ’s hands, she thought it was a message from
God. It seemed like, after that, she had such a light in her eyes.
Especially when JJ was near her.”

“JJ joined the Marines right after the attack on Pearl Harbor in
1941,” Corinne told Dolly. “He wanted to do just like his father Jack
had done back in 1917, when the First World War broke out.”

“JJ was like Jack,” Mrs. Fryt said. “He had the same arrogance,
the same sense of entitlement.”

“The same charm,” Corinne added.

“Yes, JJ was a handsome boy,” admitted Mrs. Fryt. “The type
whose smile sends them tumbling like lawn bowls. Isn’t that right,
Judy? Of course, not that his charm was any good to the family—”



“For heaven’s sake, Grandma,” Judy broke in, her pie-crust face
inflamed. “It wasn’t JJ’s fault. It was his awful sister, Elissa! She tore
open that family just the same as if she’d taken a set of pinking
shears to it! It was that boy she met during the war!”

“Oh, but she couldn’t have known!” objected Thelma.

“She seemed like the sweetest thing,” Corinne put in, shaking her
head. “The last one you’d expect to do anything to hurt her own
family.”

“She wasn’t sweet at all,” snapped Judy. She jabbed her needle
into the quilt. “She always pretended.”



THE BABYLON BALLROOM
La Crosse, Wisconsin
Saturday, February 13, 1943

The ballroom was hot-packed with soldiers and girls, swirling,
turning, swinging, stomping, to music as glint-bright as the
trumpets, trombones, saxophones, of the band on the red-spangled
stage under blazing lights. More than one of the uniformed boys was
inclined to lift his partner above his head, then swing her down
suddenly, legs knifing between legs, then just as quickly lift her up
face-to-face again, his smile bright in her vision. There she’d find
herself clutched tight and breathless in his arms, until he spun her
out again in a twirl, her skirt flaring. Oh, they were good dancers,
these soldiers! The best Elissa Mickelson had ever seen. Boys from
Pine Rapids were apt to drop a girl, attempting such moves.

“I told you it was the limit, didn’t I?” said Betty, the cousin of
Elissa’s friend Muriel. Betty, a La Crosse native, had invited the Pine
Rapids girls Elissa and Muriel down to La Crosse to experience the
Babylon Ballroom, and she now grabbed Elissa’s elbow. Of Muriel
there was, at the moment, no sign.

“Oh, yes!” Elissa shouted, still overwhelmed by the sight of it all,
though they had been there more than an hour. Inside a frame of
elegant arched porticos, the dance floor pulsed with the heat and
movement of several hundred people, the dazzling sounds of Ben
Greten and his orchestra flooding the place to the farthest corners of
the viewing balcony.

A soldier appeared in front of her out of the crowd, a smile on his
pink face. “Like to dance?” he said. Before she could so much as
nod, he had grabbed Elissa and pulled her out onto the floor. At the
mercy of his sweaty hands, she twisted, turned, and dipped, and the



stranger who held her waist laughed above the music like he’d
unearthed buried treasure.

“You’ll love it,” Muriel had promised Elissa, presenting her cousin
Betty’s offer last week. Elissa had lived her whole life in Pine Rapids
in the house her parents had built on Rapids Avenue, and was lately
considering redecorating her room. She was a senior in high school,
and she’d just turned eighteen, yet her white wrought-iron bed still
had a pink ruffled spread on it, and the white vanity where she was
sitting had a pink-cushioned stool. Then there was the white-painted
chest of drawers, the deeply piled white rug with only inches of
hardwood floor peeking out around its edges. The curtains were
sheer white, with pink roses on them. Elissa’s doll collection was
prominent on shelves above the dresser and nightstand. Elissa
supposed that Betty Grable’s room was much more elegant, yet a
part of her didn’t want to change a thing. She loved the feel of the
cushy rug under her toes when she got up in the morning; still said
good night to her dolls sometimes.

“Betty says there’s no shortage of partners,” Muriel had
continued. “Every girl gets to dance as much as she likes. And
they’re sweet, too, she says. The Second Infantry Division! From the
South, all of them! With those accents! Can you just imagine?” At
this she had flopped back on Elissa’s bed, disturbing Elissa’s
snoozing cat, Homer.

“Well, Muriel, I’d like to go,” Elissa said, studying herself in the
vanity mirror: Was that a blemish coming on? “But I doubt my dad
would let me.”

Muriel rolled onto her side and, resting her chin in her hand,
lifted her eyes to the ceiling. “Oh, your father! When’s he going to
realize he can’t keep you buried in this town forever?” Homer
jumped down from the bed, padded across the room, pawed open
the door, and made his exit, tail swishing.

It wasn’t exactly fair of Muriel to say that, Elissa thought, but it
was true that her parents had never taken her traveling, had never



even taken her to see Chicago or Minneapolis. In fact, they never
had gone anywhere at all, except to the family summer home on
Lake Michigan. But that was on account of her father, Jack, having
seen enough of the world to suit him when he was in the Great War.
(That was just how he said it, too, if she ever asked: “I've seen
enough of the world to suit me, Liss.” And that was the end of that.)
Now that her brother JJ was with the Marines over on Guadalcanal,
she supposed she could understand her parents wanting to keep her
under their thumbs, with him so far away. But she did awfully like
to dance, and the idea of one-after-another dancing with soldiers
was especially appealing.

“We’ll just tell him we’re going shopping, and staying overnight
with my cousin Betty,” Muriel had said, sitting up, brushing her
skirt flat down over her knees. “And we will stay with Betty, and we
will go shopping.” She grinned. “For a dress to wear to the Babylon.”

And now she was seeing the world! Seeing it suddenly, brightly, and
with a certain brash confidence. Didn’t the soldiers have that way of
looking at her? That way that Pine Rapids boys, having known her
since kindergarten or before, never looked at her?

Even downtown, this afternoon, after shopping at Doerflinger’s
(so many lovely dresses—almost overwhelming, for a girl used to
Birnbaum’s, downtown Pine Rapids), when they’d stopped in at a
soda fountain for a malt: Three soldiers had immediately joined
them, gawky, loose-limbed, laughing over the way they’d invited
themselves. One—a blond roughly hewn man with an exotically
droll accent (Texan, she had learned)—had taken a particular
interest in Elissa and insisted on paying for her malt, fanning his
wallet open so she could see the profusion of bills inside, even when
she’d tried to refuse him.

“When can we see you again?” he, or one of the others, had called
as the girls left, shoving arms into coats, Betty having exclaimed
that they were, or would soon be, “Late! For our bus!” Betty calling
back over her shoulder, “The Babylon, tonight!” All three girls



giggling, running to catch their bus: such a heady excitement in the
air, here in La Crosse!

So far this evening there had been no sign of those particular
soldiers—but how could you find them, in such a crowd? And who
cared, really, when there were so many, dressed just alike, almost
all of them handsome, almost all of them looking at her that way?

“As though they know a little secret about me, or would like to, at
least,” she explained to Muriel and Betty, upstairs in the ladies’
room, as they fanned themselves, refreshed their lipstick, their
powder. “Don’t you think?”

“Well, you’re a doll, Liss!” Betty said easily. “Just look at you!”

Elissa rolled her eyes at Betty in the mirror, leaning close to apply
her Crimson Blush lipstick, purchased this afternoon to match her
dress, which was white with a gored skirt that flared out from her
waist and ended just below her knees, with a red X of trim
beginning around the neck, framing her breasts, and wrapping
around to the small of her back, where it came together in a V. She
would have loved to have bought a pair of red shoes to match, but
she’d had to settle for wearing her familiar old black pumps, what
with shoe rationing. “Some doll,” she said, smoothing the golden
blond curls that angled down to the sides of her neck, repinning her
wavy bangs. “This hair.” It had such a tendency to frizz.

“Well, I haven’t noticed the boys keeping their distance from
you,” Betty said, without a trace of jealousy. After all, there were
plenty to go around.

“Oh, boys have never been known to keep their distance from
Liss,” Muriel joked.

Elissa examined her red mouth critically, hoping the Crimson
Blush would mask the immaturity of its form. Her mother said that
she had “rosebud” lips, but Elissa thought their curves too girlish.
The soldiers would probably imagine she was all of sixteen, and



want nothing to do with her. Despite what Muriel said, she really
hadn’t had the best luck with boys to this point.

“Come on,” Betty said, grabbing Elissa by the elbow and dragging
her toward the door. Elissa had to strain to reach her pocketbook
and grab it off the vanity. “There are soldiers in need of dance
partners!” Muriel followed. “We are here to serve!”

They made their way through the crowds on the mezzanine, where
groups of soldiers and girls stood smoking and enjoying Cokes and
snacks from the refreshment counter, watching the dancers below.
When the girls reached the bottom of the steps, a boy was blocking
their way, smiling at Elissa, and holding out his hand to her. He had
black hair under his service cap, blue eyes, dimples in his cheeks.
“Like to dance?” he said.

“I—I have to bring my pocketbook back to the coat check,” she
stammered.

“I’ll bring it for you, Liss,” Muriel said, taking it from her. “You go
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on.

“Oh, all right, Mur, thanks!” she said, and she took the soldier’s
hand, let him lead her into the sea of bobbing bodies. The song was
“The White Cliffs of Dover,” and he pulled her to him, the couples
on all sides pressing them closer together than Elissa would
normally have dared; a little thrill traveled up her spine as she
caught a whiff of his Old Spice.

“I’'m Buddy,” the soldier said, with a gently Southern accent.
“Hi, Buddy,” she said. “I'm Elissa.”
“I ain’t never seen you here before.”

She smiled more deeply than she intended. “I haven’t been here
before. But there are so many people, how could you—"

“Oh, I'd’ve noticed you.”
She blushed.
“Do you live in La Crosse?” Buddy asked.



“No, I'm just visiting.”
“Darn,” he said. “I was hoping I might get an invitation to Sunday
dinner with y’all.”

Elissa laughed. “I'm sorry.”

“It’s all right,” he said. “We’ve got all the rest of tonight. Except,
sometimes girls think you ain’t serious, if you don’t ask to see them
on Sunday.”

“It sounds like you’ve got quite a lot of experience.”

He shrugged, gave her an adorable sideways smile. “Practice
makes perfect,” he said. “But you know, you’re about the most
beautiful girl I seen since I left Texas.”

“I suppose I hardly compare to the girls in Texas.”
He grinned, and pulled her even closer.

But just as Elissa sighed contentedly, about to lose herself in him,
a stocky, dark-haired man tapped Buddy on the shoulder. “I'm
cutting in, private,” he said.

Elissa was horrified.

Buddy scowled. “Sergeant, I ain’t even had a whole song with
her.”

The sergeant hooked his thumb toward the edge of the dance
floor. “Skedaddle, private, if you know what’s good for you,” he
said, narrowing his eyes. He had apparently seen one too many
James Cagney movies.

“T’ll find you later,” Buddy told Elissa, as the sergeant whisked her
away.

Dancing backward, towing her along behind him, the sergeant
grinned, showing discolored teeth. “Rank has its privileges, as they
say,” he chortled. He looked ancient, in his late twenties at least. Of
all the luck. There was no way she would be able to find Buddy
again, in this crowd!

“I suppose,” she said politely, trying to keep the distance between
them—a challenge, with the crowd pressing in.



The sergeant was dragging her far away from Buddy, toward the
corner of the dance floor, and seemed to be trying to pull her closer
to him, even as she strained to keep her distance. “If you don’t
mind, sir,” she said, struggling to keep her balance.

Suddenly, he grinned, said, “Whoops!” and let her go. She
stumbled backward, and bumped into somebody.

“Excuse me!” she said, turning to look over her shoulder.

The sergeant, fading into the crowd, called out, “You can thank
me later, Overby!”

Just then, “The White Cliffs of Dover” ended, and, as the crowd
broke out in applause, Elissa looked up into a pair of bright blue
eyes that registered astonishment, then joy; then, flashing off to
where the sergeant had disappeared into the crowd, irritation. Then
they looked at her again and softened, and she had to catch her
breath.

The soldier was tall, that was the first thing: When she’d bumped
him, her shoulder had hit the middle of his triceps, and now that
he’d turned around to face her, she had to tilt her chin up to look at
his face. It was a good face: lean, with a strong jaw and straight
nose, and a small mouth that just now was tilted in a half smile.
There were little crow’s-feet at the outside edges of his blue eyes; he
was definitely older and more worldly-wise than Buddy, though not
nearly as old as the sergeant. Under his service cap, his hair was
close-cropped, blond, and looked like it would be thick and wavy if
given the chance to grow.

Suddenly, she was nervous. Was he examining her as closely as
she was him? She bit her Crimson Blush lower lip, and fluttered her
eyes at him, without exactly meaning to. “I'm terribly sorry,” she
said, as the applause for the band died down. “I seem to have been
tossed at you.”

The soldier shoved his hands into his pockets. “That’s all right,”
he drawled, revealing a Southern accent and a crooner’s voice.

She caught herself staring at his lips. “Well!” she said, and turned
to leave him, just as the band broke into “I'm Getting Sentimental



Over You.”
“Dance with me?” he said. His “me” sounded like “may.”

She stopped, turned, took in the whole picture of him: service cap

half cocked, broad shoulders, narrow belted waist, corporal’s stripes.
She nodded.

“I’'m not much of a dancer,” he told her, once they were out on the
floor.

“You’re doing just fine,” she said, though they weren’t attempting
any complicated moves at the moment.

“I reckon Sarge got tired of hearing me gripe.”

Elissa was as fluttery as a leaf; evidently, hearing the “I” sound
pronounced as “ah” made her weak in the knees. Add to that the
warmth of his hands—one on her waist, the other holding her hand
—and the golden strains of a trombone, and she was really in
trouble. “Why is that?” she said.

“Well, you were dancing with all them other boys,” he explained.

Had Muriel been next to her, Elissa would have turned to her to
share a scream. As it was, she smiled, demurely, she hoped. “You
don’t mean—?”

“I was watching you a mite bit,” he admitted. “Sarge is always
trying to keep us boys happy. He goes overboard, at times.”

Onstage, the saxophones took over the lilting melody, and
suddenly, Elissa knew she had fallen into the trap of the Babylon
that Betty had warned of. It’s so magical there, why, you find yourself
believing anything they tell you, and you tell them things, too, and at the
time you even think you mean them! And maybe you do! I've heard of
plenty of people who’ve met at the Babylon and gotten married! So don’t
think it’s impossible for you! And these boys—they’re so lonely, most of
them. So far from home. You have to be careful not to feel too sorry for
them—if you know what I mean. Not right away, at least. And she’d
laughed, then sighed. Of course, lots of them only want to dance, and
forget about everything for a little while. You know?



His name was Nick Overby, and, like most of the boys at the
Babylon tonight, he was in town on a weekend pass from Camp
McCoy. A mere four months earlier, he told her, all the boys of the
2nd Division had been home at Fort Sam Houston, Texas, where the
October wind blew a balmy 75 degrees and, even at midnight,
walking home from the canteen, they’d been able to wear
shirtsleeves. But then they’d been assigned to winter training at
Camp McCoy, and when they’d arrived there at the end of that
month, it was 25 below zero, and the supply people were scurrying
to find enough parkas for all the men. Then they really loaded on
the junk: mountain boots, mukluks, snowshoes, skis, ski boots, ski
pants, ski poles, three pairs of extra socks. Not that he wasn’t glad
for it, in the cold. “What I can’t get used to,” he said, “is the idea
that to sleep warm when you’re sleeping out, you’ve got to take all
your clothes off.”

She blushed at this, but he just smiled.

He told her he was from a little town in Tennessee that she never
would have heard of, Dover. She surprised him by knowing about
the Civil War battle that had taken place there at Fort Donelson, and
had to explain that she’d read Gone with the Wind three times (and
seen the movie twice). “So you’ve got a skewed notion of the South,
haven’t you?” he said.

“Why? What is it really like?”
“You ought to come visit sometime, and find out for yourself.”

He said that in the spring months of March and April—which
Elissa quickly informed him were winter months, but never mind—
when the redbud and dogwood trees were in blossom, walking
under one was like walking into heaven itself. There was a redbud
tree that stretched to just below his attic bedroom window, and in
the spring, he told her, he would pile the quilts and feather ticks on
his bed so he could leave the window open all night and let the
scent of the redbud air drift in. He was an only child; his father had
died before he was born, and his mother, who had never remarried,
had kept boarders for as long as he could remember, filling the four



bedrooms in the big old house his grandfather had built right in
town on a bluff high above the Cumberland River.

“My house is on a little bluff above the Bear Trap River,” she told
him. “And my grandparents still live in their house above the river,
on the other side of town.”

“Then I reckon we got a lot in common,” he said. “What’s it like
in your town?”

“In Pine Rapids? Oh, it’s—it’s home!”
“Tell me about it.”

She thought a moment, then launched into a description of the
Bear Trap River, how it was draped in hemlock and birch so that it
looked much narrower than it was, the way the water sparkled in
the spring as the ice melted, the rush of the rapids in summer, the
fallen leaves sailing down it in the fall. The frozen hush of it in
winter; the deer that came out of the woods and stood on its ice to
sniff the white air. She told him about the arched bridge that
bisected the Bear Trap and led north out of downtown to the
burned-out, abandoned mill, where, as a child, she used to go and
sneak in the buildings with her older brother, JJ, to prove she
wasn’t a scaredy-cat. She told him about how when JJ and his three
pals had joined up with the Marines just after Pearl Harbor, the
whole town had turned out at the depot to see them off to Basic
Training at Parris Island.

“JJ was so excited,” she told him. “My mom—her name is Mary—
she was fit to be tied, him leaving school early, but my father, Jack,
he said if he wanted to go, then they’d better just let him. I guess
my dad hated it, too, but he was so proud of him, you could tell; my
dad joined the Marines himself right away back when the First
World War started. And everyone in town treated JJ and his friends
like heroes, and gave them a great send-off. Every Sunday at church,
they still say a special prayer for JJ. You can’t help but be glad that
everyone’s behind them like that. Everyone’s behind all of you boys.
You know that, don’t you?”



“Sure,” he said. “Course, it makes a heap of difference to a guy to
have a girl back home to write to, who’s waiting for him to get
home.”

“Yes, I wish my brother did—” she said, then belatedly caught his
meaning.

He let it pass with a little smile. “So Pine Rapids isn’t a big town, I
reckon,” he said.

“Oh, no,” she said, recovering. “Everyone knows everybody else’s
business. My father’s the head of the draft board and every time he
has to call up somebody’s number, he can’t sleep for two or three
nights before and after, on account of he knows all of them, and he
knows their parents, and, like I told you, he fought in the Great War
himself. He doesn’t like war at all, but he says it has to be done,
sometimes, when there’s great evil in the world.”

“Well, that may be,” Nick said. “But tonight I'd like to look in
your pretty eyes and dance with you.”

She was embarrassed; it seemed she’d been talking too much. “I'd
like that, too,” she said.

They jitterbugged, they danced the schottische, they waltzed.
Elissa never once let go of his hand, and, for what must have been
nearly an hour, forgot even to wonder where Muriel and Betty were.
Contrary to what he had claimed, he was more than a passable
dancer, and as he dipped her low, twirled her, pulled her in tight to
him again, she felt utterly at ease in his arms and yet electrified, as
though the music was coming up from the floor right into the soles
of her shoes, coming through his hands straight into her pulsing
blood.

“Aren’t you tired of me yet?” he asked, when the band started
playing “You and I” and they fell easily into step together. “I've seen
some of the boys eying me and getting mighty jealous.”

“I’'m not tired of you. Not yet.”



He laughed, twirled her, pulled her close. “I suppose you got a
boyfriend back home,” he said.

She shook her head. “No.”
“Y’all’re just saying that to make me feel better.”

“No, Nick, I would never say anything just to make you feel
better.”

“Well, that’s mighty comforting.”

“Do you have a girl?” she asked, scarcely believing her own
boldness; but this was war, after all!

“No,” he said, “but I might look at changing that real quick, if
you’re agreeable.”

“What?”

“Just dance with me,” he said. “Dance with me till midnight,
Cinderella, and tell me then if you’ll leave me your shoe.”

But before Elissa realized it, it was one A.M. and the band was
launching into their last number, “I'll Be Seeing You.” Some time
after midnight, Muriel had waltzed by with a soldier and given her a
wink. Other than that, all was a breathless blur of dancing. Thank
goodness Betty’s parents allowed a late curfew! Elissa had never
been allowed to stay out so late, but this was the one night of her
life that it seemed absolutely necessary.

“So,” Nick said, holding her close, as the music swelled, “will I be
seeing you?”

In all the times she had heard it, “I'll Be Seeing You” had never
once failed to make Elissa tear up, and now was no exception.
Except, this time, looking up at Nick, it was almost more than her
heart could bear. She tried to speak; couldn’t.

“Aw, now, don’t cry,” he said, touching her face. “Was it that bad
a time? You’ll give me your address, won’t you, so I can write?”

She nodded.



“You could come down next weekend. I'd take you out for supper
and then we could come dancing.”

She hadn’t thought of that possibility. “Next weekend?”
“You're staying at your friend’s?”

“Yes.”

“Can I walk you there?”

“Well,” she considered, trying to keep herself in check. She was a
respectable girl, after all. “Yes, if you’ll escort Muriel and Betty,
too.”

“T’ll get two of my buddies, we can all go together.”

Buddy! It was the first she had thought of him since setting her
eyes on Nick. Well, she supposed he had found another girl long
ago. “All right,” she said, feeling better, at least for the moment,
prolonging the inevitable good-bye. She leaned her head briefly on
Nick’s uniformed chest, and she could hear the pounding of his
heart.

They were a group of seven when assembled: Nick and his friends
Everett and Sam, the three girls, and a soldier named Paul who had
made previous arrangements to walk Betty home. As they set off
down the street, Betty made a show of having two escorts, linking
her arms with both of them, and then abruptly told the boys they’d
have to leave the girls a block from her house.

“You mean to tell me,” complained Everett, who was walking
with Muriel, “we go out of our way and we can’t even walk y’all up
to the porch?”

The discussion continued, but Elissa, walking behind the others
on Nick’s arm, paid no attention. She stayed in step with Nick; he
kept casting sidelong glances her way, with that little heart-stopping
smile, and slowing his steps to separate them from the rest of the
group. The night was frozen, still and quiet, except for the sounds of
their friends up ahead and of Elissa’s heels clicking down the
cleared walk that tunneled through knee-high banks of snow. The



houses on either side of the street were hushed and dark; the bare
branches of the overhanging trees were skeletal in the moonlight.
Elissa sighed, watched her breath make a cloud. Pressing her
shoulder closer to Nick’s, she hunched up a little inside her coat.

“I think you’re real sweet,” Nick said suddenly. “You’re not like
anyone I’ve met before. The way you cried a little back there. Were
you crying because you had to say good-bye to me?”

She didn’t know how to answer. She didn’t want him to think her
overly emotional, though she supposed it was too late for that.

“I'm sorry,” he said, after a moment. “I reckon that’s out of line.
You don’t need to say. But I think you’re the sweetest thing, and I
hope you’ll write to me. I hope I'll get to see you again. I think I've
been waiting for somebody like you.”

“But, Nick, how can you tell?” Elissa said quickly. “It isn’t
possible, is it?”
“You tell me,” he said.

She didn’t have a chance to reply, because their friends had
stopped on a corner, and stood waiting for them. “I've invited all
these boys over for dinner tomorrow after church,” Betty announced
as they approached. “My folks always invite some of the boys who
come to church, anyway, so I'll just tell them that you four are
coming.”

Nick and Elissa exchanged happy smiles: tomorrow!

“You can come to church, too,” Betty said, with a challenging
smile for Nick.

He smiled back. “What time? Which church?”
“Ten-thirty. Faith Lutheran.”
“I reckon I can be Lutheran for a day,” he said.

It wasn’t so bad saying good-bye knowing that she would see him
again in less than nine hours. He lifted her gloved hand to his lips
and kissed it. “I'll be seeing you,” he said.



The girls ran the block to Betty’s house, the cold burning their
lungs, while the boys headed off in the other direction, lighting up
cigarettes, jabbing each other with their elbows, their laughter
filling the night air.



HOME OF MRS. CECILIA FRYT
412 W. First Street, Pine Rapids
Tuesday, July 18, 1950

“Yes, if Elissa hadn’t met that boy, things would likely have been
different,” Mrs. Fryt said. “But I still say it all goes back to Wilma.”

“To Wilma!” Corinne said. “When it was John—"

Mrs. Fryt held up her hand. “Ladies,” she said. “If you want to
understand about the Mickelsons, let me tell you this one thing.
Chase was Wilma’s most treasured child, and she never did make a
secret of it. Don’t you remember? Of course, I think it’s a terrible
sin, favoring one child over the others the way she did; if I'd been
blessed with more than one living child, you can bet your bottom
dollar I'd have favored them all just the same.”

“Cecilia,” Thelma said.

“No one who saw them could deny it, Thelma. Wilma loved Chase
more than the others. Well, a mother had to let Jack go—he was too
much his own, from the time he was knee-high. But the two
youngest, Harry and Jinny, she treated them like afterthoughts.
Sometimes you’d swear she forgot she even had them.”

“Oh, Cecilia,” Thelma said. “How could a mother forget her own
children?”

“I'll put it this way,” Mrs. Fryt said. “In all the years of going to
church when those children were growing up, Wilma would spend
the whole service sitting with her hand touching Chase’s hair, the
first ten years of his life, at least. The only time she’d even notice
Jinny or Harry is if they started to act up, and then she’d just give
them one of her looks.



“Chase let Wilma favor him, but the minute her back was turned,
after the service, he’d dig some treat out of his pocket for Jinny, and
whisper a joke in Harry’s ear, and whatever it was he said always
made Harry giggly as a goose. Wilma would turn to scold them, but
then Chase would give her the sweetest smile, and he’d put one arm
each around Harry and Jinny, and you could just see her melt, like
chocolate on low heat. Of course, by this time, Jack would have
gone off to flirt with the girls.”

“It sounds like Chase held everything together, then,” Dolly said.

“Perhaps he did,” Mrs. Fryt said. “And perhaps he could have,
though it would have been a tall order even for him—dealing with
that Wilma! He was only human, after all. Anyway, once Jack
dragged him off to the war, Wilma was an utter wreck. You’d see
her around town and her eyes were like glass. Not to be vulgar, but
some of us thought she’d plain gone out of her mind. Here was a
woman who’d never had to do for herself, and all of a sudden she’s
storming around town with baskets full of knitting and sewing and
cards for the soldiers, practically trailing yarn behind her down the
street!”

“Even in church, she never set down her knitting,” Corinne added.

“We had to show her every bit of it, from how to cast on, to how
to make a stitch, to how to follow the Red Cross pattern for socks
for the soldiers,” Mrs. Fryt said. “And then it was sock after sock
after sock! Well, everyone was knitting socks in those days. I
remember there were posters up all over town saying, OUR BOYS NEED
SOCKS. KNIT YOUR BIT. Wilma took those slogans straight to heart. She
knitted even more than the German ladies, who felt they had to
prove their loyalty. I don’t know what Wilma was trying to prove.”

“Remember the sewing bees we had?” Corinne said. “Sewing kits
for the soldiers? Wilma would be the first one there working, and
you’d have to tap her on her shoulder when everyone else had gone,
and she’d look up with those glassy eyes. She wouldn’t even realize
it was time to go home. And she was such a terrible seamstress!
Didn’t we have to redo nearly everything she did, at the beginning?”



“Yes,” said Mrs. Fryt, shaking her head. “And then there was the
garden.”

Some of the ladies giggled. “Now, ladies, be nice,” Thelma said,
but even she was having trouble holding back a smile.

“Wilma had a garden?” Dolly prodded.

“Yes,” said Mrs. Fryt. “A war garden, that first summer after the
boys left. The government had a campaign to get everyone to grow
and preserve their own food, so that farmers’ produce could supply
the Army. ‘Can vegetables, fruit, and the kaiser, too,” was the slogan,
as I remember, and Wilma took it to heart just like she did the
knitting. Well, heaven knows, before the war, she’d never done a
lick of work in her life. And all of a sudden, on top of all her other
war work, she decided she’d tend to a half-acre plot!”

“It wasn’t that big,” Thelma said.

“It might as well have been,” Mrs. Fryt insisted. “But there was no
telling her any different! She wanted to do her bit, same as those
boys of hers.”



THE MICKELSON HOUSE
502 W. First Street, Pine Rapids
Tuesday, June 12, 1917

Under the cloud-mottled sky of a pretty June evening, John walked
home from work in the shade of the greening maple trees, thinking
about his sons. Looks like we’re going to join up with one of the big
Divisions, Chase had written recently, as the boys had neared the
end of their eight-week training camp down at Parris Island, South
Carolina. And sad to say we won'’t get leave to come home.

So his boys were going to war, going “over there.” Sailing any day
now, out of Philadelphia, in the first group of Americans to go over.
Amazing how much of the world they were seeing: South Carolina,
Philadelphia, and now on their way to France!

But Wilma! “You see, John!” she had cried, shaking one of the
boys’ letters in his face. “Overseas! When Chasey should be
graduating high school this week!”

Well, what did she expect him to do about it? Besides, he was
proud of them for volunteering, proud of them for passing the strict
physical requirements and getting into the elite Marine Corps. They
say only one in ten fellows passes, Jack had written from the
recruiting depot. Of course me and Chasey passed with flying colors.
We enlisted for the duration.

“For the duration!” Wilma had exclaimed. “What does that
mean?”

“For as long as it takes,” John explained, and got a withering look
for his trouble, as she got up, slammed out of the room. She had not
been herself since the boys had gone.



It was as if she blamed him, somehow, for their absence—for the
entire war!

It was strange enough to have Wilma and the children home this
summer—it was the first summer in years that she had not taken
them to the family cottage on Lake Michigan in Stone Harbor. She
had silenced Harry’s and Jinny’s complaints with a swift “Think of
your brothers! And you think it’s too much to sacrifice a summer at
the lake!” The look in her eyes, they had never brought it up again.
But it wasn’t just having her home that was different. She was
different.

As he approached the house towering upon the hill, as always he
thought of his father. Knute had been dead more than fifteen years
now, but in John’s mind the house would always be his. John
wondered what Knute would think of Wilma now. Knute had always
said that she was a true lady, while John was merely a frog dressed
up in prince’s clothing. Perhaps Knute had noticed the way she
paralyzed John, the way he had to buck himself up before facing
her, lest he utterly collapse before her.

This was true although he had always done his best to assert his
authority with her. It had been easiest in the first years: Whatever
he demanded, she bowed to his will. Gradually, though, she had
begun betraying the arrangement with snippy remarks. Then she
began to argue with him openly at times, as though pressing to see
how far she could go. He felt himself a perpetual boxer in the ring,
struggling to maintain his footing against a wily opponent. But there
had always seemed to be the understanding that both would play by
certain rules—at least until the boys left. Much to John’s dismay,
the rules all changed then.

The change in Wilma was enough to bring to mind the “curse”
that people in town whispered about. Knute had laughed about the
rumors when he’d chosen the site for his house. But then, shortly
after the family moved in, John’s mother was stricken with stomach
cancer. Three months later, she was gone.



At the time, John hadn’t attributed his mother’s death to any
supposed “curse,” and, in the intervening years, only the occasional
outburst from Wilma or the sometime loneliness he felt like a shell
on his heart had caused him to ponder—though with no real
seriousness—the curse’s possible veracity.

But now Wilma was acting so strangely. She had transformed
herself into a paragon of matronly sacrifice and wartime purpose.
Writing the boys every day, knitting, writing cards, rolling
bandages, attending weekly community sewing bees to manufacture
Red Cross comfort bags. After dismissing the pretty maid Brita just
before the boys left, Wilma had decided against hiring a
replacement for her, insisting that she would have a laundress in
just twice a week and take over some of the additional work herself.
So the family was left with one live-in maid, plus a cook and a yard
man who each worked six days a week. John started to notice dust
accumulating in the corners, a little grime in the bathtub, a little
dullness to the woodwork that always before had enjoyed weekly
polishing. There was simply too much work for just one maid, and
Wilma didn’t seem inclined to do what she had said in terms of
picking up the extra housework. She was too busy with war work,
from the moment she awoke at dawn until she dropped into bed late
at night. She never touched her piano that he knew of.

When he suggested hiring an additional maid again, she wouldn’t
hear of it. In fact, faced with the new force of her, John found
himself powerless to make demands of any sort. He felt that if she
would grant him the smallest thing, he would be satisfied. But when
he had experimented one morning at breakfast with insisting the
cook prepare a roast for dinner, Wilma had responded simply,
“We’re having chicken. The soldiers need beef more than we do.”
He knew then with a frightening certainty that the war had changed
her, that she was not the same woman she had been. He had to
wonder: Could there be something to the notion that love was not
meant to prosper in that house?

He turned up Park Avenue and walked up the driveway.
Rounding the corner of the carriage house, which was now home to



a 1916 Model T, he was startled to see the cook’s old garden
doubled in size since this morning, the exposed earth a crumbled-
looking reddish-brown. And there, to his astonishment, was Wilma
—in an old summer dress and high brown boots, her hair hidden
under a wide-brimmed hat—smoothing the plot with a rake. Jinny
and Harry were at work with hoes.

“We’re doin’ a garden, Dad!” Jinny cried, stopping her work when
she saw him approaching. “‘Food will win the war!” We’re ‘Soldiers
of the Soil!”” She grinned, and turned back to her labors.

“Wilma?” John said, coming closer. Intent on her raking, Wilma
did not look up until John had reached the edge of the plot and said
her name again.

She met his eyes without straightening her back, then resumed
her work. Sweat trickled down her temple. “We haven’t much time,”
she said. “If we don’t get everything planted right away, it won’t be
ready before the first frost.”

John had trouble finding words. “Why—?”

“Haven’t you heard?” she said. “What the War Garden
Commission says? Everything we produce will lessen the demand on
commercial supplies—so more can go to the boys! Not to mention,

every dime we save by not buying food, we can invest in war
bonds!”

John had seen the posters around town—Lady Liberty holding
aloft a home-canned jar of vegetables underneath the slogan THE
FRUITS OF VICTORY— but he had never dreamed Wilma would take the
propaganda so literally. “What—what are you going to plant?
You're going to fill this whole space? Why don’t you have Cook do
it?”

“Oh, everything!” she said. “I sent Harry to the co-op and Mr.
Bertilson told him everything we needed. The commission has put
out guidelines. I want to make sure they’re followed to the letter, so
I’'m doing it myself.”



“Cripes,” Harry muttered, pausing his hoeing to stretch his back.
His hair shone in the evening light slanting through the trees. “Isn’t
this against some type of child labor law? Didn’t they pass those
things for a reason?”

“Harry, watch your language,” John snapped, automatically.
“The soil is almost ready,” Wilma said.
“Well, did you fertilize?”

“Fertilize? No. I didn’t see that in the guidelines. Did Mr. Bertilson
mention that, Harry?”

Harry didn’t look up from his hoeing.

So, without even going into the house, John cranked up the
Model T and drove out to a potato farm he owned (former timber
land, which tenants had painstakingly cleared of the massive
stumps). He pulled up in front of the small clapboard house and got
out of the car to bang on the door, interrupting the current tenant,
Carl Svoboda, at his supper. John explained the situation, then took
out his wallet and gave Svoboda several bills. Thus did Svoboda
haul several bushels of composted horse manure into town and
dump them in the plot in the Mickelsons’ backyard. It was twilight
when the job of spreading and blending it was complete.

“There now, tomorrow you can plant,” John said to Wilma,
wiping his brow with his handkerchief. The evening was growing
cool, but he had been working harder than he was accustomed to.

“Life!” Wilma said, brushing a dirty rivulet of sweat from her
temple with the back of her hand. “Perpetuated!”



PINE RAPIDS MESSENGER
Friday, July 6, 1917

LOCAL BOYS ARRIVE OVERSEAS

Marine Corps Privates John Mickelson, Jr., and Chase Mickelson
have arrived in France, according to a letter received by their
parents, Mr. and Mrs. John Mickelson, of 502 W. First Street. Both
young Mickelsons are with the 5th Marine Regiment, and from their
letters the hearty enthusiasm of the American contingent can be
perceived. Chase says the following:

“Dear Mom and Dad, Arrived somewhere in France [censored]
days ago. The trip over was grand. I would certainly recommend
seeing the ocean. The only hitch was that a bunch of us got ‘mal-de-
mere,” as they say—seasick. I recovered just fine so don’t worry.
Jack was sick some, too, but by the end both of us were full of pep
and rolling with the punches, you could say.

“The scene at the harbor where we landed was not like anything
you could imagine. We were one of many ships to arrive at once,
and all hundreds of us crowded onto the deck to see the long-
awaited sight of land. I tell you Columbus himself could not have
been happier to see land. All of us were looking down onto the
dock, and on the dock were massive crowds of French people, all
standing shoulder to shoulder. They were not cheering us, not even
talking much, they were just looking up at us like they were waiting
to see what we would do.

“It was some fun getting all the equipment unloaded. The Army
had sent some fellows but it wasn’t near enough to handle all the
ships, so us Marines got going and unloaded our own ship. You've
never seen such a mass of goods. They were piled on the dock



almost as high as the first deck. You’'ve never heard such noise as
this impatient bunch of thousands of us boys ready to fight a war,
only to be slowed down by the business of ‘organization.’

“As for the rest of it, all the boys are fine, except they complain
there’s not enough excitement. Last night we all saw a boxing match
put on by the YMCA. We hear we’ll be going for more training. For
now I am billeted with a nice French family and sleep in the hayloft
with a bunch of other boys. The hayloft is right in the house, since
there’s only one dwelling for both people and animals. The priority
for our comfort is only slightly below that of the animals. Jack is
billeted in another part of town, but I see him almost every night
when we go downtown. During the day we go on foot marches, and
stand in line for food and whatever else we need.

“Mom, don’t worry about me or Jack. I’'m certain that once we get
started it won’t be long before we finish the job and are able to
come home again.

“Greet all the folks back home for me. I will write again soon.
Until then, Your son, Chase.”

With the letter, Private Mickelson enclosed a drawing much like
those he was known for while attending Pine Rapids High. The
cartoon showed a young Marine, managing to look both queasy and
sheepish at once, with a steaming campaign hat overturned in his
hands. The caption read: “Don’t worry, I didn’t get any on my
shoes!”



Cultivate your capacity for companionship, for it is one of men’s fundamental
goals in marriage. During courtship, your husband thought you a desirable

companion. Do you give him reason to think so still?

—“Making Marriage Work,”
Ladies’ Home Journal, March 1950

THE MICKELSON HOUSE
502 W. First Street, Pine Rapids
Wednesday, July 19, 1950

Guessing it had been Wilma’s prized possession, Dolly took special
care dusting the piano in the Mickelsons’ blue parlor. She wished
she could play it—she was certain it felt as bereft as the rest of the
house—but she wouldn’t have wanted the neighbors to hear.
Besides, she had no talent; her mother had put the family out of its
misery after the first year of Dolly’s piano lessons. She had practiced
and practiced, but somehow her fingers had always eluded her
control. Like everything else, she thought, gripping the piano’s leg in
her dust cloth and sweeping down it toward the powder-blue rug.

The Ladies Aid gathering yesterday had ended unsatisfactorily
when the ladies veered from the subject of Wilma Mickelson’s “war
garden” to the problems they were having with weevils this season.
Not wanting to arouse suspicions, Dolly had concealed her
impatience; consequently, she was left with an unsettled feeling of
abject curiosity, as though Jane had written her a letter and



forgotten to enclose the last two pages. Dolly had, though, managed
to slip in this question: “Do you think any of the Mickelsons will
really come back to Pine Rapids?”

And Mrs. Fryt had said, “Oh, no. I can’t picture it.”

So Dolly felt safe to continue dreaming about living in the
Mickelson house, and to return there to keep working.

It was a good thing, too: Lately, no matter how hard she tried,
Byron was never very pleased with her. Come to think of it, she was
never very pleased with him, either. She couldn’t help but imagine
that if they lived in the Mickelson house—a place grand enough for
their dreams—they would both be much happier. He had gotten
angry with her again last night, just because she had suggested that
he seemed to prefer the company of Roy Ostrem and sundry
Chryslers to her. As she dusted, she reviewed what had happened,
trying to make sense of it. First, he had arrived home late from
work, wolfed his supper (Chicken a la King and apricot cottage
cheese salad; “Great, hon”), and bolted out to the garage, where she
found him later seated at his workbench sorting his screws into
empty baby food jars.

“So this is what you had to do that was so important?” she had
asked him, leaning against the doorjamb. She rarely ventured into
the garage unless they were going somewhere in the car. Its plank
walls were stained dark; it smelled of oil, earth, and mystery, and
felt gloomy despite the light coming in the small windows. The
Chrysler hulked in the center of it like a seed about to pop from its
pod. “When I've been alone all day, waiting for you to come home,
and you can’t take an hour to talk to me?”

“I thought you had that quilting thing today,” Byron said, tossing
a Phillips head into a creamed spinach jar.

She was annoyed that he’d actually remembered; it was better to
be able to get angry with him for forgetting. “Where did you get all
the baby food jars?”

“From Roy.” A stout little screw dropped into the former home of
puréed peaches.



“I suppose with all his babies he has no shortage.”

“What do you want, Doll?”

She could have screamed. “Nothing, Byron.”

He held up a silver screw. “Wanna screw?” he said, and grinned.
“Don’t be juvenile.” She turned to go back to the house.
“Remember when we used to do it in the car?”

She stopped. “We did not!”

“Came close.”

She looked at him again; he was smiling.

He looked over his shoulder at the parked car. “Want to?”
She couldn’t help that her curiosity was piqued.

“We could go all the way, now,” he said. “And not have to
worry.” He stood from the workbench, and reached out for her
hand, pulled her inside the garage and shut the door. He pulled her
close and kissed her. She felt her heart quicken, and savored the
clean smell of his skin.

He unbuttoned her dress and slipped his hand inside.
“Remember,” he said, “how much I used to want you?”

“How much you—?”
He was unbuttoning her dress the rest of the way.
“Used to? Byron?”

“Doll,” he breathed, dropping her dress to the floor, pushing her
slip and bra straps down off her shoulder, kissing where they had
made dents in her skin. She could smell the clean scent of his hair.
“I used to think I was going to go stark raving mad. Remember?” He
moved the other strap of her slip aside; the slip fell to the ground.
“When I'd—The way you’d arch your back, Doll, the curve of your
neck—you were so beautiful.”

“I—was?”

It seemed she had hardly drawn a breath before she was lying on
the cool leather of the backseat, with Byron leaning over her. The



car smelled like trips to church, drives along the river; mixed with
the heat of Byron’s skin, it smelled like teenaged Saturday nights:
leather and lust, perfume and sweat, hairspray, starch, Aqua Velva.

“Remember this, Doll?” he whispered. The seat stuck to her damp
skin.

When it was over, he sighed her name, nuzzling her neck. He was
still connected with her; how funny that part of it was, Dolly always
thought, that she could almost imagine they’d fused together for
good, that the heat they had made had melted their parts and their
hearts all together. And then it was awful that it wasn’t true, that
tomorrow they’d snipe at each other about the same stupid things
they always did.

She sighed, brushing her hair out of her eyes. She was growing
embarrassed; married women didn’t do such things, she was sure. “I
always promised my sister I wouldn’t lose my virginity in the
backseat of a car,” she said.

“You didn’t, silly.”
“Well, it felt like I did, the way you talked! I lost my car virginity,

anyway!” she said. “Oh, I'm so stuck to this seat. Do you think the
neighbors heard us?”

“Who cares if they did?”
“I’'d better get my clothes,” she said. “What if someone sees?”

“No one’s going to see, Doll.” He sounded as content and drowsy
as a summer’s day.

But something was gnawing at her. “Byron?” she ventured after a
moment. “Do you still—want me? At all?”

“Wasn’t it obvious just now?”

She struggled up to her elbows, unsticking her skin from the seat,
upsetting him from on top of her. “But the way you talked, Byron—
it was all about how you used to feel about me. How I used to be a
virgin and I used to stop you before we went all the way.”



“Sure, Doll,” he said. “Isn’t that how it was?”
“But 'm not a virgin anymore, Byron.”
“That’s even more fun,” he said, running his hand over her body.

“But why did you want to marry me? I mean, when did you first
have the idea you might want to marry me?”

“The first day I saw you in that red two-piece.” He grinned.
“No, I mean really, Byron.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “It just kind of got so it seemed like a
good idea.”

“Do you still think it’s a good idea?”

He cocked his head at her, but stopped short of whatever he had
thought to say. After a moment, he pushed himself up out of the car.
He pulled up his shorts and pants at once, and zipped up. “Usually,
Doll,” he muttered then, fastening his belt.

She sat up. Her stomach hurt. She knew she was making him
mad, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. “Why do you avoid me,
Byron? Why do you work late all the time? And then come out here
like you can’t stand to be in the same house with me?”

He rested his fingers on his hips. “You don’t know how it is, with
a new business.”

“Well, you don’t know how it is, being left alone all the time. I
used to have my family, and now you’ve made it so I don’t have
anyone but you. And you’d rather be with Roy and your cars than
with me.”

“That isn’t true.”
“How do I know?”

He looked at her, narrowing his eyes. “Put your clothes on, Doll,”
he said then, swooping down to pick up her panties and bra where
he’d dropped them, tossing them at her so quickly she had to think
fast to catch them. “Anyone could walk up and see you.”

She stood up. She stepped into her panties, her shoes, then put
her arms through her bra, hooked it in back, and adjusted it in



front, watching as he walked around to the front of the car to pick
up her slip and dress. He tossed them at her, too, then plopped
down at his workbench, his back to her. A screw jangled into a jar.
She put on her slip, then her dress. Another screw jingled. She
began buttoning her dress. Her fingers were trembling, but she
pointed her chin at his back, ready to continue the fight.

“Why don’t you go in the house, Doll?” he said, tossing another
screw into its new home.

As she buttoned the final button, a vision flashed in her mind:
striking the back of his self-righteous head. Any implement would
do.

She stifled the urge and broke into a run, weaving her way past
him and out of the garage, then through their hushed little yard. She
banged in the back door, and raced through the kitchen and dining
room, down the hall and into their bedroom, where she flung herself
onto the bed and lost count of her tears. She didn’t care if it was
juvenile: She missed her mother, her sisters, Jane, her father. It
wasn’t fair that Byron could take them all from her, and her flight
lessons, too, and expect her to be satisfied with this common little
bungalow in this common little town!

She had sobbed herself to sleep, thinking this way, but, after night
fell, Byron came to her and woke her with a gentle hand on her hip.
She rolled over, and got lost in his moonlit eyes. “I'm sorry, Doll,”
he told her, running his hand down her body, kissing her. He
unbuttoned everything, more slowly this time. He turned back the
covers she’d flopped upon, and spread her flat on the cool sheets.
His hands felt like the best dream she had ever had, and they made
love slowly, deeply. “I love you, Dolly,” he whispered. “More than
anything. More than anything, Doll, baby.”

Or had she dreamed it all? This morning over his eggs he would
hardly meet her eyes. He wolfed his food again, and dashed out the
door, after giving her a brief kiss. She was so confused and
disheartened that she barely roused herself to come over to the
Mickelson house.



But the minute she had boosted herself into the house through the
parlor window, she felt better. She felt at home here. There might
be sadness in the walls, but at least that meant that happiness was
possible. The bungalow felt empty of everything.

She dusted off the stool and sat down at the piano, wondering if
Wilma had sat here and taught her children to play. She hoped that
after last night there might be a child growing inside her. She was
certain she would stop picking fights with Byron if there was. If she
had a baby, she was certain she would never want to fly away, then.



THE MICKELSON HOUSE
502 W. First Street, Pine Rapids
March 1899

Seated at the piano in the parlor, Wilma held little Jack in her lap,
wondering if the baby she was expecting would like music as much
as Jack did. After Jack’s birth and that dreadful Independence Day
when she had fainted in the street, her loneliness for her piano had
become so unbearable that, on the fifth of July that year, she had
dragged herself to the parlor and begun plunking out scales and
minuets. Her hands immediately felt like themselves again; clarity
was restored to her mind. Getting out of bed each morning, getting
dressed, completing her unavoidable duties, and then, finally, going
to the parlor, became a habit; she forgot how difficult such things
had been.

In the beginning, it was the maid Terese who had insisted on
bringing Jack into the parlor each time Wilma played, laying him on
a quilt on the floor while Wilma lost herself in the music that her
hands knew. He was a surprisingly appreciative audience, cooing
and babbling happily, almost as though he was singing along, until,
without fail, he would suddenly squall. She would rise from the
piano, walk to the door, and pull the call bell string to summon
Terese. “He’s hungry, Mrs. Mickelson,” Terese would almost always
say when she appeared, picking up the baby and handing him to
Wilma. “And I can’t help him with that.”

One day, when Jack began to fuss, Wilma made up her mind to
handle him all by herself. She rose from the piano and approached
him tentatively. She knelt beside him and picked him up. The
density of his little body always astonished her. She felt his bottom.
Dry, thank goodness. (She wasn’t quite ready to handle that on her



own; even in the night, Terese was always the one to change him.)
Hungry, then. “Are you hungry, Jack?” she whispered. She had not
addressed him directly since before he was born. She tried a smile.
He stopped fussing; their eyes met. It was the first time she had
really looked at him, and she was surprised by the wisdom and the
fortitude in his blue eyes. Then, his face screwed up as if he would
cry. “All right, all right,” she told him, pressing him to her and
stroking his soft hair the way she had seen Terese do. She stood and
walked to the sofa with him, and undid her bodice so he could
nurse. For the first time, she actually didn’t mind him tugging at
her. She watched him closely: How satisfied he looked, with his eyes
squeezed shut. How utterly satisfied! And because of her! She
choked back tears, feeling herself succumb to the willful pressure of
his tiny fist, his strong mouth, weaving his life irrevocably with
hers.

From that day, she did not call Terese into the parlor when Jack
fussed. She would stop her music to tend to him, though she would
already be wistful for the next day’s session with her piano. But he
was her best friend, then, and she didn’t begrudge him his demands.
When he was old enough to sit up, she brought him up into her lap
while she played, and he watched her fingers dance over the keys
and kicked the rhythm against her knees.

“Beethoven?” she asked him now, hitching him up on her lap,
which was getting too small for him, thanks to his increasing size
and the baby growing inside her. She loved the smell of his hair, the
heat of his little body pressing against hers; she didn’t like to think
of the day when she could not hold him in her lap while she played.

“Beethoven!” he replied, bouncing excitedly. And so she began:
the heavy chords of the opening of the Sonata Pathétique. She felt
the baby inside her kicking, and, as the grave music swelled, so did
the fear in her throat. This baby would be born soon, in only a
couple of months. Her recollection of Jack’s birth was still visceral.
She could still smell the blood. Equally vivid was her recollection
that, even as Terese had placed the swaddled new baby in her arms
for his first feeding, she had decided he would be her only child.



But how to prevent another had been a mystery. The day after
Jack’s birth, when Dr. Seguin came to check on her, she asked what
could be done, but he just patted her hand and said she should leave
the matter to God. He said that having babies was as natural as
breathing. But if that was true, why did Wilma hear of so many
women who died in the process? The best she could manage was to
keep John from her, but three months after Jack’s birth she could
hold him off no longer. She did want to be a good wife, but she had
cringed as he moved on top of her, imagining the inevitable
consequences. She kept from weaning Jack as long as possible—the
women at church whispered that this was one means of staving off
another baby—but that only made her the spoils in a war between
father and son, and she felt herself torn between the two of them,
Jack squalling for the milk of her breasts, John angry that the baby
had command of her body. Wilma dreaded the battle with John
beginning again when the new child was born—not to mention that
now Jack, too, would likely resent the competition for her attention.

Yet, despite that she hadn’t wanted it, and despite that she feared
its birth as she feared her own death, this baby in her belly
stretched and kicked as though it would swim its way up inside her
heart and thus eclipse the totality of her love. He was working his
magic on her the way that Jack had, but much earlier, before she
had even seen his face. She worried that her heart could not stretch
far enough to contain both boys. She worried that, one way or
another, they would be the death of her.

With a deep sigh at the final chord of the Grave, Wilma launched
into the Allegro di molto e con brio section of the sonata. Suddenly,
Jack pounded his fists on the keys between her hands.

“Jack!” she squawked, stopping the piece. “Jack, no!”

“Jack play now!” he insisted, and struck the keys again. Then he
looked dismayed: Why didn’t it sound as nice as when his mother
played?

“Jack!” Wilma cried, grabbing his hands. “Gentle! Gentle!”

“Jack play!” he yelled, struggling to free his hands from hers.



“Not until you’re gentle!” she cried. She had always told him he
could play when he was older; evidently, he had decided that this
was the day. How would she stop him? When Jack made up his
mind, there was just no arguing with him.

“Hello!” came a voice from the front hallway. Wilma’s stomach
lurched; it was Gust’s voice. She heard the front door closing behind
him, and then he was standing in the parlor door frame, his hat in
his hands, his cheeks pink from the cold, snow melting from his
boots. He had brought the clean smell of the winter air in with him.

“Gust,” she said, as Jack held up his arms and called out, “Uncle
Gus!” struggling to get down from her lap. She let him go, relieved
that the battle was to be deferred, flustered by Gust’s sudden
appearance. She hadn’t seen him in ages.

Gust crouched down as Jack toddled toward him at top speed.
“Are you giving your mother trouble, Jack Mickelson?”

“No,” Jack insisted, holding his arms out to his uncle. Gust picked
him up and lifted him to the ceiling; Jack squealed with glee.

“You’d best not be, Jack, or your uncle Gust will get you,” Gust
said, as he swung Jack down, set him gently on the floor, and
tickled his sides. Jack shrieked and wiggled, unable to free himself
of his uncle’s big hands, loving every bit of the attention.

“Oh, Gust,” Wilma said. “You get him so excited.”

Gust pinned Jack to the floor, letting the boy catch his breath.
“Jack, why don’t you run and find Cook,” he said. “Have her get you
a snack. Uncle Gust has to talk with your mother.”

Jack tilted his head back to look at his mother. Wilma, fiddling
with the brooch at her throat, nodded. “It’s all right, Jack, do as
Uncle Gust says. You may tell Cook that I said to get you a snack.”

Gust released Jack and, when he popped up, gave him a gentle
swat on the rear. Jack toddled out quickly. The only thing more
exciting than wrestling with Uncle Gust was the prospect of food.

“He’s grown,” Gust told Wilma when Jack had gone.
“It’s been so long since we’ve seen you,” she said.



He picked up his hat from where he’d dropped it on the floor.
“What, two weeks?”

“A month, at least.” And it had been much longer since she had
been really alone with him.

He shrugged, and put his hand in his pocket. “Time passes so
quickly, you know.”

“Do you really think so?”
“I haven’t wanted to disturb you.”

She sat up straighter, folding her hands across the baby within
her. “You needn’t have worried about that.”

“Well, you know,” he said.

He walked over to look out the front window. “It’s snowing again.
There’s already an inch of new.”

Wilma watched the square of his shoulders framed against the
snowy sky visible through the window. “Did you come here to tell
me it’s snowing?”

He sighed. “No,” he said, and turned to face her. “I came because
I was just meeting with your husband. My brother. And he was
intolerable as usual, begging your pardon. I thought you might be
able to help me see the good points in him.”

Wilma smiled. John often complained about his younger brother,
saying Gust was reckless and never thought of the bottom line.
Sometimes Wilma imagined that was all John thought of. “Gust, you
and John are just so different. There are bound to be things you
disagree on.”

“Yah, that’s true enough,” he said, and pursed his lips. He turned
from her and walked to the side window. “How do you get on with
him, then, Wilma?” he said, peering out at the trees.

Y

“Fine, I—let him have his way,’
square of his jaw.

she said quickly, watching the

He turned toward her. “Is that the secret, then?”
She touched her brooch.



“It makes me burn inside to see the way he takes his luck for
granted,” he said suddenly. He threw his hat across the room, where
it landed on the sofa. “Just this afternoon, he was groaning about
how expensive it is to ‘keep’ a wife. About the clothes you order
from Chicago, and the things for the babies, all the time you ‘waste’
on your music. I can’t even listen to it.”

Her hands were clenched. “I shouldn’t think you would need to
worry yourself about that, Gust.”

“If you were my wife, I wouldn’t begrudge you the moon, Wilma,
and the children would have their hearts’ desire!”

She dared not move, dared not breathe. His eyes burned on her.
In the space between them hovered all that had not been said, and it
was blinding. She was on the verge of going to him. He looked
away. “Forgive me, Wilma,” he said. “I should not have said such a
thing.”

She bit her lip, hard. “No, Gust.”

“It seems I’'m always having to apologize to you for the things that
I say,” he said. “Perhaps I came here intending to say such a thing,
and that’s even more disgraceful.” He made for his hat.

“Don’t go,” she blurted, and he stopped, looked at her. “I don’t—"
Just then, the baby kicked her, and she let out a little yelp.

“Are you all right?” Gust said, starting toward her. “Is it the
baby?”

She breathed, pressing her hand to her belly. “I don’t know what
it is. He’s usually much calmer.” The baby kicked again, as though
sensing the unrest in her heart.

“Would you like to feel him?” she asked, recklessly.

“Wilma?” In his eyes was his shock at the impropriety of her
proposal.

“I don’t care,” she said. “Please.”

So he approached, and crouched down close to her hip. She felt
him come over her like a cloak, his smell of cigars and winter, his



warmth. She took his hand in hers, guiding it to her stomach,
pressing it there.

“Godsakes,” he said, when he felt the baby kick. She could smell
the mint on his breath. “Doesn’t he hurt you?”

She shook her head, trying to breathe, trying not to reach for him.

He looked up at her. Then he brushed her cheek with his
fingertips.

Her eyes drifted closed, and more than just the baby seemed to
shift and settle within her. There was no denying it: Gust’s life was
woven with hers, too. Do not—she warned herself, though she knew
it was much too late.

Then the heat of him was gone. When she opened her eyes, he
was already retrieving his hat from the sofa. “Forgive me, Wilma,”
he said. “I forget myself when I'm with you—"

She struggled to her feet.
“I'd best go,” he said.

“It isn’t your fault, Gust.” She should have known better than to
invite him to touch her; she should have known that there would be
consequences for such an indiscretion. “I’m as much to blame—”"

“I can’t be near you, Wilma. That much should be clear from the
way I've behaved. I'll go up to camp and cut lumber for a couple
months. We must try to forget this. Pa’s been after me about going
up, anyway, wanting firsthand how things are going, nothing will
look strange—”

“Gust, please,” Wilma said, taking a step toward him. Proper
ladies weren’t supposed to know what went on in the wild town
near the lumber camp, but knowledge of the bad women there
cracked through Wilma’s gut like a whip.

“I wish things could be different, Wilma. You don’t know how
much, how much I've suffered with it. My own brother’s wife—!”
He clamped his mouth closed, swept his blue eyes over her, and
then he turned and was gone.



She hurried to the front window, watching as he pounded down
the porch steps and slid his way down the snowy hill to his waiting
horse. He climbed up into the saddle and kicked the bay into
motion. She watched until horse and rider faded away into the
swirling snow.

“Oh, it’s an April fool,” she sighed with relief after John came home
one afternoon to tell her that Gust had been crushed to death up in
the woods when the fall of a tree had been misjudged. She had
panicked at first, before realizing it was April first, and that John
was certainly joking.

“Wilma, do you think I'd fool about such a thing?” John said. “I
didn’t even want to tell you, in your condition, but I thought you
should know. Pa’s gone up to get his body. I'm making
arrangements for the funeral. It’s going to be on Saturday.”

He caught her when she fainted. Chase was born just after
midnight.

For days, she was unable to stop weeping. She clutched her sweet,
uncomplaining baby to her both waking and sleeping, thinking, My
fault. Here is what happens when I disregard the Rules.

Baby Chase was all that saved her. Gust had touched him in her
womb. Her love was bound with shame, but she could not deny it;
God knew the truth, anyway.

Finally, Dr. Seguin, summoned by a worried John, told her that if
she didn’t stop crying, her milk would turn sour and make the baby
colicky. They deemed her too ill to attend the funeral.



FAITH LUTHERAN CHURCH
La Crosse, Wisconsin
Sunday, February 14, 1943

The cavernous church had been quiet when Elissa, Muriel, and Betty
first arrived, but now a steady flow of people in their Sunday best,
and many men in uniform, filed into the church in an almost
unbroken stream. Elissa was sitting straight in the pew and trying
not to be too obvious about looking over her shoulder, looking at
her watch. It was 10:27, and there was still no sign of Nick.

Muriel, sitting next to her, nudged her with her elbow. “Don’t
worry, Liss, he’ll be here,” she whispered. It was all Elissa could do
to manage a smile.

She had been kept awake last night imagining what she would say
to him when she stepped into the church and saw him standing in
the vestibule waiting for her, had practiced on Muriel and Betty the
smile she would give him. (“Too much, Liss, he’s not Santa Claus;”
“That looks like you just ate a lemon;” until she got it right.) They
stayed up late discussing the evening’s events, Betty explaining that
she hadn’t allowed the boys to walk them all the way home in order
to keep some distance and thus increase their desire. “I’ll bet they’re
lying awake talking about us right now,” she insisted, and she
seemed to know about such things. Next, they debated over their
outfits for church, Elissa choosing the two-piece navy dress she’d
just purchased at Doerflinger’s, and put one another’s hair up in pin
curls.

The discomfort of the pin curls, combined with the excitement of
Nick, made sleep all but impossible. Elissa rose early to bathe,
luxuriating in the steam until, finally, Betty knocked and told her
she’d better hurry up. Thus jarred from her reverie, she dried off,



dressed, and, with Muriel’s help, carefully fixed her hair, gratified to
see that the pin curls had worked nicely. A bit of rouge and mascara
masked her lack of sleep. Then there was the time-consuming
process of applying leg makeup, in lieu of silk or nylon stockings
that couldn’t be had. Just another thing about the war that they had
almost grown accustomed to.

When the girls finally put on their coats (“You look like a million,
Liss,” Muriel said, squeezing her hand) and set out for church,
Betty’s parents hadn’t even finished their coffee. Having been
informed about the boys who would be coming for Sunday dinner,
they made wisecracks about how nice it was to see the girls so
enthusiastic about getting to church on time. “Har, har, Mom and
Dad,” Betty said, as the girls stepped out into the gray day. Snow
drifted gently to the ground like dogwood blossoms on a Tennessee
spring day (or so Elissa imagined), and as their boots made tracks in
the thin layer of snow on the sidewalk, she could hardly follow the
conversation. It seemed that Betty was discussing not knowing how
she would ever choose between Paul and Sam, if it came to that, but
all Elissa could think of was the curve of Nick’s smile. But then,
when they had walked up the church steps, pulled open the heavy
wooden doors, and entered the vestibule, Nick wasn’t there. And
now, as the organ surged into the prelude, and the chattering of the
congregation faded, Elissa couldn’t help but wonder if all her
excitement had been for nothing.

Well, at least, being a Lutheran, she could be stoic about it. She
looked at her watch again: 10:29.

And then he was there, in the pew next to her, his shirtsleeve
brushing hers, then his arm pressing hers, as he leaned close to her
to let his friends into the pew to sit by the other girls. He smelled
deliciously of soap and aftershave. The other boys greeted Elissa as
they passed, settling into the pew among Muriel and Betty.

Looking at Nick, who was even more handsome today than she’d
remembered, Elissa lost all control of her smile and probably gave
him the Santa Claus one. He was smiling his small smile, and he



winked, said, “Hello,” still pressing his shoulder against hers while
the last of the boys squeezed past their knees.

“Hello,” she whispered back, but there was no time to say
anything more; the service was starting.

She supposed she would have to say a special prayer of forgiveness
when she arrived back home in Pine Rapids. Though she tried to
pay attention to the service, she found she couldn’t register a single
word of it.

He had come in too late to get a bulletin of his own, and every
time he leaned close to read over her shoulder, the scent of his
aftershave danced to her nose and made her heart skip. Her palms
were sweaty, her mouth dry. Her ears were unnaturally hot. When
they stood to sing “Rock of Ages,” his fingers brushed hers over the
spine of the hymnal. He sang charmingly, drawling the words
quietly, a little behind the tempo of the Northern congregation.
Seated again, she watched him out of the corner of her eye, could
see only his legs, his slim hands resting on his creased uniform
pants. She wondered if he was scrutinizing her legs, too; smoothing
her skirt over her knees, she looked over at him, and caught his eye.
He winked, and reached over to brush his fingertips over the back of
her hand. Her lips turned up in a little smile, without her intending
it.

She had never spent a more excruciatingly joyous hour in church.
When it was over, the organ’s last notes sounding their finale, she
turned to him, and got lost in the blue of his eyes. “Well,” he said
quietly. “That was mighty nice.”

“Yes, it was.”

“Come on, you two.” That was Muriel, from Elissa’s other side,
already on her feet and waiting to exit the pew; Everett, Paul, Betty,
and Sam were behind her.

“I reckon we’d best get a move on,” Nick said, raising his
eyebrows.



“I reckon,” Elissa laughed, linking her arm with his when he
offered it.

In the vestibule, he helped her on with her coat, and they left the
church. The snow was still falling lightly. Again, they let the others
hurry ahead.

“I’'m real sorry we were late,” he said.

“You weren’t, really,” she said coolly. No sense letting him off the
hook entirely.

“I intended on getting you something for Valentine’s Day, but
every place we went was closed.”

She looked at him, surprised, and he held her gaze a moment,
smiling a little. Then he looked up at the sky, and stuck out his
tongue to catch a falling snowflake. “I reckon it snows pretty near
every day around here,” he proclaimed then, as though he’d just
decided it.

Her heart was drawn more and more to him; she could feel it
almost like a physical thing. And she didn’t like to think of him as
the transient soldier he was, or to acknowledge that he might just
disappear from her life as quickly as he’d entered it. If only for a
moment, she entertained the dream that perhaps he would not. “Do
you like Wisconsin?”

“I like it more since last night,” he said.

She watched her boots make tracks in the snow, wanting to
believe him. “You’re an expert sweet-talker,” she said. “You must
meet a different girl every weekend.”

“I don’t even like going dancing, normally. My buddies dragged
me to town this weekend. I reckon I'm glad they did.” He raised one
eyebrow at her. “If you are.”

She looked at him, trying to judge his sincerity. Given the
conventional wisdom about soldiers, she supposed she shouldn’t
trust him, but she could see something in the set of his jaw, and the
clear blue of his eyes, that made trusting him seem the only thing to



do. Besides, love didn’t come complete from the start; you built it in
small pieces, moment by moment, and you had to start somewhere.
“Yes, I'm glad,” she said.

“I'm not fooling around with you, Lissa. I just hope you aren’t
with me, either.”
“Of course not.”

“You might think it’s crazy, but I have this f